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The aim of the report is not to simply criticize any of the described tools, but rather to clarify their transparency promise, to point to their limits and possible improvements. 

Transparency within the Bologna Process before Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué

The Working Group interprets that 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 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 identified 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” emphasises also 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 it is the same office that 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 “a new performance-based ranking and information tool for profiling higher education institutions” (U-multirank) and “improve 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.”

Working description of transparency tools

The WG members took on board both acceptances of transparency. 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. The 2009 stocktaking exercise portrays them as the least involved stakeholders in Bologna tools’ development
; 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 scope of the report
Studies
 indicate that students ground their decision 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. 

Keeping in mind the considerations above, the WG agreed to focus on:

· the transparency function of Bologna tools;

· national classifications;

· national rankings;

· national data bases;

· international rankings and classifications;

The WG focused only on EHEA relevant transparency tools. Relevance was established based on two additive criteria:

· Transparency tools describe higher education structures within the EHEA;

· Benefiters of transparency tools are within the EHEA.

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. 

Quality assurance entangles a quite 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 problems 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: it can be a plethora of organizations granting their own accreditation. In the sphere of public information, the users may be faced with more than one sort of accreditation. Amongst the “yeses” and “noes”, there may be some that are not EHEA compatible. In order to make sense of this sometimes competing, sometimes intentionally misleading information, the public must know not only the result of accreditation, but also (1) if the issuer is trustable (2) if the followed procedure is trustable. In the EHEA this translates into agencies being assessed positively against the ESG. Another problem is that the reality behind the procedures may not be visible to the public. 
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 or render easily comparable those HEIs/study programmes that passed the accreditation threshold, unless a benchmark approach is taken. 

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 order to fulfil their transparency purpose, learning outcomes, qualifications frameworks and the link between the two need to be understandable, credible and functional.
Qualifications frameworks were not designed explicitly for the solely purpose of public information provision; they also have the function to organize higher education. Their public information potential is significant. 
Diploma supplement is a tools 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.
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 in the same time it may be confusing for the less initiated public. As an unintended consequence, 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.

It is customary to think about the tools described above as being rather policy tools than public information tools. We conclude that their public information potential is significant. We also believe that the EHEA needs to expand the reach of its tools to categories of the public that have not followed the Process so closely. We consider that a way forward in that direction is to explore the public information potential of the tools associated with the Bologna Process. 
The tools developed within the Bologna Process are complex transparency tools amongst whose major merits we need outline 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 help also employers to have a reference of employment applicants’ education.
But in terms of comparisons between strengths of different alternatives, Bologna Process tools should not be expected to do much. They were designed so that they do not affect the substantive diversity of EHEA. 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. 

In order to fulfil 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. 

Recommendations
· To evaluate how ECTS and qualifications frameworks work as public information tools. 

· To revisit the ESG, Part I, in order to make explicit the requirements regarding public information with the purpose to inform enrolment decisions;

· To revisit the ESG, Part II and III, in order to include references to publishing all information from external evaluation reports that is relevant for the quality of the learning experience, while taking into account the right to privacy
· Specific recommendation on QF?

· Specific recommendation on DS?
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