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A Measure of Excellence?
A Critique of the 1992 Maclean's Survey of Canadian Universities

Thispaper was written by Imelda Mulvihill,Director of Planning Analysis and Statistics, Carleton University,in
January 1993. It is being circulated by CUASA in order to provide a clearer understanding of the Universityjs
decision not to participate in the 1993 Survey, and as a way of contextualizing the discussions currently
underway to develop performance indicators for universities.

Introduction:

In November of 1992 Maclean's Magazine
published its second annual ranking of fifty Canadian
universities. This issue is presented as anew,
improved, and expanded survey designed after lengthy
consultationswith "experts throughout North America"
to ask the "right questions and deliver precise answers" .

The heart of the special issue is a statistically
derived ranking of universities, crafted not in the
qualitative tradition of journalism but using one of the
primary techniquesof social scientific (and quantitative)
research -- the survey questionnaire. The analysis of
the survey is described as a quantitative exercise. A
methodologysection is included in the issuehighlighting
Maclean's use of a high-profile statistical analyst.

Hence in their coverage of the quality of
university education in Canada, Maclean's chose to
conduct their investigations in a mode clearly intended
to be seen as social scientific. Even the title of the
issue, "Measure of Excellence," underscores the claim
that the survey, its analysis and presentation in the
special issue constitutes a precise, quantitative, and
sophisticatedmeasurement of the quality of universities
and the complex reality of university education in
Canada.

Whether this claim is merely naive or an
expressionof the self-promotionand marketing interests
of a national magazine, it must be challenged. The
"University Project" (as Maclean's terms it) is not a
conventionalpiece of journalism; it must
therefore be assessed by the standards of the social
science it aspires to be. Judged in this way, the ranking
project can only be seen as a deeply flawed,
methodologically unsound, and seriously misleading
piece of research which is socially regressive in its
focus on traditional cohorts as the benchmarks of
"quality" within higher education. This is not the
measure of excellence claimed by the editors; it does

not deliver either the "right questions" or "precise
answers". At best the survey inadequately measures
and often distorts important issues. Overall, this survey
(and the ranking derived from it) represents a hodge-
podge of ideas masquerading as social science.

A Failure of Conceptualization and Research Design:

Survey research is not simply a bundle of
questionsdeveloped after wide and lengthyconsultations
on a vaguely defined idea.1 Such research begins with
an effective conceptualizationof the phenomenon to be
studied --in this instance the "quality" of a university.
As in any type of social research the primary difficulty
in conceptualization is capturing the full complexity of
the phenomenon under study. This is the first of many
failures in the "University Project". 2

The stated research objective of the Maclean's
survey was to generate data to compile selected indices
of "quality" which, in turn, would be weighted and used
to compile a summary statistic for purposes of ranking
universities. In reality, this objective had a second
dimension, for Maclean's seems to define quality in
terms of prospective undergraduate students and their
families (as opposed to the graduate student, the
researcher, the faculty member, the staff member, or
any other constituency either inside or outside the
university).3

In May of 1992 the magazine editors circulated
a five-page outline of their definition of "quality". At
first glance, many do not seem unreasonable, yet one is
led to ask: Where did this set (as opposed to any other
set) of measures come from? How do they relate to the
announced research objectives? Why these and not
others? What kinds of assumptions and values are
embedded in these indices? Can these indices be
considered sufficiently comprehensive to be employed
as a quantitative basis for assessing the overall quality
of fifty differentuniversities and generating a rank order
of quality? Do they capture the full complexity of the




