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The aim of the report is to map existing national and supra-national transparency tools and to highlight their fitness for purpose. The report also provides an account of the main developments of the existing transparency tools since 2010. Additionally, the report looks into innovations that have the potential to change the face of the current transparency discourse. Another important section of the report is dedicated to describing transparency as a field of policy and to identifying the way current tools are impacting on national policy making.  
Transparency within the Bologna Process before Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué

The Working Group interprets that the Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué marked a shift in the transparency discourse within the Bologna Process. It referred to transparency as information provision. In the previous Communiqués transparency appears rather instrumental for recognition and mobility. 

The Bologna Declaration
 establishes “a system of easily readable and comparable degrees” and the Diploma Supplement as policy tools that aim “to promote European citizens employability and the international competitiveness of the European higher education system”. The subsequent Communiqués
 clarify that easily readable and comparable refers to the recognition of degrees across higher education systems. London Communiqué adds “accessible information” and qualifications frameworks to the policy tools that aim to increase mobility, “attractiveness and competitiveness” of the European Higher Education Area
. 
The notion “transparency” as such appears for the first time in the Berlin Communiqué, as a beneficial consequence of “institutions and employers […] mak[ing] full use of the Diploma Supplement”, where the policy objective is to “foster[…] employability and facilitate[…] academic recognition for further studies”
. It also appears in Bergen Communiqué as one of the principles
 based on which the ministers wish to establish a European Higher Education Area
. In the London Communiqué, the principle of transparency appears again, related to qualifications frameworks which are referred to as „important instruments in achieving comparability and transparency within the EHEA and facilitating the movement of learners within, as well as between, higher education systems”
. 
We conclude that before the Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué, transparency is presented in the Bologna Process official documents as a desirable characteristic of the European Higher Education Area that is to be reached by implementing the established policy tools, mainly ECTS, Diploma Supplement and qualifications frameworks. Although it is also referred to as a principle, transparency appears rather instrumental for the academic mobility within the EHEA. Mobility itself would lead towards increased employability of graduates and enhanced attractiveness and competitiveness of the EHEA.
Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué’s shift in the transparency discourse

The Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué acknowledges that “the Bologna Process has promoted the Diploma Supplement and the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System to further increase transparency […]”
. In this paragraph, transparency has the meaning with which it was used in the previous Communiqués. The shift in the discourse is marked by the introduction of the concept of “multidimensional transparency tools”. Transparency is used in this paragraph in association with diversity of higher education institutions. Previously, the same Communiqué noted that “European Higher Education Area […] is an area where […] all higher education institutions are responsive to the wider needs of society through the diversity of their missions”
. Mission diversity has to be associated with the different purposes ministers call HEIs to serve: 

· "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."

The shift consists in using transparency with the meaning of “provision of more detailed information” in order to enable public understanding of higher education institutions’ diversity. A special function of transparency tools is acknowledged as “helping higher education systems and institutions to identify and compare their respective strengths.”

Current relevant debates

The Mobility strategy 2020 for the European Higher Education Area “Mobility for Better Learning” also emphasises transparency as being instrumental to mobility. It refers to quality assurance, EHEA qualifications framework, ECTS and Diploma Supplement as “transparency tools”
.  
“Transparency of structures and instruments and mutual trust in the higher education systems of all EHEA countries are at the core of the Bologna process and a necessary prerequisite for mobility. We further encourage the application of the qualifications framework for the EHEA, of the ECTS and of the Diploma Supplement and intend to strengthen the European Quality Assurance Register (EQAR) by using the register even better as a reference instrument especially by deploying the quality assurance agencies listed in it consistently in the respective member countries.”

Many BFUG members have insisted on the importance of harmonization with EU intervention in higher education. The rationale of this request is rather practical: in most of EU countries the same office implements both the Bologna Process and EU processes related to higher education. In this respect, it is important to note that “The Higher Education Modernisation Agenda” of The European Commission also refers to “help[ing] students make informed study choices, to enable[ing] institutions to identify and develop their strengths, and to support[ing] policy-makers in their strategic choices on the reform of higher education systems”
. In order to achieve that, two policy solutions (tools) are put forward
: the launching of “a new performance-based ranking and information tool for profiling higher education institutions” (U-Multirank) and “improve[ing] data on European higher education learning mobility and employment outcomes” (European Tertiary Education Register).
Mandate of the Transparency Tools WG

"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.”

In this context, the Transparency Tools Working Group had 5 regular meetings, organized a  workshop for its members and mini-seminar at BFUG level. It applied two questionnaires, one in 2010 and one in 2011. The report is based on the 2011 questionnaire, to which 34 countries have responded. The full list of respondents can be visited in Annex 1. 

The WG agreed to focus on:

· the transparency function of Bologna Process tools;

· national classifications, national rankings, national data bases;

· international rankings and classifications.
The WG focused only on transparency tools which are relevant for EHEA. Relevance was established based on two additive criteria:

· Transparency tools should describe higher education structures within the EHEA;

· Benefiters of transparency tools should be within the EHEA.

