H

University of
HUDDERSFIELD

University of Huddersfield Repository

Johnes, Jill

Students beware: university rankings should come with health warnings
Original Citation

Johnes, Jill (2015) Students beware: university rankings should come with health warnings. The
Conversation. ISSN 2044-5032

This version is available at http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/27832/

The University Repository is a digital collection of the research output of the
University, available on Open Access. Copyright and Moral Rights for the items
on this site are retained by the individual author and/or other copyright owners.
Users may access full items free of charge; copies of full text items generally
can be reproduced, displayed or performed and given to third parties in any
format or medium for personal research or study, educational or not-for-profit
purposes without prior permission or charge, provided:

* The authors, title and full bibliographic details is credited in any copy;
* A hyperlink and/or URL is included for the original metadata page; and
* The content is not changed in any way.

For more information, including our policy and submission procedure, please
contact the Repository Team at: E.mailbox@hud.ac.uk.

http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/



3/3/2016 Students beware: university rankings should come with health warnings

THE CONVERSATION

Students beware: university rankings
should come with health warnings

October 1, 2015 6.34am BST

Jill Johnes
Professor of Production Economics - Strategy, Marketing and Economics, University of
Huddersfield

Open days help students work out where to apply. Engineering at Cambridge/flickr, CC BY-NC-ND

As first-year students around the UK arrive to start freshers week and begin university, sixth
formers are turning their attention to university applications. In deciding on their choice of
university, many students make use of rankings of universities published in the media, such
as The Complete University Guide, The Sunday Times Good University Guide or the Times
Higher Education World University Rankings, which have just been published. But can such
rankings be trusted?

These university rankings, which present a list of institutions in the form of a league table,
suggest a precision which is unlikely to be supported by detailed examination of the data.
They deliberately draw attention to the performance of each university relative to all others.
But often, the methodology is such that the differences between universities, which can
appear large, conceal the fact that there are only very small differences in the scores from
which the rankings have been derived.

This is illustrated in the graph below using the 2016 rankings from The Complete University
Guide. This shows the relationship between a university’s index score — an amalgamation of
data used to calculate the rankings — on the vertical axis and its ranking on the horizontal
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axis. When the dots in the graph below lie on a relatively flat line, there is only a small
difference in a university’s score on the index compared to its place in the ranking.
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For example, there are greater differences between the top six universities (where the
difference in index is 74 points) than the subsequent seven universities, ranked 7 to 13
(where the difference in index is only 36 points). Given the premium an institution gets from
being able to refer to itself as a “top-ten” university, those in the teens just outside this band
(but with scores close to the ones inside the top ten) must find the situation particularly
galling.

A range of indicators

There are many dimensions on which universities' performance can be evaluated and a
variety of possible indicators (for UK universities) can be found on websites such as the
Higher Education Funding Council for England. Rankings done by the media use these data
and other information (such as the National Student Survey) to construct their own league
tables.

The Complete University Guide, for example, examines ten aspects of activity likely to be of
interest to prospective students: entry standards, student satisfaction, research assessment,
research intensity, graduate prospects, student-staff ratio, academic services spend, facilities
spend, “good honours” (the proportion of first degree graduates who obtain firstand 2:1
degrees) and degree completion. The Times Higher Education World University Rankings,
however, differ in that they cover not just the teaching and research activities in their
international data set of universities, but also their knowledge transfer and international
outlook (which includes campus diversity and collaboration with researchers around the
world).

A weighting system is applied to the individual components of the index to produce an
overall performance ranking. Publications therefore vary in the weightings applied as well as
the underlying indicators used to derive their rankings.

What’s in a weighting?
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The Complete University Guide assigns weightings of between 0.5 and 1.5 to the ten
individual measures. While the methodology underpinning rankings (in particular how the
separate indicators are combined to form an overall indicator) is often clearly provided, the
justification of itis not. Publishers of these and other university rankings generally do not
explain why they have chosen their weightings, or the fact that other weightings could be
equally legitimate, and that a different weighting scheme could produce different rankings.

To illustrate the importance of the weighting system we can examine the relationship of the
overall index from The Complete University Guide with each of its ten individual components
by performing what's called a correlation analysis. This looks at how universities fare on
each individual measure, compared to how they fare in the actual index. If the index has a
strong linear relationship with any underlying component, the correlation value is close to
the value one, and if it has a weak relationship the value is close to zero.

A simple analysis reveals that student satisfaction and facilities spend are only weakly
related to the overall index of The Complete University Guide (with correlation values of 0.35
and 0.34 resepctively) and hence they are poorly represented by the overall university
rankings. Users of rankings for whom these dimensions are of particular interest would
therefore appear to be poorly served by the overall ranking.

This finding is not unique: analysis of other rankings in the media leads to similar
conclusions. In the Sunday Times University Guide, for example, some of the components
used, such as the drop-out rate and, to a lesser extent, student satisfaction, are only weakly
related to the overall index.

More weight

Rankings are becoming increasingly important to individual universities. National and global
rankings can be used by other institutions to identify suitable collaborative partners, by
students to inform their choice of university, or by prospective academic employees seeking
new posts and by employers for recruitment.

Many of the underlying components of rankings, however, are under the control of the
university — meaning they are not always an independent measure. Graduation rates, for
example, can be improved by more effective teaching delivery (which is a desired effect of
producing such rankings and assessing performance) — or by lowering standards (so-called
“grade inflation”).

More generally, there is concern from senior managers of universities that some measures
in league tables are vulnerable to “cheating” behaviour, and evidence that universities are,
in fact, manipulating, influencing or reclassifying data in order to raise their rankings. Those
using rankings are therefore in danger of being misled if universities adopt gaming
behaviour to ratchet their position in the league table.

University rankings should come with a serious health warning and be handled with great
care.
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