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Introduction

The aim of the benchmarking project is to identify best practices in relation to international master programmes at the universities in Bergen, Göteborg, Turku, Kiel and Aarhus.

This report is based on questionnaires filled in by programme coordinators at the universities. The questionnaire had 2 sections – the first section asking for general information on the university, and the second section focusing on each programme selected for this benchmarking project.

The information gathered will serve as input for a workshop in Bergen in April 2007.

All documents related to this benchmarking project are available at the www.aula.au.dk 

March 16, 2007

Knud Warming

Background information on the universities

Appendix 1 provides a summary of the background information.

The procedures regarding the official approval of educational concepts are very much the same, as the faculty handles this. The University Board makes final decisions concerning new programmes at most of the universities based on an approval by the Ministry of Education/Science.

ECTS is widely used by all partners. 

Diplomas and diploma supplements can be obtained at all universities. 

The questions concerning joint degrees/diplomas and requirements for master thesis are commented as follows:

* Aarhus University states that only joint or multiple diplomas are allowed by ministerial decisions, not joint degrees. Danish legislation dictates master thesis to be approved at the university offering the specific programme. No credit transfer from another Danish or foreign university is allowed, but other activities can be credit transferred if a student has passed equating activities at other universities. Danish legislation requires 33% of ECTS to be obtained at Danish universities.

Aarhus School of Business offers two double degree programmes, where one degree comes from ASB and one from the double degree partner university.

* Turku University states that the ministry has given recommendations concerning joint or double degrees. Each participating university issues a diploma, clearly stating that the degree was pursued as a joint/double degree. Furthermore, the university has its own recommendations for joint/double degrees. 

In some cases the partner institutions will award the final degrees jointly where national or local regulations permit so. Where the joint award is not possible, the partner institutions will guarantee the recognition of the award. The diploma will be issued at the university where the student is enrolled, and if jointly awarded it will follow the agreed format.

* Bergen University states that the legislation concerning joint degrees in many cases follows the guidelines of EUA. Rules concerning joint degrees are stated in national legislation (2005 Act). Bergen University states that 60 ECTS must be obtained at the university awarding the degree. Only joint programmes leading to a joint degree can be exempted from this rule. 

* In Germany this is a regional (länder) responsibility, and Kiel University states that a degree can only be awarded if a student has attended at least one semester at the university. The master thesis has to be approved by the university awarding the degree.

Section 1 also included some questions concerning incentives for outgoing students and the financial sources.

All partners emphasize the importance of studies abroad, although only for shorter periods (1-2 semesters). Turku University has even defined a target for sending students abroad (450 students per year).

The financial support seems to vary very much. Bergen University states that the university receives app. NOK 6000 for every degree student who spends at least 3 months abroad. This income is part of the national university funding model, which consists of basic funding, education results and research results. Student mobility is part of education results.  

Danish students abroad will be paid SU (the Danish national grant), and Aarhus School of Business states that students will receive a travel grant given that they fulfil some requirements. 

Grants like Erasmus, Nordplus as well as national grants are important financial sources for all universities. 

Bergen University has a Quota funding scheme offered by the Norwegian Government to students from developing countries, Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia. At the moment 154 study places are available for students at master and doctoral level. The funding is financed by Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (global south) and it consists of state loans that are converted to a gift when the student completes the programme and leaves Norway.

Bergen University points at tuition fees within Erasmus Mundus as a separate problem as well as problems awarding joint diplomas.

Tuitions fees are not charged for international students, except for Denmark, where non-EU/EEA students have to pay a fee (9.100 – 15.300 EUR per year). 3 financial sources are available at Aarhus University:

1.Top-up grants. Travel imbursement for overseas students (<EUR 1000) and grants for students from the former Tempus area (< EUR 100 per month, max. SU-level)

2. Scholar stipends through the faculties

3. National grants as fee-waiver (for AU 7 to be, 32 in future)

Also Kiel has a scheme for international students from partner universities/exchange students, and stipends are offered by e.g. the City of Kiel and Nordelbische Kirche.

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* Funding 

* Tuition fees

* Joint degrees/diplomas

General information related to each programme

Appendix 2 provides a summary of the information about the selected programmes. 

An overview of the origin of the foreign students is included in appendix 2. China is in top 5 in most of the programmes and clearly the most dominant single country. Also India and Pakistan have many students in top 5. Students from the Baltic countries are also quite common. The African countries are especially dominant in top 5 at Bergen University due to the strategic choice of this university.

As part of the background information problems concerning visa applications, no-shows and drop-outs have also been investigated.

Visa problems

All partners mention visa problems as a very severe problem. Accepted students often cancel their application due to visa problems. To deal with this problem several initiatives have been taken:

* At Turku University one programme offers flexibility regarding the start of studies by introducing 4 teaching periods per year and allowing first year students to start their studies at the beginning of any of these. 