Working description of transparency tools

The WG members took on board both acceptances of transparency, as developed in the Bologna Process. They agreed that the main function of transparency tools is information provision. Their benefiters are diverse, ranging from students and families to businesses, faculty and HEIs’ leaders and even government; so are their information needs and expectations:

· Prospective students and their families are mainly interested in information for enrolment purposes. Their capacity to process specific higher education related information is generally not high;
· Teaching, research and administrative staff are mainly interested in information for academic purposes. Their capacity to process specific higher education related information is considerably higher;
· Business developers and employers, private and public, are generally focused on knowledge transfer, both through specific processes and graduates; it can be assumed that their capacity to process specific higher education related information is also not high;
· Policy makers are a specific category of users of information. Their specificity rests both in their nature as custodians of the public interest, but also in their increased capacity to process information, through their specialized services.
All the categories listed above generally need to make sense of their “encounters” with higher education: study programmes, qualifications, degrees, departments, faculties etc. and to choose amongst alternatives in particular situations. In this respect, transparency tools need to enable both understanding of higher education structures and sometimes to facilitate choice, either by grouping together what is similar, by excluding what does not fit expectations or comparing desirable alternatives.
Hence, transparency tools inform decisions that lead to actions which can have consequences not only at individual level (e.g. where to enroll), but also at institutional level (e.g. the strategic orientation of HEIs), or even at HE system level (e.g. national policy orientation). In this respect, transparency tools can support accountability, quality improvement and strategic governance, if designed properly. These are all consequential functions of transparency tools, while their core remains information provision. 
The report acknowledges that current transparency tools do not cover all relevant aspects of higher education. Education is a substantially subjective experience, hence it is hard to imagine that a mix of transparency tools, be them as advanced as possible, can provide all relevant information for prospective students. Furthermore, the report acknowledges that more information does not necessary imply more transparency. In order to increase transparency, the information has to be meaningful and understandable for the users. Users can feel overwhelmed with information and hence, their decision gets clogged. Transparency is about supporting decisions, not about simply providing more or newer information. Therefore, transparency needs to be treated as a distinct aspect of higher education policies and anchored in users’ needs.  
Transparency through the eyes of the higher education ministries
Studies
 indicate that students ground their decisions regarding enrolment matters on a diversity of information sources. “Word of mouth” information from secondary education teachers, peers, relatives or friends, generalist newspapers etc. is influential, in spite of its unstructured and subjective character. HEIs also provide information on their study programme offer, sometimes in a manner closer to marketing than to informative purposes. The report acknowledges that this is the context in which public or private organizations develop transparency tools driven by motivations ranging from serving the public interest to private profits. 
The report also acknowledges that transparency cannot be reached through a single tool; a mix of transparency tools enabling complementary actions is needed. The respondents have identified the following as being “transparency tools”:

· Bologna tools, such as: quality assurance, recognition, ECTS, qualifications frameworks, learning outcomes, three cycles system, diploma supplement;
· national classifications, national and international rankings, national and international data bases;

· national admission websites, higher education institutions’ websites;

· study guides, registers of accredited programmes/institutions, ENIC/NARIC centres;
· annual reports issued by the Ministries of Education, university self-evaluation reports;

· career guidance programmes, information on the degree of employability of the graduates;

· open house and other marketing efforts by HEIs, public campaigns and public debates;
· student finance information, research assessment exercise;

· the participation of government members in the steering board of HEIs.
The WG acknowledges that the opinion of the respondents may have been influenced by the Mini-seminar organized in Cracow, on October 12th under the kind host of the Polish Presidency of the Council of the European Union. One of the main conclusions of the Mini-seminar was that transparency can be assured only with a mix of tools with complementary functions. Bologna Process tools, rankings and classifications are some of the widely known and used transparency tools and complementarities between them should be sought. The WG accepted this conceptual innovation and additionally draws the attention that policy makers should continuously scrutinize the outcomes of research and consultancy for other transparency tools that can contribute to completing public image on higher education and to satisfying stakeholders’ information needs. 
The responses to the questionnaire reveal that in 18 countries, the ministries acknowledge that Bologna Process tools are contributing to public information about higher education.  In 18 of the countries respondents mention the existence of other transparency tools, not associated with the Bologna Process. Some of these tools are supported or issued by governmental agencies. In 9 of these countries the responses claim that governmental intervention is grounded on studies on how prospective students take their enrolment decisions. 
It seems it is not widely acknowledged that public information is a field for governmental action. Subsequently, not all governmental policies are grounded on evidence on what are stakeholders’ information needs. The policy debates surrounding the topic indicate there seems to be wide acceptance over the assumption that prospective students behave rationally and have an investment model in mind when they choose their educational path, even though there is little evidence to sustain this assumption. 
The studies on the information needs of prospective students, whose conclusions were summarized by the respondents, reveal that:
· Prospective students’ interest or capacities in a certain academic subject or discipline exert the most noticeable influence on choice. In this respect, they need information mainly on the content of the course (Lithuania, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom).
· Graduates employability and career prospects are also important motives (Lithuania, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom).

