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Following a long period of common history with
the other western countries, universities in France
experienced a major break when they were closed
in 1793 due to the French Revolution. The universities were revived only partially following the
Revolution in the form of isolated faculties and
were closely watched by the political powers of
the time. The re-emergence of real universities
turned out to be difﬁcult in a context
corresponding to the massiﬁcation of higher
education.

A Long Common Past with European
Universities
In the early years of the eighteenth century, universities were corporations, i.e., communities that
gathered professors and students around franchises. The oldest Paris University statuses were
found in 1215. The academics of the time placed
themselves under the direct protection of the

Papacy, reducing the right of the local elites
(bishops, princes, the king) to interfere. Considered to be an association of defence and mutual
aid, the university gave its members a guarantee of
judicial privileges that could protect them from
the arbitrary decisions of the civil power while
offering them the right to elect their representatives. At that time, there was no real operational
separation between secondary and higher
education – students entered the Faculty of Arts
at the age of 14 or 15 years and over several years
they attended various courses, ending with the
French Baccalaureate. The new graduates then
became ‘real students’ and had to complete a
master’s degree or a doctorate in one of the four
faculties (Canon Law, Roman Law, Theology,
Medicine) (Verger Jacques, Les Universités au
Moyen-Age, Paris, PUF, 2013). From the end of
the ﬁfteenth century, ordinary boarding schools
originally dedicated to the grant holders of Faculties of Arts, the French ‘collèges’ (middle
schools), became high schools at which students
attended all of their courses. From this point
onwards, the Faculties of Arts tended to decline;
at the same time, universities lost autonomy and
faced growing control from the royal powers. No
major change can be observed between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, but new ideas,
especially those linked to the Enlightenment, seldom entered universities as they appear to have
remained deeply dependent on the Church. In
1789, the 22 French universities had between
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12,500 and 13,000 students within the limits of
the current territory.

The Revolutionary Break and the
Napoleonic Organisation (1793–1880)
The French Revolution was a fundamental rupture
in society that promoted the advent of a French
distinctiveness. The Convention Decree of
15 September 1793 abolished universities and
‘collèges’, which were considered symbols of
the Ancien Régime. ‘Écoles centrales’ for pupils
aged between 12 and 18 years were established to
replace ‘collèges’ and Faculties of Arts. The revolutionaries also created special schools, with set
examinations, in order to offer high-quality learning within speciﬁc ﬁelds. Thanks to that new
situation, the National Public Works Institute
(‘Ecole Centrale des Travaux Publics’)
(September 1794), which was to become the Polytechnic School (‘École Polytechnique’), and the
‘École Normale Supérieure’ for teacher training
(October 1794) were launched. Those prestigious
schools, mostly born in the Revolutionary period
(although some were created before, as was the
case of the ‘École des Ponts-et-Chaussées’ [1747]
or the ‘École des Mines’ [1783]), can be considered a French high school originality because of
the division into universities on the one hand and
high schools on the other, with their famous preparatory classes for with selection postgraduate
schools, which still attract the best students to
this day.
In fact, between 1802 and 1808, these changes
destroyed the medieval university framework and
contributed to moving the French high school
system away from the German Humboldtian university model, which is based on teaching freedom and research promotion. The Imperial
University, instituted by an Act passed on
10 May 1806 and implemented by Imperial
Decree on 17 March 1808, imposed a state
monopoly on the school system and organised a
national administrative structure. The Imperial
University was a state corporation that gathered
the whole secondary and higher education (the
‘lycées’ – French secondary schools – were

created in 1802) under the control of the Education Minister (‘Grand-Maître’) and the Regional
School Ofﬁcers (‘recteurs d’académie’).
The French high school system remained
unimproved for a long time. However, starting in
1794, health schools were restored and transformed into faculties of medicine in Paris,
followed by Montpellier and Strasbourg in 1808.
In many cities, often on the initiative of the local
administration, medicine secondary schools were
launched at this time, before becoming preparatory medicine and pharmacy schools in 1837. An
Act dated 1 March 1802 reorganised French
higher education legal studies and decided the
establishment of ten Law Schools. The reborn
Arts and Sciences faculties under the regional
education authorities remained closely related to
high schools (‘lycées’). At ﬁrst, those regional
faculties (Arts and Sciences) were in charge of
delivering diplomas, especially the baccalaureate.
Despite all Arts and Sciences faculties being composed of three to ﬁve professors, adhering to strict
statutes and offering studies speciﬁed by the State,
most had few students. Vocational faculties (Law
and Medicine) attracted more students and provided them with technical skills training. The
Napoleonic restructure strongly impacted the
French higher education system due to the
strength of the State control, which entailed disempowerment and emphasised the fragmentation
of the existing organisation into small units made
up of related subjects (the faculties). The third
characteristic of the education system consisted
of the low importance given to scientiﬁc research
within those structures that primarily focused on
juries delivering grades and on professional training. Science was not considered a priority and was
set aside in favour of practice. There were 52 faculties under the French Empire (23 dedicated to
Arts, ten to Sciences, seven to Theology, nine to
Law and three to Medicine) (Verger et al. 1986).
The French Restoration (1818–1830), which
distrusted higher education, suppressed 17 faculties of Arts and three faculties of Sciences with a
decree on 18 January 1816, but it kept and took
advantage of the centralised administrative
structure – universities were brought to heel. The
July Monarchy (1830–1848) implemented no
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fundamental transformation in the faculties’
everyday life, although it authorised the reinstatement of a few faculties. With a decree on 14 June
1854 reinforcing State power in the ﬁeld of education, Hippolyte Fortoul launched the basis of
future university development. Five Science and
three Arts faculties were restored by the decrees of
22 August 1854, with the aim of revitalising
regional university life; new faculties also
reappeared in the 1860s. In order to stimulate
free research, Victor Duruy created the School
for Higher Studies (‘École Pratique des Hautes
Études’) in 1868. In 1875, there were 69 faculties
and higher schools. However, the number of universities did not evolve until 1960, with some late
additions in the 1870s.

The Major But Unfinished Reform Under
the Third Republic (1880–1940)
From 1879 to 1880, the Third Republic
implemented an ambitious reform policy. The
Law of 12 July 1875 relating to higher education
freedom granted the right to establish free universities and promoted a mixed jury system for examinations. This was modiﬁed by the Act of
19 March 1880 which forbade Catholic faculties
from taking the name ‘university’ and ended
mixed juries. For the Republicans, as Louis
Liard – director of the French Higher Education
from 1884 to 1902 – noted, the aim was to create
“Homes for Science” (Liard, Universities and
Faculties, 1890), based on the model of the German universities, and “Homes for Public Spirit”
capable of disseminating common values among
the youth. This signiﬁcantly contributed to the
rebuilding of the nation after the disaster of the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871. The reforms
that followed were fundamental and set up a university system that remained until 1968. The
higher education budget was signiﬁcantly
increased and the faculties were relocated to new
buildings. In addition, the academic chairs were
multiplied, allowing specialised teaching (Verger
et al. 1986). However, the Republican system was
wary of the possible autonomy of universities and
the State retained the majority of the decision-
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making levers, achieving its programme of reform
within the faculties’ framework (Charle 1996;
Charle and Verger 2012).
Under this system, training programmes were
enriched and diversiﬁed with modernised examinations that enhanced the scientiﬁc content of the
chosen disciplines. Research laboratories developed and their allocated resources progressively
increased while the number of specialised institutes grew. In addition, the doctoral thesis became
a landmark in erudition. The impact of these
reforms and their economic needs entailed a signiﬁcant increase in the number of students and
staff. The strong demand for secondary education
teachers, the creation of scholarships for Bachelor’s degrees (1877) and academic graduation –
‘agrégation’ – (1881), and the growth of jobs
linked to literary studies (press, journalism, clerical occupations, etc.) or associated with the mastery of a scientiﬁc culture offered a particularly
favourable context. There were 11,204 students
enrolled in State Higher Education in 1876, growing to 29,901 in 1900–1901, 3.15% of whom were
female students. This number rose to 78,973 in
1938–1939, with 30.45% being female students.
Yet the university geography remained speciﬁc
with a very strong attraction from the Sorbonne.
The restoration of universities was a challenging
risk and remained incomplete in France from
1880 to 1968. However, a decree in 25 July
1885 endowed the faculties with legal personality
(authorisation to receive grants and bequests). In
1893, Louis Liard endowed that General Council
with legal personality. While a decree in
28 December 1885 reorganised the administrative
framework, the basic unit of university life
remained the faculty, managed by a Dean and
assisted by a Board and an Assembly. However,
the decree did open the way to an emerging collective life with the foundation of a General Council of the faculties in charge of dealing with all
daily affairs. In 1893, Louis Liard endowed that
Council with civil personality. After more than
ten years of observation, the 10 July 1896 law
authorised the return of universities in France,
each one gathering its whole regional faculties
(Musselin 2001). However, the university
remained under control and was deprived of real
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autonomy as the university council was not led by
a peer-elected President but rather by the regional
Director of Education the minister appointed. The
main decisions were channelled through Paris
while the faculty made up its basic structure. The
number of universities stayed stable at 16 for a
long time (including Algiers, but not including
Strasbourg as it had become part of the German
Empire); there were 17 universities between 1919
and 1960.

