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Introduction: The changing idea of the
university

The university is an ancient institution which has ma-
naged to endure, more or less successfully, since the
Middle Ages (Barnett 2016; Palfreyman/Temple 2017;
Wittrock 2006). This is noteworthy. From early begin-
nings in Europe (e.g. Bologna, Paris, Oxford, Heidelberg)
to the present day, the university has been an institution
in which predominantly young people acquire personal,
subject and intercultural knowledge and skills, which
help them to take up important roles in society, and in
which research (in more recent centuries) has been un-
dertaken, thereby leading to social and scientific innova-
tion, usually for the common good. Universities have
become 'key institutions both for knowledge production
and for strengthening a sense of national and cultural
identity’ (Wittrock 2006, p. 321) that have served ‘as
the loci for cultural discourses which helped make the
world of modernity, of industrialism and urbanism, intel-
ligible and meaningful’ (ibid., p. 331). The university has
been ‘a place for genuine discourse and non-manipula-
tive interaction’ (ibid., p. 332), a place where thoughts
were allowed to develop freely and without constraints,
in which people of varying disciplines and cultural back-
grounds could challenge norms, challenge paradigms
and break new ground. It is a widely-held view that
those who go through a university education become
something more than what they were upon entry: higher
education provides them with opportunities for learning
about a subject in depth, but possibly even more impor-
tantly, for learning about themselves and society overall.
This idea has remained largely unchallenged, but is argu-
ably not always fulfilled, as we can ask ourselves to what
extent students in the mass universities of today are
being given enough space and time in which to really
learn about themselves, and not just about the subject
of their choice (Trow 1973).
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While it has become the university's role to train for cer-
tain professions such as those in engineering, social
work, and health, this was not always the case. The uni-
versity's ‘'remit’ has therefore changed over time and re-
mains in a state of flux. Although ideas of the university
such as those proposed by Newman (1899) and Hum-
boldt (1810) are still in use, the idea of the university
and its function in our globalized and internet-linked so-
ciety has come increasingly under scrutiny. We have
been witnessing increasing debate about the function,
purpose and impact of higher education. With increas-
ing access to higher education, in many families it is now
regarded as a given that children will progress into
higher education, whereas in the past this was only true
for a small percentage of the school-leaving population.
HE expansion has led to larger campus sites, more gra-
duates and tighter budgets, as HEls grapple with conco-
mitant problems (Scott 1995). Indeed, it could be ar-
gued that society is becoming over-academicised, as
fewer young people are training for non-graduate ca-
reers since they seemingly believe degrees will promise
higher incomes and greater social status. Opinions on
the matter diverge: whereas some authors pessimistical-
ly claim that the university is by now ‘in [...] ruins' (Rea-
dings 1996), others appear more optimistic and have
started attaching descriptors to the word ‘university’ in
the quest for defining this institution, including, amongst
others: innovative (Slaughter/Lesley 1997; Christen-
sen/Eyring 2011), supercomplex (Barnett 1998), physi-
cal (Temple, ed. 2014), and entrepreneurial (Foss/Gib-
son, ed. 2015). The university can perhaps be any or all
of the above-named descriptors, so it seems somewhat
churlish to state that a university should restrict itself to
being just one thing or another. This simply does not do
justice to the multidimensionality and complexity of the
place we term ‘university’. All universities are supercom-
plex and, as already mentioned, in a state of flux, as they
consist of manifold research areas and disciplines, some
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of whose cultures may diverge and not prove compa-
tible. While some parts of universities may be particular-
ly entrepreneurial, encouraging the foundation of spin-
offs or patent applications, others may be choose to pre-
sent research results in monographs that may only be
read by the few and be of little impact.
However, the fact that university descriptors are being
debated, in addition to many discussions about the sig-
nificance of rankings and other forms of academic mea-
surement (Frey/Osterloh 2011), is an indication of the
greater changes which the university environment
throughout the world has been and still is experiencing.
With the ever-growing demand for university education,
an increase in scientific fields of development and the
impact of globalization in the higher education arena
overall, which has seen increasing numbers of mobile
academic staff and cross-border research projects, we
- are being challenged to consider more fundamentally
what it is that the university should be achieving. What
place does it have in society overall? What should the
virtues of a higher education or its impact be? What are
society’s expectations of what higher education can
achieve? Should students have to pay for their educa-
tion? Are they consumers? And, if they are consumers,
how should the universities, as suppliers, be regulated
to protect such consumers (Palfreyman/Tapper 2014)?
Are universities fulfilling what society expects of them?
We will now investigate some of the factors that have
been of impact in British and German higher education,
reflecting from four vantage points — history, legislation,
governance and quality management. in so doing we
will attempt to draw out implicit and explicit (and
shared) understandings of what higher education in
these two countries should be and where these systems
stand today. The article will conclude with a brief consi-
deration as to future impacts on higher education in
these countries.

