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Making the right grade

With debate
ongoing about
the funding of
third-level
education,
university
presidents
Brian
MacCraith
and Jim
Browne ask
what exactly
we should be
aiming for

ecently announced resulis

from university ranking sys-

tems have shown a sigmlicant

Fall for maost Trish universities,

with no Irish university now in

the top 100. This has attracted
considerable media comment. Lrish universities
are funded largely from the public purse and it
is important, therefore, that the general public
understands the significance or otherwise of
such ranking results.

Two ranking systems. the Times Higher
Education (THE) and the Quacquareli Sy-
monds (QS), are considered most relevant for
universitics in this part of the world, The key
guestion 1s whether or not these sysiems pro-
vide a valid measure of the quality of university
performance.

Sowhat do they measure, what do they fail o
measure, and are they appropriate 10 umiversi-
ties in general and to Irish universitics in parti-
cular?

What do ranking systems measure?

The results of any ranking system depend
stromgly on the choice of performance indica-
tors {or metrics) and the weightings assigned to
them. But what gets prioritised?

It is not surprising that most ranking meth-

odologies have a particular focus on the teach-
ing and research missions of universities,
Direct messurement of quality 15 difficult,
however, so rankings usually employ various
indirect or proxy metrics. et some of these
proxy meirics are quite removed from teaching
or research.

Here, we examing the THE rather than the
Q85 system, based on the more sophisticated
approach of the former (it uses 13 separate in
dicators as opposed Lo six for QS).

An analysis of the THE ranking methedol-
ogy highlights some important features:

() 33 per cent of the total ranking is based on
i ‘reputational survey’, where over 17,500 ran-
domly selected academics from 137 countries
offer views on the perceived prestige of institu
tions in terms of the gquality of their rescarch (18
per cent) and teaching (15 per cent). The objec-
tivity of this element of the runking is clearly
open 1o criticism.

(b} When all 13 indicators are considered. it
becomes clear that more than 73 per cent of the
available ranking marks are associated with
research.

() The biggest single measure of research,
accounting for 30 per cent of the Mull ranking, 15
the “citation impact’, which measures the im-
pact of a research paper by the number of times
that paper is cited by other researchers. This
metric - the only measure of research yuality
rather than quantity in this system — is re-
stricted toa sub-set of all journals, and is a poor
indicator of performance in some disciplines,
i particular the humanitics.

(d) Owerall, reputation (33 per cent) and ci-
tation impact (30 per cent) account for the ma-
jJority of any institution’s score. The remaining
indicators (see rabie), which include important
evidence-based performance metrics, are all
weighted at 6 per cent or less,

What's not measured

It is also important to highlight the many
impartant areas of core university activity that
are not measured in the prominent ranking
systems. THE and QS do not measure the
quality of the teaching and learning experience
for students in any meaningful sense,

Quite astonishingly, no credit is given for the
innaviltion activity of universities. In particu-
livr, therr important role in penerating intellec-
tual property, exccuting licences, creating spin-
ouls and contributing to economic develop-
mient is not measured,

The significance of this year's
ranking data for Ireland

In evaluating the performance of [rish uni-
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versities in this yvear's rankings, the time peri-
ods associated with the various indicators
provide a useful contest
B the data (income, stalf numbers, student
numbers etc.) submitted by all institutions are
from the academic year 2008/ 2009;
B citations were counted for the period 2005-
200 and
B the reputation surveys were carried out in
201

An analysis of the data from this vear’sTHE
ranking highlights some startling facts:

Reputational survey

The dramatic fall in the rankings for most
Irish universitics in the THE svstem can be at-
tributed almost exclusively to the ‘reputational
survey element of the scoring.

For example, MUl Galway and DCU ex-
perienced a greater than 80 per cent drop in
reputational survey scores relative to 2000 for
tesching and research. Similar falls in this
seore were experienced by all of Ireland's lead-
ing universities. The impact of this sharp drop
on the overall ranking score cannot be over-
staled. In fact, if last year's reputations] data
wore used in this year’s analysis, then DCUand
NG would achieve similar or better ranking
seores compared (o 2000,

There is no rational, performance-related
explanation for such a dramatic fall in reputa-
tion over the course of one year, Given the sub-
Jective nature of the survey, however, it is guile
plavsible that mternational media coverage of
Ireland’s ceonomic difficulties could have
played a role in influencing this outcome.