· Students are interested in the quality of the study programmes or of the institutions, including existing facilities and infrastructure (Germany, Moldova and the Netherlands). In the UK, student satisfaction surveys play an important role.
· In many cases other contextual factors are influencing student choice, such as the distance between the universities and their home town (Germany, Moldova and the Netherlands), financial issues such as fees or accommodation costs (United Kingdom).

· Social factors such as the choice of their peers or parents’ preferences are important decision determinants (Moldova). The attractiveness of the town and the social environment within campuses are important in the Netherlands, while in the UK information on student unions was deemed relevant for enrolment.  
Such studies provide the empirical evidence which is necessary to ground transparency policies on facts and to avoid possible shortcomings due to fallibility of assumptions on stakeholders’ needs.  However, one respondent put forward the warning that there is a multitude of studies on the information needs of students and that their conclusions do not converge all the time.
An interesting example of evidence based transparency is the development of a Key Information Set (KIS) in the United Kingdom. KIS delivers all together information on student satisfaction, graduate employment and further education, tuition fees, accommodation costs in institution owned/sponsored premises, private rental market, the different modes of delivery used for learning and teaching and their respective proportions, the assessment types and their proportions. KIS aims to provide all the listed items to enable comparisons across different institutions and it builds mostly on existing data bases, at system or institutional level.
The transparency function of Bologna Tools

The Bologna Process has placed significant emphasis on the substantive diversity of higher education. The tools associated with Bologna Process reforms are meant to render structures compatible and comparable, while not altering the diversity of the content of higher education. In this respect, their implementation allows for adjustments in terms of adaptation to the national/institutional particularities. Bologna Process tools were not initially created for information purposes and the WG acknowledges this fact. However, there was agreement on their potential to contribute to the transparency mix that would render higher education easier to understand by the public. Hence the following section is dedicated to exploring the public information potential of Bologna Process tools. A detailed analysis in this respect is presented in Annex 2. 
Quality assurance entangles quite a developed set of tools: ESG, EQAR and ENQA membership. In terms of information purposes, quality assurance is employed to describe holistically HEIs or study programmes and to tell if HEIs/study programmes meet the threshold standards (accreditation). The first part of the ESG also provides references to institutions describing learning outcomes
 and student evaluations.

The accreditation result, most commonly “yes” or “no”, is probably most appealing for the purpose of public communication and is perceived as being easiest to understand. Based on it, the public should easily identify what is a “no go” option. One of the main problems associated with accreditation is that the reality behind the procedures may not be visible to the public. Another problem is that not only quality assurance agencies that work in line with the ESG and that are listed in EQAR or members of ENQA can accredit study programmes or institutions. Such cases are not frequent in the EHEA, with the exception of some professional associations which offer alternative accreditation. 

In this respect, membership in ENQA and listing in EQAR can be seen as transparency tools, as they testify that quality assurance agencies act in line with the ESG.

For the users which are not content with “yes” and “no” information, quality assurance can provide comprehensive information about strengths and weaknesses, and thus a holistic view on the quality of a study programme. Quality assurance does not order nor render easily comparable those HEIs/study programmes that passed the accreditation threshold, unless a benchmark approach is taken. 

It has to be acknowledged that quality assurance was not developed with the primarily purpose of providing public information. Therefore, its institutional infrastructure (ESG, ENQA, EQAR) may not be that popular among the public, nor may it be easy to communicate to the public. Another shortcoming of quality assurance from the transparency perspective is the fact that negative reports are not published as widely as positive ones, according to the Report on the Implementation of the Bologna Process.
The WG concludes that quality assurance may be fit for national transparency purpose, provided that the previous shortcomings are overcome. The WG stresses on the importance of publishing summaries of all quality assurance reports, be them positive or negative, in the size and language that makes them understandable and appealing to the public.

Quality assurance can be a meaningful tool for transparency across countries, provided that the reports are internationally comparable. This is currently an issue and ENQA is working towards providing a European framework for quality assurance reports.

It has to be acknowledged that accreditation and quality enhancement are crucial processes for HEIs. This fact should not be overlooked in the search for more comparability and transparency through quality assurance.

Qualifications frameworks describe the learning outcomes associated with a qualification, how different qualifications fit together and how learners can move within and between systems. The qualifications frameworks have developed and refined the ideas put forward initially with the degree systems. Qualifications frameworks rest on a set of tools that include: learning outcomes, national qualifications registers, ECTS as a “common currency” for workload, and accreditation. Qualifications frameworks enable prospective students and their families to compare and contrast the available study choices in terms of level of qualification, effort to gain it and the associated progression opportunities; they should be able to understand how different qualifications fit within the national higher education study framework and to construct their desired educational paths.