* Several partners have introduced an earlier deadline for applications in order to give more time for visa procedures. 

* Admission letters are issued locally and sent by e-mail to speed up the process.

No-shows

Another general problem is the fact that many foreign applicants send applications to many universities. At Kiel University a 50% no-show has been experienced. This is counter-acted by a more experienced selection process and admission of twice the number of accepted students. Introduction of an admission fee is suggested, but not yet introduced.

Drop-outs

Some partners experience more drop-outs of foreign students compared to national students. The main explanations are economic reasons, personal problems and difficulties to fulfil the academic requirements. To deal with these problems initiatives have been introduced, including:

* More tight admission requirements (Aarhus University, European Studies)

* Introduction of mid-term exams offered after 8 weeks of study (Aarhus School of Business)

* More focus on offering social mentors to foreign students

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* Visa problems, no-shows and drop-outs

Quality assurance

Some of the programmes have an international accreditation. Aarhus School of Business at Aarhus University has an EQUIS accreditation and some of the programmes at Kiel University have an ASIIN accreditation. Clearly, the accreditations influence the methods used for defining and verifying learning outcomes, competences and qualifications.

As a general rule all partners use course descriptions, module handbooks and syllabi to define 

learning outcomes. In Denmark the newly approved grading scale will by September 2007 describe the grades as learning targets.

All partners regard examinations as the dominant tool for verification of learning outcomes. 

Also, for verification of learning outcomes all partner use regular evaluations. Some evaluations are web-based. All partners have procedures for the follow-up on evaluations. The results of the evaluations are typically reported back to the body responsible for the programme (e.g. a Board of Faculty) for follow-up.

As mentioned by a partner also the demand for graduated students can be seen as a verification of the learning outcomes. Also external panels (scientists, companies etc.) are used to evaluate learning outcomes.

After-graduate research is mentioned by Turku University. The University Career Services carries out an after-graduation research (2-5 years after graduation) based on questionnaires sent to former students.

Special procedures apply for the joint master programmes. Turku University has a joint master programme relying on an international quality assurance mechanisms based on a Quality Policy Statement and Code of Practice, and it is based on the methodologies of a project called Tuning Educational Structures in Europe 

Bergen University has an Erasmus Mundus programme where the coordination of quality assurance matters is coordinated by a consortium, where the partners meet 3 times a year.

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* Defining learning outcomes

* Joint master programmes – how to work with quality assurance in such programmes

* Evaluations schemes – how to use such schemes in an effective way

* External panels as tools for verification of learning outcomes

* Project Tuning Educational Structures in Europe – experiences from this project (Turku)

* Accreditations (EQUIS in Aarhus, ASIIN in Kiel) – experiences from implementing accreditations. How do they influence quality assurance matters etc? (Aarhus, Kiel)

Recruitment of international students

For all partners the most important selection criteria are degrees, test results and language skills. Also personal recommendations and contacts to international partner institutions are commonly used recruitment factors.

All partners regard a detailed analysis of the contents of the former study programmes as the most important information. 

Several partners require a letter of motivation and a CV. 

At Bergen University 5 different factors are taken into account, and the students are ranked and selected on the basis of these factors (educational training, work experience, career potential, diversity in the pool of students, convergence between student and faculty interests).

Special admissions forms are widely used by the partners and all applications are evaluated individually. At Kiel University an interdisciplinary examining board is responsible for the selection of students.

Some partners mention verification as a problem, but national databases are available and national bodies can be consulted.

At Turku University a notary public must normally certify documents. Language test results are only accepted if sent by the test organiser, and letters of recommendation must be sent separately by the professor/teacher. 

Language tests are widely used and some partners require a TOEFL test or a similar test.

As the only partner Bergen University mentions gender as a separate criteria.

Some partners give priority to applicants from international partner institutions, which also allow personal contacts to be made for verification. As an example Bergen gives priority to African students, which has resulted in a strong experience and knowledge about partner universities in Africa. 

Aarhus University (European Studies) has positive experience with offering a supplementary programme at the 3rd year BA level. This programme works as an introduction and appetizer in relation to recruitment for the MA programme.

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* Verification procedures – experiences and best practices

* Examining boards – experiences with such a board (especially Kiel)

* Gender criteria – experiences with this criteria (Bergen)

* Providing BA programmes as appetizer for foreign students in relation to MA programmes (Aarhus)

Recruitment of staff 

Some partners mention that international advertisement of all permanent positions is an essential part of the strategy. Aarhus University mentions, that university grants are available to attract international staff.

At Turku University it is part of the overall strategy to increase the number of foreign staff.

No partners have special recruitments for staff at the international master programmes, as they are seen as an integrated part of the staff recruitment of the university. 

