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About the document: This paper builds on the background discussion paper agreed by the WG in November 2010. The sections describing the mandate and the preliminaries remained mainly as agreed in the last WG meeting. Its main additions consist of a working definition of the transparency tools and of suggestions for the future steps of the report. The section on geographical borders suggests criteria for selection of the transparency tools to be included in the report. It also provides a preliminary list, as a starting point for debates. The rest of the text of the the background discussion paper remained as agreed by the working group and suggestions for future steps of the report.
The WG members are asked to provide feedback to the section that aims to offer a working definition of transparency tools and to agree on the future steps to be taken in order to finalize the report mid November.

Mandate

"We note that there are several current initiatives designed to develop mechanisms for providing more detailed information about higher education institutions across the EHEA to make their diversity more transparent. We believe that any such mechanisms, including those helping higher education systems and institutions to identify and compare their respective strengths, should be developed in close consultation with the key stakeholders. These transparency tools need to relate closely to the principles of the Bologna Process, in particular quality assurance and recognition, which will remain our priority, and should be based on comparable data and adequate indicators to describe the diverse profiles of higher education institutions and their programmes."

The BFUG is asked, amongst others, "to monitor the development of the transparency mechanisms and to report back to the 2012 ministerial conference"
.

Based on this mandate, the BFUG adopted the following purpose and outcomes for the Transparency Tools Working Group: 

"- to monitor the development of the transparency tools and mechanisms both the purposes and the objectives (information, accountability, quality) and the indicators and criteria used (input/processes, output/outcome);

- to make a report to the 2012 ministerial conference."
Preliminaries

1. Needs of the modern societies are diverse, complex and continuously changing. In order to accommodate these needs, HEIs have become complex organizations performing various functions, rooted in diverse traditions. Transparency tools should describe HEIs in their complexity. An endless ideological debate would rise when trying to describe what a HEI should do. The Ministers managed to find a compromise in the frame of the Bologna Process. They have defined the HEIs as serving the purposes of:

- "preparing students for life as active citizens in a democratic society;

- preparing students for their future careers and enabling their personal development; 

- creating and maintaining a broad, advanced knowledge base;

- stimulating research and innovation."

2. EHEA is an area where, amongst others, "higher education institutions are responsive to the wider needs of society through the diversity of their missions"
. Institutional and study programme diversity is regarded as one of the biggest assets of the EHEA. Yet EHEA is lacking reliable instruments to enable the understanding of its diversity.
A working description of Transparency Tools

Transparency tools can be regarded as having primarily the purpose to adequately inform the decisions of the beneficiaries (students, families, businesses, and the society as a whole). Their reason of existence can be motivated by solving some of the beneficiaries’ difficulties to gather and process useful information in order to decide in matters regarding HEIs. Evidence-based transparency tools complete and sometimes replace the unstructured information from peers, marketing leaflets, various newspaper articles etc. Due to their structured approach, especially in terms of methodology, transparency tools claim more objectivity than the unstructured transparency mechanisms. It might be that a group of experts can offer objective information on study programmes in their field of expertise, but the heterogeneity of the communicators, especially in terms of knowledge, can be regarded as the main feature of unstructured transparency mechanisms. The transparency tools claim to offer a consistent approach based on fix methodologies, while unstructured transparency tools offer a diverse range of perspectives. 
The perspective of transparency tools or “HEIs’ facets” they want to describe is determined by the choice of indicators. There are functions of HEIs for which there are few and poor developed indicators, while others, as research for example, have a prolific tradition of measurement. However, the measurements are based on proxies; therefore the accuracy of the transparency tools is given by the accuracy with which the proxies are describing the processes to be measured and of the measurements as such. It is important to underlie the “Heisenberg effect” of the proxies: they stimulate strategic behavior of the subjects which can cause sometimes the weakening of the proxy. Therefore, for the accuracy of the transparency tools, proxies need to be examined for their accuracy. 
The full complexity of HEIs cannot be entirely captured by any technology which aims to offer comparative information. In this respect, transparency tools need to be seen as simplifiers of reality, obliged to seek a balance between reductionism, complexity and capacity to communicate.  