Employers should be able to use qualifications frameworks to better understand the tertiary education qualifications presented/ required for employment. Faculty and administration should have a single reference against which to describe study programmes. For the general public, qualifications frameworks should offer a structure of quality assured qualifications.
Within qualifications frameworks, the substantive description of the educational experience relies on learning outcomes. In the Bologna Process architecture, learning outcomes are the tool that is best equipped to inform the public on what to expect from higher education. In this sense, they constitute the basis on which individuals can hold higher education institutions accountable through their private decisions. Learning outcomes are also an important part of other tools, such as ECTS and Diploma Supplement. To a certain extent, they can be considered to be the key to the Bologna Process promise and therefore a common methodology for writing and implementing learning outcomes would both make EHEA more transparent and further its implementation.

In order to fulfill their transparency purpose, learning outcomes, qualifications frameworks and the link between the two need to be understandable, credible and functional. Currently, learning outcomes are defined in multiple ways across EHEA, some of them compatible with each other, some of them not necessarily compatible. This situation poses the problem of cross-higher education system transparency. At the same time, it is questionable how far those definitions are known, understood and actually applied in practice; this situation affects the learning outcomes’ efficiency for providing higher education system wide transparency.

ECTS credits system is probably one of the Bologna Process tools that are widely known. It may be an efficient transparency tool at higher education system level, provided that it describes properly learning outcomes and student workload. It poses a problem of EHEA wide comparability, as the basis for ECTS allocation varies significantly across countries according to the Report on the Implementation of the Bologna Process.
Qualifications frameworks were not designed explicitly for the sole purpose of public information provision; they also have the function of organizing higher education, though their public information potential is significant. 
Diploma supplement is a tool designed to collect and carry information.  It consists of the status of the institution and the programme, the level of qualification
, the official duration of the programme
, the access requirements, the mode of studies
, programme requirements
, programme details, description of HE system
. Diploma Supplement is regarded in the Bologna Process as a tool associated rather with recognition of qualifications and degrees, but its purpose is not limited to that. Diploma Supplement should be a very useful tool for employers as well. It should ensure transparency of the qualification and of the academic progress for facilitating the employment process. It should enable employers to contrast information on the academic background of individual job applicants. The Report on the Implementation of the Bologna Process warns that in many cases “Diploma Supplements are not prepared properly and hence do not provide the expected information to the users.” There is a substantial number of countries which fail to issue Diploma Supplements to all their graduates or/and to issue it automatically. In some countries, fees are charged when issuing the DS. On the practical side, many students do not know about the Diploma Supplement. 

Due to improper issuing, Diploma Supplement does not provide the higher education system transparency that is expected from it, and thus does not live up to its full potential. Different definitions of learning outcomes across countries and the language issues reduce its EHEA wide capacity for transparency.

Official Bologna Process reports (stocktaking, national reports), statistic reports (Eurydice), or stakeholders’ reports (Bologna With Student Eyes, Trends) can be considered also as having a public information purpose. However, their audience is limited to the ones that follow the Bologna Process or to those that are familiar with many details of the process. Offering different perspectives on the same reform process ensures pluralism of views, but at the same time it may be confusing for the less initiated public. As an unintended consequence, the color 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 behavior, 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.
It is customary to think about the tools described above as being rather policy tools than public information tools. One of the respondents commented that they have the Bologna Process tools well working in practice, but they never thought of them as transparency tools in the sense of providing information to the public. However, the WG concludes that their public information potential is significant, in spite of a widely spread understanding of Bologna Process tools being mostly for organizing academic life. The WG also believes that the EHEA needs to expand the reach of its tools to categories of the public that have not followed the Process so closely. The recommendation is to target especially regular students and employers. The WG strongly believes that such an approach would increase the public support for the Bologna Process that would definitely trigger political impetuous. 
The tools developed within the Bologna Process are complex transparency tools amongst whose major merits is the fact that they enable understanding of the learning experience. They help especially students to orientate their educational experience, to identify which segment of their educational path can follow after the current one and what are the opportunities offered by the choice of a certain study structure. They also enable students to identify what they cannot do or what it does not lead them to the desired qualification. Quality assurance helps identifying strengths, not necessarily comparing merits of alternative study choices
. Diploma Supplement should also help employers to have a reference of employment applicants’ education.
The Bologna Process associated tools describe study programmes and/or institutions across entire higher education systems; hence they are available for all students interested. They should be consistent enough across countries, for the entire EHEA. The Report on the Implementation of the Bologna Process shows that there is still work to be done in this direction.

In terms of comparisons between strengths of different alternatives, Bologna Process tools should not be expected to do much. Their design owes much to the view that they should affect only the structures, not the substantive diversity of EHEA (curriculum, modes of delivery, institutional ethos etc.). This specific approach of the Bologna tools does not have to be perceived as a shortcoming, but rather as a built in consequence of the political intergovernmental approach and their original purpose. 
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. One key challenge for Bologna Process tools is to increase their understandability while maintaining comprehensibility. 

Bologna Process tools could improve the information they provide on employability, student support, student/staff ratios or other aspects of the learning experience. Currently, these are only marginally included. 

Classifications

Classifications organize HEIs into clusters built around indicators relevant for their discriminative capacity. 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 comprehensiveness 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. Empirical classifications reflect HEIs’ spontaneous arrangement in clusters, while administrative ones operate with predefined categories. Administrative classes serve as basis for national policies (financing, accreditation, qualifications, institutional diversity).

