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Interpretation of quantitative 

markers

Documentation

Reassurance

Propaganda

Accountability

Bologna consciousness of the need 

for better data has a history

From EC, EUA, and ESU by 2003

BFUG in preparation for both Bergen (2005) 

and London (2007) ministerial meetings

Focus on and directions to Eurostat and 

EUROSTUDENT

But as Trends V(2007) noted, not much 

progress
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Core issue: student-level data

We know for example, how many national systems 

issue Diploma Supplements and the categories of 

students to whom they are issued

But we do not know the proportion of graduates in 

these systems who have actually received Diploma 

Supplements

Yet what happens to students is the ultimate 

measure of Bolognaõs success

Variations in definitions of students 

across the EU

Entrants versus òNew Entrantsó

Citizen versus Native

Completers versus Graduates

Full-time and Part-Time

Age distributions in standard bands

For Bologna participants (not just the EU) to produce 

evidence of progress across the major òaction 

linesó requires convergence of definitions

4 types of student-level data for 

Bologna documentation

1) Standard defaults: new entrants, enrollments, completions, 
adjusted for new cycles

2) Non-standard indicators that are by-products of Bologna 
action lines directed at increased flexibility

3) Standard indicators, though rarely produced, of improved 
access to tertiary education of under-represented 
populations

4) Non-standard indicators of the penetration of core Bologna 
standards and quality objectives

But without #4, there is only documentation, not accountability.
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As a lesson in documentation versus 

accountability, consider the U.S.

A system of very high data production capacity and a well-
developed professional institutional research workforce to 
match the capacity.

Has engaged in an orgy of public number-production: 
graduates and graduation rates, student satisfaction survey 
data, test scores of small groups of volunteer test-takers, 
etc.  If it moves, it is measured.

They call this òaccountability,ó but it is NOT 
òaccountability.ó 

It is documentation of student behavior, and it has no impact 
on students.

What does òaccountabilityó require?

Reference points in definition of degrees, e.g. in the 
Qualification Framework of the EHEA and its national 
variations.

Threshold standards of performance in the definition of 
degrees, e.g. òthe student will demonstrate. . . .X or Yó

A credit system enhanced by defined levels of challenge, 
e.g. in the UK and Scotland

Discipline frameworks and benchmarks such as those 
derived from the òTuningó process.

We will come back to these criteria.

But first, a reconsideration of 

òdocumentationó

There is nothing wrong with it, and, for 

Bologna countries, it is a critical first 

step on the road to accountability
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Documentation Issue: Full Census 

versus Sample

Census population ratios have been used to leap over 
current variances.

But weighted samples are a more flexible and 
comprehensive approach that can cover a far wider range of 
indicators than Census methods.

The U.S. approach (NCES) is exemplary here, and most 
European statistical agencies have the capacity and talent to 
emulate that approach. 

Some, e.g. Portugal, already have all the elements of true 
population samples of entering cohorts.

There are considerable start-up costs, but once established, 
sampling becomes routine.

Given documentation demands. . .

What do Bologna countries produce 

now?

Current data I: incoming student 

flow, volume and source--examples

By stream of 2ndary school education (NL) or 
previous qualification (UK)

By age (FR, SE, FI, NL)

By enrollment intensity (SE, UK)

By social background (SE, UK)

U.S. does all of these, but only in national samples 
(Beginning Postsecondary Students and grade 
cohort longitudinal studies); the Bologna country 
cases are all full census.
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Current Data II: Completion, Transfer, 

Change of Program--examples

Graduation rate by field and institutional type (NL)

Graduation rate by FT/PT status (SE)

Change of field (FR, IT)

Time-to-Degree (NL, UK, SE)

Transfer (NL, SE)

Again, the U.S. does all of these, but only in national 

samples; Again, Bologna country data are full 

census.

Zooming In: Change of Field

Not directly a Bologna phenomenon, but one of a group of 
indicators of system flexibility

France shows 10% changing program from the 1st to 2nd

year, and in the university sector only

Italy shows 21% changing field across all programs

Scotland offers anecdotal evidence of 40% change of field 
during studentsõ undergraduate education

U.S. shows 49% of 4-year college beginners changing field 
at least once in their undergraduate histories.

Can these measures be rendered comparable?  Theoretically, 
yes.

The core documentation: cohort 

graduation rates

The new OECD approach and a lot 

more relevant than population ratios.
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7-year bachelorõs completion rates in 

Sweden, by enrollment intensity, 1997-2004

All Full-time Part-time (40% / 25%)

Completers 44% 54% 10%

=> 120 credits 20 24 9

80-119 credits 8 9 6

40-79 credits 7 5 12

20-39 credits 6 3 17

1-19 credits 9 3 29

0 credits 5 1 18

8.5 year U.S. graduation rates, by 

enrollment intensity, 1992-2000

All Full-time Part-time (32%)

Bachelorôs68% 81% 40%

Associateôs3 3 5

Certificate 1 1 3

=>60 credits 11 6 22

30-59 credits 7 4 14

11-29 credits 5 3 9

1-10 credits 5 4 8

Why are these data NOT 

comparable?

