Overview of the Transparency Tools Working Group Report

The report provides an account of the Bologna tools, of the relevant international rankings, of national databases, national classifications and rankings and other initiatives such as the supranational U-Map, U-Multirank, European Tertiary Education Register, Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes, the IREG audit of international rankings and the nationally developed Key Information Set. It concludes on the contribution of each set of tools to transparency within EHEA and it identifies important information gaps. The report points to some developments that promise to improve transparency in the EHEA and fill the data gaps. The conclusions of the Working Group are grounded on the outcomes of five regular meetings, one workshop for its members and one mini-seminar for the BFUG members, the questionnaires filled in by the BFUG members in 2011 (34 responses), a review of scholar literature and an overview of presentations in relevant policy conferences.
Conclusions
Transparency can be listed among the principles of the Bologna Process. In its first decade, transparency was needed in order to understand and compare cross-nationally higher education systems. The Leuven/ Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué added another meaning to the term: it called for transparency of the diversity of higher education institutions, while acknowledging that their missions are diverse as a response to wider societal needs.

The Working Group members agreed that the main function of transparency tools is to enable understanding of the diversity of higher education provision, nationally and cross-nationally, in order to support users to make informed decisions. Though their primary function is information provision, transparency tools can also support accountability, quality improvement and strategic governance, if designed and used properly. Publics’ interests and capacities are diverse, hence only a mix of transparency tools can address their information needs.
At the national level, five countries have provided information about empirical studies on what are (prospective) students’ needs of information regarding higher education. The conclusions of these studies indicate that quality of higher education provision is indeed important, but other contextual factors, such as distance from home and peers’ preferences, exercise strong influence on choices. 

The Bologna Process has considerably improved the transparency across EHEA countries. Its tools, structures and processes contributed to creating transparency inside higher education systems, too, even though they were intended to deliver mainly cross-national transparency. Bologna tools’ can contribute significantly to enabling all interested students’ and employers’ understanding of their alternatives in regards to higher education. Currently, Bologna tools’ potential is not used optimally. The meaningful implementation of learning outcomes, building on a common methodology, is expected to improve the transparency of higher education provision across the EHEA and also within national systems. The impact of learning outcomes may be significant especially for identifying adequate and/or desired study choices and for understanding the value of the achieved qualifications. 

The efficiency of the Bologna Process tools in terms of improving transparency is affected by improper implementation in some parts of the EHEA. Bologna tools are complex and comprehensive, as they rest on specialsied structures and processes. Probably because of this reason they are not easy to communicate to lay public, specially students and employers. Bologna tools fare less well in enabling intuitive comparison of educational alternatives. 
Classifications and rankings attempt to partially fill the transparency gap. Traditionally, classifications cluster higher education institutions in classes of alike, while rankings assign higher education institutions, departments or study programmes to a hierarchical order. A movement towards “the democratization” of classifications and rankings can be observed, in the sense that issuers provide sets of data on multiple dimensions and users can aggregate them, thus creating their own classes or rankings. Both traditional and user-driven approaches have their conceptual fallacies in terms of transparency, which are outlined mostly by specialists.
National classifications and rankings complement to a certain extent Bologna tools, as they are focused on information mainly for the purpose of comparison and offer information to all categories of the public. They are not used extensively in EHEA countries.
The efficiency of national classifications can be affected by public stereotypes (e.g. research intensive is better than teaching intensive) and/or the incentives within the associated policies. 
National rankings are generally inspired by influential international rankings. Some researchers perceived the development of national rankings as a move towards enhancing quality by shedding light on the relative performance of higher education.

U-Map is currently the only classification which expands internationally in the EHEA. It is multidimensional and user-driven. Its indicators describe higher education institutions’ educational profile, student profile, research involvement, knowledge exchange, international orientation and regional engagement. U-Map can enhance its transparency potential if more higher education institutions are included in it. 

Global rankings are popular tools that also provide information for straightforward comparison. The analsyed global rankings have improved their data accuracy and are increasingly adopting a user-driven approach. Yet their contribution to transparency in the EHEA seems to be targeted mainly towards those students and staff with little obstacles to being mobile. Global rankings do not cover the vast majority of higher education institutions within EHEA. They are also criticised for not measuring properly teaching and the third mission of universities. 

There are areas which may be of high relevance for users where there is not enough transparency. These areas refer mainly to the substantive educational experience (issues like student mentoring and support, as well as the quality of teaching) and the employability of graduates. 

It appears that data on higher education which can be relevant to the users is collected extensively at national level. Up to now it is unclear to what extent the data is 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 for transparency purposes. It can be an important source of data for filling existing information gaps and improving existing tools. 
There are substantial efforts laid in the international community to address identified the information gaps. The most influential ones are succinctly presented below:

· The assessment of the feasibility of measuring and comparing the achieved learning outcomes of first cycle (undergraduate) students at international level. The OECD is running such a feasibility study entitled Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes (AHELO);
· The development of a user-driven, multidimensional ranking that would measure performance in teaching, research, knowledge exchange, internationalisation and regional engagement. It uses a classification to compare only those higher education institutions which are comparable. It is promoted as U-Multirank and it was funded by the European Commission;

· The European Tertiary Education Register is developed to collect data from national statistical offices. Two sets of data are to be collected: data on core activities for all tertiary education institutions and data on research for the research active ones. It is part of the “Modernisation Agenda” of the European Commission and its concept was proved feasible by the EUMIDA project.
· To audit rankings against “The Berlin Principles of Rankings Higher Education Institutions”. The initiative belongs to the Observatory on Academic Ranking and Excellence (IREG). 

There are several other initiatives under development, which could contribute to further enhancing information and transparency on European HE such as the E3M project “European indicators and ranking methodology for university third mission” which aims to develop indicators for the third mission of higher education institutions. Monitoring such initiatives would prove relevant for understanding the evolution of the mix of tools that deliver transparency in the EHEA, as well as for identifying the remaining gaps. 
Recommendations
1. Further developing and complementing the existing transparency tools is needed in order to achieve a better understanding of the diversity in all aspects of higher education, at system level, institutional level and study programme level;

2. Transparency should be treated as a distinct aspect of higher education policies and should be grounded on evidence about users’ needs for information;

3. 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 transparent. They should look into ways to empower users, especially students, in relation to the issuers of transparency tools;

4. 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; 

5. 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 also highlight the transparency function of Bologna tools and structures, even if this is not primarily their purpose;

6. 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;

7. Governments and higher education institutions should explore the potential of Bologna tools to provide meaningful information for stakeholders, especially for (prospective) students and employers. Emphasis should be put on learning outcomes and their proper implementation in relation to qualifications frameworks, ECTS and Diploma Supplement;

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

9. 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; 

10. Governments should acknowledge and play their role of providing legitimacy to a wide range of institutional missions and profiles in a transparent way. They should not trade diversity for more transparency. 

11. 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, common guidance and understanding of transparency should be developed within the Bologna Process.
