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L essons L ear ned from the Rules on Ranking of Universities[1]°
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SUMMARY. — It is well known that university assessment aadking must serve many purposes: they
respond to demand for interpretable informationttman standing of higher education institutions; tipegvide
some of the rationale for the allocation of funthey are also used to differentiate between diffetgpes of
institutions and different programmes and discigydin

In addition, many public managers would like to nsethods based on these tools in order to “meakere
quality” of higher education institutions or progra within a particular country or region.

What are these ranking methods? Are they realljulge a process of evaluation? Should we use tfam
evaluating development research?

We will present here some specific methodologieeniéihg of the Times Higher Education Supplemerd, th
Shanghai ARWU Ranking, the CHE Research Rankintlying to reply to the above-mentioned questiois.
will also examine a set of principles of qualitydagood practice in ranking proposed by an Inteomati
Ranking Expert Group to allow some discussion @s¢hquestions.

1. Introduction

Rankings appear in many areas. Competitive spdoistb@ll, basket ball...), cinema
(Oscar Academy Awards...), music competitions (Queglisabeth competition...),
gastronomic guides (Michelin, Delta...) are some Weathwn examples. Sometimes, rankings
are put together just for fun. However, many ohthere taken very seriously.

In the field of higher education, ranking is closkhked to the topic of evaluation which is
traditionally carried out through procedures of mpeeview of scientific publications.
However, academic evaluations are increasingly goaindertaken in addition to this
traditional procedure.

Two types of rankings are regularly quoted in thedm. The first one is that of the
Shanghai Jiao Tong University — called thBkeanghairanking — and the second one is the
yearly ranking published in th&mes Higher Education Supplement called theTimes
ranking.

But let us begin by considering the basic questiérhat is a ranking?”.

Ranking ispositioning comparable objects on an ordinal schised on a (non strict)
weak order relation among (statistical) function of a combination of functions of measures
or scores associated with those objg&@¢ianzel & Debackere, 2009). These functions, Wwhic
are usually based on variables for evaluative mepp are called indicators. Different

indicators X, representing different aspects of quality, forra dtomponents of eomposite
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indicator Y, the basis of the ranking. This composite indic&gaisually a linear combination
of the X, s, that is,

Y=> A X

k

where A, (k=1, 2,...p) arep pre-defined weights and, without loss of generalierify the
equalityZ)\k =1 — so thaty is a weighted mean of the individual indicatofs.

This method has been used for a long time and thet problematic issues in applying
composite indicators are well known u&@izEL & DEBACKERE 2009): possible
interdependence of components, altering weightsltieg in a different ranking, potential
obscure and irreproducible results, ignored randammrs of statistical functions, reduction of
a multi-dimensional space into linearity. Moreowe interpretation of a ranking is linked to
the criteria which are used.

Let us now consider two examples of rankings. Wk a@mplete this presentation by an
interesting third method.

1.1.THE SHANGHAI RANKING
The Composite Indicator currently aggregates GeGat

— The first criterion used to measure the qualitgdfication of a university is the number of
alumni who were awarded a Nobel Prize (physicsmisiey, medicine, economics) or a
Fields Medal (mathematics). An alumni is definedaaperson who holds at least one
degree from the university being assessed; sua@rsop counts as one unit if the degree
was obtained after 1990, as 0.9 if it was obtaimetiveen 1980 and 1990,etc.; it counts as
0.1 if the degree was obtained between 1900 and.191

— Two criteria measure the quality of the teachiraffsof the university: the number of
Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals awarded to the Awnadstaff teaching at the university
under review — here too, the weights decrease wsathiority and a complex fraction
system weights the results if the laureate wase@dti several universities simultaneously
and/or if several laureates shared the same prizeand- the number of teachers -
researchers who are among the 250 most cited aufihoa given period of time within 21
major subject categories.

— The fourth criterion is the number of articles fréime university under review published in
Nature and Science within the last 5 years, witlweight system for co-authored
publications — this criterion is not taken into aant if the university is not active in these
fields and its weight is then redistributed betwtenother criteria.

— The fifth criterion is the number of articles fraime university under review listed, for a
given period, in th&cience Citation Indeand theSocial Science Citation Ind€g].

— A sixth criterion concerns the academic performamgth respect to the size of the
university under review: the scores for the presiotiteria are summed up and divided by
the number of teachers — researchers [3].

For each of these criteria the highest-ranked usityeis given a score of 100; the others
are given a score obtained by a rule of 3.



The global score of a university is a weighted gdinof the scores obtained for the
different criteria.

The reliability of this composite indicator is aatgroblem which has been discussed in
many conferences and publications (see for inst&ineexe 2009).

1.2.THE TIMESRANKING

The Times Higher Education Supplemenainking is published by a private firm. The
methodology is based upon two surveys. The firg ooncerns several hundred scientists
from different countries who list the universitig®y consider to be the best; the second one
is conducted on a number of employers. These twxegs allow extracting a first score for
each university which will receive a weight of 50ifothe final indicator obtained — here
also — as a weighted sum of scores for differeiteca.