The German HE context: past events, present
dilemmas, future directions

German universities were among the first to have been
established in Europe (Hammerstein 1987). The first in
Heidelberg was founded in 1386, followed by Cologne
(1388), Leipzig (1409) and Rostock (1419).7 Similar to
counterparts elsewhere, many initially served as training
loci for priests and lawyers; however, other subjects
would enter the curriculum and most of those universi-
ties founded from the Middie Ages onwards developed
into what is today known as the ‘Volluniversitit', which
provide training and research in the Arts, Sciences and
Humanities. In addition to its universities, Germany also
possesses specialist institutions for musicians (conserva-
toires), agriculture, farming, and business and technolo-
gical colleges. The latter group in particular expanded
greatly in the 20th century. In 1976 a first higher educa-
tion framework law was passed, which extended these
colleges the same legal framework as their university
counterparts.2 Higher education institutions at this time
included universities, teacher training colleges, art and
music academies, and technical colleges. In accordance
with the Bologna Reform, which designated the doctor-
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ate as the final tertiary education qualification, technical
colleges and business schools were granted university
status, and some became Universities of Applied Science.
The legal foundations upon which Germany's higher
education is established reflect older traditions held up
to and including the Second World War. Humboldt's fa-
mous treatise on the relationship between higher educa-
tion and the state endures until today and has been emu-
lated around the world, afthough very few institutions
have actually managed to realise Humboldt's ideals. For
him the central notion was that the university should
unite research and teaching and be independent of state
control. Germany's higher education straddles two main
pillars. The first applies to the Basic Law (Grundgesetz),
in which Germany's fundamental democratic principles
were established post World War Il. Art. 5(1) ensures
freedom of speech, whereas Art. 5(3) ensures freedom
in the arts, sciences, research and teaching. However, it
also states that freedom of teaching does not exclude
loyalty to the constitution, in which all persons are re-
garded as equals. Art. 12(1) states that all Germans are
free to choose where they wish to work and study,
which means that in theory anyone with the Abjtur may
enter higher education. The Abitur, or its more precise
definition Hochschulreife, translates as ‘maturity for
higher education’, the premise here being that anyone
who possesses the Abitur is able to meet the demands
of studying in any subject of his or her choice. For many
years there were no other selection mechanisms. As the
majority of Germany's older universities were Volluni-
versitdten, offering all disciplines, the tertiary sector was
generally held to be entirely comparable, with no under-
lying notions of elitism or competition between diffe-
rent loci. Differences were evident in the individual inte-
rests of professors, who might appear more or less
equally (un-)attractive to prospective students. Prior to
the Bologna Reform students were free to pick and
choose their own courses, even in different disciplines,
and transfer easily from one university to another during
their degrees in a kind of university transfer bazaar3. A
large increase in student numbers and ensuing space
limitations have forced universities to address the ques-
tion of admissions, albeit reluctantly. Today, many de-
gree programmes have a numerus clausus attached to
them.4 This has led to a change in perception among
students, as some universities set higher NC standards
than others, so only those students with very good Abi-
tur grades are offered places at certain institutions, not
only in typically demanding courses such as medicine,

11

See https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liste_der_Hochschulen_in_Deutschland
for list of German HEls. Erfurt and Wiirzburg were founded in 1389 and
1402 respectively, however, they were not in continuous operation, with
Wiirzburg being reopened in 1582.

2 The first higher education framework (Hochschulrahmengesetz) was
passed on 26th January 1976. See https://www.gesetze-im-
internet.de/bundesrecht/hrg/gesamt.pdf (21.02.2017).

3 A short examination of the vita of many of Germany's older academics ex-
emplifies this point, as many studied in two or even three universities be-
fore completing their degrees.

4 The numerus clausus (NC) is the required entrance level Abitur grade
which is fixed each year and by each university individually according to
the number of applicants and their respective grades.
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but also in teacher-training qualifications for junior
school which have seen a steep rise in NC levels. The in-
crease in NC-defined degree programmes has impacted
upon the manner in which school-leavers have to go
about the entire HE admissions process, which sadly
most teachers are ill-equipped to advise upon as they
have neither personal experience of Bologna-type
degrees nor do they have an overview of the increasingly
wide range of courses available (Harris-Huemmert
2015). This may be one reason exacerbating ongoing
high levels of drop-out or course changes in the first
years of German higher education.