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.

The findings of the questionnaire and the presentations revealed the existence of three types of classifications in EHEA countries:

1. Classifications that assign HEIs to classes that should be rather complementary than comparable. This is reported to be the case in Bulgaria, Denmark, Switzerland, Slovakia and Belgium/Flemish Community. These classifications are generally set through law, and in three of these cases universities can move between classes. Two respondents have commented that even if the initial intention was incomparability across classes, in practice, some classes are perceived as being more/better than others. These classifications serve a major administrative purpose, being grounds for policies in the fields of: defining missions of institutions, differentiated accreditation and quality assurance, fund allocation, recognition, qualifications frameworks, internationalisation. However, being in one class or another is generally associated with specificities of the qualifications offered and activities performed, so these classification also serve a public information purpose, by enabling those interested to orient themselves towards a certain class of institutions. Such classifications can be seen as higher education system wide transparency tools. They  basically target all public and they offer mainly general information. 
2. Multidimensional classifications, which describe the profiles of HEIs without defining specific classes to which HEIs are being assigned by the issuer. These classifications are user driven, in the sense that they allow for their users to define what is interesting for them and to identify those HEIs that fit their expectations. The Flower project in Norway contains a mix of input and output indicators, grouped on the following dimensions: size, education, research, economy, internationalization and cooperation with business.
The other example (not published yet) of a multidimensional classification, U-Map, was originally developed under EU project funding, it covers the Netherlands, Belgium/Flanders and Estonia and is currently under extension to Portugal, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Iceland and Finland. The U-Map classification  describes HEIs’ diversity under six criteria, each composed of indicators (3-5 per criteria, 23 in total)
: teaching and learning profile (degree level focus, subject range, degree orientation, expenditure on teaching); student profile (mature, part-time, distance, size of student body); research involvement (publications, doctorate production, research expenditures); involvement in knowledge exchange (start-ups, patents, cultural activities, income from knowledge exchange); international orientation (foreign students, incoming students in international exchange, outgoing students, international staff, income from international sources); regional engagement (graduates working in the region, junior students from the region, income from local sources). 
It is important to note that the developers of U-Map, the Center for Higher Education Policy Studies from Twente University, the Netherlands, insist on not using the tool for other policy purposes than information provision. They argue that perverse incentives would provide for scoring appropriately, thus the adequacy of the tool for transparency purposes decreases. 

U-Map can be seen as providing transparency across higher education systems. The information it provides is more specialized and targets basically all public. 
Currently, the profiles of the HEIs within the systems that are described through U-Map are not available to the public. The discussions within the events of the WG revealed that there are unanswered questions, especially in the academia, about the impact of the publication on U-Map classification: 

· 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?

3. Classifications that assign HEIs to classes which are hierarchically ordered. It appears that terms such as rating, ranking, classification are used sometimes interchangeably at national level. These tools will be described in the rankings section, because they have hierarchical intention and will be termed “hierarchical differentiation tool” in order to accommodate all usage of terms at national level.
Rankings 

Rankings have a criterion or a set of criteria against which the individual elements (HEIs, departments, study programmes) are being ranked. They offer one or more hierarchies, based either on the score of an 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. They are made available to the public as a tool to guide private decisions regarding higher education institutions. Traditionally, rankings were communicated as league tables, each HEI being ranked according to the individual scores. Other approaches assign individual HEIs to classes in order to avoid the misinterpretation of minor differences in the nominal value indicator as differences in performance and quality. In these cases, there is an intentional hierarchical order between classes. Though such tools are also referred to as ratings or classifications, we will address them in the section dedicated to rankings, due to their hierarchical philosophy. In order to avoid misunderstandings they will be referred in the report as hierarchical differentiation tools.
When discussing rankings, it has to be acknowledged that they have aroused considerable attention since the publication of the first global ranking of universities in 2003 by Shanghai Jiao Tong University. They have prompted political declarations, sometimes accompanied by policy measures, they have been subject of research, they have inspired consultancy services and definitely sold a lot of newspapers. There are some arguing that the academic world changed irreversibly with the growth of the rankings discourse.
At their origins, rankings are basically offering information to those interested. They can be seen as “market-led quality assurance”. Rankings are one of the information provision tools that compete for users’ attention or complement other transparency tools. The users are the ones deciding which source of information to use and how to use it. Rankings claim that performance in higher education can be measured good enough to order what is ranked, be it entire institutions, disciplinary fields or study programmes. Researchers find this claim both consistent, in terms that top ranked positions appear quite stable, and inconsistent in terms of fluctuations accounting to rather methodological issues than substantive changes in HEIs’ performance when one goes to the middle and lower end of the list. 