The French Universities, the First Mass
Education Period and the Impact of May
1968
There were no major modiﬁcations to the university system during the inter-war period. However,
the baby boom and the slow but real
democratisation of secondary education generated
a rise in the number of students from the 1950s. In
addition, the economy also demanded a welltrained labour pool. The numbers of students
increased from 145,000 in 1950 to 214,572 in
1960–1961, 509,898 (including the students in
Technological Institutes) in 1967–1968 and
694,800 in 1970. However, the lack of buildings,
classrooms and materials, questioning of the pedagogical methods linked to the implementation of
numerous lectures, the absence of students’ representatives on university councils and tensions
amongst the teaching staff led to signiﬁcantly
increased conﬂict within the faculties (Chapoulie
et al. 2010). To face the greater number of students, new campuses were built in the suburbs and
new faculties were constructed in the 1960s (ten
faculties surrounding Paris, 15 distributed in the
regions). New universities were also launched in
connection with the territorial needs and the local
presence of regional education authorities. In
1939, there were 24 cities with at least one university faculty and this number rose to 40 in 1968.
In the same period, youth seemed to be more
critical of the university system, which they said
favoured “the heirs” (as Bourdieu and Passeron
pointed out in Les Héritiers. Les étudiants et la
culture, Paris, éditions de Minuit, 1964) radical
politicised groups (Maoists, Trotskyists, etc.)

spread their ideologies. The reform attempts
were disputed (i.e., the Fouchet reform in 1966),
some students considering that the reforms promoted a selective model based on the same admission procedures implemented in the university
institutes of technology (Instituts universitaires
de technologie [IUT], created in 1966).
The civil unrest of May–June 1968 destroyed
the university model inherited from the nineteenth
century, requiring a rapid solution. The main purpose of the 12 November 1968 Law was to facilitate resumption of the universities. The Faure
Law rested on three principles: autonomy, multidisciplinary activities and participation. On that
basis, it marked a fundamental break in the history
of the French university. The proclaimed autonomy eliminated the former 1896 framework and
favoured the creation of a Board of Directors and
the election of a President from within that representative body. But the State did not intend to
waive its privileges. The Ministry of Education
continued to deﬁne the programmes leading to
examinations and national diplomas, and it kept
control of stafﬁng costs via the Finance Act. However, involvement was really encouraged and staff
and students’ participation was implemented in
the various elections. That new local organisation
then established the management authorities of
university departments (‘Unités d’enseignement
et de Recherche’ [UER]). These multidisciplinary
activities brought the various disciplines closer
and led to the sharing of experience and skills,
and the former sections (history, classics, mathematics, etc.) had to work together within the
departments. However, in reality, the establishment of new disciplines often remained limited.
In March 1971, 56 universities and nine university
centres had replaced the former faculties. The
Faure Law modernised the university structures
but resulted in a division of the universities
formed in 1896 into numerous units specialising
in speciﬁc disciplines (Paris I, Paris II, Paris III,
Paris IV, etc.).
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The French Universities and the Second
Mass Education Period (1980s Onwards)
The fear of facing another ‘May 1968’ could
explain the ministerial hesitation relating to a
number of reform proposals. The real power of
the university President and department managers
to make decisions decreased in favour of the various councils which regularly met and debated.
The Alain Savary Law of 26 January 1984 tried to
remedy some of the gaps noticed in the Faure Act
in order to strengthen the training provided, professionalisation and articulation of scientiﬁc
research, but did not question the inherited system
of 1968. Universities became public institutions
with scientiﬁc, cultural and professional character
(‘établissement public à caractère scientiﬁque,
culturel et professionnel’ [EPCSCP]) while the
UER were transformed into university departments. Those reforms took place in a context of
an accelerated demand for mass education. Registered students attending universities numbered
837,776 (included IUT students) in 1977–1978
and this increased hugely to reach 1,429,750 in
1998–1999 (82% of 1,748,300 students in total
were registered in post-secondary training). In
2005–2006, France had 2,275,044 students
(1,309,122 attended universities), and in
2014–2015 there were 2,470,700 students
(55.2% women) with 1,385,800 attending universities. To keep up with this situation, new local
universities were created – former substructures
of parent universities – in connection with the
University 2000 programme, which was adopted
in May 1990; the U3 M (Universities of the 3rd
Millennium) programme was launched in 1998.
Thus, the number of universities increased to 74 in
1984 and 85 in 2006. Within this development,
the inﬂuence of Paris remained fundamental
(26.2% of French students were located in the
Ile-de-France region in 2014–2015). As a consequence, the university landscape was divided into
numerous entities.
Reinforced by free-market and classiﬁcation
logic, a merging process took place between
local universities and, as a consequence, the number of universities slowly decreased to 71 in 2016.
At the same time, a process of federation began,
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more or less focused on a regional area. The aim
was to encourage education institutions to merge
within the Research and Higher Education Centres (‘Pôles de recherche et d’enseignement supérieur’ [PRES]) established by the Research Law
enacted in 2006 and the Campus Programme
(2008). More recently, there has been a federation
process taking place within the Communities of
Universities and High Schools (‘Communauté
d’Universités et d’établissements’ [COMUE]) as
a result of the Law on Higher Education and
Scientiﬁc Research (2013). Today, the practical
work of these superstructures remains very
complex.
French universities face several challenges
today. The ﬁrst challenge consists of the shared
endeavour to enhance students’ performance
although an enduring tradition of non-selective
admission for higher learning (except for rare
disciplines) is promoted. That principle is at the
heart of the high failure rate for Bachelor’s
degrees. There is also a major challenge relating
to the professionalisation and diversiﬁcation of
training but the situation seems to be improving.
The focus should be on a new economic model
that is less dependent on State subsidies and based
more on calls for projects and on the search for
private or international support. Finally, the challenge of governance remains. At this level, the
French management model, characterised by
strong State supervision, is gradually evolving as
a result of the growing demand for empowerment.
The implementation of a contractual partnership
policy between the State and the universities,
enforced from 1989, can be considered a landmark decision. With these agreements, which
encourage new dynamics within universities by
leading them to develop speciﬁc and adapted policies, the French universities become more and
more heterogeneous.
At an institutional level, three major objectives
relating to reform were pursued in this period.
First, since 1989 and emphasised by the Bologna
Process in June 1999, the construction of a
European university area, with free movement
granted to graduates and leading to the reform of
the
Bachelor–Master–Doctorate
structure
(‘Licence–Master–Doctorat’ [LMD]) and the
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adoption of the European Credits Transfer System
(ECTS), provided a useful means for monitoring
the curricula and standardising the diplomas. The
second objective consisted of strengthening the
research structures and teams, resulting in a very
competitive system that required a restructuring of
laboratories and the ﬁnancing terms of projects.
Thirdly, the reinforcement of the autonomous
power of universities, following the logic of
‘New Public Management’, inevitably questioned
the role of the State. The very controversial Liberties and Responsibilities of University Act of
10 August 2007 (known as the ‘LRU’ or the
‘Pécresse Law’) changed the governance of universities by awarding them more autonomy in the
management of their ﬁnances and human
resources. The Act also granted more powers to
the university President and the Board of Directors, the number of members of which was
reduced. At the same time, universities were
invited to adopt ‘broad power and responsibilities’ (‘responsabilités et compétences élargies’
[RCE]), with increased budget autonomy.

The world has changed and the centralised
Napoleonic University seems to be more and
more distant. . .
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Definition
Russian university tradition is a combination of
ideas, university models, and practices, that were
implemented during the historical development
of higher education in Russia.

Introduction
The Russian university tradition is complex. It
combines several patterns of higher education
development and ideas about what constitutes a
university. As the term “tradition” usually refers
to the perceptions of the past, the national university tradition therefore represents a sophisticated
product of reﬂections and opinions (Vishlenkova
2014; Vishlenkova and Dmitriev 2013).
It would not be appropriate to consider the
Russian university tradition as the outcome of a
continuous evolutionary development. It is rather
the cumulative result of several periods, which
represented alternatives to each other. However,
at least one peculiarity remained constant
throughout the history of the Russian university:

its coherence with the state (e.g., Clark 1983,
pp. 98–99), and whatever goals the latter might
have had at any given time. The issues of university autonomy and these institutions’ role vis-avis the government and society were central to
most transformations of the higher education system (Avrus 2001; Vishlenkova and Dmitriev
2013). This main feature has prevailed despite
the fact that the Russian Empire and the Soviet
Union had each integrated several countries with
their own traditions of higher learning (the Baltics
and Central Asia).
Russia missed the “mediaeval” stage in its
university development. The delay in establishing
the ﬁrst universities (in comparison with Europe)
might be explained by such foundations not having been a necessity for the state. Yet, with the
gradual expansion of the university idea, it arrived
in Russia at the same time as many other “foreign”
ideas appeared in the country (Andreev 2009,
p. 89).
This entry covers three periods between the
key historical milestones that have shaped the
development of higher education in Russia.
The ﬁrst part considers ideas of the university
from its creation to the last days of the Russian
Empire. The European concept of a university
was imported over 300 years ago but it would
ﬁrst take on recognizable form in the second half
of the eighteenth century (Andreev 2005, p. 110).
In the nineteenth century, Humboldtian principles
converged with the Napoleonic emphasis on educating a bureaucracy (Charle 2004, p. 52), and
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with strong reference to the sociopolitical requirements of the Russian Empire. The next part presents how the Revolution turned the university
idea in a new direction. The Bolsheviks
reconceptualized the role of higher education
with regard to the goals of social engineering
and nation-building (Froumin et al. 2014). By
second half of the 1930s, the system had
expanded and gained most of the features of the
Soviet model: full central government control,
narrow specialization of entities, embeddedness
in national industrial structure, vocationalism,
and detachment of research from most of higher
education institutions. The third part refers to
university development after the collapse of the
USSR. Massiﬁcation and marketization as well as
the radical reforms changed the institutional landscape and the made the character of the Russian
university tradition more dispersed. Final summary provides some concluding remarks and
reﬂections.