International applicants are in general expected to be fluent in English and only in special cases are personal interviews and trial lectures used to check for English language skills.

Bergen University mentions that a Norwegian course is mandatory for non-Scandinavian employees within 3 years, but such courses are not tailor made for academics, which is seen as a problem. No other universities seem to apply similar mandatory rules, but Kiel University (Digital Communications master programme) mentions that they actively urge staff to attend language courses in German and English offered by the university.

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

No special issues or best practices can be revealed from the questionnaires.

Contents of the international master programmes

All partners apply an ECTS credit system, but the programmes differ very much in the allocation between fixed and flexible courses. From Göteborg University (Atmospheric science) it is stated that 90 of 120 ECTS points are flexible, and other programmes, e.g. Bergen University (Health Promotion), states that the programme is quite inflexible. Also the number of ECTS allocated to the master thesis differs (typically 30-60 ECTS). The accreditations have a strong influence on the procedures related to the contents of a master programme. 

Some of the programmes state that they have external partners who can be consulted on the contents of the programme. At Kiel University (Geosciences and Engineering) a scientific board is established, and also Aarhus University (European Studies) has a board of external partners. However, besides these formal bodies all programmes give much attention to the informal comments from external partners and in general the programmes have a high focus on job opportunities and allow project work, internships and similar activities.

In general all programmes have established close links between master programmes and research activities. As mentioned by Bergen University and others a lack of Ph.D. scholarships is a severe barrier.

At Aarhus University special attention is given to an early focus on a research career, as the Ph.D. programme at Faculty of Science can be entered after 4 years of study (the 4+4 model). A new initiative from November 2006 allows for entry into an Honour’s programmes after 3 years of study (the 3+5 model). This programme prepares the students for a Ph.D.degree, and it is targeting foreign students.

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* The 4+4 model and the 3+5 model versus the traditional BA, MA and PhD-models – experiences and best practices (Aarhus)?

* ECTS credit points, e.g. in relation to flexibility

International Student Support

All partners have a combination of centralised and decentralised international student support, but the level of support seems to differ from providing general information to providing detailed individual support dealing with specific problems.

Social mentors/companions to foreign students are offered by most partners and is mentioned by many as one of the most important activities to secure a good start for foreign students.

Courses introducing foreign students to the national culture are provided by Aarhus University and Bergen University. These courses are much appreciated by the foreign students.

At Kiel University (Digital Communication) special focus is on avoiding undesired breaks. No breaks are allowed before the end of the 3 teaching semesters and the final exam block, and this policy has had a good influence on the efficiency of the students.

Student support is mainly considered as support with practical issues. But it should be noted that financial support is also offered at Bergen University to foreign students from developing countries. 

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* Centralisation versus decentralisation of international student support

Marketing

All partners use a mix a web-marketing, advertising, personal contacts and brochures. Aarhus University (European Studies) also mentions participation in international fairs as a very useful marketing tool. The web-based marketing is by most partners considered the most important marketing tool.

It appears from the returned questionnaires that the marketing efforts in general are very broad. Most of the universities state that they do not concentrate on a limited number of universities. Bergen University is the exception as they have agreements with a limited number of universities in developing countries, and they only recruit from these institutions. Also the universities have networks and partnerships, where they market the master programmes.

Most of the partners indicate that marketing efforts could be more powerful as the efforts are not based on a clear marketing strategy. “The present situation is not satisfactory” to quote Kiel University (Environmental Management). At Aarhus University it is mentioned that marketing efforts will be more important following the introduction of tuition fees for non-European students.

At Turku University a working group has recently been established in order to prepare a recruitment and marketing strategy. The university has experience from an Erasmus Mundus, action 4 marketing project, and they have a network, which is promoting a trademark for higher education in The Baltic Sea Region.

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* Development of a marketing strategy for master programmes

Joint master programmes

The questionnaire had a separate section with questions related to joint master programmes.

Questionnaires have been filled in by:

* Kiel University (Coastal Geosciences and Engineering), 

* Bergen University  (International Health), 

* Turku University (3 joint degree programmes) and 

* Aarhus School of Business, Aarhus University (2 double degree programmes for FIB students).

The programmes are all based on official agreements signed by the partners. All partners have a well-organised communication based on steering group meetings, web-platforms and a smooth e-mail communication. Also all programmes have created good student integration by organising joint web courses and platforms as well as social events.

Tuition fees are given special attention. Bergen University is the only institution in their consortium not allowed to charge fees to run the programme locally. The consortium collects tuition fees centrally and distribute to the different institutions according to the number of students.

Kiel University does not charge tuition fees and the university requests exemption of outgoing local students from tuition fees abroad at the receiving university. 

