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Transparency Tools Working Group Report

1. Meetings

The Transparency Tools Working Group had a regular meeting on the 18th of April and a workshop in June, 9th, both held in Brussels. The WG members exchanged information and discussed issues related to:

· ENQA position paper on quality assurance, transparency tools and rankings/classifications;

· HEFCE proposal of an information kit for prospective students; 

· Policy approaches to system diversity (the diversity policies in the Netherlands and Flanders);

· OECD – The AHELO project, a pilot for the feasibility of assessing cross-nationally the learning outcomes in higher education;

· Findings of the feasibility project for a EU census of higher education institutions – implications for the transparency discourse and evidence based diversity policies;

· Findings of the feasibility project on a multi- dimensional global ranking of universities;

· The conclusions of the Peer Learning 'Lite' on Transparency Tools organized by the European Commission on the 16th of February 2011.

2. Conceptual definition of transparency tools (short outline)

The WG members 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. 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. In this respect, transparency tools can support accountability, quality improvement and strategic governance, if designed properly. 

3. The transparency function of Bologna tools

The WG analyzed the Bologna tools in regards to what they can do and what they cannot do as transparency tools. The analysis is conceptually indebted to a presentation of Andrejs Rauhvargers delivered in the June workshop. The draft conclusion is that Bologna tools have a substantial contribution to enable students, faculty and employers to understand higher education. These tools especially enable them to find answers to the question “What I am looking for?” They were not designed to enable substantive comparisons of alternatives (E.g. once a prospective student decides that three study programmes are suitable for her/his needs while using Bologna tools, she/he cannot use the same tools to choose an alternative). That empty space of information is being claimed by rankings and classifications.

The analysis is planned to be discussed on October 12th, during the mini-seminar that precedes the BFUG meeting in Cracow. 

4. The questionnaire

The WG has prepared a questionnaire that looks into the following issues:

· What are the public needs of information and what are the tools used by governments to address these needs? This section explores the efforts laid by national authorities to understand the specific needs of different segments of the public in terms of information provision. It also maps the different instruments regarded by national authorities as having an information function. 
· National classifications: the section explores the existence and use for policy aims of classifications of HEIs within a national/regional/federal system. 

· National rankings: the section explores the existence and use for policy aims of rankings of HEIs within a national/regional/federal system.
· International rankings as basis for policy making at national level: the section explores the impact of international rankings on national policy making.

· Publicly available databases: the section explores what information on HE is publicly available for national audiences and some other substantive specificities regarding the communication to the public. 

The questionnaire is expected to be filled in by the BFUG members before October 20th. It will constitute the main empirical basis of the report.

5. The mini-seminar and further meetings

The WG has also organized a mini-seminar for the BFUG members. It addressed: 

· The transparency function of the Bologna tools;

· Higher education institutions’ perspective on rankings as presented in the EUA study;

· New approaches in rankings’ discourse, building especially on „U-multirank” feasibility project findings;

· Practical aspects of diversity policies.

The next meeting of the WG is scheduled for November 15th. The WG aims to conclude its activity in a meeting to be held in 2012, before January 10th. 
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