In reference to Art. 5(3) German students in state-fi-
nanced institutions are provided with free higher education
(no tuition fees). They are merely charged small bench
fees for termly administrative costs and use of local pub-
lic transport networks with term tickets. Tuition fees (ca.
€500 termly), which were still levied a few years ago,
have since been removed and each federal state (Bundes-
land) has met most, if not all, of the costs which have ari-
sen. Private institutions and some executive Master de-
grees within the otherwise state-financed system do levy
tuition fees. In contrast with counterparts elsewhere Ger-
man students do not hold consumerist attitudes towards
higher education, a point already identified by Max
Weber during his visit to the US (Nolan 2016, pp. 108-
109). In Germany there is little discourse about value for
money in the higher education sector as higher educa-
tion is an expected free and common good. Quality is ex-
pected nonetheless, and teaching evaluations are wide-
spread and embedded in quality management systems as
a means of checking on the quality of courses. However,
the effectiveness of teaching evaluations as an instru-
ment of actually improving teaching quality is still being
hotly debated (Mitterauer et al. (eds.) 2016). It is only
when these are embedded in official feedback loops and
controlling mechanisms that ensure information is passed
and acted upon that evaluations become effective.

The second legislative pillar in German higher education
is the higher education law (Hochschulgesetz), which
each of Germany's 16 federal states have passed. These
determine the structures, commissions and posts which
state-financed institutions are obliged to establish and
follow. One example of federal differences is in the defi-
nition of the person at the head of an HEI: the president
or Rektor. Presidents may be elected from outside of
academia, whereas Rektors are chosen from within the
ranks of an institution’s own professors (Kluth 2013). In
both cases, however, it is the institution's Senate which
is the ultimate governing body shaping the direction and
future of the HEI in question. Because of Lidnder diffe-
rences, it is not possible therefore to provide an overall
assessment of German HE! governance structures, which
can vary. Some HEls, for example, are even able to ope-
rate successfully without chancellors, who elsewhere are
responsible for all administrative personnel. One disad-
vantage to non-chancellor systems, however, is that
there may be less engagement with staff development.
German HEls are admittedly less able to stipulate which
training an academic staff member should pursue be-
cause of academic freedom, which disallows specific re-
gulations over and above those given in the Hochschul-
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gesetz. In terms of assessing applicant professors and
the quality of their teaching, which is not regulated by
any national authorities, many applications now require
some form of evidence of engagement with HE teaching
pedagogy and other skills (teaching certification) and
evidence of good teaching evaluations also. However,
such certificates can vary in both content and quality as
there is no national body that checks certification to en-
sure compatability of standards (cf. fellowship of Higher
Education Academy in Britain). The influx of new digital
learning methods and techniques in German HE, as else-
where, too, has also meant that teaching staff need to
familiarise themselves with new teaching methods (e.g.
flipped classroom etc.), also in consideration of whether
learning aims are in so-called alignment with course
contents and the acquisition of competences (Biggs/
Tang 2011).

A fairly recent innovation in the German HE sector has
been the introduction of various pacts, contracts and
target agreements (Zielvereinbarungen), which might be
viewed as a form of external contractual HE steering.
The states of Baden-Wiirttemberg, Lower Saxony and
Berlin were the first to introduce target agreements in
2004, which have since been adopted by the whole ter-
tiary sector. HEls in the state of Hesse, for example, de-
fined their next set of targets for 2016-2020, comprising
the following types5:

Pacts: These are agreed upon at national level between
the state and all of its HEIs concurrently, usually for a pe-
riod of up to 10 years. A well-known recent example is
the Qualititspakt Lehre (Teaching Quality Pact, 2011-
2020, with a budget of 2 billion Euros), which is aiming
to improve the standard of teaching in all German HEls.
HEls apply competitively for the funding of projects in
support of this target.6

Contracts: These have target agreement character, which
are signed by individual HEIs and their respective minis-
try. They can include all HEIs in the state, but are indivi-
dually signed, and can encompass the finances of the
whole institution.

Target agreements: These are agreed upon by individual
HEIls and their ministry, but do not encompass the finan-
ces of the whole institution, but pertain to only a few
specific targets (K6nig et al. 2003/2004, p. 2).7

Pacts have forced the Germany’s HE sector into a quasi-
market for competitive additional funding, and larger
HEls have been more successful at first bid stage than
smaller counterparts, because they usually have greater
internal support mechanisms available to help them
through the application process. Although pacts such as

5 see Hesse state website for 2016-2020 HEI/Ministry targets: https://wis
senschaft.hessen.de/wissenschaft/hochschulpolitik/zielvereinbarungen/zie
Ivereinbarungen-und-ergaenzende

6 In the first round until 2016, 186 HEIs received funding, including 78 uni-
versities. In the second round until 2020 156 HEis were supported, inclu-
ding 71 universities. See http://www.qualitaetspakt-lehre.de/de/qualitat-
von-hochschullehre-und-studienbedingungen-verbessern-1764.php

