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On the Future of University
Research and Teaching

against the Background of
the Current Developments

in Europe1

The current debate in Europe surrounding universities and the de-
velopment of the university sector was ignited by the initiative to es-
tablish a common higher education area alongside the common 
European economic area. The so-called Lisbon Agenda – agreed 
upon at a European Council summit in the Portuguese capital in 
2000 – aimed to turn Europe into the most competitive and dynamic 
knowledge-driven economy in the world within 10 years. 

“The European Union,” it was maintained, “is confronted with a 
quantum shift resulting from globalisation and the challenges of a 
new knowledge-driven economy. These changes are affecting every 
aspect of people’s lives and require a radical transformation of the 
European economy.”1 

Three years after the Lisbon Declaration, the European Commis-
sion issued the following communication:

“Europe needs excellence in its universities, to optimise the pro-
cesses which underpin the knowledge society and meet the target, 
set out by the European Council in Lisbon, of becoming the most 
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, 
capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs 
and greater social cohesion.” [COM (2003) 58 final]

1 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/lis1_en.htm; last accessed: 14.6.2012
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The European Commission’s plan to create a common European 
higher education area and lead it to excellence sent a jolt through 
the European university landscape. A common European qualifica-
tion framework and the introduction of a three-cycle (bachelor, mas-
ter, doctorate) degree system were as much a part of this strategy as 
the focus on lifelong learning and “employability” (as an objective of 
the new qualification programmes) and a fundamental cultural 
change at Europe’s universities. Despite its key relevance in consid-
erations of the options for the future of the university, one aspect 
was seldom broached in these change processes – which were them-
selves the subject of much criticism – namely the concept of science 
as a profession and its task in society. As I will endeavour to illustrate 
in this article, this neglected perspective could provide the assess-
ment framework for the planned measures, as well as for any devel-
opments linked to and consequences of these measures. It could 
also serve to shed new light on criticisms of these developments. 

The current debate in Europe on the development of the univer-
sity sector focuses, above all, on issues of management and adminis-
tration – under the paradigm of the university as both a scientific 
and an economic entity. I specifically avoid this type of ‘profession-
alisation jargon’ in this article and seek instead to examine the un-
derstanding of science as a professional sphere of action. I then draw on 
this perspective to derive options for dealing with current develop-
ments – options which are ultimately also of relevance in an organi-
sational and management context.

1 Science as a profession 

In one of his lectures, Max Weber spoke about the conditions of “sci-
ence as a vocation in the material sense” (Weber 1917/1919)2 and 
suggested that the purpose or “meaning” of science lay in the demys-
tification of the world: “Hence, it means that principally there are no 
mysterious incalculable forces that come into play…” and science 

2 Translation by: Lassman, Peter / Velody, Irving (Eds.) with Herminio Martins (1989): Max 
Weber’s ‘Science as a vocation’. London: Routledge
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allows the “disenchantment” of the world (ibid.). According to We-
ber, it assumes the task Plato accords to the philosopher in his well-
known image of the enchained cavemen. In the modern era, it is 
science that brings the light of rationalism to the world. As far as 
Weber is concerned, this also includes the discovery of the concept, 
the significance of which “dawned upon the disciples of Socrates”, 
and the use of the “rational experiment” – the “second great tool of 
scientific work” since the Renaissance (ibid.). He also takes the view 
that the limits of scientific teaching should be drawn where values 
and worldview [Weltanschauung] come into play: neither has any place 
in science, whose sole interest lies in identifying the truth. Nonethe-
less, science does also know values. It has the “duty of bringing about 
self-clarification and a sense of responsibility”, but not imposing a 
particular stand. Accordingly, science “[…] is a ‘vocation’ organized 
in special disciplines in the service of self-clarification and knowl-
edge of interrelated facts.” (ibid.)

Weber thus contends that the work of the scientist requires a 
commitment to the search for the truth. This commitment must al-
ways take absolute precedence over personal interests (judgments, 
views of the world or personal gain) and should form the core of the 
professional ethics of the scientist.

Ulrich Oevermann’s version of science as a vocation (Oevermann 
2005) pays homage to Weber’s thinking and again takes up the 
theme of absolute commitment to the search for the truth. In the 
course of a research process, scientists pursue questions of whose 
meaningfulness they might be utterly convinced (see also below), 
yet whose claims of validity must be continually questioned in order 
to ultimately prove this validity. Research anticipates, and indeed 
depends on, refutal. As a result of this dialectical structure of action, 
i.e. the contradictory unity of person and role that typifies profes-
sional activity (cf. Oevermann 1996), science should be designated a 
profession, and scientific activity assigned the need to become more 
professional.

