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Never before in History, has a univer-
sity degree counted for so much. In this
'Information Age', university graduates
have life time earnings that are signifi-
cantly more than high school gradu-
ates. Empirical studies by economists
show that the lucky few who graduate
with a university degree are assured of a
life of good fortune relative to their
unfortunate peers who either due to
lack of diligence or lack of opportunity
stop short of entering the doors of
future success. Thus it is not surprising
that countries all over the world are
scrambling to increase university enrol-
ment. A corollary to the above argu-
ment is that if university graduates are
the vanguard of the workforce, surely
the graduates of the best institutions
should reap the highest rewards.

University rankings are minutely
examined, contested and vilified, but
never ignored. Both institutions and
countries simultaneously take pride in
doing well in the rankings 'game' but at
the same time sanctimoniously explain
away their failures as resulting from the
limitations of the particular methodol-
ogy used. It helps that there are several
international ranking systems each with
their own biases and subjectivities, so
everyone can claim victory of sorts.
While the rankings vary there is broad
agreement that US research universities
completely dominate followed by a
sprinkling of British, European,
Australian and Asian institutions. It is
worth noting that South Asian
Universities do very poorly in these
international rankings.

As university education has become
essential for economic mobility, it is
becoming increasingly globalised with
students all over the world eager to get
into a select number of top institutions.
Thus the admissions process has
become much more competitive which
has largely resulted in universities com-
peting for students by offering better
(and inevitably costlier) educational
and extra curricular facilities. This
increased competition for students
along with the world wide weakening
of government commitments and fiscal
abilities to subsidize higher education
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has resulted in sharply increased tuition
and financial burdens for students and
their parents. A corollary of these
increased financial burdens has been a
clamour for accountability and quality
assessment of higher educational insti-
tutions. Students, parents and govern-
ments have become vociferous in
demanding an assessment and break-
down of the quality of universities and
their net value addition.

The old tried and tested formula for
burnishing and sustaining higher edu-
cational quality is to take in the best
and brightest students and not surpris-
ingly produce high quality graduates
who do the institution proud. This
strategy is followed by iconic universi-
ties such as Harvard, Stanford, MIT,
Oxford, Cambridge, National
University of Singapore, Indian
Institutes of Technology, and others of
their ilk. In the context of Bangladesh,
the relevant issue is whether the top
universities both private and public
such as Independent University,
Bangladesh (IUB), BRAC, Dhaka
LIniversity, BUET are really providing
any additional enhanced skills to their
enrolees or are they just coasting on the
pre-existing skill sets of those admitted
through a rigorous admission selection
mechanism.

A recent article in the Economist has
highlighted this value addition issue by
ranking US universities on the basis of
the expected additional life time
income of their graduates after adjust-
ing for their initial characteristics on
entry. The important issue here is to
assess whether the Harvard or Yale
enrolee would have done any worse
going to a nondescript no name univer-
sity. The very significant and surprising
results of this ranking exercise suggest
that the majority (but not all) of the
top US universities have relatively poor
value addition. They do not substan-
tially enhance the earning power of
their enrolees. Their graduates do well
because they are very smart and moti-
vated to begin with and not because
they learn anything special in their four
years enrolled in these institutions. I
am glad to report that my Alma mater
Harvard did rather well in value addi-
tion but Yale for instance did not. The
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Do universities add value?

real winners in this race were in fact
fairly nondescript and non- selective
institutions that significantly added
value to the pre-existing characteristics
of their admitted students by signifi-
cantly enhancing their expected earn-
ings. This report has generated a fire-
storm of controversy about its results
based on its exclusive reliance on addi-
tional expected lifetime earnings as a
metric of value addition of the institu-
tion- this metric tends to favour institu-
tions with large numbers of graduates
in high earning potential disciplines

such as pharmacy, financial services,
and engineering—unfortunately even
very creative academics, musicians and
artists will not earn as much as medio-
cre accountants. It should be noted
however that other studies which have
looked at value addition by discipline
show much the same results, i.e., in
terms of future earnings engineering
students are no better of going to MIT
or Caltech rather than some no name
institution, once you correct for initial

student characteristics.

Despite the potential deficiencies of
the above rankings, the important
point here is that we need to pay atten-
tion to value addition and focus on
ways of trying to assess the quality of
the educational experience in all higher
educational institutions. Stake holders
(ultimately students, parents and gov-
ernments) need to know what they are
getting for what they paid for. In addi-
tion, universities need to address how
well they are serving their stu-
dents—this is a basic tenet of account-

ability.

The essence of university quality
assessments are cross compari-
sons/rankings on standardised, equiva-

lent criteria which can include a long list:

the number of students full time and
part time (currently enrolled and ever
enrolled), the academic quality of enter-
ing students (e.g. high school CGPAs
and standardised test scores), the num-
ber of graduates by discipline, Alumni
performance (both job and educational
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placement), cohort dropout rates, four
and six year cohort graduation rates,
average class size, number of faculty
members both full time and part time by
discipline by level of appointment (i.e.
number of Lecturers, Senior lecturers,
Assistant Professors, Associate Professors,
Full Professors), educational qualifica-
tions of faculty members by level of
appointment (e.g. number of faculty
members with PhD degrees appropri-
ately quality weighted by granting insti-
tutions), Research funding (amount
both from internal and external

sources), number of quality weighted
peer review faculty research publications
by discipline, library resources (books,
journal subscriptions, particularly digital
access), laboratory resources, quality of
physical infrastructure, digital connectiv-
ity, student centric resources (availability
of club activities, sports, cafeteria, gym-
nasia), availability of scholarships, avail-
ability of academic tutoring, psychologi-
cal counselling etc.
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