7 see Kénig/Schmidt/Kley (2003/2004) Zielvereinbarungen und Vertrige
zur externen Hochschulsteuerung in Deutschland, Institut fir Hochschul-
forschung Wittenberg, p. 2.
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the Teaching Quality Pact do put a focus on developing a
particular aspect of HE, there is a certain amount of was-
tage in the system, with any number of HEls developing
instruments which are almost identical to each other,
even if this does help institutional development overall.
Another element that has been of considerable impact in
German higher education was the German Universities
Excellence Initiative (Exzellenzinitiative), which was intro-
duced in 2005-20068. Former German chancellor Ger-
hard Schréder initiated the process in 2004 when he first
used the word 'elite’ when talking about the prospect of
some German HEls becoming as famous and successful as
those in the UK or in the US (e.g. Ivy League) (Palfrey-
man/Tapper 2009). At the time this proposal was highly
controversial as most German universities had until then
all been regarded as essentially the same and any notions
of elitism still smacked of negative undertones from the
Second World War. However, with growing competition
through globalization and the internationalization of HE,
the introduction of the Exzellenzinitiative thrust German
higher education into a nationwide competition for speci-
fic research funding (research projects, graduate clusters
etc.). Elite status was granted to only a handful of HEIs,
with much otherwise excellent research in some long-
established and world-famous ancient universities so far
failing to make the cut.
The Excellence Initiative is currently being modified into
a permanent Excellence Strategy, which from 2018 on-
wards will see HEls receiving a total of €533 mil. per
annum (hitherto €80 mil.) on an ongoing basis. Funding
will be shared by state (75%) and individual Ldnder
(25%) (BMBF website). However, although HEIls that
have received funding benefit not only from the money
and the label, this does not mean that they are excellent
in every domain. In Britain, an institution that has been
granted top marks in the QAA, REF and TEF (see next
section) may lay a more robust claim to being truly ex-
cellent, as the label excellent in Germany only pertains
to particular research being conducted in a handful of
institutions. Much German research that is undoubtedly
of worldwide importance does not carry such a label and
it is arguable whether the label will be of any further im-
pact within the German HE sector. indeed, it is debata-
ble whether the initiative has really achieved its aim of
creating a small cluster of ‘world-class' research institu-
tions (Imboden Commission 2016). It remains to be
seen whether those HEIls granted 'excellent’ status will
improve their world rankings or enjoy long-term bene-
fits. For students the label actually seems fairly irrelevant
as the quality of research is not of immediate concern
when seeking out a university for a first degree. The no-
tion of branding, therefore, and its wider implications,
stili needs further exploration.
The rise in various forms of national competition for ad-
ditional HE funding has been of major impact in German
higher education, and improvements to teaching quality
have been achieved, which can be directly measured in
terms of how many students successfully complete their
degrees within the expected timeframe. At local level,
some HEls also choose to distribute funding to acade-
mics who have displayed high quality (leistungsorien-
" tierte Mittelvergabe — LOM), as it is thought that such
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incentives motivates towards higher quality in teaching
or research. However, in his investigation of the effect of
LOM on professors and the quality of their work Tadsen
(2017) has concluded that many additional non-mone-
tary elements play a fundamental role motivating indivi-
duals to be good at what they do.

The success of students has already been mentioned and
the effects of the Bologna Process (Nickel 2011), with
the introduction of Bachelor and Masters degree pro-
grammes, are even now being felt in German academia,
which was reluctant to make the transition from Magis-
ter and Diploma qualifications to Bachelor and Master
degrees (Pick 2008). The entire sector was forced to exa-
mine issues of curricula and workload, with many de-
gree programmes initially overloaded with too much
material. Numerous processes came under scrutiny and
various aspects of New Public Management such as
benchmarking, project management and service-orien-
tation introduced (Schimank/Lange 2009). Considering
that most of Germany's university administrators are
civil servants, this was a major change and required a pa-
radigm change in some cases where the will to reform
was absent.

In this context it is also appropriate to mention the ef-
fects of programme accreditation, an official seal of ap-
proval for all EU degree programmes, and more recently
and influentially a different form of external accredita-
tion — system accreditation — whereby an HEI's quality
assurance system in its entirety is externally assessed.
Whereas programme accreditation merely checks
whether minimal quality standards are being maintained
at course level, HEls preparing for system accreditation
are required to present their quality management sys-
tems and show that their own internal checks and ba-
lances in all areas of teaching and learning are sufficient
to maintain or surpass minimal quality standards. This
form of accreditation allows HEIs to take on responsibi-
lity for their own accreditation practices. As a result,
German HEls have developed a number of different
forms of quality management systems dependent on the
individual institution. There is a clear autonomy gain
and concomitant increase of individualism, as no two
QM systems are identical. Although system accredita-
tion requires a far greater amount of effort by the whole
institution and it takes up to eight years before an HEI
can submit an application to enter the system accredita-
tion process, the benefits are that the whole HEI be-
comes deeply involved with quality issues overall, not
just at local programme level, and the process of apply-
ing for system accreditation encourages greater institu-
tional identity, a characteristic previously less apparent
in German HEls.