Adoption of the University Idea
Despite several previous attempts to establish
higher learning institutions (e.g., the SlavoGreco-Latin Academy), the start of the university
tradition refers to the foundation of the Academic
University in Saint Petersburg. It was opened in
1724 by decree of Peter the Great, the Russian
Emperor, who was keen on reforms based on
European ideas. The Academic University and
the Gymnasium were parts of a new larger
establishment – the Academy of Science, which
engaged several famous scholars from Europe
(e.g., Daniel Bernoulli and Leonhard Euler).
Thus, it would be accurate to consider it a protouniversity, as the institution ﬁrst of all represented
the educational function that had been assigned to
the Academy (Andreev 1998). It was more the
graduate school that helped to disseminate the
ideas of modern science in Russia and train the
ﬁrst Russian-born scholars, though. The university existed formally until 1766, but did not
become a model for higher learning in Russia
due to the lack of demand and its insufﬁcient
scale.
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In 1754, the Russian scientist Mikhail
Lomonosov (a graduate of the Academic University and former visiting student at Marburg University), together with the inﬂuential member of
the imperial court Ivan Shuvalov, convinced the
Empress Elizabeth to establish a university in
Moscow based on a foreign model. Moscow University, established in 1755, became the landmark
of the Russian higher learning idea and managed
to sustain its primary role throughout the
entire national university history. The university’s
ﬁrst Statute reﬂected various traditions of
existing European universities (Andreev 2005,
pp. 110–12). For the ﬁrst ﬁve decades, the university had to overcome such obstacles as the lack of
faculty and low demand in society, which considered it the “Tsarina’s toy.” It later managed to
expand gradually and gain in prestige and power.
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the
government opened new universities in Derpt
(now Tartu, Estonia), Kharkov (now in the
Ukraine), Kazan, and Saint Petersburg. However,
at the beginning of the 1820s, these universities
were still rather small, with the average number of
students reaching 100, except for at Moscow University (700 students) (Avrus 2001, p. 17). The
university statute (1804) provided them with signiﬁcant autonomy (for instance, the election of
professors) (Avrus 2001, pp. 13–15). At the
same time, the statute brought the universities
into the government hierarchy, making them the
centers of the education districts in their respective countries and their rectors – heads of districts
(Andreev 2009, p. 292).
The model of the Prussian university (see The
German University Tradition), already so remarkable at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
provided the benchmark for the Russian government in its development of a university system.
The basic deﬁning element of this model, the
uniﬁcation of teaching and research, took root in
Russia. Nevertheless, as in certain other places
around Europe, the model was localized with
regard to national particularity and the monarch’s
vision on the purposes of higher learning. Therefore, the Napoleonic model, with its centralized
bureaucratic structures, direct orientation toward
the future workplace (as in the case of the Grands
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Écoles), and control over curriculum, also found
its representation in the practice of building a
national university tradition (Andreev 2005).
From that time, the basic feature of the emerging
university system was its incorporation in the
state’s bureaucracy. For instance, the opportunity
to embark on the career path of a public servant,
avoiding the traditional military route, attracted
people to university. The primary orientation of
graduates to public service, an element of the
French model, maintained a certain contradiction
in the Russian universities all the way through the
tsarist period (Charle 2004, p. 52; Andreev 2009,
pp. 292–93).
Hence, the government often considered universities as centers of opposition, and occasionally tried to oppress the liberty of their professors
and administration. With seven universities
spread out around the country, Nicholas I began
his reign with an offensive launched against the
universities on behalf of the conservatives.
Increasing government control led to the change
of regulations developed by the minister of education Sergei Uvarov. He was the author of
famous the policies maxim: Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationalism. The main reforms of
1830–1840 brought uniﬁcation of university life
as well as in the broader life of the country. That
was the time, when the state started to regard
universities as a system (Vishlenkova and
Dmitriev 2013). Elimination of international
recruitment of professors came along with an
increase in long-term academic internships abroad
for Russian professors. Faculty members also
obtained the status of high-level public ofﬁcials.
By the second half of the century, the university
system had increased enrolment and strengthened
its role in the national elite and the state in general.
Yet, revolutions in Europe and new revelations of
potential dangers ended up bringing a new wave
of assaults on universities, decreasing their autonomy and forcing changes to the curriculum
(including military studies and Orthodox theology, instead of the humanities and social studies).
Alexander II brought more liberalization for
universities as for other spheres of life (e.g., the
abolition of serfdom in 1861). During his reign,
the university system expanded, and several new
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universities were established. The awarding of
degrees and doctoral training that started later
compensated for the lack of professors. Professors
became wealthier; hence the universities attracted
new personnel. The growth and consolidation of
the faculty body enhanced the university’s
research activities.
In prerevolutionary Russia, students and professors took a more active part in various social
movements and protests (Kassow 1989). At one
point, political parties could even operate legally
within the universities. On the one hand, the government intended to avoid the transformation of
universities into centers of protest. On the other
hand, the need for a mature higher education
system pushed the authorities to loosen control
and regulation of university life (Andreev 2009;
Avrus 2001).
By the end of the nineteenth century, the
Russian higher education system already included
various other kinds of institution apart from universities. Almost half of students before the First
World War studied in professional programs that
would still be relevant to refer to as higher
learning (Russian Academy of Science 1995).
These institutions included “higher schools” and
colleges of law, oriental studies, medicine,
teacher training, agriculture, theology, engineering (making up two thirds of the nonuniversity
sector), agriculture, veterinarian science, arts, and
military and naval academies. This is signiﬁcant
for an understanding of the Russian higher education tradition that gets beyond the pure notion of
the university. The expansion of the higher education sector at the end of the nineteenth century
and beyond was due not only to increase in the
number of universities but also that of “professional” institutes and polytechnics (Alston 1983).
As we see from the subsequent development of
higher education in the Soviet era and later, the
search for a balance between a pragmatic utilitarian view and the traditional (“classic”) image of a
higher learning institution was almost always in
the policy agenda.
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Higher Education Redefined: A Classless
Society and Institutions of Higher
Learning
The Soviet economy and social model required a
very speciﬁc higher education system. The basic
function of this system was to produce manpower
for the planned and state-owned economy. Some
scholars claim that Soviet pragmatism detached
the national university model from European
ideas on education (Kuraev 2016). However, one
can also see the reinvention of German vocationalism or the French (Napoleonic) notion of higher
education institutions serving the utilitarian objectives of the state. Moreover, Soviet institutions
functioned as a major element in the state’s social
engineering system as a whole.
After the October Revolution, the ruling elites
had different views on the future of universities
(Froumin and Kouzminov 2017). Some even
advocated the shutting down of existing entities
as producers of capitalist culture and ideology.
However, communist idealism had another side:
higher education as an equalizer, as a social
engineering mechanism, and as a channel for
ideological inﬂuence. Hence, higher education
institutions had to be opened for underprivileged
groups, the student community had to be vastly
changed, and curricula had to fall in line with the
new goals of the communist state.
The authorities did not favor the traditional
university model (Dmitriev 2013). During the
early Soviet period, the government established
many specialized institutes, often by means of
dividing large multidisciplinary universities into
smaller parts. Along with this process, these institutes were transferred under the jurisdiction of
various sectoral ministries (David-Fox 2012).
Those changes resulted in a system with a large
number of highly specialized and relatively small
institutions. This design was almost completed by
the end of the 1930s and would not see essential
change until the 1990s (Froumin et al. 2014).
Importantly, the government did not assign
these specialized institutions a university status,
and the classical comprehensive universities continued to exist as another model aimed at the
production of political and academic elites.
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However, for the description of the Russian university tradition, it is signiﬁcant to keep all these
different kinds of higher learning institution in
focus. The pragmatic vocationalism of the Soviet
university model partly coincides with the
European traditions of focused professional training. This model implied that people follow job
pathways, meaning more determinism in the
vision of professional trajectories (including on a
territorial basis). The Soviet approach considered
this as the way to professional excellence, while
an alternative viewpoint would point out the limitations for mobility and career building.
Another feature of the Soviet model was the
organizational separation of research and educational activities. Universities had limited access to
the national research infrastructure, mostly concentrated in the Academy of Sciences and specialized institutes under the sectoral authorities.
Hence, it was not natural for the majority of universities to combine research and education in a
consistent manner (Johnson 2008, p. 160). Yet,
this separation let the science sector develop in its
own autonomous way. In fact, some major
research centers were implicitly tied to the strong
universities. Besides, the top-tier research centers
existed within “oases” of science. For instance,
Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology
(est.1946) was well known for its “PhysTech system”: highly selective admission (including the
networks for identiﬁcation of the gifted youth),
engagement of leading scientists in education
process, environment of research and creative
engineering. Another example, Novosibirsk University (est. 1959) emerged as an example of
synergy between the Academy of Science and a
high-quality comprehensive university. These
“islands of science” represented Soviet-type
research universities; thus this model was brought
to life at several spots in the country.
The ideals of the period determined several of
the achievements of the Soviet university, which
became a natural part of the Russian tradition.
Firstly, the total absence of a market laid the
ground for public higher education. It was considered the social responsibility of the state to provide a reasonable degree of access to higher
education to all (although with admission on a
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competitive basis). Secondly, the socioeconomic
structure of the population as well as special
measures for the engagement of traditionally
unprivileged groups enabled one of the most
impressive projects against inequality in human
history. Moreover, the role of higher education in
national industrial development and the economic
priorities of the state determined great investments in higher education institutions as well as
science in particular sectors. This resulted in one
of the most massiﬁed systems in the world, which
would become even larger on the dissolution of
the USSR.