According to Oevermann, the privileged nature of the profes-
sions was given a universalistic empirical scientific base around 1800 
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– in conjunction with the fundamental reorganisation of the univer-
sity at that time (Oevermann 2005, p. 27). Yet contrary to other pro-
fessions mentioned by Oevermann (e.g. law and therapy), scientific 
activity has no concrete client. This therefore raises an important 
question, namely “Whose crises does science address?” The answer  
is simple: society is science’s client. Science addresses the crises 
brought to it by society. It also moves everything which “practice  
accepts without problem into crisis mode” (ibid., p. 28, translation 
IS).

Research – even the reconstructive approaches – is thus always 
essentially targeted at the future. What cannot, however, be stand-
ardised is the unswerving search for possible refutals of research hypotheses 
(emphasis IS), which all researchers ultimately strive to pre-empt 
and identify themselves for their own findings (see also Oevermann 
1996, p. 100 f.). The resulting contradiction stems from the fact that 
people will only strive to verify by means of falsification those find-
ings that actually merit being subjected to such verification (Oever-
mann 2005, p. 35). It is because of precisely this non-standardisable 
element that we have an obligation to provide teaching that “estab-
lishes and integrates novices into a profession” (ibid., translation 
IS), and thus equips them with the ability to recognise and accept 
the constitutive nature of this contradiction. This constellation re-
sults by force in the unity of research and teaching.

A range of institutional and organisational consequences can be 
derived from the above:
•	 First,	students	are	not	pupils,	but	colleagues,	right	from	the	very	

start of their studies;
•	 Second,	students	should	be	involved	in	real	research	projects	as	

early as possible in their studies, since only through such partici-
pation in real projects will they experience the non-static prob-
lem solving processes which serve to impart the habitus under 
research (cf. Oevermann 2005, p. 41f.);
Both Weber and Oevermann thus view science as a vocation – 

Oevermann expressly uses the term ‘profession’ – which can only 
fulfill its actual purpose if research ethos and freedom from value 
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judgments [Wertfreiheit] are cultivated, and a scientific habitus unfolds 
while the researcher is still a student. This habitus is characterised by 
its contradictory, dialectic stamp, i.e. it represents a grammar of ac-
tion which both depicts the consistent search for validation of our 
own research findings and – contrary to our own interests – inte-
grates the quest for the possible falsification of these findings as a 
structural element. While the validation of these findings is aimed at 
establishing at least temporarily secure bodies of knowledge, the 
search for falsification and the fallibilist attitude it requires serve to 
identify and consider antitheses, desiderata and contradictions even 
during our own research (i.e. from within). This is an endeavour 
which can never be entirely achieved or completely finished, since 
antitheses can still be formulated, desiderata still be put forward and 
contradictions still identified in a lively scientific community debate 
even after the most thorough search. The continual and ongoing 
interplay between claim and counter-claim is characteristic of mod-
ern science and serves to ensure that claims are not proclaimed dog-
matically and that science is seen not as a closed, but rather, an open 
system that will never quite be completely closed. Yet to make the 
described grammar teachable and thus gain ‘new blood’, there has 
to be an acceptance of the scientist’s dual role as both a researcher 
and a teacher. Weber refers to this dual role in the lecture men-
tioned above, when he talks about the “double aspect” of being both 
scholar and teacher (ibid.). There also have to be appropriate ways 
of introducing people to a profession under the guiding principle of 
unity of research and teaching. Only the transfer of science by this 
principle serves the required habitus formation and the develop-
ment of the fallibilist attitude that is a prerequisite for exercising this 
understanding of science.

2 Promoting science as a profession in universities with high  
  student teacher ratios?

The question we must now ask ourselves is how these demands can 
be satisfied in the present situation. In other words, how can a uni-
versity with a high student teacher ratio which is increasingly run  as 
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an economic venture, which has to prove its merit on the competi-
tive international higher education stage with ever-scarcer resourc-
es, and is confronted with new general requirements established by 
the Lisbon Agenda actually meet these demands? Could driving the 
professionalisation of university teaching toward a conscious accept-
ance of the dual role described above – as a compulsory require-
ment with all its associated consequences for the research and teach-
ing collective – be a possible approach – and thus a first answer to 
this question?