Although ministries are the major funding bodies and
HEIs have to report back on the manner in which they
operate and fulfil any aims which have been mutually
agreed upon, and although some HEls have gained more
autonomy over their management by undertaking sys-
tem accreditation, some states, e.g. North-Rhine-West-

I's See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/German_Universities_Excellence_lnitiative
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falia, have recently had their higher education law modi-
fied to increase ministerial influence again. One example
here can be seen in §16, paragraph 1a, which was al-
tered in 2015, which states that if an HEI does not fulfil
its planning duties, the ministry is entitled to carry out
planning either entirely or in part.? '

Finally, rankings have become an established part of the
German higher education arena and for some HEls they
have become significant as higher ranks can generate
more interest, both in terms of recruiting the most able
students, but also in terms of recruiting particularly able
academic staff and funding. Osterloh & Frey (2015) have,
however, cast a negative view on rankings and their abili-
ty to reveal the actual quality of any HEI. Although some
HEls, such as the larger institutions in Munich (LMU &
TUM), appear in the top 100 HEIs worldwide, due to the
financial restraints of being predominantly state-fi-
nanced, there are limits as to how strategic German HEls
can be in terms of recruiting the best academic staff,
which will be of immediate impact on publications, re-
search collaborations and therefore rankings overall.
Anglo-Saxon HEls seem able to pursue far more strategic
goals here, a point Osterley/Frey (2015, p. 69) comment
on as prestigious academics have been known to be
*bought in" prior to various audit or assessment phases.
Some HEls therefore seem more able to play the rankings
game than others. German HEls nonetheless perform
fairly well, in spite of financial limitations. In terms of
system strength, for example, they rank as third in the
world after the US and the UK (QS Higher Education
System Strength Rankings 2016; Hazelkorn 2017)10.

The British HE context: past events, present
dilemmas, future directions ‘

Since the Middle Ages British universities have enjoyed a
long history of independence and autonomy, and many
are today rated among the leading universities world-
wide, both in terms of the quality of their research, but
also their teaching (e.g. Oxford, Cambridge, University
College London, Imperial College London). In Great Bri-
tain, as elsewhere up until the 1980s, higher education
remained for a small proportion of the school-leaving po-
pulation, and only the best students were successful in
the application process. In 1950, for example, only 17
300 students were granted first degrees, however, by
2010/2011 this figure had risen to 331 0001, The in-
crease (‘massification’) is similar to the situation in Ger-
many, where student numbers have increased dramati-
cally in line with political interest in expanding the tertiary
sector and providing a more highly-skilled workforce.

In order to become degree-awarding institutions, British
universities require a Royal Charter, which is granted fol-
lowing consultation by the Privy Council of the United
Kingdom if there is sufficient confidence in the quality of
the programmes being provided. This was the case for all
pre-1992 HEls. In 1992 the Further and Higher Educa-
tion Act made all the existing polytechnics into universi-
ties, which became known as the post-1992 universities.
Funding for all of these institutions was centrally reguia-
ted by HEFCE (Higher Education Funding Council). All
HEls are able to set their own standards and determine
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how academic their courses are. This means that there
are differences in standard between degrees awarded by
different universities, although ultimately, of course, the
degree awarded is either a Bachelor, Master or Doctor-
ate. Unlike the German system which in principle allows
anyone with an Abitur into higher education, entry to
higher education in Great Britain is not a foregone con-
clusion and remains a competitive process'2. As places
are offered by each programme and institution individu-
ally, HEIs advertise the minimum grade levels they ex-
pect applicants to fulfil, and school-leavers can then
identify how academic or competitive the application
process will be and make decisions accordingly. Under-
graduate applicants may only apply to five HEls via the
national UCAS portal'3, and if they are fortunate they
will be offered places in all five. In Germany, by contrast,
it has been known for applicants to apply to all universi-
ties offering a particular course (40 or more).

Academic standards in Great Britain have long been for-
malized and maintained by institutions themselves and
from 1991-1996 there were two common forms of qua-
lity assessment in the non-private tertiary sector4: sub-
ject review and academic audit. During the audit proce-
dure institutions prepare a self-evaluation document in
which they comment on their academic processes and
structures and the areas in which they are doing well,
but more importantly on those in which they have iden-
tified problems or deficits, alongside goals and instru-
ments for improving the situation. The document is as-
sessed and then the institution visited by auditors who
then prepare a report on their findings.1> From 1997 on-
wards and following on from recommendations by the
Joint Planning Group for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education in 1996 the two strands were united under a
single independent body: the Quality Assurance Agency
(QAA)6. The QAA is predominantly financed by HE pro-
viders in all four nations of Great Britain, who contract
its services to conduct external peer reviews of academic
standards and quality on their behalf. HEIs must comply
with the QAA’s Quality Code, which has been deve-
joped and is recognized by the entire British higher edu-
cation sector. Since its inception, the QAA has also
made recommendations to the Privy Council in advance
of conferral of new Royal Charters.