Post-Soviet Higher Education
The description of the Russian university tradition
would not be complete without the picture of a
post-Soviet university, reﬂecting the variety of
rapid changes and reforms. The essence of the
Soviet university put up considerable resistance
to other idealistic models (e.g., Avis 1990),
though it also demonstrated adaptability to the
new conditions, albeit with great difﬁculties
(Titova 2008; Klyachko et al. 2002; Abankina
and Tatyana 2013). The major trends that affected
the Russian higher education system were the
extreme changes in the economic environment
(e.g., in the labor market, and structural shifts in
the economy) (Balzer 1994; Gimpelson and
Kapelyushnikov 2011, pp. 43–54); massiﬁcation;
marketization; and targeted policies from the
second half of the 2000s aimed at system
segmentation (Platonova and Semyonov 2017).
Consequences included massive horizontal diversiﬁcation of higher education institutions
(including the creation of a large private education
sector); vertical differentiation within the system;
and such “new rules” of the game as a national
entrance examination, partial segmentation of
degrees (bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral), and
accountability of HEIs to the authorities.
New economic conditions and political liberalization made households invest in higher education from the mid-90s to the mid-2000s in a
tremendously rapid manner. The growth of participation (similar to general worldwide trends)
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determined one of the greatest massiﬁcation process in either Russian higher education history or
globally. Many new private institutions emerged
each year. Marketization ﬁt the current temporary
interests of most of the stakeholders. Existing
public institutions with a long history, primarily
Soviet-born, opened a wide range of new programs in the social sciences, management, and
humanities. Part-time education expansion also
contributed to the shift from mass to universal
higher education (Trow 1973). Massiﬁcation was
not supported by the appropriate human resources
and curricular depth, however. Quality of education became the most important issue in policy
discussion and a general social concern. However
the state-university connection remained the main
feature for the public sector in higher education.
The private sector was gradually marginalized and
came to serve as a demand-absorption part of the
system.
The government has considered higher education development as a priority since the second
half of the 2000s. It created various support programs to inspire change in HEIs. Several institutions that had managed to save their research and
education potential succeeded in these programs.
Step by step, by increasing their assets, they
became national leaders. The search for the proper
forms of leading institutions led the government
to launch several mergers, establishing the superHEIs (federal universities). Then, in the 2010s,
mergers primarily took place in cases of low performance recognized by the government. The
organizational changes that the state implemented
in the 2010s indicated a shift from institutional to
organizational instruments. After a shadow period
of survival, HEIs now had to be more accountable, primarily to the state rather than to the
public. Investments in research intensiﬁcation
and internationalization pushed HEIs to be more
productive in that sense. In 2013, the Government
launched Russian excellence initiative aimed at
promotion of top-tier Russian universities in the
global rankings (“5-100” Program: at least ﬁve
universities in top hundreds of the major world
rankings). The program implies for crucial
change. Among other countries, Russia tries to
ﬁt the model of “world-class university” to the
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national top universities: some of the participating
universities were born with the notion of university in tsarist Russia and some resulted from
Soviet period and even from the post-Soviet
times.

Constants and Variables of the Russian
Tradition
The blurred boundaries of the title of “university”
in the post-Soviet period force us to consider
most higher education institutions as universities
by default. Massiﬁcation, which involves the
Russian higher education system among many
others, has melted away most of the borders
between types of HEIs. The ﬂuctuations in the
external context (e.g., economy and politics)
have confused the notions of prestige, compliance
with ideals of the good-old-days, and the unity of
the university mission. Thus, we see in the same
picture old universities born in the Empire alongside post-Soviet market-oriented institutions,
where both act in a very similar way and sometimes address the same university ideas. This
raises the issue of the stable and changing features
of the Russian university tradition.
As mentioned above, commitment to the goals
of the state remained in place throughout all three
periods of the country’s higher education history.
This led to several dichotomies of education policy during those times, and also shaped the wider
discourse on the mission of higher education in
Russia.
Firstly, there is the trade-off between a
university’s academic autonomy and its utility
for society. In different periods, the government
took the responsibility to decide to what extent
universities would most properly serve the priorities of development that were then of most import
to the nation.
Secondly, the choice between vocationalism
(including public service) and a “basicness” of
education provided the ﬁeld of policies. In Soviet
times, for instance, most of the system ended up
pushed into the track of professionalization,
while still having islands of almost unlimited
intellectualism.
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Thirdly, the DNA of the Russian university has
always demanded a solution to the problem of
unity between research and education. Under the
monarchy, the government decided this with
regard to the current line-up of priorities, while
the Soviet model pragmatically allocated these
functions to different parts of the system.
Finally, the place of humanities and social sciences is crucial. The government either opted to
utilize this part of the curriculum or left it to the
“sciences.” For most of the historical trajectory
that has deﬁned the national tradition, the state
rarely missed the chance to employ universities
to produce the right people, appropriate for their
social function in whatever way the state saw it at
the time.
For broader reﬂection, it is signiﬁcant to state
the gains of higher education development in
Russia. Russian universities cover most of the
population now, access to higher education is
wide, and the system is quite massiﬁed. The
Russian university has overcome periods of elite
reproduction and, following a long and winding
road, has arrived at the point where higher education is a social norm and universities are generally
appreciated as a respectable social institution. The
diversity of higher education forms and ambiguities of ideals to address nevertheless make higher
education a ﬁeld of disputes and battles to be
fought and won.
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Definition
The German university tradition formed in the
early 19th century and internationally inﬂuential
thereafter.

Introduction
The term “Humboldtian tradition” refers to the
ideals and practices of German universities
which developed in the nineteenth century and
formed a highly inﬂuential international model
down to 1914. Today it is often invoked as a
criterion for judging, usually critically, contemporary university developments (Nybom 2003).
More neutrally, but in some ways misleadingly,
it is equated with the ethos of the modern research
university. Wilhelm von Humboldt was the Prussian aristocrat who presided over the foundation
of the University of Berlin in 1810. But his writings on the subject (Humboldt 1970) were only
rediscovered around 1900: the “Humboldt myth”
projected modern concerns into the past and

created an idealized model of what had in fact
developed pragmatically over a century.
Historians have stressed that the foundation of
Berlin University rested on earlier developments
and was not the work of Humboldt alone
(Anderson 2000, 2004: 51–65; Anrich 1956;
McClelland 1980: 101–49). Many features of the
German tradition developed only after his day,
often departing quite far from his original ideal
(Schelsky 1963; Sylvia Paletschek in Schwinges
2001: 75–104).
The foundation of Berlin University in 1810
nevertheless symbolizes a turning point in university history. The universities of the ancien regime
were destroyed or disrupted by the French revolution and the wars which followed it. National
university systems were then reconstructed on
lines which survived until a second transformation after 1945 which moved toward the “mass”
university – though within this period, the First
World War marked a strong breach in continuity
(Wittrock 1993, 2013). The new universities were
secular, identiﬁed with the nation-state, and
served a social elite. Two models battled for European supremacy – the French or “Napoleonic” one
characterized by centralized bureaucratic systems
and curricula and the German one by greater
autonomy and academic freedom (Charle 2004).
The conventional view used to be that the German
model triumphed, and German scientiﬁc achievements, backed by the country’s industrial and
military might, certainly gave its universities
great prestige. But historians today take a more
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nuanced view of the “reception” of the
Humboldtian tradition. Centralized state systems
did not disappear, and other countries were selective in what they copied from Germany, adapting
individual features to suit their own traditions
(Schalenberg 2002; Schubring 1991; Schwinges
2001). “Cultural transfer” is seldom straightforward, and the original model was simpliﬁed and
sometimes misunderstood. In the long run, the
most signiﬁcant inﬂuence was on the growth of
the research university in the United States.
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the unity of knowledge, a concept rooted in German philosophical idealism and romantic ideology. Wissenschaft had a special status as
knowledge established by rigorous academic
methods of investigation and criticism,
establishing universal truths independent of
national bias, politics, or religion. Its home was
in the faculty of philosophy, which originally
embraced all disciplines; the creation of separate
science faculties in the late nineteenth century was
often resisted as a departure from the older
tradition.

Humboldtian Principles
The Development of the Tradition
The central principle of what came to be seen as
the Humboldtian tradition was the “union of
teaching and research.” In institutional terms,
teaching and research were combined in universities that were corporate entities, contrasting with
France, where teaching was split among specialized faculties and schools, and research was often
conducted in separate institutes. Pedagogically,
the principle meant that students should be taught
by professors actively engaged in research and
should themselves share in the search for truth.
This reﬂected the concept of Bildung, the German
ideal of liberal education as the self-directed and
harmonious unfolding of the individual
personality.
Humboldt drew a sharp distinction between
schools, where teaching must be dogmatic, and
universities, where science and learning should be
pursued freely for their own sake (O’Boyle 1983).
General education should be complete before students entered the university. Once there, they
should shape their intellectual lives in the context
of a community of learning. For this, “freedom of
learning and teaching” (Lern- und Lehrfreiheit)
was a basic principle: there should be no ﬁxed
curricula, but professors should be free to follow
their own scientiﬁc path and students to construct
their own patterns of learning.
Another key concept was Wissenschaft, usually translated into English as “science and learning,” though other languages do not distinguish
between scientiﬁc and humanistic disciplines.
Humboldt and his contemporaries believed in