In this context, developing university teaching as a profession is 
in the first instance nothing more than taking out the ‘gut instinct’ 
implicit in teaching structures and replacing it with a deliberate or-
ganisation. This does not simply mean the adaptation of teaching 
practices, but the adherence to a principle, namely that students 
should be introduced to research processes as novices by providing 
them with experience of research in practice and not just teaching 
them about research and its practices. This means giving teaching 
and learning in universities with high student teacher ratios a form 
that makes research practice teachable and goes against the prevail-
ing drift toward ‘schoolification’ and the mere imparting of text-
book (and thus second hand) knowledge.

When Wilhelm von Humboldt introduced these themes in an 
1809/1810 programmatic paper commissioned by the Prussian gov-
ernment (Humboldt 19975, p. 118 ff.) under the title “Über die in-
nere und äußere Organisation der höheren wissenschaftlichen An-
stalten in Berlin” [“On the inner and outer organisation of institu-
tions of higher science in Berlin”; translation IS], his ideas were both 
trailblazing and seminal.

At that time, universities across Europe were in crisis. Indeed, 
some parallels can be drawn to the present day situation, although 
the actual playing field is, of course, different. The university had 
degenerated into a trading place for doctrines and fanciful half-
knowledge. People elected to study for reasons of prestige and ca-
reer opportunities, not because they sought inspiration in, and want-
ed to further the spirit of, science (cf. Weber 2002).
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Against this background, Humboldt sought to set a clearly differ-
ent tone. Three aspects merit particular mention in this regard and 
can still be considered valid quality criteria in a modern university 
development scenario:
1. A university must be conceived with science as its main “aspect”,
2. “Solitude and freedom” should be its main guiding principles 

(Humboldt 19975, p. 118), and 
3. Everything in the university should be subordinate to these 

themes.
The fact that science should form the core competence (to coin  
the modern phrase) of the university might seem trivial, but has  
to be interpreted in light of the prevailing university cultures  
in Humboldt’s times, and thus also merits remembering to this  
day. 

The talk of “solitude and freedom” can in turn be interpreted in 
this context in two ways. First, it should put an end to those teaching 
traditions described above which had brought the universities at the 
end of the 18th century to the brink of their right to exist. On the 
other hand, “solitude and freedom” stand for a task of public en-
lightenment that falls to science and should be understood as a con-
traposition to the social constriction of a predemocratic society 
(Benner 19952, p. 214). In this way, the university is turned into the 
laboratory of the future in a society moving toward liberalism. This does 
not mean, as is frequently implied, the retreat of science into the so-
called ivory towers and a don’t-touch-me attitude, because it was for 
exactly this kind of narrow-mindedness in university culture that 
Humboldt sought to develop an alternative. Research cannot – ac-
cording to Humboldt –fulfill its task by isolating scientists; it needs 
the joint effect of the collective to reach its goals. The inner organi-
sation therefore has to “breed and maintain uninterrupted, self-re-
suscitating, yet uncoerced and unintentional cooperation” (Hum-
boldt 1997, p.118; translation IS). Science in turn must be viewed as 
a self-developing and open system and should be treated as an “as 
yet not completely resolved problem” (ibid.) and should “thus al-
ways continue with its search […]” (ibid.).
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This produces a description of the university as a place in which 
the scientists and students work together without constraint on cur-
rent themes and problems. The end result is open, and they go 
about their work with the goal of driving knowledge as far forward as 
possible, although this “should be seen as something that has not yet 
been and never will be entirely discovered”, but should be unremit-
tingly sought (Humboldt 1997, p. 120, translation IS)3.

From this, Humboldt derives his demand for unity of research and 
teaching, which he sees as the only way to guarantee that no obsolete 
knowledge is passed on in the constant search for the truth, and that 
students are not viewed as pupils, but instead incorporated as col-
leagues into ongoing research.

Teaching plays a key role in this process insofar as “the free oral 
lecture to an audience that nonetheless still contains a significant 
number of individual thinkers” advances not only the listeners, but 
also the teachers (ibid., p. 123; translation IS). Teaching becomes a 
moment of joint research and thinking that provides inspiration to 
teachers and students alike.