System volatility

The ranking systems exhibit significant
year-on-vear volatility in their results, This is
evident not only this year but anulysis of pre-
vious years” results also shows similar (il less
dramatic) trends. For example, NUT Calway
moved [rom 467th to 320th to 232nd and back
to 357th over a period of the past four vears in
the THE ranking. This does not correlate in any
logical sense with performance.

Similarky, when one compares the two rank-
ing systems {(which, in brogd terms, aspire to
measure very similar performance indicators),
UCC and DCU improved their positions this
vear in the QS ranking while all other Irish
universities dropped, whereas in the THE sys-
tem, all universities except NUI Maynooth fell
in the ranking.

What does it mean?

Ranking systems serve a useful general pur-
pose by drawing attention o performance
measurements and international benchmark-
ing in a global context. The methedologies

st be treated with great caution. however,
because they are blunl instruments, their re-

sults are volatile and, most importantly, they
provide a distorted view of “guality” that is in-
appropriate for Ireland’s universities.

Given the difficulty associated with rever-
sing reputational damape and given that the
imstitutional data, such as imcome and stafl-
student ratio, submatted this vear do not reflect
the even deeper Excheguer cuts from 2009 on-
wards (including the expected significant cut in
research funding in the coming budget). it is
likely that the rankings of Irish universities witl
fall even further in the coming vears. Even if it
were 50 desired, Ireland cannot win ag the
rankings game at this time,

A maor improvement in the rankings would
reguire a significant increase in investment
(which is clearly not pessible for the Excheguer)
and would take time, Universities are not, after
all, hke Premier League football clubs, which
can invest in star players 1o deliver u quick
bounce.

Some commentators suggest that Lrish uni-
versities should pursue high rankings as a
priority. It 1s useful then, to consider the type of
profile that an Irish university would adopt 15t
were to prioritise the achievement of & high
position in the rankings to the exclusion of all
other activity.

Research, measured unl}- in terms of its aci-
demic impact, is clearly the main driver of
ranking position. Taken 1o extremes, this would
suggest a strategy of encouraging colleagues:
B to focus only on research publications in re-
cognised academic journals:

B 1o ignore translational research and to dis-
engage [rom industrially-oriented or applied
research; and

W to avoid innovation, to ignore the develop-
ment of intellectual property and to eschew the
time-consuming process of commercialisa-
tion.

Such a university might also de-prioritise in-
vestment in innovations in teaching and learn-
ing. Such a university might think twice before
allocating scarce resources 1o support access
for students from socio-ecenomically disad-
vantaged backgrounds.

Stafl who allocate their me 1o these activ-
ities would be deemed o be “olf message” from
the perspective of international ranking sys-
lems.

Is this the type of university that our country
needs at this, or any other, time? Is this what our
enterprise sector needs to help us iInnovate our
way to economic stubility? Is this what em-
ployers want from our universities? Is this what
students themselves want”

Our universities need to focus on a more ba-
lanced agenda that is appropriate to [reland's
needs and that enables our graduates to com-
pete and fourish in a globalised society. In this
context, we need to continually benchmark
ourseives against the world's best and to pursue
gxcellence in those areas that are important to
s,
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Recent research carried out by Ecolin, sl the
request of ministers for {inance in EU coun-
tries, highlights the ability of Treland’s higher
education system 1o maintain high quality
through difficult circumstances. In that study,
Ireland ranked first both in terms of graduates
per LO00 inhabitants and in terms of how in-
ternational employvers rate our pradusates for
employvability.

Irish universities have - and are establishing
— international reputations for excetlence in
specific and appropriate fields of expertise.
However, what would a university do il it
wanted to prioritise rankings above all elsc? We
cannod excel at everything and we do not have
the resources to reach the lofty heights of what s 3
are. frankly, inappropriate league tables We to domestic staff  2.5%
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Students at DCU: Irish universities need to prepare their students for the modern workforce