Another coupling which went back to Humboldt
himself was Einsamkeit und Freiheit. Einsamkeit
meant “solitude” or “isolation”: both individual
scholars and universities as institutions should be
insulated from outside pressures. This has to be
seen in its political context. German universities
were ﬁnanced by the state, which appointed all
professors, and until well into the nineteenth century, most German states were authoritarian. How
was academic freedom to be reconciled with state
control? The idea of objective Wissenschaft was
one answer: science could be a protected sphere
independent of politics. From 1848 onwards, and
deﬁnitively when the German empire was
founded in 1871, freedom of Wissenschaft and of
teaching was written into state constitutions.
It is correct to see in the German universities
the origins of the research university, but their
achievements depended on ever-increasing specialization and academic professionalization,
which conﬂicted with the “unity of knowledge”
and with Humboldt’s conception of original
inquiry as a means of forming the personality.
On the other hand, Lern- und Lehrfreiheit
remained fundamental principles. There were no
ﬁxed curricula, deﬁned years of study, or regular
examinations. Professional examinations for medicine, law, the civil service, and teaching were run
by the state, and the only qualiﬁcation awarded
directly by the universities was the doctorate
(PhD), based on a modest research dissertation.
The ideal of individual Bildung survived, and
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though most students aimed at conventional ofﬁcial or professional careers, they were free to
choose whatever courses, and in whichever
order, they wished. One consequence was the
custom of moving regularly from one university
to another.
The structure of the German academic profession was distinctive. The unity of teaching and
research put the professor at the heart of the university, and German professors became
all-powerful ﬁgures. This was reinforced by the
institution of the seminar. Along with the PhD,
this was the German feature most copied elsewhere. The seminar was a group of students working with the professor on related research topics;
in the sciences, its equivalent was the laboratory
or institute where professors trained researchers
for the next generation. The origins of the modern
research laboratory are often seen here, notably in
the work of the chemist Justus Liebig at Giessen.
But the importance of the seminar should not be
exaggerated: for less advanced students, lectures
remained the main mode of instruction and were
usually the basis of a professor’s reputation.
For entry to the academic profession, it was
necessary to receive the Habilitation, conferred by
a university after extended research work, in effect
a second doctorate. Much depended on the patronage of the professor who directed a seminar or
laboratory and supervised a dissertation. Successful candidates could then work as a Privatdozent,
permitted to give lectures within the university,
but without a salary. A Privatdozent might eventually become an “extraordinary” professor, but
power remained in the hands of the established
professor, the Ordinarius, and the number of these
posts was limited. The autonomy of universities in
granting qualiﬁcations, the professors’ right to
elect deans of faculties and the university rector,
and the convention that when appointing professors ministers chose from a list submitted by faculties were all seen as guarantees of academic
freedom. State control was also tempered since
universities were the responsibility of the separate
German states (as they are today of the federal
Länder), not of the central government of the
post-1871 empire.
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German universities reﬂected some distinctly
conservative features of German society. One was
their association with the Bildungsbürgertum, an
upper bourgeois stratum based on the bureaucracy
and professions and distinguished from the business class. Another was the narrow path to university entry, which depended on the Abitur
school-leaving examination. The German secondary school or Gymnasium, like its equivalents in
most European countries, was an elite school giving an intensive education in the Greek and Latin
classics, and the universities monopolized the
training of secondary teachers. It was only around
1900 that universities were forced to admit the
graduates of modern secondary schools. Germany
was admired elsewhere for the contribution which
science and higher education made to its dynamic
industrial expansion, yet outsiders tended to simplify this connection. In some scientiﬁc branches
like physics and chemistry, university research
contributed directly to industry, but the universities were generally hostile to applied science,
technology, or commercial subjects, which were
taught in a separate sector of “technical high
schools.” Only in 1899 were these allowed to
grant PhDs and later still that they could call
themselves “technical universities.” The barrier
of the Abitur, the gendered concept of Bildung,
the prejudices of the professorate, and the nature
of German student life as socialization into masculinity (not least through beer drinking and duelling) also meant that German states were among
the last to open their universities to women.
By the early twentieth century, the unity of
teaching and research and disinterested Wissenschaft pursued by individual scholars seemed outdated with the growth of large-scale and
expensive science, specialization, and business
involvement. The Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft
(today the Max Planck Society), ﬁnanced by private money as well as the state, was founded in
1911 to coordinate a range of specialized institutes
only loosely connected with universities. Reaction to these trends – later voiced in Max Weber’s
classic lecture of 1918, “Science as a
vocation” – was one reason why the rediscovery
of Humboldt’s writings was signiﬁcant (Weber
1970).

4

Twentieth-Century Crisis
The prestige of German universities remained
high until 1914, but was eclipsed by the First
World War, after which the tradition’s international inﬂuence came at second hand via America.
From the foundation of Berlin onward, German
universities were central to the development of
national consciousness and identity. After 1871,
this took a rightward turn, and observers noted the
increasing identiﬁcation of students and professors with militarist and nationalist forces, including antisemitism. Many German professors or
“mandarins” were alarmed by democratic trends
which expanded the student body beyond the
Bildungsbürgertum, by the admission of women,
and by the intrusion of socialism into the academic sphere. They turned to uncritical support
for the imperial “power state” (Machtstaat) and
for Germany’s war effort in 1914 (Ringer 1969).
French and British wartime propaganda made
much of this (though their own academics were
hardly less chauvinist), and after Germany’s
defeat, her universities and scholars were
excluded from conferences and international gatherings. The worldwide community of universities
developing before 1914, an aspect of early globalization, was never fully restored, and the German universities had hardly recovered before their
reputation was devastated by their failure to resist
the Nazi regime. After 1945, as universities were
reconstructed, Humboldt again became a symbol
from which a new order could derive legitimacy.
Even in East Germany, the communist regime
claimed his legacy: in 1949 the University of
Berlin was renamed the Humboldt University
(after Wilhelm and his brother the scientist Alexander). In the West, some scholars like the philosopher Karl Jaspers reasserted a highly idealistic
version of the German tradition (Johan Östling in
Josephson et al. 2014: 111–26), while others
sought to adapt it to new conditions (Schelsky
1963). There was a natural desire to return to
familiar patterns, including the authority of the
professorate and an elite conception of Bildung,
and this conservative “Humboldt syndrome”
(Konrad H. Jarausch in Ash 1997: 33–54) could
be an obstacle to coping with postwar change,
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including the expansion of student numbers and
the demands of students and junior staff for a say
in university government.

The Humboldtian Ideal Today
Such difﬁculties were not conﬁned to Germany.
Throughout Western Europe, it appeared possible
until the 1960s to expand and modernize the elite
model of the university without fundamental
change. But two successive though linked phenomena undermined this conservative optimism:
the irreversible democratic shift toward mass
higher education and the pressures of neoliberal
globalization.
The expansion of student numbers challenged
the Humboldtian model in various respects. It cost
money, leading governments to seek cheap alternatives to the traditional university and to make
universities justify themselves in instrumental or
economic terms. New universities were founded,
either from scratch or by promoting existing technical or vocational colleges. In Germany perhaps
more than elsewhere, this conﬂicted with the tradition that all universities were of equal status. As
student numbers and the variety of universities
grew, it seemed logical to introduce selection of
students, but this too offended an established principle in many European countries, that all those
with a secondary school diploma had a right to go
to a university of their choice. When universities
drew their clientele from a wider social range,
taught a great variety of practical subjects, and
prepared for occupations beyond the old professional type, the ideals of Bildung and the unity of
teaching and research seemed outdated.
These issues were, and still are, mainly debated
within a national framework. But globalization
posed further challenges (Josephson et al. 2014).
In a global “knowledge economy,” universities
were central to prosperity, but could no longer
work only within national boundaries. This
seemed to dissolve the bond, central to the
Humboldtian ideal, between universities, the
nation-state, and national cultures (Readings
1996). It also reinforced differentiation within
national systems by encouraging governments to
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distinguish selected universities which could
compete internationally on grounds of “excellence.” International “league tables” based essentially on research, and the neoliberal market view
of students as customers or consumers, seemed to
make the unity of research and teaching, and the
community of scholars and students, more remote
from reality than ever.
Furthermore, to attract students on a global
scale, universities needed to offer interchangeable
qualiﬁcations. This was a particular issue in
Europe, where the European Union adopted policies of harmonization and free movement aimed
at creating a “common higher education area.”
Under the “Bologna process” initiated in 1999,
European universities are expected to adopt a
common sequence of bachelors, masters, and doctoral degrees. This is essentially an American
pattern, but it was not only the terminology
which seemed alien to the Humboldtian tradition:
ﬁxed curricula with stages linked to speciﬁc
periods of study are a radical departure from
Lernfreiheit (Ash 2006).
Just as the Humboldtian tradition was never
imitated straightforwardly in the past, so hopes
of international assimilation today are likely to
be modiﬁed by the power of national traditions.
Have Humboldtian principles lost their relevance?
One of their restatements was the “Bologna declaration” of 1988 (not to be confused with the
Bologna process), signed by the heads of most
European universities and described as the
Magna Charta of European universities (Magna
Charta 1988). It proclaimed four principles. First,
the university is an autonomous institution,
embodying and transmitting the culture of its
society. Research and teaching must be “morally
and intellectually independent of all political
authority and economic power.” (They might
have added religious authority, an issue which
has grown in salience since 1988.) Second, teaching and research must be inseparable. Third, freedom in research and teaching is “the fundamental
principle of university life.” Finally, the university
is “the trustee of the European humanist tradition.” Transposed from the German to the European scale, these principles are essentially those of
the Humboldtian university, and if universities are
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to ﬂourish in the air of academic freedom, they
seem as necessary as ever.
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British University Traditions
Robert Anderson
School of History, Classics and Archaeology,
University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK

Definition
The complex of traditions which came together to
shape the modern British university.