This targeted intervention could be understood as a first step to-
ward professionalisation – teaching does not follow traditional meth-
ods and quasi ‘gut reaction’, it is seen as an integral part of research 
in which the latter also has to stand up to the test of a joint delibera-
tion on its hypotheses in a teaching scenario.

The academic freedom theme, which began to establish itself in 
universities in the course of the 19th century, could also be viewed as 
a step (albeit contradictory) in the professionalisation direction. In 
a relevant article on the question of the professionalisation of teach-
ing in higher education, Rudolf Stichweh centred his deliberations 
on this specific theme (Stichweh 1994b). He contended that the 
term and norm of ‘academic freedom’ particularly reflected the 
problems of the professionalisation of teaching in higher education 

3 See Dietrich Benner’s interpretation that as a result of this still systematically valid concept, 
science is to this day not taught in universities as a complete system. Instead, the systematic 
power of scientific thinking and its ability to change the scientific system are emphasised and 
constantly rechallenged. (Benner 1995, p. 213).
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(ibid.). On the one hand, academic freedom gives students the right 
to “rot in universities” (Stichweh 1994b, p. 338; translation IS)4. On 
the other, the notion of academic freedom determined the condi-
tions that set the university apart as an institution and organisation 
as far back as the 18th century. A corresponding theory of university 
teaching coloured by German neohumanist and romanticist ideas 
emerged on the premise of academic freedom in higher education 
teaching and learning.

Stichweh lists four aspects that are of relevance to the meaning of 
academic freedom:
1. The elite character of the university, 
2. Academic freedom as compensation model for socially decreed 

restrictions on freedom in Germany at that time,
3. Universalism and egalitarianism as structural elements in the 

German university, and finally
4. The consideration of individuality in education (Stichweh 1994b, 

p. 341).

To 1. The implication and attachment of an elite character to univer-
sity “favours a risk calculation which assumes it is better to have many 
unqualified [students] waste their time than prevent one highly tal-
ented individual from developing as a result of restrictions” (ibid.; 
translation IS). By this theory, the student who fails was simply not 
up to the academic demands and freedoms.

To 2. Academic freedom in 19th century Germany is seen as a com-
pensation model for restrictions suffered in life.5 According to Stich-

4 Stichweh refers here to C. Wolff (1731), who proclaimed that academic freedom for 
students refers to their freedom of choice and pointed out that there was no law to sanction a 
student who did not meet this obligation toward himself. Stichweh refers here to the following 
source: Wolff, C. (1731): Von der rechten Erkänntniß der Academischen Freyheit. S. 456 – 470. 
In: C. Wolff (1755): Des weyland Reichs-Freyherrn von Wolff übrige theils noch gefundene 
Kleine Schriften und Einzelne Betrachtungen zur Verbesserung der Wissenschaften. Halle.
5 The counterpart to this concept is the English college – see the discussion at a later stage in 
this article. See also Friedrich Thiersch, who convincingly pits the “monasterial obligations of 
life in college and the breadth of later public life” against each other (Stichweh 1994b, p. 342; 
translation IS).
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weh, it is accorded a kind of “laboratory character”, since university 
life allows an individual to try out certain “innovative forms of behav-
iour”, which would not be acceptable in subsequent life in society, 
but which are linked to the hope that such university inspired inno-
vative impetus might ultimately bring about a change in social con-
ventions (Stichweh 1994b, p. 343).6

To 3. Universalism and egalitarianism are given as arguments for aca-
demic freedom because they are seen as signals of a conscious leve-
ling of class differences, which also provides students with a hetero-
geneous (education) experience (Stichweh 1994b, p. 344). Further-
more, the lecture-based teaching system made class discrimination 
relatively improbable (ibid.) and impracticable, since attendance at 
lectures was not (and is still not) checked.

To 4. The consideration of individuality in education as the fourth aspect 
of relevance in academic freedom suggests a link between academic 
freedom and individuality. This manifests itself in the romanticised 
context of genius in the conviction that genius requires freedom 
and can only blossom if it is given the freedom to do so.