Four other criteria are taken into account; thedatpin terms of citations, of university
researchers (with a weight of 20 %), the studeather ratio (with a weight of 20 %), the
percentage of foreign students (with a weight 8bpand the percentage of foreign teachers
(with a weight of 5 %).

Until 2006, the standardisation to 100 of eacheséallowed the Shanghai method. But in
2007, the authors of this method decided to replheenormalization to the best performers
by the “z-score” method”. For each criterion, thepérical mean and the empirical standard
deviation are computed. For each university, adstedized score is obtained by taking the
difference between the score and the mean divigiebdebassociated standard deviat{&ih

Here also a number of comments can be made al®uiniesranking and many questions
have not received satisfactory replies. As the fariterion is based on recommendations
formulated by “experts”, this method seems to loseat to the well known “peer review” than
the Shanghai ranking. Unfortunately it is not nedétile case.

As this meeting also concerns the bibliometric apph, it is significant to note that in
2005, Anthony Van Raan of the University of Leidmiculated that the correlation between
the scientists’ replies to the questions of Timesand a bibliometric analysis was equivalent
to...zero (VAN RAAN 2006)!

1.3.THE CHE APPROACH

The Centre for Higher Education Developme(@HE) was founded in 1994 by the
German Rectors’ Conference and the Bertelsmanndatiom. ACHE University Ranking
has been published since 1999 and focuses on iafanmfor prospective students who want
to choose a university. It includes indicators @aching and learning, resources and facilities,
on research activities as well as information thamnportant for this target group.

But research is not at the centre of this rankKirgs is why the CHE decided to set up a
Research Rankindevoted to an academic target group. It includd&ators on publications,
citations, number of PhDs, research grants andsasand also some bivariate and correlation
analysis (BERGHOFF& FEDERKEIL 2009) [6].

Three big differences can be underlined betweerCHE rankings and the previous ones.
At the level of ranking, programmes and fields emesidered instead of whole institutions.
On the other hand, the method takes into accounuléi-dimensional ranking instead of a
composite overall score. Finally for each indicattie CHE ranking classifies universities
into only three groups; a top, a middle and a lottgroup, instead of providing a league
table.



For all of these reasons, it appears that the Cldthod seems better than the two previous
ones.

2. TheInternational Ranking Expert Group

We have seen that during recent years, a numbeidely covered worldwide rankings of
universities have been appearing. If correctly wstd®d and interpreted, they could
contribute to national accountabilities and quadigsurance processes. Given this trend, it is
important that the produced rankings hold themsebecountable for quality in their own
data collection, methodology, and dissemination.

In view of the above, thénternational Ranking Expert GrouilREG) was founded in
2004 by the UNESCO European Centre for Higher Eimeca(UNESCO-CEPES) in
Bucharest and the Institute for Higher Educatiohidgan Washington, DC. In 2006, IERG’s
second meeting in Berlin proposed a set of priesipf quality and good practice in HEI
rankings. Let us detail these recommendations [7].

2.1.RECOMMENDATIONS ABOUTPURPOSES ANDGOALS

— Be one of a number of diverse approaches to thesasgent of higher education inputs,
processes, and output®kanking can provide comparative information antproved
understanding of higher education, but should mothHe main method of assessing what
high education is and does. Rankings provide a etdrised perspective that can
complement the work of government, accrediting arities, and independent review
agencies.

— Be clear about their purpose and their target greupankings have to be designed with
due regard to their purpose. Indicators designeudet a particular objective or too inform
one target group may not be adequate for diffgpanposes or target groups.

— Recognize the diversity of institutions and take thifferent missions and goals of
institutions into accountQuality measures for research-oriented instihgjdorexample,
are quite different from those that are appropriatenstitutions that providéroad access
to underserved communities. Institutions that amdp ranked and thexperts that inform
the ranking process should be consulted often.

— Provide clarity about the range of information soes for rankings and the messages each
source generates he relevance of ranking results depends on udéeacegeceiving the
information and the sources of that informationcfsas databasestudents, professors,
employers). Good practice would be to combine tiiferént perspectives provided by
those sources in order to get a more complete wikeeachhigher education institution
included in the ranking.

— Specify the linguistic, cultural, economic, andttigal contexts of the educational
systems being rankedhternational rankings in particular should beassvof possible
biases and be precise about their objective. Nohations or systems share the same
values and beliefs about what constitutes “quality’tertiary institutions, and ranking
systems should not be devised to force such cosgresi

2.2.RECOMMENDATIONS ABOUTDESIGN ANDWEIGHTING OFINDICATORS



— Be transparent regarding the methodology used feating the rankingsThe choice of
methods used to prepare rankings should be clehruaambiguous. This transparency
should include the calculation of indicators aslaselthe origin of data.

— Choose indicators according to their relevance aatidity. The choice of data should be
grounded in recognition of the ability of each measto represent quality and academic
and institutional strengths, and not availabilifydata. Be clear about why measures were
included and what they are meant to represent.