Rankings have acquired legitimacy probably because their methodology appears statistically rigorous to wide enough audiences and because they enable easy and straightforward comparisons between educational alternatives also to those that have only general knowledge about how higher education works. Their popularity is largely related to their simplicity and the WG has seen no indication that public propensity for rankings would give signs of decrease. At the same time, researchers warn that classical rankings, those presented as 1 to n list, enable in fact comparison against number one ranked and they measure rather deviation from it than the actual performance. Multidimensional rankings promise to resolve this built-in shortcoming, by allowing comparisons across different aspects of institutional performance.
Criticism to rankings consists of many claims, out of which we highlight some:

· The choice of indicators, dimensions, weight of aggregation is not necessarily relevant for the users, but rather determined by measurement technologies, existing data and rankers preferences;

· They are biased towards different issues, such as disciplines, language, size of institution, post-graduate and research intensiveness etc.
· There are important aspects of higher education that cannot be measured and quantified.
Currently, many producers of rankings have made attempts to eliminate these problems by enhancing the user-drivenness, improving the methodology and clarifying the scope of their respective rankings.
Rankings and the Bologna Process

In relation to the Bologna Process, rankings appear to be corrosive to the principle that the substantive diversity of higher education should be preserved. Researchers warn that rankings are more than just public information tools, they are also vehicle for a model of university which is research intensive and global in orientation. Rankings are also considered to be in tension with getting more students in school, so that the diversity of cohorts reflects the diversity of EHEA countries population. Rankings are purported to be one of the responsible of “selective investment and greater concentration of research” and to “greater stratification between universities” and, implicitly, ranking of countries. 
This effect is caused by the current approach in the popular rankings and it should not be perceived as a built-in limitation. There is nobody forbidding rankings based on social dimension issues. In fact, one of the developments in terms of rankings is to combine their easiness of getting the message across with the political objective of increasing accessibility and affordability. We have identified three examples that address the social dimension by ranking higher education systems, two of them developed in Europe and one in Canada
. Most of the indicators used measure issues such as accessibility, affordability, effectiveness or responsiveness. More and more rankings are multidimensional and promise to resolve the tension between different profiles of higher education institutions by extending their indicators across more aspects of institutional performance.
The relation between rankings and quality appears ambiguous. On one hand, rankings are seen as currant by shedding light on obscured corners of public investment, and hence triggering pressures for quality enhancement. On the other hand, being highly ranked is not necessarily equivalent to having better quality, so governments and institutions, sometimes even students when looking at highly ranked may be looking at global competitiveness in research and overlooking quality of study programmes. 
Influential international rankings
International rankings enable easy comparison of HEIs across higher education systems. They generally target those students who can move with little obstacles between higher education systems. However, such students represent a small minority of the cohorts within EHEA. The methodologies of global rankings give stable results for only 700-1000 universities, hence not covering a substantial number of HEIs in EHEA
.

The WG has agreed that three rankings have proven influential in EHEA: Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU)
, Times Higher Education Thompson Reuters World University Ranking (THE)
 and CHE. All of these rankings can account for improvements in their methodology that are aimed at increasing accuracy of their measurements. 
THE Thomson Reuters focuses on five categories of indicators: teaching (30%), research (30%), citations (32.5%), economic/innovation (2.5%), international diversity (5%). Maybe the main development is collecting data through two separate reputation surveys, one for research, one for teaching. The parity between disciplinary fields was increased and corrections for the size of the institution were operated. In addition, Thomson Reuters collects data for its Global Institutional Profiles Project, which is used to create detailed profiles of higher education institutions and to build the annual THE tables. 

ARWU was initially conceived as a means by which Chinese universities could benchmark their performance against the top universities around the world. It covers quality of education (10%), quality of faculty (40%) and research output (50%). Most of the developments within ARWU are targeting extensions of the data on which the ranking is based, including more international scientific awards (possibly one from each subject area) and including more internationally renowned alumni (executives in top companies and international organizations). Additionally, a tool called “Profiling Research Universities” is being developed. Based on it, ARWU has developed an extension called “Ranking Lab”, which allows for users to derive their own rankings, by rating the relevance of 21 indicators.
CHE University Ranking
 covers German speaking fields of study and is strictly subject-related. It compares only fields of study, not entire institutions. It is multi-dimensional, meaning that, for a given subject, no overall value is derived from weighted individual indicators. This allows users to create their personalized rankings, based on their interests. The results are displayed as three ranking groups, namely top group, middle group and end group. This option was chosen in order to avoid the misinterpretation of minor differences in the nominal value indicator as differences in performance and quality. Another CHE hallmark is that partially it is grounded on a survey on student satisfaction. The major development of CHE University Ranking is the introduction of rating indicators for internationalization and employability. Rating means that universities are not ordered linearly (and then ranked into groups based on this order) but assessed against pre-defined standards. 
Novelties that promise to change the face of current rankings