Stichweh goes on to describe the particular suitability of the academ-
ic freedom motif when it comes to formulating the underlying prob-
lem behind the professionalisation of teaching in higher education 
(Stichweh 1994b, p. 351). Similar to the professional autonomy ac-
corded for example to doctors and lawyers, academic freedom estab-
lishes the particular demands and rights of a publicly funded profes-
sion at an early stage and thus protects those who work in this profes-
sion vis-à-vis the organisation that employs them. It also regulates the 
relationships between teachers in higher education establishments 
(for instance through free argumentation against “academic monop-
olies”, IS). Teaching in higher education can also be defined as a 

6 According to Stichweh, Johann Gottlieb Fichte took a different position here. His 1807 
university plan was modelled on the English college and refers explicitly to the systems in use 
at Oxford and Cambridge.
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service to students; responsibility for the content and form of this 
‘service’ lies entirely in the hands of the teacher. This extends to the 
lack of performance-based elements in teacher remuneration – as is 
also the case in other professions, possible failure by students has no 
effect on a teacher’s remuneration (Stichweh 1994b, p. 351f.). 

In addition to these parallels, there are also some differences. 
The typical client relationship that commonly constitutes work in a 
professional capacity (see also Stichweh 1994a, p. 289 and 1994c,  
S. 370f.; also Oevermann 1996, p. 115 ff.) only comes into play be-
tween university lecturers and students to a limited extent. The cli-
ent in this case is not the responsibility of the professional, i.e. the 
teacher, since students also have academic freedom. This creates a 
somewhat fuzzy client role: it is not so much the decision to avail 
oneself of a particular service and thus attach oneself to a teacher 
that lies in the foreground, but more a willingness “to change loca-
tion” and indeed “avoid too early a dogmatic attachment to one 
teacher”. On the other hand, the notion of academic freedom for 
students also stands for a “moment of temporary removal from the 
normal expectations of society and thus a requirement for intensi-
fied personal willingness to change that is typical of a professional 
career – which in turn characterises a professional working alliance” 
(Stichweh 1994b, p. 354; translation IS).

Stichweh concludes his deliberations by distinguishing between 
different types of university systems. For the purposes of the argument 
in this article, the disciplinary type of university systems encountered 
in Europe, and in particular in German-speaking countries, and the 
college and tutorial system found in Anglo-Saxon countries and 
America are of particular interest (Stichweh 1994b, p. 355). Stich-
weh feels that the concept of student academic freedom, which is 
however also linked with a kind of “passing on of risk in a situation 
where the results are hard to predict” (ibid., p. 354), is realised best 
in disciplinary organised systems in particular. University lecturers 
in these systems assume no strict obligation to their students. Stu-
dents, on the other hand, have the freedom to pursue their own 
learning interests.
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The situation is quite different in the other type of system, where 
students trade in part of their freedom in return for the tacit prom-
ise “that everything possible will be done to ensure an enrolled stu-
dent will actually graduate” (Stichweh 1994b, p. 355; translation IS). 
The “interaction intensive” forms of studying encountered in the 
Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-American world are prime examples of this 
approach.

“College systems typically provide students with a ‘package deal’. 
They relinquish their freedom of choice, follow a curriculum ori-
ented more on breadth than depth (‘general education’, ‘liberal 
education’), are confronted with deliberately limited curriculum de-
spite this breadth and have to take an unusually high number of 
ewxams.” (Stichweh 1994b, p. 356; translation IS). 

While the structure of the client relationship in disciplinary sys-
tems is more paradoxical (teaching can be interpreted as a client 
oriented service, yet the client role is thwarted by the principle of 
freedom of learning), typical aspects of professional relations can be 
seen in college systems, for example, in the tacit working alliances 
designed to ensure that teachers share responsibility for the success 
of their students. It is assumed that students will have better oppor-
tunities to develop their individuality precisely because they have 
“someone to communicate with” who can “help them develop those 
aspects of [their] individuality” which they themselves “do not yet 
fully understand or recognise” – a constellation that is characteristic 
of interaction between professionals and their clients (Stichweh 
1994b, p. 345; translation IS).