!9

See Gesetz liber die Hochschulen des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen (Hoch-
schulgesetz — HQ), p. 25: ,Kommt die Hochschule dieser Planungspflicht
nicht fristgerecht nach, so kann das Ministerium die Planung ganz oder
teilweise selbst durchfithren.” https://www.uni-bielefeld.de/Universitaet
/Ueberblick/.../HG-Vergleich-alt-neu.pdf

10 gee https://www.topuniversities.com/system-strength-rankings/2016 for
details.

11 See Education: Historical statistics, House of Commons Library, for de-
tails: researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/.../SN04252.pdf

124¢ grades are not reached, then students can enter 'clearing’ and receive
offers from other HEls which have available places.

13 See UCAS website for details: https://www.ucas.com/

14 private and independent tertiary institutions are accredited by the British
Accreditation Council, which is a member of ENQA.

15 see http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/institutionalAudit/handbook2006/de
fault.asp for audit methodology.

16 5ee http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en for further details.
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Whereas HEls were audited on a fixed-term basis,
following a 2011 UK government White Paper ‘Students
at the Heart of the System’ it was proposed that external
quality assurance should be guided by the past record of
each HEI: a 'risk-based approach’. A most recent exam-
ple of revision can be witnessed in the new approach to
quality assessment which is being introduced in England
and Northern Ireland from 2017-2018. This will give re-
viewers a far more differentiated approach which takes
the individuality of each HEI better into account: “pro-
portionate, risk-based and grounded in the mission and
context of an individual university or college and the
composition of its student body" (QAA website).?” One
of the main criticisms of past audit processes overall had
been that institutions were not always being audited by
external reviewers who were on the same level as those
they were auditing — a moot point, which was corrected
in fater audit rounds.

Most higher education research funding in Great Britain
is provided by four bodies: HEFCE (England), the Scot-
tish Funding Council, HEFCW (Wales), and the Depart-
ment of the Economy (Northern Ireland). The quality of
research in Britain was first reviewed in a process — Re-
search Assessment Exercise (RAE) - first undertaken
from 1986 every five years on behalf of the four funding
bodies. Individual subjects were assessed and ranked by
subject specialists, with research statements submitted
from 37 subject areas with five selected research out-
puts. This was later expanded to allow two outputs per
researcher, and 152 subject areas. Depending on the re-
spective position gained, research funding would then
be allocated accordingly. According to the House of
Commons Science and Technology Report (2002) the
RAE, although not perfect, “stimulated universities into
managing their research".

Between 2008-2013 the system was replaced by the im-
pact evaluation known as the Research Excellence
Framework (REF). Here, individual academics and de-
partments submitted their five self-selected best papers,
which were then graded into four star (world-leading in
originality, significance and rigour) to unclassified (quality
that falls below the standard nationally recognized) in
terms of their impact, which was defined as "an effect
on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture,
public policy or services, health, the environment or qua-
lity of life, beyond academia” (HEFCE)."8 One of the first
main issues with the REF was that smaller, less academic
HEls were disadvantaged. If they were unable to produce
publications of sufficient impact, then they would receive
less funding, which in turn would lead to less research
output etc. A negative spiral therefore. In the latest
2016/2017 HEFCE allocation of REF funding, Oxford
University receives 165mil. GBP, and a dozen HElIs at the
other end of the scale get a few tens of thousands. Ano-
ther point was that impact cannot necessarily be deter-
mined alone in a metrics-based system. If all research is
conducted with a view to creating social impact, then va-
rious forms of research would be completely redundant
and not worthy of funding, for example. The system
therefore came under intensive review from 2010 and
the format of the second Research Excellence Framework
is still under consultation, with results pending.
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The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) was deve-
loped in England only by the Department of Education
and introduced to “build evidence about the perfor-
mance of the UK's world-class higher education sector
(HEFCE 2017)%9. As such it is designed to provide evi-
dence to prospective students about the quality of
teaching in any given HEI which has undergone the TEF.
It is a completely voluntary instrument and only addres-
ses the quality of undergraduate teaching, but already in
the first TEF 2017 results, which was trialled in 2016, a
total of 295 HEIs took part, receiving gold, silver or
bronze ratings, with a further number granted provisional
TEF rating as there had been insufficient data received for
full rating. The TEF draws on national data (National Stu-
dent Survey) and evidence provided by each HEI includ-
ing a detailed report about its teaching policy, practice
and student support structures. It examines three areas:
teaching quality, the learning environment and the edu-
cational and professional outcomes achieved by stu-
dents. TEF ratings are awarded for up to three years and
can help students to choose which HE provider they
wish to apply for. Unlike the outcomes of the REF, which
have a direct impact on the amount of funding provided
by HEFCE, the TEF is a slightly different mechanism:
those HEls, which have undergone the process, may be
able to increase tuition fees in line with inflation. How-
ever, depending on political developments in the UK,
which are at present volatile and uncertain, tuition fees
themselves may possibly be abolished in the future,
which would have a fundamental impact once more on
the way higher education is managed (Labour Party ma-
nifesto 2017)20.