Furthermore, not everything can be measured through scientific means. There are important features of HE that can be revealed only through peer reviews, or that are escaping even their sight: no short evaluation experience can replace the in depth understanding from practical personal experience.
The conclusion of the previous paragraphs is that perfect transparency tools are not possible under the existing measurement paradigm. At the same time, experiential knowledge is not a solution for prospective students. Transparency tools can only hope to achieve most of the unattainable. 

In functional terms, transparency tools would collect, process, systemize and communicate data on diverse higher education institutions.

The Bologna Process, in its endeavor for greater comparability and compatibility of the national higher education systems, has installed a set of tools, whose purpose, amongst others, is to provide information to the beneficiaries: 

- Qualifications framework;

- Diploma supplement;

- ECTS;
- Cycles system.

The purpose of these tools, from the perspective of the beneficiaries, can be seen rather as readability tools. They enhance mainly students’ and teaching staff capacity to deal with HEIs’ diverse approaches, by offering a common frame of structural reference. Mobility would be hard to realize without these tools.  
Quality assurance and accreditation provide another set of insights into the HE spectrum. Generally, external review reports are made public and they provide a description of the HEIs main functions. The information they provide is comprehensive and can be used for comparing institutions. Probably the comprehensive character makes it less attractive to the users that are looking for a simple, little effort consuming tool to inform their decision. Another reason can be the incapacity to communicate to the public the way the peers have grounded their decisions. Accreditation, in turn is one of the public goods in HE: it provides information on what HEI/study programme has the necessary premises to offer quality education. Though accreditation has a strict character, being one of the most forceful tools to steer HE, it also has an information function: it tells what the state finds safe for its citizens in terms of HE.   
Besides quality assurance and structural comprehension enabling tools, the other transparency tools can be regarded as comparison enablers. They are useful for situations in which one has to choose: either the HEI to enroll in, either a partner in a research proposal or maybe a technology transfer partner. Three types of transparency tools can be put under this category:

· Databases
, especially containing study programmes. Such a tool contains crude information, provided by the HEIs, organized into items provided by the database holder. 
· Quality profiles: the UK Research Assessment Eexercise provides an example of this sort. The essence of this tool is that HEIs display on their own website information on their performance and the users do their own comparisons. In order to ensure comparability, coherence is needed in terms of how to structure the profiles: indicators and measurements. Databases can enable comparisons between different HEIs’ quality profiles.

· Classifications: such a tool organizes a population of HEIs into clusters. Clusters are built around indicators relevant for their discriminative capacity. Generally the clusters do not intersect themselves or have little intersections. Ideally, one HEI cannot be distributed in more than one cluster, based on the same indicator. A classification can, and generally does, use more than one indicator. Their comprehensivity is given by the number of indicators used. Based on the types of indicators used (descriptive or evaluative), the classifications can be descriptive (or horizontal), hierarchical (or vertical) or mixed. Some misperceive descriptive classifications as being hierarchical due to some “public stereotypes”. Probably the widest spread “public stereotype” is that research universities are better than the ones focused on learning and teaching, not that they are just different. When designed from the way HEIs cluster themselves classifications can be seen as empirical; when the categories are predefined, the classification can be described as administrative, as it is driven by the way national policies (financing, accreditation, qualifications, institutional diversity) are shaped.
· Rankings have a criterion or a set of criteria against which the individual elements (HEIs, departments, study programmes) belonging to a population are being ranked. Rankings have the purpose to offer one or more hierarchies, based either on the score of individual element or on their place in a hierarchy drawn on scores. The indicators used are generally output oriented, and they claim to measure the performance or the reputation.  

Renowned higher education researchers and stakeholders brought to the attention of the EU directors generals for HE
 their concerns regarding rankings and classifications:

- They do not include difficult or impossible to measure, yet important functions of HEIs in the "portrait";

- They promote one hegemonic image of excellent institutions, stimulating HEIs with different profile to imitative behavior, thus having a homogenizing effect (decreasing diversity);

- They impact on the governance of HEIs and on the relationships between their constituents;

- They impact on the access policies, strengthening inequalities.

