EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY POLICY

Transforming Higher Education in Latin America: A
Comprehensive Technical Analysis of the Tuning Project
and Competence-Based Learning

Published: February 17, 2025 | Index ID: #228

The evolution of higher education systems globally has transitioned from a traditional teacher-centered approach to
a student-centered, competence-based model. Central to this transformation in the Latin American context is the
Tuning Latin America Project. Initiated as a localized adaptation of the European Tuning process, this initiative
has sought to harmonize educational structures across borders, ensuring that degrees are comparable,
compatible, and transparent. As the Deusto International Tuning Academy (DITA) emphasizes, the project is not
merely an administrative alignment but a profound pedagogical shift designed to bridge the gap between academic
output and the requirements of a rapidly evolving global labor market.

The Theoretical Framework: Competence-Based Student-Centered Learning

To understand the impact of the Tuning Project, one must first deconstruct the concept of Competence-Based
Education (CBE). Unlike traditional models that measure learning through inputs (hours spent in a classroom),
CBE focuses on outputs: what the student can actually do upon completion of a module or degree. In the context of
Tuning Latin America, competences are divided into two primary categories:

e Generic Competences: These are transferable skills applicable across various disciplines, such as critical
thinking, problem-solving, ethical commitment, and the ability to work in teams. These are often viewed as the
foundation for lifelong learning.

¢ Specific Competences: These are the knowledge, skills, and values inherent to a particular field of study, such
as the specific technical abilities required for a historian or a psychologist.

The Student-Centered Learning (SCL)paradigm shifts the focus of the educational process from the lecturer to
the learner. This requires a redesign of the curriculum where the student’s workload—encompassing not just
contact hours but independent study, research, and assessment preparation—becomes the primary metric for
credit allocation.

The Tuning Methodology: A Five-Step Implementation Cycle

The Tuning Academy utilizes a rigorous five-step methodology to ensure that curriculum reform is both systematic
and measurable. This methodology serves as the technical backbone for universities participating in the Latin
American initiative.

1. Definition of the Professional Profile: Identifying the roles and tasks the graduate will perform in society and
the labor market.

2. ldentification of Competences: Consulting with stakeholders (academics, employers, students, and
graduates) to define the necessary generic and specific competences.

3. Construction of the Curriculum: Mapping these competences onto specific modules, ensuring a logical
progression of learning.

4. Student Workload and Credit Systems: Utilizing the Latin American Reference Credit (CLAR) to quantify the
total time required for a student to achieve the defined learning outcomes.

5. Continuous Quality Improvement: Implementing feedback loops to refine the curriculum based on student



performance and labor market feedback.

Historical Development of Tuning in Latin America

The project has unfolded in distinct phases, each building upon the data and networks established previously. The
initial phase, which ran from 2004 to 2007, laid the groundwork by establishing Subject Area Groups (SAGS).
These groups allowed academics from diverse nations such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Mexico to share best
practices and define common ground in disciplines like History, Mathematics, and Medicine.

The second phase (2011-2013), titled Tuning America Latina: Innovacién Educativa y Social, focused on deeper
implementation and social innovation. It was during this period that the project expanded to include more
universities and specialized areas, emphasizing the social responsibility of higher education institutions in the
region. The goal was to facilitate the continuation of the process that had already been embarked on, ensuring that
the results were not just theoretical but integrated into the institutional fabric of participating universities.

Table 1: Comparative Evolution of Tuning Latin America Phases



Feature Phase | (2004-2007) Phase Il (2011-2013)

Primary Objective Identification of Generic/Specific Implementation and Social Innovation
Competences
Scope Initial establishment of 62 Subject Refinement and inclusion of Social
Areas Innovation aspects
Key Focus Alignment of Degree Structures Impact Analysis and Quality
Assurance
Stakeholder Engagement Academic-centric consultation Broad consultation (Employers,

Graduates, Society)

Technical Analysis: Measuring Implementation and Impact

A significant challenge in educational reform is moving from policy to practice. The study conducted by P.
Beneitone (2015) at the Deusto International Tuning Academy addressed a critical question: Is there actual
implementation of these models?The research sought to provide an unambiguous answer regarding the presence
or absence of competence-based, student-centered learning in participating institutions.

Failure Modes and Implementation Barriers

Despite the high-level commitment of universities, several technical and operational barriers often hinder the full
adoption of the Tuning framework:

« Institutional Inertia: Deeply ingrained traditional teaching methods that resist shift toward student-led learning.

¢ Misalignment of Credits: The failure to accurately calculate student workload, leading to "credit inflation" or
"workload overload."

e Lack of Staff Development: Tuning requires instructors to act as facilitators rather than just lecturers, a
transition that requires extensive pedagogical training.

¢ Inadequate Assessment Tools: Competences cannot be measured by multiple-choice exams alone; they
require rubrics, portfolios, and performance-based assessments.

Case Study: Specific Competences in Psychology (Buenos Aires)

Research by D. Benatuil (2017) analyzed the perception of specific competences among advanced psychology
students in Buenos Aires. This study serves as a microcosm of the broader Tuning impact. The findings indicated a
discrepancy between the importance assigned to certain competences and the actual achievementperceived by
the students. This gap highlights the technical necessity of aligning classroom activities more closely with defined
competence profiles.