Turku University does not charge fees at the moment, but some of the partner universities collect tuition fees. If there is a tuition fee it is collected by the student’s home university. When students move inside of the joint degree consortium, no fees are collected.

Matters related to the joint degrees are stated above in the chapter with background information on the universities.

Suggestions for presentations and workshop discussions:

* Tuition fees 

* Joint degrees/diplomas

Appendix

Benchmarking: International Master Programmes

GENERAL COMMENTS:

The major findings from the benchmarking project on international master programmes are presented in the report ”International Master Programmes – a benchmarking project focussing on best practices”. 

This appendix highlights issues and additional findings discussed at the joint seminar in Bergen in April 2007 as well as suggestions for further development of benchmarking indicators.

The aim of the benchmarking process was to learn from each other’s practices and procedures – in other words an exchange of good practices – in order to enhance the quality of the programmes. The experiences gathered from this process have to be evaluated in the light of the fact that this was a pilot project.

The general impression is that the benchmarking process was very useful in the sense that it has identified key areas that should be paid more attention to. The exchange of good practices among similar institutions is a good way to learn of new/different practices and procedures. 

The methods used in this process, questionnaire and seminar following the collection of data, functioned well. However, it may have been beneficial to have more time to prepare for the seminar as well as examining the data from the questionnaire. Still, we believe that the valuable data that was collected can be useful in the further internal institutional follow-up processes. 

The seminar as well as exchange of practices and ideas worked well. The introductions to the five sessions were well prepared and all participated very actively in the discussions. The feedback from the academic staff participating in the Bergen seminar was positive. In the opinion of the working group, future seminars should perhaps make it possible for additional participants from the principal target group(s) to attend. 

As for the topics discussed, some lend themselves to be further investigated and benchmarked by the entire group, while others may be better pursued by direct contact with institutions of interest within the benchmarking group. Still other topics may need to be further developed within the institutions themselves before further benchmarking. When continuing the benchmarking process, it is necessary to agree on well-defined and attainable objects for the work.

Overall, the benchmarking process regarding international master programmes so far has achieved the aim and has been a positive learning process for everyone involved. However, as with all projects, the cost (time and resources) of such benchmarking processes should be carefully discussed in light of the obligations and benefits of such a process.
Local coordinators and contact persons:

Etelka Tamminen Dahl, Bergen

Kirsi Korpola, Turku

Martina Schmode, Kiel

Knud Warming, Aarhus

May 2007

	Theme
	General findings / suggestions for elaboration of benchmarking indicators
	Partner-specific findings

	Quality assurance
	* Accreditation of Erasmus Mundus programmes is a general problem 
* Important to make the benefits of quality assurance programmes visible to all employees to avoid negative response

* Methods to handle cheating need to be further elaborated, e.g. through a brainstorming session instead of a benchmarking process

* Experiences of avoiding/reducing drop-outs need to be further elaborated


	AU/TY: 

- the quality assurance handbooks in Bergen to be further investigated

UiB/TY:

- quality assurance of international study programmes should be further benchmarked by the group
CAU:

- A need to focus on the importance of having a strategy for the implementation of international master programmes

	Marketing
	* Important to know what to market – a region, a country, a university, a single programme – as this calls for different marketing tools. 

* The result of using different marketing tools is not calculated, and could be a subject for development of benchmark indicators


	AU:

- Experiences from marketing the Baltic Sea Region should be further investigated

UiB:

- At this moment not a prioritized area

TY: 

- Alumni and marketing should be further investigated 

- Application procedure, schedules and their influence on marketing should be further investigated



	Funding and tuition fees
	* Scholarship schemes for incoming students is a widely used offer


	UiB:

- Restricted by national regulations, at this moment not a prioritized area

	International Student Support
	* Important to differentiate services – full time masters students have different needs than short term exchange students

* Important to focus on intercultural aspects, e.g. by making especially Asian students familiar with Western study methods through compulsory written exercises at an early stage

* Partner experiences from organising international student reception can be further investigated

* Benchmarking indicators can be developed for language training

* Benchmarking indicators can also be developed for other services related to international student support 


	AU and UIB:

- the Turku experience of having a language centre to be further investigated

TY: 

Support systems for international / recruiting staff to be further investigated


	Joint degrees/diplomas
	* Internal guidelines and procedures for development and management of joint degrees is essential

* Issuing joint degrees is very problematic and needs solutions at a trans-national level

* Involvement in joint degrees/diplomas must be based on clear strategic decisions, which is not always the case 

* Problematic that students do not get credit transfers equivalent to the length of the studies abroad. This could be an issue for further benchmarking. 


	AU/TY
- the experience from other partners regarding joint ph.d.’s needs to be further investigated

UiB:

- Must develop own internal guidelines and procedures before next step in the benchmarking, which is desirable
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