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Simon Marginson, Monash Centre for Research in International Education Monash University        simon.marginson@education.monash.edu.au
1. How are we faring in international rankings? 

The global context of higher education is a fast moving fast changing and uneven environment, criss-crossed by shifting relations of collaboration, competition and hierarchy. It takes in global agencies, governments, corporations and individual universities. It generates sudden flows of knowledge, people and capital; and is shaped by the long patient building of relationships and cultural synergies. It provides universities and their staff with awesome strategic challenges; almost too many opportunities to imitate, to partner and innovate; opportunities that are never as simple as they appear. It is immensely exciting. In some respects we are already very good at it, in other respects we have much to learn. Within this vast field for discussion my topic is global university rankings, which are less than three years old but have already reshaped the global context. 

Global university rankings are all too simple and utterly visible. They cannot be evaded or escaped. Ranking is perhaps the decisive move in norming higher education as a global competition of nations and universities. Rankings expose universities in every nation to global competition (however unfair or inappropriate to particular cases) much as the deregulation of currencies in the 1980s exposed trading economies to global market forces. Now this genie is out of the bottle it is forever with us. The discipline imposed by global rankings is as inevitable as death and taxes (and more inevitable than public spending). It is now mandatory to think critically about the assumptions and methods of rankings.

As you know there are two global ratings that matter, by the Shanghai Jiao Tong University Institute of Higher Education and by the Times Higher. They use very different methods and below the very top they produce very different results, especially for Australia. I will look first at how we fare in both sets of rankings. Then I will examine the basis of the rankings, explore their implications, and also the implications of the Nelson reforms for our position in the rankings. I will also offer some brief thoughts about how university rankings might be used in a constructive fashion.

In local competition between universities the key factors are historical tradition, student demand and student selectivity in the State or Territory, research performance, and the reputation of the university with local employers. In global competition most of this does not count. Unless your university is a genuine worldwide name like Harvard, local tradition and student selectivity do not matter (though the level of demand from good quality foreign doctoral students can be important). The keys to global markets are research, and reputation which is partly fed by research. Jiao Tong focuses on research. The Times reflects and creates reputation, though arguably it underplays the role of research in university reputation.
The Jiao Tong rankings are not holistic university rankings though widely interpreted as such. They are exclusively constituted by numerical indicators of research performance: publications, citations, Nobel Prizes. As measured by Jiao Tong Australia has 14 of the world’s top 500 research universities and has the ninth largest research capacity using this measure. At the elite level research performance is dominated by the English speaking nations, with 70 per cent of the world’s top 100 research universities, and particularly by the United States which has 17 of the top 20. Within the English-speaking group Australia’s performance is not strong. Our two universities in the top 100, ANU and Melbourne are at 56 and 82. Sydney and Queensland are in the top 150, and UWA’s Nobel Prize for Medicine will push it up the Jiao Tong rankings for 2006. In the next round Jiao Tong will also provide discipline-specific rankings. 
Australia does much better in the Times Higher rankings, which combine two different surveys of reputation with indicators of internationalization, staffing levels, and research citations. The Times rankings aim to be holistic rankings and ‘the best guide to the world’s top universities’ as coordinating editor Martin Ince states. They appear to have been designed for the international student market. A university’s Times performance is shaped by its export role, via the effects of global marketing on reputation, and the internationalization of students indicator. In the Times top 100 we are third strongest nation after the USA and UK with a massive 12 though only Melbourne and ANU are listed in the first 30. The Times also provides discipline-specific rankings in five domains. ANU (at 13), Melbourne, Sydney, Monash and New South are in the  top 50 for Science. New South (at 16), Melbourne, Monash, ANU, Queensland and Sydney for Technology; Melbourne (at 10), Sydney, ANU, Monash, Queensland, New South and QUT for Biomedicine; Melbourne (at 8), ANU, La Trobe, Monash, UTS, Macquarie, Sydney and WA for Arts and Humanities; and Melbourne (at 11), ANU, Monash, Sydney, New South, Queensland, RMIT and Macquarie in Social Sciences. All in all a brilliant result despite the relative weakness of Australian universities in the Times citation indicator. 
2. What do the various systems count for?
But how solid are the methodologies? Are the Jiao Tong rankings and the Times rankings a sound indicator of competitive position and potential, with a grounding in dispassionate social science, or are they designed to manipulate the global competition? Regrettably, from an Australian viewpoint, the Jiao Tong indicators are sound (providing they are interpreted only as research indicators); but the Times indicators are not. 40 per cent of the Times index is comprised by an opinion survey of academics, another 10 per cent by a survey of ‘global employers’, and there are two internationalisation indicators: the proportion of students that are international and the proportion of staff that are international. The surveys are non-transparent. We don’t know who was surveyed, and we don’t know what they were asked. The student internationalization indicator rewards volume building rather than student quality. Teaching quality is measured using a quantity indicator, staff-student ratios, as proxy. This is a shabby survey and perceived as such. Research constitutes just 20 per cent of the index – a university’s marketing division is better rewarded than its researchers – but this does not square very well with how the world understands value and capacity in higher education. 
Call me a cynic if you must, but my hunch is that the Times Higher exercise was designed to boost the market position of British universities relative to their American counterparts. According to the Times there are four British universities in the top 20, not two as in Jiao Tong, and the Times has managed to reduce the number of US universities in the top 100 from the 53 in Jiao Tong, to just 31. That’s quite an achievement. The Empire might be on the backfoot in military and economic terms these days, but it is fighting back with ideology, with data in the support role! But on the way the Times artificially inflated the performance of Australian universities and this created strange anomalies. For example Australia has 12 universities in the world top 100 while Canada, whose universities overall are stronger than ours, except in the export market, has only three. By all means let us use the promotional gift that the Times provides, as we have done, but we should not make the strategic error of believing these results! We must guard against complacency. We must be utterly realistic about our competitive position, as our Chinese colleagues have been. 