There has been some resistance to the idea of the TEF,
as HEIs are aware that they may lack effective quality-
control mechanisms with regards their teaching,
because middle-management at departmental level
may be weak, whatever may exist at the top of the
managerial hierarchy by way of PVCs?! elaborating on
teaching quality and producing various policy papers
for presentation to visiting quality-audit teams (and for
‘gaming’ these audit and assessment processes). In
spite of such misgivings, however, 295 HEls have
chosen to participate in the first trial round, so while
appearing to increase pressure on the chalk-face
academic, the TEF may, in fact; be welcomed by rank-
and-file lecturers as requiring corporatist management
to properly resource undergraduate teaching in order
to deliver over 3-4 years the package of teaching and
assessment promised in HEI marketing and enshrined
in the contract-to-educate.

Although HEls in Great Britain have seemed autono-
mous in terms of how they design, finance and manage

I See http://www.hefce.ac.uk/reg/QualityAssessment/
18 see http://www.hefce.ac.uk/rsrch/REFimpact/
19 See  http://www.hefce.ac.uk/news/newsarchive/2017/Name,114556,en.
html for further details.
20 interestingly, some 'top’ REF HEIs have been awarded only bronze in the
2017 TEF.

27 pro-Vice-Chancellors (PVCs) are responsible for all student, research and
teaching matters and are therefore key to developing the institution overall.
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their courses, the entire system of quality assessment
using the QAA, REF, and now TEF (Teaching Excellence
Framework) exemplifies that British academics have be-
come amongst the most monitored in the world, as
these various instruments assess quality in academic
structures and management, research and now teaching,
which is done at national level. Since the entire British
HE sector is fee-paying, the student role has evolved
into that of consumer, who is buying into a product,
namely the gaining of knowledge and acquisition of
skills, in order to receive value for money which includes
not only academic administrative services, but the quali-
ty of teaching in particular. This changed perception of
student identity is apparent in other countries, too,
where governments and taxpayers have also been re-
treating from providing HE as a free public good in the
context of its costly massification over recent decades
(Heller/Callender (eds.) 2013). The cost burden is being
progressively passed to the student (and his/her family)
since the graduate is now seen as receiving a significant
private benefit and hence as having personally to 'invest’
in his/her higher education. Essentially, countries have
to face as a public policy issue whether to take the route
of continuing the under-funding of an over-crowded and
(perhaps over-)expanded, mass HE system as a free
public good (e.g. Germany), or share the cost burden of
HE between the taxpayer and the student/family by
injecting tuition fee income so as to better finance insti-
tutions in the age of mass HE (in England at GBP 9 000
annual tuition fees).

A most recent change to British higher education which
awaits implementation is the Office of Students, a new
regulatory body, which was established in law by the
Higher Education and Research Act 2017. It will become
active in 2018 and will replace HEFCE and OFFA (Office
for Fair Access), thereby putting the student at the heart
of the higher education system.

N.B. David Palfreyman is a Board Member both of
HEFCE and of the OfS. The views expressed in this article
should not be taken as either HEFCE or OfS policy.

Lessons to be learnt from German-British
perspectives?

The Bologna Process (Germany), marketization forces
(GB), quality management and assurance and New Public
Management (Germany and GB), specific initiatives,
pacts and target agreements (Germany) and HE ranking
systems (worldwide) have been of profound impact in
German and British higher education. They have all con-
tributed to making academics consider their activities in
teaching and research in a new light. Even German pro-
fessors, who occasionally still summon the ghost of Hum-
boldt as justification for claiming freedom in teaching or
research, are nonetheless bound by higher education
laws, the fulfilment of Bologna requirements, or the deci-
sions of funding bodies, which on average only release
money to ca. 20% of all research applications (cf. DFG).
The quality of their work is today being rightfully exa-
mined not only at local, HE! level, but also at national
level, as both research and teaching is predominantly
financed by the German taxpayer.
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If we consider the extent to which higher education in
Great Britain is managed today, it seems that practically
every area of activity is under national scrutiny. How-
ever, if academia seems disinclined to engage in reflec-
tion on the quality of its activities, it should be reminded
of Dill's words: “If the professoriate is to insist, and | be-
lieve we must, on the need for academic autonomy,
then we must also offer convincing evidence to each
other and to the larger public that our collegial proces-
ses for the maintenance of academic standards are vigo-
rous and valid.” (Dill. D., in Barnett, R. (ed.) 2005, p.
178). In this respect, academia and society in general
needs robust evidence on the quality of research and
teaching domains in particular. The revision of various
audit processes in Britain and especially in England dis-
plays an ongoing, healthy and robust review system of
these processes in a fast-moving environment. If review
systems are finely-tuned and adaptive, and if they ac-
tually present data which stands up to academic scru-
tiny, then these systems should prove enduring. Natio-
nal systems for systematic review appear a useful me-
chanism if they are capable of differentiating between
types of institution and missions present, thereby mea-
suring only like with like. Admittedly, the capital and
knowledge provided by HE degrees of various kinds still
remain difficult to quantify or measure. While attempts
have been made to quantify income gains post HE quali-
fication, for example (Conlan/Patrignani 2011; Walker/
Zhu 2013), a main part of what HE offers are aspects of
personality development that do not lend themselves
well to precise measurement. HE funding bodies and the
greater public in general can only be given reliable data
to a given extent, which helps them to make decisions
on the support or maintenance of each respective
system. It is therefore the ongoing duty of these systems
to ensure that their forms of measurement remain as
precise as possible, but also flexible.

