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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the criteria used in the assessment and rating of institutions of higher education in Malaysia conducted by the Research University (RU) Auditors and the National Accreditation Board.  Some remarks on the comparison of these two sets of criteria and their indicators to the criteria used in the evaluation of a nation’s competitiveness is made. 
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introduction

Recent benchmarking in Higher Education (HE) in Malaysia include the on-going rating of public institutions of higher learning (SETARA) by the National Accreditation Board and the audit selection and subsequent designation of several public universities as research universities under the Ninth Malaysian Plan. Both initiatives require existing public institutions of higher learning (PIHE) to be benchmarked or audited in order to consider their worthiness and performance.  The assessment of their capacity, quality and relevance are based on different sets of criteria and performance indicators. The process and criteria used by Research University Committee of the Ministry of Higher Education are comparable to the criteria used by League of European Research University and Lombardi’s Top American Research Universities. 

Criteria of Malaysian Research Universities 

The establishment of  research universities in Malaysia is in line with the second thrust of the Ninth Malaysian Plan 2006 – 2010 (9MP) to raise the capacity for knowledge and innovation and nurture ‘first class’ mentality among Malaysians. The capacity for knowledge and innovation entails that the human capital of the nation be enhanced. One aspect of human capital essential to the development and growth of the nation is the critical mass of research scientists and engineers (RSE). In turn, the RSEs are crucial if the nation is to harness scientific and technological innovations to drive the nation’s economy and ensure our future competitiveness. In this light, the establishment of Research Universities (RUs) is timely and much needed. The 9MP (11.66) makes provision for this by designating four universities, namely Universiti Malaya, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, Universiti Sains Malaysia and Universiti Putra Malaysia as research universities (RUs) to be further developed to be on par with world renowned universities. 

The role and function of the Malaysian research universities would be not only  to facilitate the creation of a critical mass of research scientists and engineers but also to generate knowledge and innovation to enhance the economic value chain and ultimately contribute to the economy and general well-being of the society. The establishment of research universities is a natural evolution and expansion of the overall education system in Malaysia in line with the drive towards Vision 2020. The RUs will play a vital role in the technological research, development and innovation especially in the areas identified to move the Malaysian economy up the value chain such as Biotechnology, Agro-industry, Advanced Manufacturing, Aero space, Information Communication Technology and the like.
The question is how can we determine whether a university is truly a research university? Can one just ‘designate’ a university as a research university by a stroke of a pen or proclaiming it to be so? Should it be a process of just designating a university as a research university or should “membership” be based on some qualitative and quantitative criteria? The League of European Research Universities (LERU), for instance, (whose members include among others the leading research universities in Europe such as University of Cambridge, University of Oxford, and the Universiteit van Amsterdam and seventeen others.) admits members (by invitation) based on  periodically evaluation of the universities against a broad set of quantitative and qualitative criteria, such as research volume, impact and funding, strengths in PhD training, size and disciplinary breadth, and peer-recognised academic excellence. Can we be confident that our designated universities will be able to fulfil their role as research universities? 

The broad criteria in the determination and evaluation of the RUs in Malaysia include the Quantity and Quality of Researchers (e.g. the critical mass of researchers and experience of the university staff and qualification); the Quantity and Quality of Research (e.g. publication. competitive research grant obtained both nationally and internationally), Quantity and quality of Postgraduates, Innovation (e.g. commercialisation, patents), Professional Services (e.g. consultancy and endowment), Networking and Linkages (e.g. international and national research collaborations, leadership and representation in learned and professional associations); and Support facilities (e.g. library holding and accredited laboratories). The weightage of the criteria are shown in Table 1. 
Table 1. Malaysian Research University Assessment Criteria

	Section
	Criteria
	Weightage

	A
	General information
	-

	B
	Quantity and Quality of Researchers
	25

	C
	Quantity and Quality of Research
	30

	D
	Quantity of Postgraduates
	10

	E
	Quality of Postgraduates
	5

	F
	Innovation
	10

	G
	Professional Services and Gifts
	7

	H
	Networking and Linkages
	8

	I
	Support Facilities
	5

	TOTAL
	100


The standards or minimum requirement for the Malaysian RUs were determined after considering factors such as local conditions with the minimum requirement for each criteria benchmarked against internationally renowned universities.  Performance data on these criteria over five years were audited and scored. 