Jiao Tong focused on research because there are no standard comparative measures of teaching, while measures of research output and quality can be made transparent and standardised and are more difficult to manipulate; and because research capacity is central to the knowledge economy and underpins advanced training. Research performance and reputation are central to ‘the idea of the university’ in this era. Arguably, the Shanghai Jiao Tong measures are biased in favour of the science-based disciplines and English language universities; and we can question the prominence given to Nobel indicators (the Nobel is submission based and subject to a certain amount of politicking). Further, the ISI citation data are from the second half 1990s. But overall Jiao Tong is a strong data set. Two thirds of the index is constituted by publication and citation in core discipline journals. Jiao Tong is transparent. It has proven robust and open to improvement. It has captured world attention. It has a much stronger standing than the Times, especially outside the Westminster countries.

A principal driver of Jiao Tong performance is the presence of HiCi researchers as measured by the Thomson ISI data bas. Harvard and MIT each have 72 HiCi researchers, Berkeley 81, Stanford the highest number in the world at 91. In the UK Cambridge has 42, the combined University of Manchester has ten. Australia has 95 HiCi researchers altogether, just above Stanford. ANU has 24. Melbourne is second with nine, WA seven, Sydney six. None of the ATNs have a HiCI researcher. 

Because Jiao Tong is solid in social science terms we can use these data in mapping the global context and exploring Australia’s global position in more depth. In the table I map each nation’s share of global economic capacity against its share of the Jiao Tong top 100 and top 500 research universities. National economic capacity is calculated by multiplying total GDP with GDP per head. This takes into account both total economic size and the intensity of wealth. Using this measure the USA over-performs in its share of the top 100 universities, but under-performs in the top 500. The extreme concentration of status and research resources in the top US universities creates American global leadership at the expense of a broad-based research capacity in regional knowledge economies. On this measure both the UK and Canada are doing very well at both top 100 and top 500 levels. Australia does well at top 500 level, indicated a broad-based distribution of research capacity, but is weaker in the top 100, where a number of European nations do better than us, including Switzerland, Sweden, the Netherlands, Denmark and Finland and the UK. Generally, the nations that do best relative to economic capacity are nations that are strong investors in public universities, with the private sector playing a relatively minor role. In technical economic terms research is largely a public good that tends to be under-provided in markets. The economic character of teaching is more arguable, but in all nations the great majority of university research is government funded. Even in the USA corporations finance only 5 per cent of university research.
It is instructive to compare Australia with Canada, arguably the nation which in global terms is the most similar to us. Canada has about 50 per cent more than Australia’s population and GDP. Like us it is somewhat in the shadow of the USA, though more so. Like us it continues to be shaped by British university tradition though it has higher levels of participation than in either the UK or Australia. The main source of funding is the provincial governments. They have not instigated the dramatic reductions in public funding per head and the great shift to private sources of support that has occurred in Australia. Canada has four of the top Jiao Tong top 100. Toronto at 24 and the University of British Columbia at 37 are well ahead of the ANU and Melbourne. Two weeks ago I conducted a case study of the University of Toronto’s global strategy. Its research output is staggering: in raw publication and citation terms Toronto (which is larger than Monash) is second to Harvard - though there is a broad perception within UT that while the disciplines are globally active, the university as an institution is under-marketed, and it should increase its foreign revenues. 
3. Are research and teaching quality becoming the prestige factor?