Due to the efforts of independent national bodies such
as the Higher Education Academy (HEA) in Great
Britain, which champions teaching excellence in higher
education, not just in GB, but across the globe, the qua-
lity of teaching staff has been supported at national
level, and fellowships granted by this body have
become labels which stand for good quality. Today,
many incoming British academics (teaching) already
have Associate Fellowship status. If we examine
German teaching certificates from 16 federal states, it is
all but impossible to judge whether the quality of each
certificate is comparable or what it really says about
any given individual. Arguably, the impact of these
certificates on decisions regarding professorships, for
example, remains rather low by comparision. A national
system in Germany could possibly help to provide more
confidence in the quality of incoming teaching staff, or
give added value to those aiready within the system if
they proceed through a certification process.

Even without national systems of review, the German HE
sector has certainly shifted toward more managerialism,
thereby improving teaching quality and complexity re-
duction in administrative processes, many of which have
been reviewed in the run-up to an HEI undergoing sys-
tem accreditation. HEls have developed their individual
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QM systems, which include checks on the quality of
teaching and administration, a process which usually
leads to the entire institution taking ownership for the
instruments involved and the monitoring of quality
overall. Taking ownership may make it more likely that
internal checks will be better accepted and become part
of the institutional fabric. However, the quality of re-
search in Germany remains nebulous and at present
there are no undertakings to introduce a system of qua-
lity review over and above those which already examine
funding applications on the basis of a promise of quali-
ty research. HEls are introducing quality management
systems for research, sometimes in compliance with
ministerial demands; however, it is not judicious to
simply superimpose international variables such as im-
pact factor, publications, citations or research output
upon all HEls, as this will not necessarily take subject-
specific academic culture or the individual HEI into
account. Reviews of the quality of research need to be
conducted with a much finer filter than is presently
being undertaken. Nonetheless, as was the case in the
2002 review of the RAE which confirmed that HEIs
were at least now managing their research better, Ger-
man efforts to create research quality management pro-
grammes seem destined to lead to a quality discourse,
which may itself be fruitful and improve research quali-
ty and research management overall, a debate which
has been conducted in Great Britain since the RAE and
REF were first implemented. The next few years will
witness individual QM systems coming under mid-term
evaluation, followed by re-accreditation, and adapta-
tions to ongoing systems may ensue.

Although it is still too early to state with any confidence
what impact the Brexit process may have on either Bri-
tish or German HE, a political decision which has so far
not been mentioned in this article, it is estimated that
many EU academics who are presently based in Britain
will return to their home countries. Equally, there are
growing indications that British graduates are consider-
ing or actively seeking employment outside of Britain as
a direct result of Brexit (Manchester University Graduate
Survey 2017). Furthermore, research collaborations be-
tween Europe and British counterparts, may be put on
hold, or cancelled. At very least, until the terms of Brexit
are made clear, decisions will already be made long
ahead of 2019, and these may prove to be of consider-
able impact upon HE in both countries, with possible
gains to be made by the influx of returners to continen-
tal Europe and losses to be made as British academics
seek to fill the gaps left by departing colleagues. Both
scenarios are tentative; however, it does seem possible
that British HE and the wider society is possibly set for a
rather large brain drain.

in conclusion then, both German and British HE systems
have autonomy at their heart. Governments on both
sides of the Channel promote this credo, but have diffe-
rent approaches to supporting it. Britain has adopted
national mechanisms of funding and quality assurance,
whereas Germany has adopted a more individualistic
approach. Research funding in Britain is released en bloc
to HEls, who may then determine themselves how to
distribute the money. German academics are in a system
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of individual submission, which can be a hindrance to
innovation if research proposals, especially those that
span different disciplines, are not fully understood by re-
viewing committees, which in Germany tend to be
strongly discipline-orientated. German academic peer
review might benefit from more flexibility here, where
the overriding principle should be: expansion of know-
ledge, possibly coupled with societal benefit.
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