Introduction
In a comparative context, the distinctive English
contribution to university ideals is usually seen as
the collegiate, residential form of elite education
characterized by Oxford and Cambridge, which
emphasized socialization and character formation
as much as intellectual training (Charle 2004). But
this was not the only British tradition. Scotland
had four universities with a professorial rather
than a collegiate structure, and in the nineteenth
century, new university colleges were founded on
the professorial pattern, ﬁrst in London, then in
the large provincial cities of England. Yet another
model was the “examining university,” starting
with the University of London in 1836, which
administered examinations and awarded degrees
to students in independent colleges, but did not
itself provide teaching.

There were thus several British university traditions, developing and interacting in the nineteenth century, then converging into a national
system which remained fairly unchanged until
the 1960s. After that, the expansion of higher
education embraced yet another tradition which
had developed outside the university sector, that
of vocational or technical education. Britain today
thus has a diverse university system which has
been built up by the addition of successive layers,
some of which retain much more prestige than
others, and its traditions cannot be understood
without some account of their past history
(Anderson 1992, 2006).
Outside inﬂuences on British universities have
been limited, though German models in the nineteenth century, and American in the twentieth,
popularized the idea of the research university.
British traditions themselves inﬂuenced early college development in the United States, but had
little inﬂuence in continental Europe, where
French and German models dominated. However,
the diffusion of British traditions to the British
Empire was an important aspect of global university expansion.

The Oxbridge Educational Ideal
Although Oxford and Cambridge universities
(often described collectively as “Oxbridge”)
were medieval foundations, their modern form is
largely the result of legislation in the second half
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of the nineteenth century. The universities as institutions were distinct from the colleges, which
retained corporate and ﬁnancial autonomy, and
teaching was shared between university professors and college “fellows.” Students were
required to be members of colleges and usually
to live within them; they were small communities
allowing close personal relations and moral
supervision.
One purpose of the Victorian reforms was to
make Oxford and Cambridge training grounds for
a new middle-class elite serving the professions
and public service. They were national universities, with close metropolitan links to politics, law,
the civil service, and (by the twentieth century) the
literary and artistic life of London. The colleges
socialized students through their corporate life
and rituals, and it was always a British principle
that the different elements of the elite should be
educated together rather than (e.g., as in France) in
specialized institutions. This tradition was
reinforced because the reform of Oxbridge was
closely linked with the growth of the “public
schools” – secondary schools which were also
residential, nationally recruited, and socially
exclusive. These schools dominated Oxbridge
student entry and passed on many of their values.
Within British society, Oxford and Cambridge
represented privilege. But internally, they fostered
meritocratic competition through their examination system. They developed practices which
mark the British academic tradition to this day.
“Honors” examinations at the end of the threeyear curriculum, based on written papers, led to
the division of candidates into competitive “classes.” The curriculum broadened out from the early
duopoly of classics and mathematics, but as new
subjects were introduced, they were organized
into specialized examination courses (the “singlesubject degree”), rather than the broader multidisciplinary approach preferred in Scotland. Professors gave lectures, but the essence of the
teaching tradition lay in frequent personal meetings between students and college teachers, where
students presented their work for criticism and
discussion (the “tutorial system”). Tutorials and
examinations together produced a distinctive
intellectual style which emphasized literary,
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critical, and analytical skills rather than original
research (and in the eyes of critics, encouraged
superﬁciality and mere cleverness).
This constituted a distinctive form of liberal
education, in which two different principles can
be discerned. One was to train or “sharpen” the
mind through vigorous intellectual exercise. Performance in examinations, and mastery of a traditional discipline, was seen as a test of general
intellectual ability, which could then be applied
in any career. The other aim was to shape the
personality, through subjects with a unique civilizing role. Classics, philosophy, and mathematics
were the traditional educational instruments, and
when Oxford and Cambridge introduced new disciplines like history, English literature, and natural
science, they were expected to have the same
liberal character. Purely applied or vocational subjects were viewed with suspicion. Many have seen
this as part of a long-lived anti-industrial bias in
British culture.
The tradition of liberal education within a college community was embodied in John Henry
Newman’s The Idea of a University Deﬁned and
Illustrated, ﬁrst published under that title in 1873,
but dating back to lectures given in Dublin in the
1850s. Newman had been a college fellow at
Oxford, but his conception of the pastoral relationship between teacher and student was essentially a religious one; the modern tutorial system
was a later creation. Newman believed in “universal knowledge,” an ideal which specialization
made obsolete, and he was not a champion of
the research university, though sometimes cited
in its support. For him the disinterested pursuit of
truth and “intellectual excellence” were ends in
themselves, and this was primarily an educational
ideal. The purpose of universities was the perfection of the individual’s intellect and personality;
there are parallels with the German ideal of
Bildung. Though the 1860s and 1870s saw much
debate about university education, mainly
between the protagonists of science and classical
culture (Sanderson 1975), Newman’s book does
not seem to have been much read in his own time.
But it was inﬂuential later and is rightly regarded
as a classic statement of the English university
tradition (Rothblatt 1997).
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The idea that research was a fundamental task
of the university, which owed much to the German
example, was a comparatively late development
in Britain; the PhD, for example, was adopted
only around 1919. At Oxford, notably, research
was often resisted by college tutors who saw their
task as preparing their charges for public life,
rather than training future scientists and scholars.
But once the need for research was accepted, the
universities became its natural home, as Britain
lacked any tradition of separate research academies or institutes. The professionalization of science and scholarship was largely a university
phenomenon, and Oxford and Cambridge, with
their size and resources, assumed leadership in
many disciplines. The teaching tradition itself,
with its emphasis on the pursuit of truth for its
own sake and on individual analytical and critical
skills, eased the adoption of the “Humboldtian”
concept of the unity of teaching and research. The
principle that students beneﬁted from studying
under teachers working on the “frontiers of
knowledge” was absorbed into the older liberal
ideal and survives in the idea of “research-led
teaching.”

Other British Models
The years between 1850 and 1914 saw both
expansion and differentiation of British universities (Anderson 2006; Rothblatt 1983). The oldest
element was the Scottish universities, like
Oxbridge of medieval origins, but also subject to
modernizing reforms in the nineteenth century.
Their traditions included the idea that they were
national institutions at the service of the whole
community; a “democratic” ethos related to their
relative social accessibility as urban, nonresidential universities; and the combination of a
broadly “philosophical” and multidisciplinary arts
degree with professional training for the church,
law, and medicine. Teaching was in the hands of a
strong professorate.
The professorial model was followed when
two colleges were founded in London around
1830, but these did not have the power to award
degrees, and in 1836, the state chartered the
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University of London for this purpose. Its powers
to administer examinations and grant degrees
were not conﬁned to London, and the “examining
university,” often taking the form of a federation
of colleges, became an inﬂuential and distinctively British institution (Anderson 2015). When
new university colleges were founded in the
English provinces, mostly in industrial cities – in
Manchester in 1851, in the 1870s and in the 1880s
elsewhere – they initially took their degrees from
London. These “civic” or “redbrick” colleges
followed the professorial pattern of teaching,
recruited their students locally, and did not have
residential colleges, but they differed from the
Scottish universities. While the latter saw themselves as components of a national system, the
English urban universities were founded and
governed by local elites and expressed their civic
and cultural aspirations. And while the Scottish
universities trained mainly for the traditional
learned professions, the new English ones were
oriented to the needs of local industry and commerce and welcomed new and vocational subjects
into the curriculum (Sanderson 1972). Their practical ethos, their relation to local communities, the
London examination system, and national coordination through state grants from 1889 onward
created a common identity for these universities,
which itself inﬂuenced later foundations (Whyte
2015).
Various forms of advanced education were also
available in local technical colleges. Often this
was part-time and given in evening classes.
Another signiﬁcant development was university
“extension,” pioneered by Oxford and Cambridge, which made evening lectures of university
standard available in towns throughout England.
This was one of the few British innovations copied in continental Europe. By the early twentieth
century, the Workers’ Educational Association
was extending it to working-class audiences.
Alongside elite university traditions, therefore,
Britain has a signiﬁcant tradition of democratic
and adult education (Bell and Tight 1993). Most
universities developed “extramural” or “continuing education” departments, though these have
become less important in recent years.
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Two further points may be made. One is that
when women gained admission to higher education, the 1870s being the key decade, two rather
different traditions emerged. At Oxford and Cambridge, and in London, separate women’s colleges
were founded, but in the civic universities and
Scotland, and in most London colleges, women
studied alongside men. Oxford and Cambridge
restricted women’s full university membership
for many years. Yet even there, the assumption
was that women would study the same subjects as
men and compete on equal terms. Compared with
some countries, there was little tradition of
women’s university education as a distinctive
sphere.
Second, as higher education expanded within
Britain, it also did so in the British Empire. Universities were founded in India and Australia in
the 1850s and in settler “dominions” like New
Zealand and South Africa (Canada had more varied traditions). From the 1940s, universities were
developed in colonies in Asia, Africa, and the
Caribbean. Both the professorial and the examining or federal university served as models, and
British degree systems, terminology, and ceremonies were taken over. There was signiﬁcant interchange of academic staff, and many students from
the empire came to study in Britain. The ﬁrst
Congress of Universities of the British Empire
met in 1912 (Newton 1924; Pietsch 2013).
These university connections have survived the
transition from empire to Commonwealth.