Customizable information could be obtained also through benchmarking, which is more likely a management process serving for enhancement rather than for public information. In this respect, benchmarking can make use of transparency tools. Descriptive classifications can be used to identify the profile of the HEIs that will be benchmarked, while rankings can provide some of the benchmarks. An often misuse of the current rankings is to benchmark national higher education systems. The presence of HEIs belonging to one national system in the top of a hierarchy is sensible to the distribution of resources, hence the performance of the highest ranked is, in most cases, a weak proxy for the overall system performance. 
This report will address only databases, classifications and rankings. The existing Bologna tools will not make the object of this report due to overlapping with the scope of other Bologna Follow-Up Group substructures. Quality profiles are a generous idea, but they are being developed nationally, in some EHEA countries. Their impact cannot be considered widespread over the EHEA.  

The geographical "borders" of the report
This report will address only those transparency tools that do inform decisions of the EHEA students, academic staff, families and businesses, regarding HEIs in the EHEA. Cooperation with other regions of the world is important, and there is another WG addressing these issues. Therefore transparency tools designed to help non-EHEA students to make informed decisions regarding their studies in the EHEA will not be addressed in this report. The report will cover only the transparency tools that are considered to reach a treshhold of influence and that are designed to cover all the EHEA countries. The limited coverage is the reason why some well known rankings are not part of the report even if their reach extends over more than one EHEA country. Another criteria to select the transparency tools to be addressed in this report is their periodic/permanent issueing.

The WG can agree on the following list:

· Classifications: U-Map;

· Rankings: ARWU – initiated by the Centre for World-Class Universities and the Institute of Higher Education of Shanghai Jiao Tong University, China), Performance ranking of scientific papers for World Universities (initiated by the Higher Education Evaluation & Accreditation Council of Taiwan), 
The Times World University Rankings (initiated by The Times), Leiden Ranking (iniţiat de Centre for Science and Technology Studies, Leiden University, the Netherlands), QS World University Rankings (initiated by Quacquarelli Symonds), CHE ExcellenceRanking and CHE-HochschulRanking by The Centre For Higher Education in Germany, U-Multirank: a multi-dimensional global university ranking, a feasibility study led by CHERPA Network.
The report can list also national transparency tools and describe them based on a set of easy to communicate criteria (E.g. multidimensionl/ single dimensional/ aggregative, user driven/ranker driven, quantitative/qualitative/nominal indicators, input/process/output proxies, normalized/summative approach). For this, a questionnaire has to be prepared and sent to the BFUG, parallel to the reporting exercise.

The information function of the transparency tools
Monitoring the information function of the transparency tool would require some preliminary agreement on who is to be informed. Based on access to information and capacity to process it, three categories of beneficiaries can be identified:

· Some having access to publicly available information and non-specialized processing capacities: students, their families, most of the staff and most of the businesses;

· Some having access to public information and more specialized processing capacities: HEIs;

· Some having access to restricted information and specialized processing capacities: governmental agencies.

The decisions of beneficiaries in these categories are different, so are their information needs. Based on these specificities, the content and the communication method associated with transparency tools should differ. 

Issues that can be addressed in the report:
- What audiences transparency tools address/should address?

- What are the decisions transparency tools inform/should inform upon, for each category of beneficiaries?

- How are/should transparency tools be communicated?

Further on, the report can list the methodological aspects of the transparency tools. Currently, scholars and projects provide extensive overview on the indicators and criteria used, their methodological limits, their merits and their shortcomings.

Issues that can be addressed in the report:
- What are the indicators/criteria used?
- What are the developments in terms of measurement of HEI outcomes/performance? (Ex. AHELO project of the OECD)
- What are their methodological limits?
- What are their shortcomings?
- Are the indicators/criteria used in current rankings describing all HEIs purposes listed above?


The accountability function of the transparency tools
Monitoring the accountability function would require a preliminary agreement on how are HEIs accountable to the society. One stream of accountability is identified in the Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communique as "the responsiveness to the wider needs of society through the diversity of the missions". 

Issues that can be addressed in the report:
- The diversity of the EHEA;

- What is the impact of transparency tools on the diversity of the EHEA?