Given the current historical situation, deciding which of these 
approaches can contribute more to strengthening and safeguarding 
science and developing the typical fallibilist professional research 
habitus is no simple matter. One factor that speaks for the discipli-
nary approach is that the deliberately low level of direct instruction 
– freedom in learning as counterpart to freedom in teaching – de-
mands a pronounced level of independent thinking and thus a larg-
er degree of independence. Both of these are prerequisites for a re-
search attitude (in the “solitude and freedom” sense). On the other 
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hand, the commitment to instruction and compact working allianc-
es in the college and tutorial system counteract an initial lack of 
orientation or potential wrong directions, and the step-by-step ‘re-
lease into freedom’ prevents initial shock. The situation is similar 
with the disciplinary system approach of only prescribing as much 
curriculum as is necessary and providing only as little curriculum as 
required. This approach can also foster decision-making ability,  
independent thought, the search for new ideas and an attitude  
that essentially embraces research. The freedom granted can equal-
ly lead to lack of orientation or even a drop out scenario, while  
the large number of homework exercises and exams in college  
and tutorial systems can initially help to smooth the transition from 
accustomed school practices to those of the university. The more 
rigid structures initially provide the student with a stronger foot-
hold, but can also potentially lead from the outset to a formative 
expectation of instructions which it can be difficult to dispense with 
and just as diffcult to transform into creative independence. Fur-
thermore, students typically have to apply for university places in 
college or tutorial systems, i.e. they usually have to go through a 
highly selective admissions process before they actually come to en-
joy the benefits of said working alliance (see also Brinckmann et al. 
2000).

The European degree architecture agreed upon in Bologna dur-
ing the definition of a joint European higher education area (re-
ferred to as the Bologna Process) appears, at least at first glance, to 
adopt the basic ideas of the college and tutorial system (the shift 
from teaching to learning, the three cycles based on the college sys-
tems, the modeling of university studies as a compact throughput 
system, etc.). As far as actual development trends in universities are 
concerned, it would appear that a hybrid form that incorporates the 
less favourable elements of both systems is currently emerging, espe-
cially in German-speaking countries. Attempts to maintain as much 
of a disciplinary focus as possible and anchor the associated facets of 
teaching structures – including abstinence even from the suggestion 
of a working alliance at least at bachelor degree level – increases 
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exam density and limits choice yet maintains the uncertainty of suc-
cess and keeps interaction to a minimum, with contacts between stu-
dents and lecturers rare.

The explanation for these trends could lie in a development in 
the university sector which is linked and runs parallel to the degree 
programme changes and therefore merits closer inspection: the 
shift in monitoring focus of higher education systems from a primar-
ily individual balance sheet approach to institution based reporting.

3 Potential solutions

The majority of European universities and, indeed, expert organisa-
tions as a whole, which are geared to providing as much individual 
freedom as possible, were long required first and foremost to pro-
vide only a cumulative record of performance based on individual 
results. The institutions endeavoured to provide the infrastructure 
that permitted these results, but were not obliged as a whole to give 
account of individual performance to an external controlling body 
– they were basically given the benefit of the doubt. Against a back-
ground of increasing economic pressure on education institutions 
and growing public demand for the monitoring of public expendi-
ture, this relative freedom from external control (or at least claim to 
such) – a privilege which had been accorded to the universities since 
their founding, yet never came to full bloom – has gained new sig-
nificance. Universities are now increasingly required to publish an 
“intellectual capital report”, which in turn prompts university man-
agement to steer internal operations with this report in mind. With 
this new situation inevitably comes a shift in focus from individual to 
institutional results. The institution as a whole has individual deci-
sion-making powers, but these are now based on agreements with 
the money sources (in the case of universities, primarily the state). 
These agreements are essentially binding; the universities thus as-
sume responsibility and the duty to justify their overall results, al-
though they are given a strong indication that external interference 
in internal decisions will be avoided as far as possible (see the Aus-
trian Universities Act 2002 [Universitätsgesetz]).
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University management therefore represents the university’s staff 
to the outside world, relativising the former more loose form of the 
expert organisation. Whereas researchers had previously followed 
their research interests more or less on their own or in disciplinary, 
or sometimes interdisciplinary (but always only vaguely connected) 
research communities, each faculty, each institute and each research 
platform now has to follow the overall goals of its respective organi-
sational unit and align its efforts to the performance agreement es-
tablished between university management and the responsible gov-
ernment ministry. This facet of university development has resulted 
not only in a need for increased internal communication, the facul-
ties and the institutes they belong to are now also forced to adopt a 
legitimising and reflexive approach to – or at least get hold of – their 
data to permit establishment of an overall picture. Continual report-
ing and self-monitoring are the order of the day.