The goal of the AHELO feasibility study (Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes) is to assess whether it is possible to measure and compare at the international level what undergraduate degree students know and can do upon graduation, in order to provide better information to HEIs, governments and other stakeholders, including students and employers. It is important to note that one of the staple reason of criticism of current rankings is that they do not entail indicators to measure the actual performance in teaching. The project entails an evaluation of the scientific feasibility of carrying out an international assessment of higher education learning outcomes (in generic and subject-specific skills) at the end of a Bachelor’s degree programme, as well as gauging the feasibility of its practical implementation. To do so, the work unfolded in two phases: 
· The first phase from August 2010 to June 2011 has focused on providing an initial proof of concept. In this phase, the goal was to develop provisional assessment frameworks and testing instruments suitable for an international context for each of the disciplinary strands of work: economics and engineering, to adapt an existing instrument for the generic skills strand, and to validate those tools through small-scale testing (cognitive labs and think aloud interviews) in participating countries. The goal was to get a sense of cross-linguistic and cross-cultural validity. The focus has been on the feasibility of devising assessment frameworks and instruments that have sufficient validity in various national, linguistic, cultural and institutional contexts. 

· In a second phase ranging from March 2011 to December 2012, the goal is to evaluate the scientific and practical feasibility of an AHELO by focusing on the practical aspects of assessing students learning outcomes. During this phase, the implementation of assessment instruments and contextual surveys in small groups of diverse higher education institutions will explore the best ways to implicate, involve and motivate leaders, faculty and students to take part into the testing but also the relationships between context and learning outcomes, and the factors leading to enhanced outcomes. This second phase will address issues of practical feasibility, further investigate validity issues and assess data reliability. 

With the completion of the feasibility study, the information collected on student performance and the analysis of the results will help to assess whether a full-fledged AHELO study could feasibly be taken forward from both scientific and practical standpoints. The outcomes of the AHELO feasibility study will guide the decision to be made by the Education Policy Committee of whether to launch a full-fledged study in the longer term.
U-Multirank is an example of development that addresses important criticism at the architecture of rankings. It claims that it empowers users by allowing them to select the indicators they are interested in and associate them with their preferred weightings in order to compare institutions along each dimension. It looks at educational profile, student profile, research involvement, knowledge exchange, international orientation and regional engagement. There are no composite scores or institutional rankings. It supports the concept of multiple excellences and allows institutional based and field based ranking. It builds on the experience of CHE University Ranking and it uses U-Map to determine which institutions are comparable. According to their own evaluation, U-Multirank fares better than traditional international rankings especially in regards to user-driveness. It also includes more dimensions of higher education performance and it was developed by consultation with relevant stakeholders.
U-Multirank is portrayed by researchers as the efforts of a supra-national entity to develop rankings in the interest of its collective membership. In this respect, U-Multirank features prominent in the Communication on the Modernisation Agenda of the European Commission in regards to transparency provision.
The International Ranking Expert Group (IREG) 
initiated a process of auditing rankings based on the operationalization of the Berlin Principles on Ranking of Higher Education Institutions. The initiative aims to enhance the transparency about rankings, to give users of rankings a tool to identify trustworthy rankings and to improve the quality of rankings. The audit is based on self-reporting and peer assessment, including written questions and on-site visits. The audit decision rests with the Executive Committee of IREG. This development addresses the criticism that the methodologies of international rankings, especially those of the most popular league tables, still lack transparency themselves
.
International rankings’ impact on policy making in higher education systems within EHEA
Before analyzing the impact on domestic policies, the WG took note of a disturbing warning coming from the researchers’ side: “Rather than questioning the methodological logic, governments and HEIs have been swept up by the current and have sought to restructure their systems and institutions to better conform to the guidelines set by rankings.”
 The researchers point to concentration of resources as one of the responses to international rankings. Resource concentration is usually accompanied be explicit or implicit reference to global competitiveness indicated by the position in international rankings. Another response is more transparency in other fields of higher education excellence which are not research. 
The findings of the questionnaire indicate that there are six countries which acknowledge a significant influence of international rankings on their domestic policies. One comment from a respondent indicated that the low performance in international rankings was used in domestic debates rather as a focalizing problem, which called for immediate reforms. It was not clear for the respondent what is the logical link between the problem and the range of policies that were proposed as solutions to it.  

Amongst those who acknowledge that international rankings impact domestic policy making, most of them indicated concentration of resources with a focus on funding. Others have indicated that only top achievers use international rankings to orient their institutional policies. In the Bologna Process context, it is noteworthy the fact that international rankings have managed to trigger automatic recognition in some countries. However, some respondents warn that the policy options put forward as a response to the lack of achievement in international rankings are domestic in their motivations and not really touching the alluded problems. 
National hierarchical differentiation initiatives
In some of the EHEA countries, the government has recently embarked itself in vertical differentiation initiatives. They have generally secured technical support from non-domestic actors that provided them also with supranational legitimacy. Albania has teamed with CHE (Germany), Macedonia with Shanghai Jiao Tong University (China), Bulgaria with Open Society Institute, Romania with European University Association. In Kazakhstan, the ranking is issued by the National Accreditation Centre
. Alex Usher
 argues that this is perceived as a move towards enhancing quality. He identifies similar approaches in developing countries in Africa, South America or South East Asia. These initiatives do have in common not only the novelty of the approach, but also the fact that they assign HEIs to classes which are hierarchically ordered. The motivation put forward is that classes are more stable than league tables. Another commonality is that the ministry responsible for higher education lends its authority in a way or another to the ranking. 
Another group of countries (Germany, the Netherlands) have a long tradition of such tools that are supported by the government. Their approach in terms of governance of the transparency tool is to assign responsible a research center that benefits also from public support, but not only. These tools also assign HEIs (Germany) or study programmes (the Netherlands) to hierarchically ordered classes. The authority they vest in these tools is more limited, due to the fact that users can define their own rankings based on their interest. The tools are multidimensional and user driven in this respect. 
The questionnaire revealed the existence of commercial rankings in six of EHEA countries, developed mainly by the media. The responses show that these rankings are not influential on domestic policy making. At the same time, their impact on student enrolment or the burden they put on HEIs’ shoulders has not been evaluated. 
The results of different researchers on national rankings seem to diverge. Different studies contradict themselves even when listing the relevant national rankings.