The Malaysian National Accreditation Board’s Criteria in the Rating and Ranking (SETARA) of Higher Education Institutions

.The initial efforts for the ranking and rating began at the Quality Assurance Division, Ministry of Higher Education in 2005 but is currently overseen by the National Accreditation Board (www.lan.gov.my) (http://202.185.40.70/utama/index.cfm). The SETARA rating is based on data across six domains including Staff Qualifications; Students’ Selectivity;  Research;  Academic Programmes;  Resources; and Governance & Management. Data for SETARA are based on a single year. SETARA’s rating procedure allows the institution being assessed to be rated in three different (self chosen) categories: research universities, comprehensive universities, and specialised universities. The weightage for each domain differs with the type of university. The weightage for each domain according to the university-type is shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Weightage of Domains and University Type 

	
	Institution Category

	Domain
	Comprehensive
	Research Intensive
	Specialised

	Academic Staff
	25
	25
	25

	Competitiveness (students’ preference)
	10
	10
	10

	Research
	20
	25
	15

	Academic Programmes
	25
	15
	25

	Academic Resources / Infrastructure
	10
	15
	15

	Governance and Management
	10
	10
	10


As seen in Table 2, the weightage for each domain may differ according to the type of university. For the academic staff, students’ preference and governance domains, there appears to be no difference in weightage regardless of the type of university. Differences in weightage only occur in the domains of research, programmes and resources. As expected, the research domain is weighted most heavily for research intensive universities compared to other types of universities while academic programmes carries less weight in a RU compared to other types of universities. The assumption behind the distribution of weightage across domains is based on the perceived core function of the different types of universities. Comprehensive and specialised universities must pay more attention to undergraduate teaching, while the research intensive universities focus on research. 

This same assumption seems to exists in the RU Criteria. Emphasis is placed more on the quality and quantity of post-graduate. Bearing in mind that categorization of university type is self declared in SETARA, some designated research universities which are also comprehensive universities (in the sense of offering a wide spectrum of programmes and disciplines) may opt to be ranked in that category rather than the research intensive category. How would this impact on the ranking and rating process? Some ranking and rating system allows university to be rated in several categories, hence a comprehensive research intensive universities might not appear to ranked in the overall rating and ranking scheme but score high in a particular discipline. Similarly, might not a small specialized university be research intensive in some ways? Currently, SETARA does not yet have that granularity of analysis in their rating procedure. Furthermore, the three existing categories can be disputed. Apart from the fact that most research intensive universities are also comprehensive, the categorical types are also based on different attributes. Comprehensiveness and specialized is a continuum on the scale or scope of discipline or programmes offered while research intensiveness being based on a different function of university. 

DISCUSSION

The criteria used in the assessment of research universities and the rating of universities share many things in common especially indicators that are commonly associated with the core functions of the universities, namely teaching & learning and research. Both instrument place emphasis on qualification of staff (in terms of number of PhD holders among their staff either as indication of quality of staff or as critical mass of researchers. Publication is the main indicator of research quantity in both assessment exercises. The SETARA rating assessment also include governance and management as well as infrastructure. These items do not appear as significantly in the research university assessment.  The criteria in both cases are developed by people who are close to academia and thus one can expect similarities in the criteria. How would non-academicians measure the capacity and worth of a university? In this light, it is interesting to examine the set of criteria used in measuring a nation’s competitiveness. For the sake of discussion, some of the IMD World Competitiveness Yearbook 2006 (one of the two most important reports on international competitiveness, the other being the World Economic Forum Report) criteria on competitiveness which is related to the education system is presented below.