Both are confined to students entering bachelorõs degree 
granting institutions; both account for students earning a 
degree from a different institution from the one in which they 
started.  BUT:

U.S. data are based on a national sample for a longitudinal 
study starting in grade 8; Swedish data are based on a full 
census of beginning higher education students.

U.S. data are confined to traditional-age students; Swedish 
data include older beginning students.

U.S. part-time is defined as òpart-time at ANY timeó; Swedish 
part-time is defined by both entry status and cross-sectional 
status.
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Could these data be made more 

comparable?  In time, yes!

Unlike its national longitudinal study samples, the U.S. full 
census Graduation Rate Survey uses a  6-year marker, 
includes students of all ages, but is limited to full-time 
beginning students in the fall term (not winter or spring).

With these restrictions, the graduation rate from the first 
bachelorõs degree-granting institution attended is 54% and 
from any institution, 63%. Notice footnote in 2008 Education 
at a Glance.

Sweden, too, can report the difference between graduating 
from the first institution and graduating from any institution.

The U.S. is moving toward both an 8-year marker and 
establishing a separate cohort of beginning part-time 
students.  In this, the U.S. is moving closer to Sweden.

A Bologna challenge: the effect of new degree 

cycles at the border of Bachelor and Master

If students regard 3 + 2 as the equivalent of the old, 

longer degrees, then we should see a very high rate 

of continuation.

In binary systems  (NL,PT,DE,AT) we would watch 

the continuation rate of applied science graduates.

Where short-cycle degrees exist (Foundation, DUT) 

we would look for increased continuation rates 

within the 1st cycle.

In the German case that follows. . 

The data are confined to those students who did, in 

fact, continue from the new 1st cycle to the 2nd

cycle: 80 percent of university graduates and 

44 percent of Fachhochschulegraduates

For the period covered by the data, 2002 ð2004, the 

old Diplomwas still the dominant university degree.

The data come from an HIS study, not from the 

Bundesministerium.
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2nd Cycle Destinations of 2002-03 

German Bachelorõs degree recipients

Mast in FH Mast in 

Univ

Diplom in 

FH

Diplom in 

Univ

FH: All 72% 19% 3% 5%

FH: Business 81 8 3 8   

FH: Engineering 67 27 7  ---

Univ: All 2 78 --- 20

Univ: Business 8 84  --- 8

Univ: Engineering 4 47 --- 50

Short-cycle to 1st cycle is a more 

difficult case

Foundation and DUT credentials, 

e.g., have very different histories 

and positions within their 

respective national systems. 

Completion Continuation 1st cycle 

Degree

Foundation 49% 54%        71%

DUT 76 22 N.A.

Summary of student-level 

documentation potential under Bologna

The major European national statistical agencies 
are collecting basic student-level data units, and

have expanded the range of variables necessary to 
address some (but not all) core units of Bologna 
òaction lineó analysis. 

They are reinforced by a joint proposal from 
Eurostat and Eurostudent to capture more òsocial 
dimensionó indicators of entry and participation.

With convergence in definitions, common 
documentation can, in fact, be realized for most 
critical student-level behaviors.
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Beyond student-level data, what 

would we like to see?

An efficient language of connecting the core 

òconvergenceó mechanics of qualification 

frameworks, Tuning, and quality assurance to 

student flows and credentialing.

This presents a difficult translation challenge.  But 

if that challenge is met, Bologna countries will 

produce true performance indicators that qualify as 

accountability evidence.

What might that mean for 

institutionsñPart 1 ?

Filling in the òadditional informationó section of 
Diploma Supplements with student achievement 
information, e.g. title of final project, fluency in 2nd

and 3rd languages, mobility experience, and 
aggregating such data.

Looking carefully at transcript information that is 
also subject to aggregation, and with attention to 
curricular features indicating labor market 
qualifications, e.g. highest level of mathematics 
studied, amount of computer science and/or allied 
information technology course work.

What might that mean for 

institutionsñPart 2 ?

Proportion of degrees awarded in disciplines that 

have completed the Tuning process or with 

benchmark performance criteria;

Proportion of degrees awarded in programs that 

have completed the accreditation process;

Addition of challenge-level markers to ECTS and 

reporting proportion of credits earned by graduates 

at each challenge-level.
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Each of these markers ties student learning 

to the Bologna quality scaffolding,

uses the Bologna òtransparency 
instruments,ó and closes the loop of true 
accountability.  There is still time in Bologna 
history to accomplish these ends.