While critics maintain that these strategies all push universities 
under the tutelage of market economy logic (e.g. Pongratz 2009, 
Gruschka et al. 2005), their advocates and the pragmatists are quick 
to point out that they also drive forward long overdue developments. 
The proponents reside mainly in university management and politi-
cal decision-making circles, while the scientists affected by the 
changes remain less convinced of their perspectives and objectives. 
According to Ulrich Teichler, the actual measures introduced are, 
however, partly the result of “exaggerated demands” and so-called 
“reform flagships” established to eliminate “subjective” reform back-
logs (Teichler 2005, p. 22). 

Against this background – and herein lies the core of my argu-
ment – the main issue lies in turning around the pure market logic 
– which tends to paralyse, not dynamise, science – yet still bringing 
about the necessary changes – and they do exist (!) – through the 
“empowerment” of the university as both a professional and a confi-
dent, “self-aware” sphere of activity. 

It should have been, for example, the European universities – 
and not primarily the European Commission – who had given con-
sideration to social trends and determined how to react appropri-
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ately to their effects on the student population in the last 30 to 40 
years. While children of graduates still make up the predominant 
share of university students, young people whose parents did not go 
to university are now increasingly looking to get degrees. The open-
ing up of the universities to a broader spectrum of society – particu-
larly in German-speaking countries, where, unlike in their Scandina-
vian counterparts, education still appears to a certain extent to be 
hereditary – goes hand in hand with the task of providing an ade-
quate introduction to university to those students who cannot draw 
on the personal experiences of their parents and have not been at 
least somewhat familiarised with the logic of university life and activi-
ties by virtue of family tradition (as was previously the situation in the 
majority of cases and is still a very common occurrence today). That 
is why cleverly designed university induction phases are so important. 
Simply providing access to university knowledge, as has so far typi-
cally been the case with the conception of the disciplinary system es-
tablished in the German-speaking area, will not suffice for these stu-
dents. This is one of the reasons for the high dropout rates, since the 
majority of university dropouts originate in this group. Consideration 
also has to be given to students who have to work alongside their 
studies because their families are not in a position to provide them 
with adequate financial support. There are quite a few European 
countries with virtually no degree programmes that explicitly sup-
port working students, despite the fact that the vast majority of stu-
dents are now in – or have to be in – some form of paid employment.

Universities might well be places of research, but they can only 
realise their potential if they don’t research their way past students, 
but instead take into account the changing backgrounds and cir-
cumstances of students and incorporate these into their organisa-
tional concepts and institutional frameworks. This will not take away 
the university’s “elite character” or necessary focus on excellence, 
but rather safeguard and raise the quality of its degrees and the per-
formance of its students.

Finally, consideration should be given to a potential introduction 
of a tutorial concept at bachelor level – based, for example, on the 
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college and tutorial system model – since this first degree phase al-
ways ultimately involves a period of orientation and familiarisation 
with the university as a social system. Students could then be ex-
tended greater decision-making capacity and academic freedom at 
master level, more in line with the disciplinary system. In this way, 
the tutorials can ensure that novices receive a sound grounding in 
research logic and foster the development of the research habitus. 

In short, neither disciplinary nor college systems per se currently 
seem to be up to the described challenges and demands, but both 
systems contain aspects that could and will need to be used. Instead 
of the current hybrid forms, which seem to combine the disadvan-
tages of the two systems, I advocate a scenario in which the respec-
tive advantages are picked out and used to accommodate the chang-
ing structures of society in the 21st century. As suggested above, a 
college type structure would be better suited at bachelor level and 
would make university an attractive option for qualified students 
from all classes of society while at masters’ level the possibilities of 
academic freedom should be extended as far as possible. This would, 
however, also mean that suitable advisory facilities would need to be 
created along with a corresponding management of university plac-
es through intelligent admissions procedures and targeted financ-
ing, thus reducing high student teacher ratios in order to make joint 
research and learning possible with a university of joint research and 
learning. Since structuring and evaluating one’s own area of work is 
an indispensable element of science as a profession, the universities 
themselves should prepare the relevant concepts.

Independence, creativity and self-confidence are prerequisites 
for the successful realisation and implementation of the new re-
quirements. The universities and their members – and these include 
students as the actors of the future (!) – must be made aware that if 
science is to fulfill its role, it cannot be exploited – even by implied 
practical constraints like the popularly-leveled market regency or 
scarcity of resources. If, in turn, the university wants to fulfill its role 
in society, a unity of research and teaching must be driven forward 
under the banner of strengthening science as a profession. For its 
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part, society will have to decide whether it wants to afford a univer-
sity of this kind – however, if we are to avoid a return to the situation 
prior to the Enlightenment, there is basically no alternative.

