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One of the specific tasks of the Transparency Tools WG was “to organize a seminar on transparency tools open for the participation of the BFUG”
. The mini-seminar aimed at sharing with the BFUG members the specific knowledge gathered through the Transparency Tools WG discussions. It was also a good opportunity to collect participants view on the issues that were intensely debated within the WG. 
This document provides an overview of the main issues discussed within the mini-seminar. It reflects both presentations by the speakers and interventions from participants. 
The transparency function of the Bologna Tools

The Bologna Tools that have a public information function can be grouped under: quality assurance, recognition, qualifications frameworks and reporting. 

· Quality assurance entangles a quite developed set of tools: ESG, EQAR, ENQA membership. Quality assurance tells to the public, amongst others, if HEIs/study programmes meet the threshold standards. It does not order or render easily comparable those HEIs/study programmes that passed the threshold. It does not provide a clear answer to the issue of what is the reality behind the procedures. 

· Recognition rests on Council of Europe/UNESCO (Lisboa) Recognition Convention, on subsidiary texts, especially Recommendation on Criteria and procedures and on ENIC/NARICs and LRC Committee. Countries can appeal to “substantial differences” to hamper fair recognition. 
· The idea of degree systems preceded qualifications frameworks; they describe how qualifications fit together, how learners can move within and between systems and the learning outcomes. Questions about the quality of a qualification are addressed through QA infrastructure: accreditation (yes/no) according to standards (in line with the ESG?) by an agency (ENQA/EQAR?). The level of accreditation is described against the NQF. Is it self certified against the QF-EHEA (and referenced against the EQF)? With a credible self certification report? With international experts? For workload ECTS is the common currency. The substantive description of the educational experience relies on learning outcomes. In order to fulfil their transparency purpose, learning outcomes, qualifications frameworks and the link between the two need to be understandable, credible and functional.
· Official Bologna Process reports (stocktaking, national reports), statistic reports (Eurydice), or stakeholders’ reports (Bologna With Student Eyes, Trends) can be included under reporting. Offering different perspectives on the same reform process ensures pluralism of views, but in the same time it may be confusing for the less initiated public. At the same time, the colour associated to the ‘traffic-light’ Bologna Process scorecard reports may become an important matter, especially if esteem, promotion or other benefits are associated with how good a country “is doing” in those reports. The reporting exercise can incentivize strategic behaviour, which can easily be at odds with being honest in describing the reality. In such cases, the transparency function of reporting is being diminished. The Bologna Process is a model of cooperation which cannot sanction inaccurate reporting, therefore such individual actions can erode the credibility of the overall report.
The tools developed within the Bologna Process are complex transparency tools whose major merit is that they enable understanding of the learning experience. They describe coherently where one can reach, where one stands for now and how to get there in terms of higher education. They help identifying strengths, not necessarily comparing merits of alternative study choices. 
In order to fulfill their transparency function, Bologna Process tools need to rely on each other. This implies that Bologna Process cannot be approached a la carte and also that further effort needs to be put in order to make Bologna Process infrastructure understandable by the less initiated public. It is hard to imagine that an average prospective student and his/her family have the detailed knowledge on Bologna Process tools which is necessary in order to properly understand all merits and risks associated with a qualification that is presented to them. Their task may become even harder if qualifications are marketed, instead of being described for the purpose of information provision.

Bologna Process tools face competition mainly from newspapers that offer more simplistic, sometimes reductionist tools, which enable immediate comparison of alternative study choices. One advantage of such tools rests on the easiness to use them. Bologna tools do not address properly the need for information on employability, student support, student/staff ratios or other aspects of the quality of the learning experience. Rankings’ appeal to the public demonstrates that there is interest for such tools. There are no indications currently that public propensity for rankings would decrease. 
One key challenge for Bologna tools is to increase their understandability while maintaining comprehensibility. 
Classifications and rankings
Classifications and rankings are not always used for the purpose for which they were intended. They sometimes turn from being information provision tools to funds distribution tools. Governments may be tempted to allocate public funds associated with rankings or classifications. In such a case, perverse incentives are provided for scoring high, thus the adequacy of the tool for transparency purposes decreases. 

U-Map exercise in Estonia gave rise to a series of questions: how will HEIs be affected by the fact that they increased transparency? What will happen when all the profiles will be public, including the ones of HEIs from different countries? How will the display of profiles affect the good/bad quality perception of the public?
Global rankings cover only 3 to 5% of the total no of HEIs worldwide. They are more the result of mathematical operations than indicators of value. Composite scores always contain elements of subjective judgments. Research orientation is dominant amongst rankings’ indicators. Comparability is affected by biases of language and publication patterns. Rankings incentivize increased performance in aspects which are visible in rankings, risking other functions of HEIs (E.g. teaching) to be neglected. Rankings do not take proper account of the diverse needs of students. Rankings cover only top institutions but impact all universities: mission drift is more visible amongst the immediate “followers” of the top 500 ranked universities (501 to aprox. 1000). 
 “The arrival on the scene of global rankings has galvanised the world of higher education. Since then universities cannot avoid national and international comparisons, and this has caused changes in the way universities function.
De facto, the methodologies of global rankings give stable results for only 700-1000 universities. The majority of universities are left out of the equation – but the result is that all HEIs are often judged according to criteria that are appropriate for the top research universities only.
Rankings so far cover only some university missions.

Rankings, it is claimed, make universities more ‘transparent’. However, the methodologies, especially those of the most popular league tables, still lack transparency themselves.
The lack of suitable indicators is most apparent in measuring teaching performance. The situation is better when evaluating research, but even bibliometric indicators have their biases and flaws. The real problem is the use of inadequate proxies, or the partial omission of information due to methodological constraints.

At present, it is difficult to argue that the benefits offered by the information that rankings provide, as well as the increased ‘transparency,’ are greater than the negative effects of the ‘unwanted consequences’ of rankings.
New development, e.g. U-Map, U-Multirank and AHELO, all aim to improve the situation. These new tools are still at various stages of development and still have to overcome difficult issues, particularly problems of data collection and the development of new proxies. 
Higher education policy decisions should not be based solely on rankings data.”

U-multirank fares better than other rankings in terms of being user-driven. It includes innovative indicators, especially under the regional engagement dimension. It also makes use of U-Map to determine which institutions are comparable, based on their activity profile. It is multidimensional, but that is the trend with other rankings, too. THE has increased its dimensions. 
Rankings’ consequences are important. It became a matter of national prestige to have top ranked universities. Important funds and other administrative measures, such as mergers are mobilized to reach this goal. 

� Terms of Reference of the Transparency Tools WG. 


� Lesley Wilson, “Global University Rankings and their Impact: EUA Rankings Review”. 
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