Case Study: The History Area in Latin America

The development of the History Subject Area Group involved academics from across the continent. By analyzing

the curriculum of different nations, the group identified that while historical facts vary by region, the

methodological competences(critical analysis of sources, historiographic theory) are universal. This allowed for
the creation of a "common core" that facilitates student mobility across Latin American borders.

The Role of the Deusto International Tuning Academy

The Deusto International Tuning Academy (DITA) serves as the global custodian of the Tuning methodology. It



acts as a research hub and a technical support center. One of its primary roles is the publication of the Tuning
Journal for Higher Education, which provides a platform for peer-reviewed research on curriculum reform. The
Academy's brochure emphasizes that staff development is not a one-time event but a continuous process based on
sharing best practices within Subject Area Groups.

Mathematical Models for Credit Systems: The CLAR Formula

A key technical output of the Tuning Latin America project is the Latin American Reference Credit (CLAR). The
calculation of these credits follows a specific formula to ensure cross-border transparency:

C=(H c+H.i)/K

Where: C = Number of Credits H_c = Contact Hours (Lectures, Seminars) H_i = Independent Study Hours
(Research, Homework, Exam Prep) K= The constant representing the total annual workload (usually 1,500 to
1,800 hours for a full-time student).

This technical standardization allows a student in Peru to have their workload recognized in Argentina or Spain,
fostering the "Harmonization" that is central to the Tuning philosophy.

Implementation Strategy: A Guide for Higher Education Institutions

For a university to successfully adopt the Tuning framework, it must follow a structured integration procedure. This
guide outlines the necessary steps for academic administrators and department heads.

Step 1. Stakeholder Mapping and Consultation

Before redesigning a curriculum, the institution must conduct surveys and focus groups. This isn't just a qualitative
exercise; it provides the quantitative data required to rank competences. Ranking (R) is often calculated as:

R =(:2 66+&Ub6—x + tance) / N

Where Nis the number of respondents. Only competences with high importance and high relevance are selected
for the final profile.

Step 2: Module Mapping

Each module must be linked to at least one generic and one specific competence. This is often visualized through a
Competence Matrix.

Table 2: Sample Competence Mapping Matrix



Module Name Generic Competences Specific Competences Assessment Method

(GC) (SC)
Introduction to Critical Thinking, Ethical Analysis of Primary Portfolio Defense
Historiography Commitment Sources
Statistical Methods for Problem Solving, ICT Skills Design of Quantitative Data Analysis Project
Psychology Research
Social Innovation Seminar Teamwork, Leadership Social Responsibility Community-based
Awareness Fieldwork

Step 3: Verification of Learning Outcomes

Once the curriculum is implemented, the institution must verify that the students are achieving the intended
outcomes. This involves tracking "Perceived Achievement” versus "Actual Performance." If a gap exists, the
curriculum must be adjusted—a process known as Tuning.

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting

Operationalizing Tuning is fraught with technical difficulties. Below is a breakdown of common failure modes and
their respective solutions.

1.The "Competence Overload" Problem

Issue: Including too many competences in a single module, making assessment impossible. Solution:Limit
modules to 3-5 key competences. Use a spiral curriculum approach where competences are introduced, reinforced,
and then mastered over several years.

2. Assessment Validity

Issue: Assessing a skill like "leadership" via a written exam. Solution:Implement 360-degree feedback and peer
assessment. Move toward authentic assessment that mimics professional environments.

3. Data Silos

Issue: Different departments using different definitions for the same generic competences. Solution:Establish a
university-wide "Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning” (CETL) to standardize definitions and
assessment rubrics across all faculties.

Broader Implications for Global Education

The Tuning Latin America project has implications far beyond its immediate geographical scope. It represents a
move toward a Global Higher Education Area. By creating common benchmarks, Latin American universities can
engage in more effective international cooperation, particularly with the European Higher Education Area (EHEA).

Furthermore, the project highlights the importance of Educational Social Innovation. In a region marked by
significant socio-economic disparities, the Tuning focus on social responsibility ensures that higher education is not
an ivory tower but a engine for social mobility and democratic stability. The ability of the Tuning methodology to
adapt to different cultural and economic contexts proves its robustness as a technical framework for reform.

The study of the impact of Tuning in Latin America remains an ongoing effort. As seen in the 2023 reflections on
ten years of the Tuning Journal, the focus is shifting toward long-term sustainability and the integration of digital



competences into the existing framework. The Deusto International Tuning Academy continues to lead this
research, ensuring that the "unambiguous answer" regarding implementation remains a positive one, supported by
data, academic rigor, and a commitment to student success.

Ultimately, the Tuning process is not a destination but a continuous state of refinement. It requires academics to be
as rigorous with their teaching methodologies as they are with their disciplinary research. By focusing on
competences, student workload, and international transparency, Latin American universities are positioning
themselves to meet the challenges of the 21st century while preserving the unique cultural and academic heritage
of the region.
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