References:

Benner, Dietrich (1995): Wilhelm von Humboldt. Eine problemgeschichtliche Studie zum 
Begründungszusammenhang neuzeitlicher Bildungsreform, 2. korr. Aufl., Weinheim und 
München: Juventa.

Benner, Dietrich (2007): Unterricht, Wissen, Kompetenz. In: Ders. (Hrsg.): Bildungsstand-
ards. Chancen und Grenzen. Beispiele und Perspektiven, S. 124–140.

Brinckmann, Hans/Garcia Omar/Gruschka, Andreas/Zur Lippe, Rudolf (2000): Die Einheit 
von Forschung und Lehre: Über die Zukunft der Universität. Wetzlar: Büchse der Pandora.

European Commission: Communication from the Commission. The role of the universities in 
the Europe of knowledge. Brussels: COM (2003) 58 final.

Humboldt, Wilhelm (1809/1810): Über die innere und äußere Organisation der höheren 
wissenschaftlichen Anstalten in Berlin. In: Ders. (1997): Bildung und Sprache, besorgt von 
Clemens Menze, 5. durchges. Aufl., S. 118–126.

Oevermann, Ulrich (1996/1999): Theoretische Skizze einer revidierten Theorie professional-
isierten Handelns. In: Combe, Arno/Helsper, Werner: Pädagogische Professionalität. Unter-
suchungen zum Typus pädagogischen Handelns. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, S. 70–182.

Pongratz, Ludwig A. (2009): Bildung im Bermuda-Dreieck. Bologna-Lissabon-Berlin. Eine 
Kritik der Bildungsreform. Paderborn – München – Wien – Zürich: Ferdinand Schöningh.

Stichweh, R. (1994a): Professionen und Disziplinen: Formen der Differenzierung zweier Sys-
teme beruflichen Handelns in modernen Gesellschaften. In: Ders.: Wissenschaft, Universität, 
Professionen. Soziologische Analysen. Franfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, S. 278–336.

Stichweh, R. (1994b): Akademische Freiheit, Professionalisierung der Hochschullehre und 
Politik. In: Ders.: Wissenschaft, Universität, Professionen, Soziologische Analysen. Frank  furt/
Main: Suhrkamp, S. 337–361.

Stichweh, R. (1994c): Professionalisierung, Ausdifferenzierung von Funktionssstemen, Inklu-
sion. In: Ders.: Wissenschaft, Universität, Professionen, Soziologische Analysen. Frankfurt/
Main: Suhrkamp, S. 362–378.

Teichler, Ulrich (2005): Quantitative und strukturelle Entwicklungen des Hochschulwesens. 
In: Zeitschrift für Pädagogik (50. Beiheft), S. 8–24.

Weber, Max (1994/1917/19): Wissenschaft als Beruf. Studienausgabe der Max Weber-Gesam-
tausgabe Band I/17. Herausgegeben von Wolfgang J. Mommsen und Wolfgang Schluchter in 
Zusammenarbeit mit Birgitt Morgenbrod. Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck).

Welbers, Ulrich (2004): Studienreform als kritische Fragehaltung der Wissenschaften. In: 
Ehlert, Holger/Welbers, Ulrich (Hrsg): Qualitätssicherung und Studienreform, Strategie- 
und Programmentwicklung für Fachbereiche und Hochschulen im Rahmen von Zielverein-
barungen am Beispiel der Heinrich-Heine-Universität Düsseldorf, Düsseldorf: Gruppello,  
S. 59–79.

Zeitschrift für Pädagogik (2005): Hochschullandschaft im Wandel (50. Beiheft). Weinheim 
und Basel: Beltz.

challenging.indd   161 12.10.12   21:18



168  Challenging Organisations and Society

This was 
a pleasure – it was my  

pleasure. It seems to be the nature of a 
dialog that there is no end; it is a living system that 
can be continued from each point. We started our 

conversation in Helsinki on a beautiful summer day sitting 
on a stone at the seaside, gazing at the horizon, and contin-
ued it via Skype and e-mail in Irvine (US) and Vienna (EU) 

and in virtual space.
And now we invite you – the readers of this dialog 

– to join us on this journal’s website:
www.cos-journal.com
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