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Background discussion paper on the structure of the report

This document provides an overview of the elements defining the activity of the "Transparency Tools" Working Group of the Bologna Follow-Up Group. It also lists possible foci for the report. It can be subject to additions, modifications and deletions. Its aim is to stir and structure the debate. 
Mandate

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

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

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

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

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

1. Needs of the modern societies are diverse, complex and continuously changing. In order to accommodate these needs, HEI's have become complex organisations performing various functions, rooted in diverse traditions
. Transparency tools should describe HEI's 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 HEI's as serving the purposes of:

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

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

- creating and maintaining a broad, advanced knowledge base;

- stimulating research and innovation."

2. EHEA is an area where, amongst others, "higher education institutions are responsive to the wider needs of society through the diversity of their missions"
. Institutional and study programme diversity is regarded as one of the biggest assets of the EHEA.

3. Transparency tools can be regarded as having the purpose to adequately inform the decisions of the beneficiaries (students, families, businesses, the society as a whole). Transparency tools would collect, process, systemize and communicate data on diverse higher education institutions.

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

- quality assurance;
- recognition;
- qualifications framework;

- diploma supplement;

- ECTS.

Besides these, rankings and classifications can be regarded as providing information to the beneficiaries. Customizable information could be obtained also through benchmarking. HEI's displaying voluntarily their "quality" profiles
 can inform decisions of HE benefiters. A webtool listing all accredited study programmes can also be helpful for information purposes.
5. Renoumed higher education researchers and stakeholders brought to the attention of the EU directors generals for HE
, their concerns regarding rankings and classifications:

- they do not include in the "portrait" difficult or impossible to measure, yet important functions of HEI's;

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

- they impact on the governance of HEI's and on the relationships between their constituents;

- they impact on the access policies, strengthening inequalities.

The structure of the report

Merriam Webster on-line dictionary defines the verb "monitor" as "to watch, keep track of, or check usually for a special purpose."
 Monitoring the development of the transparency mechanisms could imply two subsequent steps: to agree on the "special purpose" and on the methodology to check against. 
The Terms of Reference of the Transparency Tools Working Group are explicit regarding the "special purpose":
- to check if the transparency tools are informing the decision of HEI's beneficiaries;
- to check if the transparency tools are accountability mechanisms for HEI's;
- to check if the transparency tools contribute to an increase in performance of HEI's (more qualitative processes). 
In terms of methodology, the terms of reference list two sets of tools:
- "indicators and criteria used (input/processes, output/outcome)" for transparency tools;

A number of issues that can be foci for the final report can be found listed above. The list is not assumed to be exhaustive; it is meant to be a starting point for discussions. The Working Group members can add, modify or delete items.

The concept of transparency tools

The report could clarify what is understood by transparency tools and on what transparency tools to focus. (See Preliminaries, par. 4 for a list of possible options.)

Issues to be included in the report:

- what is a transparency tool?

- the categories of transparency tools

- which categories of transparency tools will be addressed? (and motivation of the choice)

The geographical "borders" of the report

One of the issues rose during 2009 meeting of the WG dealt with the geographical coverage of the report. The comprehensibility of the report needs to be balanced with the means. Some of the options appear immediate:

1. to monitor only transparency tools developed in EHEA;

2. to monitor the transparency tools that have an impact on EHEA.

The impact of transparency tools consists of the decisions it informs. References of European politicians to rankings indicate that at least ARWU rankings impacts EHEA.

Issues that can be included in the report: which transparency tools to address? What is the motivation of the choice?

The information function of the transparency tools

Monitoring the information function of the transparency tool would require some preliminary agreement on who is to be informed. Based on access to information and capacity to process it, three categories of beneficiaries can be identified:
· Some having access to publicly available information and non-specialized processing capacities: students, their families, most of the staff and most of the businesses;

· Some having access to public information and more specialized processing capacities: HEI's;

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

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

Issues that can be addressed in the report:

- What audiences transparency tools are addressing/should address?

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

- How transparency tools are/should be communicated?

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

Issues that can be addressed in the report:

- What are the indicators/criteria used?
- What are the developments in terms of measurement of HEI outcomes/performance? (Ex. AHELO project of the OECD)
- What are their methodological limits?

- What are their shortcomings?

- Are the indicators/criteria used in current rankings describing all HEI's purposes listed above
?

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

Issues that can be addressed in the report:

- The diversity of the EHEA;

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

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

1. In contexts where resource distribution depends on the decisions of the beneficiaries (student grants, tuition fees, business investments in research and innovation) transparency tools can play a role, if they inform such decisions;

Issues that can be addressed in the report:

- Are HE beneficiaries grounding their decisions on transparency tools?

- What are the categories of such beneficiaries and how numerous are them?
- Is the behavior of beneficiaries stimulating performance?
2. In context where resource distribution depends on the priorities set by the (semi)governmental agencies, transparency tools can play a role if they constitute a basis for such public policies.

Issues that can be addressed in the report:

- Are/should be transparency tools a basis for policy making in HE?

- If so, what are the categories of such policies?

- Are the identified policy arrangements stimulating performance?

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

- Can the ranking of HEI's in league tables be associated with an increase in performance of the overall HE system?

- Can rank be associated with an increase in quality? Quality of what?

- Are the transparency tools reliable revelators of quality/lack of quality?

� Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communique, 2009, par. 22.


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


� Europe has originated three major traditions in this respect: humboldtian, newmanian, napoleonian while a fourth one can be attributed to the first US universities. 


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


� Idem.


� Displaying a set of performance indicators, for enabling comparison with similar HEI's.


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


� Merriam Webster on-line dictionary, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/monitor?show=1&t=1284965382, accessed on Sept. 20th, 2010.


� Ex: U-multirank (http://www.u-multirank.eu/), AHELO (� HYPERLINK "http://www.oecd.org/edu/ahelo" \t "_blank" ��www.oecd.org/edu/ahelo�).


� See preliminaries, par. 1.


� See preliminaries, par. 2


� In practice, the contexts described are combined. 