The Twentieth Century and after
By the early twentieth century, British traditions
were converging into a national system, though
with different types of university (Anderson
2006). One new factor was the development of
London as a major university center, following the
reform of London University as a “teaching university” and important new foundations like the
Imperial College of Science and Technology
(1907). Observers identiﬁed the emergence of an
“Oxbridge-London axis,” or “golden triangle”
which concentrated resources in metropolitan
South-Eastern England, while the civic
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universities drifted away from their local roots
and conformed to a more standardized pattern
inﬂuenced by Oxbridge values (Shils 1955).
National uniformity was reinforced by the
channeling of state ﬁnance through the University
Grants Committee (1919). The UGC respected
university autonomy to a remarkable degree, perhaps because the values of elite universities and
those of the governing class hardly differed. But
this depended on a narrow deﬁnition of university
education which excluded technical colleges and
only recognized universities which taught a broad
spread of disciplines and combined teaching with
research. British universities down to the 1960s
formed a small and cohesive group, in close association with the state though independent of
it. Neither confessional nor private universities,
common in other countries, existed in Britain.
This tradition of university education as a public
good has fueled academic resistance to recent
neoliberal policies of marketization and competition (Collini 2012).
By the 1960s, the nineteenth-century liberal
university had come to terms with the research
ideal and achieved, for a time, the Humboldtian
balance between teaching and research. New
foundations of that period reﬂected this compromise, and the period is often looked back to as an
academic golden age (Tight 2010). It saw both the
foundation of new campus (or “plateglass”) universities, planned as small residential communities, and the promotion of advanced technical
colleges to university status. The Robbins report
of 1963, a landmark in British university policy,
endorsed these changes. Yet far from revolutionizing concepts of the university, the period was
marked by the continuing strength of older traditions, including the value of personal relations
between teacher and student and the university
as a community. The campus universities reﬂected
this, and the older civic universities also developed residential accommodation and began to
recruit students on a national basis. The characteristically British view that the university experience means leaving home really dates from this
period.
But as expansion continued, tensions grew.
There were still only 22 universities in 1960, by
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1980 there were 42, and today there are around
120. The percentage of young people entering
higher education of all types was around 8% in
the 1960s, 14% in the 1980s, nearly 50% today.
A key date was 1992, when full university status
was given to the “polytechnics” created in the
1960s from existing technical and vocational colleges. This raised the question of whether university values with their roots in the elite period
needed to be rethought. Should alternative traditions, of a more open, democratic, or communitarian kind, be revalorized in a pluralist system
(Halsey 1992; Scott 1993)?
Arguably this challenge was avoided, and what
has emerged instead is a hierarchical system
where the elite traditions of the highest stratum
still enjoy the highest prestige. There is no formal
acknowledgement that universities should be of
different types, despite pressures arising from the
desire of governments to save money and the need
to concentrate resources on a select number of
internationally competitive universities. In practice, mechanisms of discrimination have arisen;
but in theory, all universities have the same mission and award undergraduate and postgraduate
degrees which are judged by the same standards.
Some traditions, like communal residence, continue to shape popular views of university life, and
though this is now far from universal, universities
are still expected to provide extensive social and
sporting facilities. Other traditions, like the singlesubject degree and degree classiﬁcation, survive
throughout the system. Newman-style notions of
liberal education and pastoral relations, and the
rhetoric of a “community of scholars and students,” may have vanished, but universities still
try to organize “face to face” teaching in seminars
and small groups and to encourage independent
learning and critical discussion. Overseas students
trained in more didactic traditions sometimes have
difﬁculty adapting to this.
In the age of globalization and international
league tables based essentially on research, American universities are the dominant model. Because
of a partly shared history, and the English language, British universities are well placed to beneﬁt from this and to recruit students
internationally. Yet similarities can be misleading.
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National traditions, as elsewhere in Europe,
remain strong. Britain has perhaps not learnt the
lessons of multiplicity which derive from
America’s longer history of democratic higher
education, and tensions between mass higher education and values derived from the elite age underlie many contemporary university problems. The
most fundamental, perhaps, is whether the virtues
of the British university tradition – free debate, the
disinterested pursuit of truth, careful attention to
teaching, and concern for the individual
student – can be infused into higher education as
a whole, or will be conﬁned to an elite sector,
reﬂecting the social privilege and unequal opportunities which, in a country where economic
inequality is entangled with the cultural factor of
social class, the British university hierarchy tends
to reproduce.
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Religious Orthodoxy, Colonial
Foundations, Republican Ideals
American higher education was born in the colonial backwaters of England’s ﬂedgling empire. In
precarious settlements hugging the North Atlantic
shores, Protestant emigres from Europe’s religious wars struggled to construct Christian civilization in the wilderness of the New World. In
1636, the Massachusetts General Court made provisions for a college at Newtowne (later Cambridge). Following a gift from English merchant
John Harvard, the henceforth named Harvard College set forth preparing ministers and colonial
ofﬁcials. Harvard was tethered to the colony
through the Board of Overseers, but as would
become the standard American model,

institutional authority was vested in the college
presidency. The president and young tutors shouldered the teaching duties, which, in the mold of
Oxford and Cambridge, consisted of overseeing
recitations in Latin and Greek grammar, rhetoric,
and logic. When Harvard began tolerating a
broader view of Protestantism that appealed to
mercantile elites (Morrison 1936), conservative
ministers departed for Connecticut to lay the foundation of Yale College in 1701 (Warch 1973).
Throughout the remainder of the colonial era,
religious communities of Presbyterians, Congregationalists, Baptists, Anglicans, and DutchReformers created colleges for their respective
ﬂocks (Hoeveler 2002). Yet the religious heterogeneity of colonial society made narrow denominationalism untenable. The College of New Jersey
(later Princeton University), the College of Philadelphia (later the University of Pennsylvania), and
even stalwart Yale began tolerating religious
diversity and ﬂourished (Geiger 2015; Gordon
1989; Noll 1989; Warch 1973).
The colonial colleges were profoundly
changed by the new knowledge of the enlightenment during the 1700s. Aristotelian principles
gave way to the experimental science of Sir
Isaac Newton, as the Principia became a foundational text of mathematics courses (Geiger 2015;
Hoeveler 2002). The spirit of empiricism also
infused philosophical queries into man and society, as evidenced by John Locke’s Essays on
Human Understanding becoming assigned college reading by the mid-eighteenth century (May
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1976). William Smith of the College of Philadelphia, Rev. John Witherspoon of the College of
New Jersey, and Rev. Timothy Dwight of Yale
epitomized the enlightenment ethos. In his work
A General Idea of the College of Mirania (1753),
Smith argued for colleges to embrace the classics,
mathematics, history, and natural philosophy
(science), as well as applied subjects like agriculture and mechanics (Geiger and Sorber 2011).
Witherspoon introduced Scottish common sense
philosophy and, along with Dwight, propagated a
moderate enlightenment vision in which both science and religion could coexist in the colleges
(Morrison 2005).
The War for Independence severed colonial
ties with England and mustered the American
colleges into the service of a new nation. The
colleges undertook the responsibility of inculcating virtue and republican citizenship among
their students (Robson 1985). To reﬂect enlightenment commitments to science, bonds to the
new nation, and the addition of the higher faculties of law, medicine, and theology, several of
the colonial colleges were renamed universities
during the revolutionary period. Those states
without colleges – Georgia, Maryland, North
Carolina, South Carolina, and Vermont
– founded universities by the close of the eighteenth century, sharing the goals of educating
clergy, learned professionals, and virtuous gentlemen to guide America’s republican experiment (Geiger 2015).

Democracy and the Denominational
Colleges
In the early decades of the nineteenth century, the
extension of democratic suffrage to nearly all
White men prompted changes in the politics of
higher learning. The party of Thomas Jefferson,
the Democratic-Republicans, challenged the Federalist idea that educated elites, guided by virtuousness, were needed to temper the passions of
the masses and manage an unwieldy democracy
(Wood 2009). Democratic-Republicans asserted
that power should be conferred through the ballot
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not the privilege of learned status, an ideology that
undermined the raison d’état of the revolutionary
era universities. Indeed, legislatures in Maryland,
North Carolina, and South Carolina curtailed
funding for state universities in the 1820s, and
Democratic-Republicans in New Hampshire
attempted to seize control of Dartmouth College
from Federalist trustees (Herbst 1982). The US
Supreme Court ultimately sided with the trustees,
declaring Dartmouth a corporation from which
the legislature could not “take away private property . . . [nor] change the use of . . . private funds,
acquired under the public faith” (as cited in
Herbst, p. 238). The Dartmouth College Case of
1819 protected colleges from political interference, but it also marked a protracted period of
public disengagement with higher education
(Whitehead and Herbst 1986). These years also
encompassed infamous instances of student misbehavior, as drunken violence, riots, and expulsions became regular occurrences (Hevel 2011;
Jackson 2000; Novak 1977). With the changing
political landscape and public disillusionment
with campus unrest, the expansion of higher education in the ﬁrst half of the nineteenth century
would occur at the hands of private religious
interests not government initiative.
There were only 15 functioning colleges in
1820, but this number grew to 80 by 1840 and
increased total enrollment fourfold (Geiger 2015).
As the number of settlers living west of the Appalachian Mountains reached one million in the
1820s, denominational colleges began appearing
in frontier villages and towns (Findlay 2000).
While the classical A.B.. degree remained the
typical course of study with White males the typical clientele, innovative institutions like Union
College allowed greater ﬂexibility by inaugurating a Bachelor of Science degree (Potts 2000), and
Oberlin College made the radical departure of
admitting women and African-Americans in the
1830s. Other innovations included manual training schemes, practical courses for both regular
and part-time students, and remedial programs
for the unprepared (Geiger 2000; Rudolph
1962). Concerned with diluted standards and utilitarianism in college curricula, faculty at Yale
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College penned a widely read defense of the classical course, the Yale Reports of 1828. Most
denominational colleges would ultimately follow
Yale’s traditional path until well after the Civil
War by preserving the study of the ancient languages at the core of a liberal education and the
surest path to “mental discipline” (Potts 2010,
2000).