The WG concludes that national commercial rankings are a dynamic field that does not influence domestic agendas yet. 

Data bases

The main goal of the EUMIDA project was to test the feasibility of a regular collection of data related to individual institutions in all EU-27 Member States plus Norway and Switzerland. The project has reviewed the issues of data availability, confidentiality, and the resources needed for a full-scale exercise. Its main achievement is to have demonstrated that in all countries there actually exists a core set of data that can be put together and published to allow for comparison of HEIs across national jurisdictions. The EUMIDA project carried out two large data collections: one based on a set of core indicators for largely all HEIs delivering at least short cycles or bachelors, ISCED 5 and 6, (2,457 HEIs) the other based on an extended set of indicators for HEIs defined as “research active” (1,364 HEIs). 

The collection of data on research active institutions proved to be much more problematic, due to the lack of standardized definitions of some statistical variables (in particular, the breakdown of funding and expenditure by categories) and to the lack of data for many output variables in many countries (e.g. publications, patents, or spinoff companies). The study also investigated the cost and effort needed to carry out a regular data collection to be carried out regularly in the near future. It turned out that the overall workload is in the order of a few days or weeks per country, with a few exceptions. This implies that the overall goal of a regular data collection should not require significant additional resources for most national statistical agencies
.

National data bases
It appears that data on higher education that can be relevant to the stakeholders is collected extensively at national level. It is unclear up to now to what extent is the data known by the public and if it is comparable across countries. Before moving forward with collecting more data, it may prove to be a rewarding exercise to explore the better use of existing data bases.
Conclusions 

Rankings and classifications are not neutral transparency tools, they are loaded with normative definitions of the activity and excellence of HEIs. Governments should analyze the classifications and rankings they have initiated or supported, where they exist, also in juxtaposition with non-governmental transparency tools. Governmental policies orient public perception on which profiles and missions of HEIs are to be esteemed. They should be well aware that there are also other powerful actors on a so called “information market” which send strong messages that more often overemphasize research and global competition.
Recommendations:

· Transparency should be treated as a distinct aspect of higher education policies and should be grounded on evidence about users’ needs of information;
· Governments, collective actors such as ESU, EUA, EURASHE, EI, BUSINESS EUROPE, and individual HEIs should support the “democratization” of transparency tools, by making them more user-driven and their methodologies more transparenct. They should look into ways to empower users, especially students in relation to the issuers of transparency tools;

· Governments and higher education institutions should lay substantial additional efforts in making sure that the transparency tools they provide or support are meaningful for the purpose of informing users decisions regarding higher education; 

· Governments and higher education institutions should strive to improve the way Bologna objectives and tools are communicated to the public. They should adapt to users preferences and capacities to collect and process information. In this respect, it may be useful to highlight also the transparency function of Bologna tools and structures, even if this is not primarily their purpose;
· Complementarity among transparency tools should be sought. Policy makers should strive to bridge the policy communities developing and refining different tools. Complementarity should be underlined also when presenting the transparency tools to the public;
· Governments and higher education institutions should explore the potential of Bologna Tools to provide meaningful information for stakeholders, especially for prospective students. Emphasis should be laid on learning outcomes and their proper implementation in relation with qualifications frameworks, ECTS and Diploma Supplement;

· The impact of Bologna Process tools should be evaluated also from the perspective of their capacity to inform decisions of the public. Issues as how widely are they known and used should be addressed;

· Governments should encourage the development of indicators and processes that would enable higher education institutions and systems to identify and expose their teaching and third mission profile; 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· Governments should acknowledge and play their role of providing legitimacy to all institutional missions and profiles in a transparent way. They should not trade diversity for more transparency. Additionally, it would be desirable that governments look into the impact of influential non-governmental rankings on the provision of higher education and to discuss at supranational level if corrections are needed or not;
· Governments should raise the awareness of the public on the potential miss-uses of transparency tools. They should put efforts in educating the public how to interpret and use different transparency tools, acknowledging their purpose and limitations.
As a contribution to consolidating trust in the EHEA, a common framework for transparency should be developed within the Bologna Process. 
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