— Measure outcomes in preference to inputs whenevssilple Data on inputs are relevant
as they reflect the general condition of a givetal@shment and are more frequently
available. Measures of outcomes provide a more ratewassessment of the standing
and/or quality of a given institution or progranmdacompilers of rankings should ensure
that an appropriate balance is achieved.

— Make the weights assigned to different indicatdraged) prominent and limit changes to
them Changes in weights make it difficult for consumeo discern whether an
institution’s or program’s status changed in theknags due to an inherent difference or
due to a methodological change.

2.3.RECOMMENDATIONS ABOUTCOLLECTION AND PROCESSING OFDATA

— Pay due attention to ethical standards and the go@dtice recommendations articulated
in these Principlesin order to assure the credibility of each rankitngpseresponsible for
collecting and using data and undertaking on-sitsv should be a®bjective and
impartial as possible.

— Use audited and verifiable data whenever possiSiech data have several advantages,
including the fact that they have been accepteidtjtutions and that they are comparable
and compatible across institutions.

— Include data that are collected with proper proceshifor scientific data collectiorData
collected from an unrepresentative or skewed sulifsstudents, faculty, or other parties
may not accurately represent an institution or @ogne and should be excluded.

— Apply measures of quality assurance to ranking esses themselve¥hese processes
should take note of the expertise that is beindieghpo evaluate institutions and use this
knowledge to evaluate the ranking itself. Rankingisould be learning systems
continuously utilizing this expertise to developthezlology.

— Apply organizational measures that enhance theibii@g of rankings. These measures
could include advisory or even supervisory bodg®ferably with some international
participation.

2.4.RECOMMENDATIONS ABOUTPRESENTATION OFRANKING RESULTS

— Provide consumers with a clear understanding of adlithe factors used to develop a
ranking, and offer them a choice in how rankinge displayed This way, the users of
rankings would have a better understanding of thdicators that are used to rank
institutions or programs. In addition, they sholiéye some opportunity to make thein
decisions about how these indicators should behteily

— Be compiled in a way that eliminates or reducesrin original data, and be organized
and published in a way that errors and faults cancorrectedlnstitutionsand the public
should be informed about errors that have occurred



3. Comments

Taking into account these recommendations, oneatagnore the fact that most of the
current ranking proposals have serious flaws: l@sard “big” universities, favouring
institutions from the Anglo-Saxon world, favourinmiversities which excel in exact and
biomedical sciences (rather than in human and kssci@nces), being too strongly influenced
by the values of the weights...Moreover ranking stidiake into account the diversity of
tasks of universities as well as diversities acdissiplines (Dehoet al b 2009).

It is not surprising that most university auth@#iclaim that rankings published by the
media are disputable. Everybody is convinced thasé rankings are not representative of
“the true” quality of universities. But it is a fathat all universities integrate ranking criteria
in their governances nowadays.

Recent initiatives allow hoping for some improvementhe methodology. In 2006, for
instance, thdProgramme for Institutional Management in Higherugdtion (IMHE) of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develepim(OECD) and thénternational
Association of Universitie§AU) proposed to carry out a study of the positand negative
effects of rankings on strategic and administratidecision making by universities
(Hazelkorn, 2008). The OECD has now started arrnat®nal assessment programme to
evaluate the outcomes of higher education polidssessment of Higher Education Learning
OutcomesAHELO). The aim of this study is to verify whethieis possible to test university
performance levels using criteria which are indejeen of linguistic, cultural and geographic
factors.

It is clear that the flaws of the current rankingthods do not allow to use them for
evaluating development research. But here aldwillg be useful to take the different criteria
into account qualitatively. The proposals of ther@an CHE and the scores obtained on each
criterion — even if the values of these scores albhave an absolute meaning — may allow
seeing the real level of a university, a facultgepartment and even a research centre.

The recommendations proposed by liernational Ranking Expert Grougan certainly
help to improve the quality of a research activitiyan education project or of a service to the
society.
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NOTES

[1]  This talk results from an international confece organised by Catherine Dehon, Mathias Dewattjpo
Jean-Jacques Droesbeke, Dirk Jacobs and Catheermaavidele in December 2007 at the Université
libre de Bruxelles on the topic 8fanking and Research Assessment in Higher Educ@sroN et al. a
2009). The conference was organized within the éwork of a European PhD programme in Socio-
Economic and Statistical Studies regrouping a 6Eucopean universities.

[2] Inthe first version of the Shanghai ranking)yothese 5 criteria were taken into account (reduo 4 for
social science institutions).

[3] As the authors of this ranking did not haveadavailable for all the universities, this additberiterion
was hot taken into account for all universities.

[4] A constant weight of 25 % when there are 4ecid, 20 % when there are 5; with 6 criteria, tingt one
and the sixth are worth 10 % each while the otber &re each worth 20 %.

[5] The z-score indicates how far the universityidees from the mean using the standard deviatiothea
unit.



[6] See also: www.che.de/downloads/Methoden_Hodadlisghking_2008_AP106.pdf.
[71  See www.che.de/downloads/Berlin_Principles_IREG4.pdf.
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