However, accountability can be understood as a system of transparent incentives, to stimulate good performance and quality and to sanction improper ones. In this respect, the concept of accountability could be tied to the financing of higher education. In this respect, he nature of the incentives differs:

1. In contexts where resource distribution depends on the decisions of the beneficiaries (student grants, tuition fees, business investments in research and innovation) transparency tools can play a role, if they inform such decisions.
Issues that can be addressed in the report:
- Are HE beneficiaries grounding their decisions on transparency tools?
- What are the categories of such beneficiaries and how numerous are they
?
- Is the behavior of beneficiaries stimulating performance
?
2. In context where resource distribution depends on the priorities set by the (semi)governmental agencies, transparency tools can play a role if they constitute a basis for such public policies.

Issues that can be addressed in the report:
- Are/should transparency tools be a basis for policy making in HE?
- If so, what are the categories of such policies?

- Do the identified policy arrangements stimulate performance?

Transparency tools as quality mechanisms
Some of the social phenomena described above can be analyzed in an aggregative manner, at the level of the national HE systems.

Issues that can be addressed in the report:
- Can the description of HEIs by current transparency tools be associated with performance of the overall HE system?
- Can the dynamics of the description of HEIs by current transparency tools be associated with an increase in quality? Quality of what?
- Are the transparency tools reliable revelators of quality/lack of quality
?
� Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué, 2009, par. 22.


� Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué, 2009, par. 26, point 3.


� Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué, par. 4.


� Idem.


� Currently, the Hungarian representatives are preparing a concept of such a tool for BFUG’s discussion in Krakow.


� In the Directors General Meeting under the Belgian Presidency of the European Council, in Namur, September 13-14th, 2010.





�The list is just a proposal, the WG can add or remove any item they prefer.


�Though this is a good ranking, it’s relevance for the EHEA is questionable.


�The WG members are asked to decide if such a section of the report is welcomed. If so, the Chair will conduct the investigation, with the assistance of the BFUG Secretariat. 


�The WG members are asked to decide to question the BFUG members on the existance of studies on the needs of prospective students, businesses or the public in terms information. If so, the Chair will conduct the investigation, with the assistance of the BFUG Secretariat. This question can be added to a questionnaire, if the case.


�This section can offer the opportunity of the stakeholders to express their view on this specific matter. The WG can decide to endorse their position and have a clear normative stand or just to communicate them to the ministers as part of the report. The WG members are asked to agree on the following steps:


To ask for the position of the stakeholders;


 To ask the Chair to integrate the positions received in the document, with assistance from the BFUG Secretariat;


 To decide in the next meeting how to include this section in the report: as an agreed normative political recommendation from the WG or as the opinion of the stakeholders.


�The WG is asked to agree on normative principle. The suggestion is: customized for each category, and where it can’t be so, it should be adjusted to the needs of the least empowered to deal with diversity.


�This section will be based on EUA’s study on rankings and other relevant articles from 2009 and 2010. The WG members are asked to express their opinion on the matter and to agree on the way forward.


�The WG is asked to agree on political stand on the matter. The suggestion is: each transparency tool or instrument should address the diversity of the EHEA and contribute to a better understanding of the diversity of the EHEA. Therefore we need more sophisticated indicators than those developed in the U-Map project.


�This section will be based on Ellen Hazelkorn’s study on rankings and other relevant articles from 2009 and 2010. The WG members are asked to express their opinion on the matter and to agree on the way forward.


�The WG members are asked to decide to question the BFUG members on the existance of evidence on this matter. If so, the Chair will conduct the investigation, with the assistance of the BFUG Secretariat. This question can be added to a questionnaire, if the case.


�As this question raises issues of consistency over the EHEA, it can be addressed only as study cases of the countries that answered positive to the previous question. The WG members are asked to express their opinion on the matter and to agree on the way forward.


�This question has (1) a descriptive side and (2) a normative side. (1)The descriptive side can be integrated in the questionnaire to the BFUG members, if the WG members agree to do so. (2)The normative side can take the form of a recommendation. The suggestion is wait for the next WG meeting, when evidence from the questionnaire can be presented. 


�As performance is a concept relative to the objectives, most of them different from country to country, such an approach can be misguiding the readership. Possible solutions are: (1)to ask the BFUG members if the performance of such policy arrangements has been assessed and other descriptive facts on the matter (2) to drop the question. The WG members are asked to decide on a solution. 


�The new ENQA paper with regard to the link between quality and transparency tools can be referrenced on this matter.