Global and national rankings are reputation makers that entrench the imagining of higher education as a global competition for prestige. What is more open is the extent to which the prestige fostered by rankings is grounded in real differences in university quality, or merely recycles the pecking order. Much depends on the purpose of the rankings and how the data are collected. If the rankings are based on opinion surveys, there is the ‘halo’ effect: perceptions are shaped by existing prestige. One US survey found the Princeton Law School was ranked seventh in the country. But Princeton did not have a Law school. It was created by the halo effect! 
The strength of Jiao Tong is that it is grounded in substance. These data do not tell us much about teaching quality or about the quality of professional preparation. There is no necessary connection between the quality of teaching ands the quantity and quality of research. But research standing is seen everywhere as an indicator of intellectual quality, and (more doubtfully) as a proxy for the status of degrees. Correspondingly, because Jiao Tong both measures real things and goes to the heart of university prestige, its rankings are shaping real world behaviours. 

Now every government wants a university in the Global Super-league. Concentration moves blossom – the top 100 in China, the top 10 in Germany, the European Institute of Technology, perhaps the RQF in Australia. Every university wants to lift its Jiao Tong ranking. Jiao Tong has intensified the global competition for HiCi researchers, the best postdocs and foreign doctoral students. Professorial salaries for one year in Australia are three quarters of average salaries for 9-10 months in the US doctoral sector. We pay Federation Fellows double salaries ($150,000 USD) but the US pays 6 per cent of professors more than $200,000 for 9-10 months. We are uncompetitive but we are in the ballpark. We also face serious salary competition in Asia from nations like Singapore and Korea. 

We are doing much less well in global competition for foreign doctoral students. We do not take this market seriously. At present the USA is dominant. In 2004 it enrolled 102,000 foreign doctoral students compared to 8000 in Australia. American universities trawl the world for talent. Remarkably, 31 per cent of all the foreign students enrolled in American doctoral universities are research degree students, compared to 5 per cent in Australia. More than half of the foreign doctoral graduates stay on in the USA and many enter university research. Most of them are supported by American scholarships. Many of them stay. In the US half the foreign PhD graduates migrate, and 41 per cent of all postdocs holding a US doctoral degree are foreign born. Australia provides few scholarships to foreign doctoral students. The international program lacks balance. We are paying the price in our global research standing, and in the global degree market we are positioned more as a quantity provider than a quality provider.

At the same time, international rankings have intensified competition and driven behaviour without reflection on their limits – the circular character of reputation determined reputation, the lack of comparative data on teaching, the ranking ordering of institutions even when differences are not statistically significant, the biases inherent in any ranking system. Jiao Tong University has been exemplary in emphasizing the limits of its data but it cannot control the way the data are publicized and interpreted. The principal anomaly is this: the ultimate rationale for university rankings is said to be the provision of information for student ‘consumers’, but the data tell us nothing much about actual teaching and other learning resources. In fact there is a serious danger that the incentives triggered by rankings will detour us from the crucial process of renovating pedagogy and curricula.
The one rankings system that does it better is that devised by the Center for Higher Education Development (CHE) and Die Zeit in Germany, which is limited to universities in Germany only but may be extended in future. It is an interactive web-based system, providing data about university performance in specific disciplines and under a long list of headings designating functions and services. Students input their own preferred list of criteria and are provided with rankings customised to their purposes. There is no holistic league table of universities: as CHE states there is no ‘one best university’ across all areas, and ‘minimal differences produced by random fluctuations may be misinterpreted as real differences’. CHE is right on both points. The result is a much more useful set of data.  
How will the Nelson initiatives affect our international rankings?

To the extent that the RQF and the partial deregulation of domestic fees strengthen the relative position of the leading Australian universities, this might also strengthen their standing in the Times index, to the extent it is reputation driven. However, Australian universities will only lift their position under Jiao Tong if more is invested in research capacity. 
Nothing in the Nelson policy mix provides for an increase in either public or private resourcing on the scale required. The increase in the funding rate per HECS places restores the funding level of half a decade ago, but we can no longer assume that HECS places fund research capacity. There has been no announcement of increased research-specific funding, either in the context of the RQF or outside it. Despite ministerial commitment to building a small number of globally competitive research-based universities the government has not considered extending the ANU’s special research funding to other universities. The Go8 and others hoped that the deregulation of domestic fees would provide potential surpluses that could be used to supplement research capacity; but it is unlikely that this on its own could leverage a major jump in Jiao Tong performance, and we now find that full fees have been inhibited by micro regulation. 
The other question that has yet to be faced is the potential for the Jiao Tong rankings to cut into our strong quantity position in education exports. But I will leave that and other export issues for Tony to discuss with you.