1. Total public expenditure on education measured in terms of percentage of GDP

2. Does the education system meet the needs of a competitive economy?

3. Does the language skills meet the need of enterprise?

4. What is the percentage of population in the 25 – 34 years cohort in tertiary education?

5. Does university education meet the needs of a competitive economy?

6. Is the knowledge transfer between industry and universities highly developed?

While only one Malaysian university (Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia) appeared in the world top 200 universities in the Times Higher Education Supplement 2006, the comparison of the standing of Malaysia’s higher education institutions and the higher education system in general based on the IMD’s indicators for the six criteria above is certainly an eye-opener. By the IMD measurements, Malaysia is not doing too badly at all, though there is still plenty of room for improvement. (See Table 3 – 8)

Table 3. Percentage of GDP spent on education

	1. Israel
	8.4%
	19. Jordan
	5.8%

	2. Denmark
	8.2%
	24. Austria
	5.6%

	3. Belgium
	8.1%
	25. Malaysia
	5.3%

	4. Slovenia
	7.4%
	28. Australia
	5.1%

	5. Iceland
	7.4%
	34. Taiwan
	4.5%

	6. Sweden
	7.4%
	41. Hong Kong
	4.2%

	7. New Zealand
	7.1%
	
	

	16. France
	5.9%
	
	


Table 4. Does the educational system meet the needs of a competitive economy?

	1. Singapore
	13. India

	2. Finland
	14. Malaysia

	3. Austria
	19. New Zealand

	4. Ireland
	20. Netherlands

	5. Iceland
	21. USA

	6. Switzerland
	23. Taiwan

	7. Australia
	25. Sweden

	10. Denmark
	32. Japan

	12. Hong Kong
	35. Thailand


Table 5. Are the language skills meeting the needs of enterprise?

	1. Luxembourg
	12. Singapore

	2. Switzerland
	15. Israel

	3. Denmark
	18. Philippines

	4. Iceland
	19. Malaysia 

	5. Sweden
	22. Germany

	6. Netherlands
	24. Jordan

	7. Finland
	25. Hong Kong

	10. India
	30. Taiwan


Table 6. Percentage of population in the 25 – 34 years cohort that have attained at least tertiary education

	1. Canada
	53%
	14. Hong Kong 
	37.4%

	2. Japan
	52%
	15. Ireland
	37%

	3. Singapore
	49%
	18. Australia 
	36%

	4. Korea
	47%
	23. Russia
	31%

	5. Taiwan
	43.2%
	37. Malaysia 
	18%

	6. Israel
	42%
	
	

	7. Finland
	42%
	
	

	12. Spain
	38%
	
	


Table 7. Does university education meet the needs of a competitive economy

	1. Singapore
	18. Sweden

	2. Iceland
	20. Malaysia 

	3. USA
	21. Norway

	4. Switzerland
	24. Netherlands

	5. Ireland
	25. Jordan

	6. Finland
	27. Germany

	7. Austria
	31. Taiwan

	10. Israel
	34. Thailand

	14. Hong Kong
	50. Korea

	16. India
	


Table 8. Is the knowledge transfer between industry and universities highly developed?

	1. Finland
	13. Malaysia

	2. USA
	14. Hong Kong

	3. Austria
	16. Australia

	4. Israel
	18. Germany 

	5. Iceland
	21. Japan

	6. Singapore
	23. India

	7. Bavaria
	28. Philippines

	12. Taiwan
	32. Korea

	
	36. Thailand


CONCLUSION

The SETARA rating system is designed with the purpose of creating a national rating scheme for assessing and evaluating institutions of higher education. On the other hand, the RU Criteria and Audit is to determine the worthiness of an institution as an research intensive university. Rating and auditing of institutions in order to assess their capacity, quality and relevance require a set of criteria (and performance indicators). These might be in the form of perception data (soft data) or actual data  (hard data). Though most people would agree that the higher education system contributes directly to a nation’s economy, either through innovation and the supply of man power, the way we measure the worth of our universities and the way economists measure the contribution and role of universities to the national economy might differ. The criteria and measures of the worth of academia might in the end have no bearing on the competitiveness of the nation’s economy.
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