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1. 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.”
2. Preliminaries of Transparency Tools WG’s activity
The 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."

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 the EHEA is lacking reliable instruments to enable the public to understand the diversity of HE.
3. A working description of Transparency Tools

In this report, transparency is understood as information provision for the beneficiaries of HE. The purpose of transparency is to enable the beneficiaries to decide on HE matters using reliable, comprehensive and understandable information. The receivers of information are diverse in their needs and expectations. Beyond individual diversity, a grouping of HE beneficiaries can be proposed, as follows:

· Prospective students and their families: their main interest is enrolment;

· Teaching, research and administrative staff, having their academic/ research career as main interest; 

· Developers and employers, private and public, focused on knowledge transfer, both through specific processes and graduates. 

Policy makers are a specific category of users of information. Their specificity rests both in their nature of custodians of the public interest, but also in their increased capacity to process information, through their specialized services.

A policy agenda on transparency can be motivated by the need of a substantial number of beneficiaries to access and process useful information in order to decide in matters regarding HEIs. A policy agenda could target both the availability of meaningful information and the capacity to process information for decision making.
Studies
 on information needs for decisions on enrolment indicate the diversity of information sources that are currently influential. “Word to 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. 
In addition to the above mentioned spontaneous and unstructured information mechanisms, the Bologna Process has designed a set of tools aiming at enhanced comparability and compatibility. This list includes quality assurance, recognition, ECTS, diploma supplement, the three cycle system and qualifications frameworks. The Bologna Tools have made a great impact on the systemic structure within the EHEA
. The WG report will focus only on their function of providing public information.
Another set of transparency tools that has captured a lot of attention recently is based on measurements. Study programme databases, quality profiles, classifications and rankings can be included 
in this category. These transparency tools claim more objectivity due to their structured approach, especially in terms of methodology. In return, they are criticized because of a methodological specificity: most measurements are based on proxies, so their accuracy to describe complex phenomena can be questioned. 
4. Measurement based transparency tools

4.1. Databases
 contain crude information, provided by the HEIs, organized into categories chosen by the database holder. 

4.2. The UK Research Assessment Exercise provides an example of quality profiles. The essence of this tool is that HEIs display on their own website information on their performance and the users do their own comparisons. Comparability is ensured by a common structure of the profiles in terms of indicators and measurements. 

4.3. 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). 
EHEA wide classifications

Currently the only initiative in terms of classifications that, through its design, can become EHEA wide is U-Map. It is empirical and covers five dimensions of HEIs activities: teaching and learning profile, student profile, research involvement, regional engagement and international orientation. The indicators are descriptive, not prescriptive. Due to the tradition in data collection in HE, research involvement and international orientation benefit from better developed indicators and more data available, while teaching /learning profile and regional engagement are less favored from this perspective. 
The users can define their own classes, choosing from amongst 25 indicators. 

Currently it is extended to the Netherlands and Flanders, expanding to Estonia, Portugal and the Scandinavian countries. It is designed and implemented by the Center For Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS) within the University of Twente, the Netherlands and it was funded by the European Commission. 
Other issues that will be included in the report, based on interviews with the governments that have applied U-Map (the Netherlands and Flanders): 

· Reporting burden for institutions;

· The national policies that are being grounded on it.

National classifications

4.4. 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.

International rankings relevant for the EHEA

Three international rankings are the “usual suspects” of the current debates surrounding this topic: Shanghai Jiao Tong University’s Academic Ranking of World Universities, Time Higher Education and QS World University Rankings. Their producers are non-governmental, their results are easy to communicate and they have a big impact on the formation of preferences of various benefiters of HE and policy makers
. One of their effects is the academic drift towards the World Class Research University. 23% of the surveyed HEIs reported that 2007-2010 developments in rankings have been of high importance for their institutional strategy.
  

Their intended purpose was not to serve as a basis for policy making. One of the widest spread misuse of these widely known rankings is to regard them as a tool for comparison of HE systems’ performance or as a proxy of the overall quality of a HEI. 
More detailed research rankings like the Leiden Ranking seem to target more specific management decision‐support, to find out which universities are comparable to one’s own, or which ones might be interesting partners for a benchmarking exercise in the research dimension because they are performing better in specific research areas than one’s own. The CHE Excellence Ranking is designed to support the search for the best European graduate programmes and, alongside, to highlight the strengths of European HEIs. However, they do not feature so prominent in the public discourses.  

As a response to the many critiques on rankings, the International Ranking Expert Group initiated a certification scheme, applicable to both international and national rankings.
U-Multirank

The impact of international rankings on national HE policies. 

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


� 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.


� This report does not aim to duplicate the current pros and cons of rankings. Instead it aims at providing advice for policy makers on how to deal with the current rankings.


� Andree Sursock, Hanne Smidt et al., “Trends 2010: A decade of change in European Higher Education”,  EUA Publication, p.26.
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