Science, Wissenschaft, and the Morrill
Acts
Despite the pervasiveness of the classics in the
American college, the natural sciences made
inroads by the mid-nineteenth century (Guralnik
1975). Harvard, Yale, and Dartmouth established
separate scientiﬁc schools, new polytechnics, military schools, and agricultural lycea introduced
applied scientiﬁc study and engineering, and traditional colleges began offering a smattering of
chemistry, botany, and physics classes as part of
an expanding deﬁnition of liberal education
(Sorber 2013). However, America lacked a true
university for advanced scientiﬁc study, and aspiring scientists had to travel to Europe to study with
the likes of Justus Von Liebig or Louis Agassiz.
Most of the American emigres partook in original
scientiﬁc inquiry abroad and returned stateside as
devotees to the Wissenschaft ideals of advancing
and disseminating knowledge (Finlay 2015;
Rosenberg 1997). These returning students
would become the pioneering leaders of American universities (Sorber 2013).
The federal government ﬁrst became involved
in higher education reform as a means to spur
economic development and modernization in
America (Sorber and Geiger 2014). In 1862,
President Abraham Lincoln signed the LandGrant College Act that distributed public land
to the states in support of creating public universities that “without excluding the scientiﬁc and
classical subjects” would “teach such branches
as related to agriculture and mechanical arts . . .,”
and broaden participation to the progeny of
workers and farmers. The author, Senator Justin
Morrill, argued that these institutions could
advance and disseminate scientiﬁc knowledge
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and expedite the agricultural and industrial productivity of the United States (Sorber 2013).
Land-grant colleges and universities were able
to maintain modest tuition and provide scholarships to expand opportunities to underserved
populations (Marcus 2015). This ﬁrst federal
foray into higher education would produce the
venerable universities of California, Minnesota,
Illinois, Penn State, Wisconsin, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and several more
(Geiger 2015; Geiger and Sorber 2013; Williams
1991).

The Rise of the Universities
and Persistence of the Colleges
The Land-Grant College Act was an important
milestone, but initial government support was far
from sufﬁcient and public universities did not
ﬂourish for several decades. The most substantial
advances were linked to private funding. For
example, in New York and Indiana, philanthropists Ezra Cornell and John Purdue made generous donations to their state land-grant universities
(Geiger and Sorber 2013). This was especially
true in New York, where President Andrew
Dickson White used Ezra Cornell’s magnanimous
gift to build a formidable library, invest in modern
laboratories, and recruit leading faculty (Bishop
1962). Unburdened from the rigidity of the ﬁxed
curriculum, Cornell students were allowed to
sample from an impressive menu of courses in
the natural sciences, humanities, social sciences,
engineering, and agriculture.
Not to be outdone by these upstarts, Harvard
hired university reformer Charles W. Eliot as president in 1869. In the years before his appointment,
Elliot devoted two years to studying the universities of Germany and France. The new president
initiated a host of reforms to broaden and deepen
the intellectual scope of Harvard (Morrison 1936),
most notably achieved through the elective system. Professors were hereafter able to develop
specialized courses that aligned with their scholarly interests. Eliot also transformed the ineffectual medical and legal schools by limiting
admission to bona ﬁde college graduates, hiring
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professional faculty, placing the medical curriculum on a scientiﬁc basis, and supporting the novel
case method pedagogy at the law school. Eliot
moved more slowly in the area of graduate education and faculty research, leaving an opening for
a new group of universities to advance the Wissenschaft ideal in America (Geiger 2004a; Hawkins 1972; Morison 1936).
In 1876, the largest private gift to date for
higher education laid the foundation for the
nation’s preeminent research university: Johns
Hopkins University. Under the guidance of President Daniel Coit Gilman, the university attracted
top students with graduate fellowships, invested
in the latest research apparatus, recruited young
researchers to the faculty ranks, and set the standard for the American Ph.D. (three years of intensive specialized study capped by a thesis). Similar
events transpired in Palo Alto, California, with the
founding of Stanford University in 1887, and in
Chicago, where John D. Rockefeller contributed
part of his fortune to establish the University of
Chicago. With William Rainey Harper as president, the University of Chicago emerged as an
epicenter of graduate study and research in sociology, political science, education, and related
social sciences (Pugh 2000). These endowed universities (as well as Harvard under Eliot) were at
the forefront of an academic revolution in American higher education (Jencks and Riesman 1968).
By supporting specialized research, academic
journals, scholarly societies, and university presses, these universities nurtured ﬂedgling disciplines that became the backbone of the academic
enterprise (Geiger 2004a, b, c ).
With the rise of the university, contemporaries
suggested that the ﬁrst two undergraduate years be
removed to the secondary school (akin to the
European gymnasia) so that students could
quickly matriculate to graduate or professional
studies. However, students and alumni donors
had become passionate defenders of fraternities,
athletics, and campus activities and demanded
that the four years of undergraduate education
remain the standard at colleges and universities
(Clark 2010; Leslie 1992; Rudolph 1962; Thelin
2004). The extracurriculum became so consuming
by the 1900s (and hereafter), thanks in part to the
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rise of the all-popular American football that
Princeton president Woodrow Wilson complained
that the “sideshow had swallowed the circus”
(cited in Axtell 2006, p. 239). At the universities,
the collegiate and university functions remained
fused into a single entity, with advanced education
and research afﬁxed to four years of undergraduate college life that had become embedded in
American culture.

Massification, Government Support,
and University Research
Secondary school enrollment grew from 8% of all
14–17 years olds in 1900 to nearly 80% of all
14–17 years olds by the 1940s. Growing numbers
of college-bound, high school graduates contributed to the massiﬁcation of American higher education (Trow 1974). In the 1920 and 1930s, higher
education enrollment doubled, but this expansion
was not conﬁned to traditional colleges and universities. Two-year junior colleges provided an
accessible option to lower income students, as
did the burgeoning municipal universities that
offered eclectic curricula to both full-time and
part-time students (Geiger 2015). Municipal universities would record the largest enrollments in
American higher education by the 1940s, with the
multifaceted City College of New York surpassing 25,000 students (Rudy 1977). Elite colleges
and universities sought to distinguish themselves
from the emerging mass sector through selective
admissions, elevated academic standards, sophisticated residential complexes, and faculty research
(Geiger 2015; Levine 1986; Trow 1974; Wechsler
1973). As this process unfolded in the decades to
come, American higher education would evolve
into a differentiated system of selective (elite liberal arts colleges and public and private research
universities) and open-access (community colleges, municipal universities, regional public colleges, and later for-proﬁt colleges) sectors.
Despite discriminatory admission practices in the
selective sector (Karabel 2005), one of the most
pronounced changes from massiﬁcation was
diversity, as females and racial and ethnic
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minorities represented increasing shares of the
student population.
Enrollment growth intensiﬁed after World War
II, as the emerging postindustrial economy
required greater numbers of workers with postsecondary training (Bell 1973). The ﬁrst major
initiative was the Servicemen’s Readjustment
Act of 1945 (the GI Bill), in which the federal
government paid tuition and living expenses for
returning soldiers. Over one million veterans took
advantage of the GI Bill to attend colleges, universities, and technical schools during the late
1940s and 1950s. The President’s Commission
on Higher Education argued that the federal government should also intervene to assist underrepresented nonveterans. In the 1950s, however,
congressional resistance to federal involvement
in education thwarted efforts to develop additional
ﬁnancial aid programs (Gladieux and Wolanin
1976). Yet state governments invested liberally
in state colleges and universities in the 1950s
and 1960s as the baby-boom generation came of
age (Geiger 2004b). Access to higher education
also expanded through the rise of community
colleges that were founded by municipalities and
county governments to accommodate the large
number of high school graduates looking for
low-cost, local higher education. Following the
landslide election of Lyndon Johnson in 1964
and under the auspices of his Great Society
agenda, congressional liberals passed provisions
for federal support of higher education collectively known as the Higher Education Acts,
including federal grants, loans, and work-study
programs for low-income students. That same
year, the Civil Rights Act capped a decade of
judicial victories for racial desegregation
(starting with the Brown v. Board of Education
decision of 1954), which began a concerted effort
to advance opportunities for African-Americans
in all sectors of education (Loss 2012).
The federal government became the preeminent ﬁnancer of university research after the
launching of the Soviet Union’s Sputnik satellite
in 1957. Funding was channeled through nonpartisan federal commissions and councils like the
National Science Foundation, National Institute
of Health, and National Aeronautical and Space
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Administration. The leading private and public
research universities, members of the prestigious
Association of American Universities (AAU),
proved best positioned to secure federal research
grants and further enhance laboratories, recruit
promising faculty and graduate students, and
advance science programs (Geiger 2004b). Federal support for research, growing enrollments,
and ﬂush budgets produced a golden age for
American universities. The modern American
“multiversity” reached impressive size and scope
but was also increasingly complex, bureaucratic,
and impersonal. The bureaucratization of higher
education and burgeoning partnerships with the
“military-industrial complex” invited a backlash
from students. Many leaders of the student protest
movement had ﬁrst participated in the Civil
Rights battles in the American South through
organization like the Nonviolent Student Coordinating Committee and returned with demands that
universities engage in the social and political
struggles of the day. The free speech movement
and anti-Vietnam protests at the University of
Berkley, California, gained national attention
and quickly spread elsewhere, as students challenged administrative paternalism, university
aloofness in societal affairs, and the status quo in
American politics. Campus radicalism continued
beyond the heyday of the late 1960s on university
campuses, pushing institutions to reform antiquated policies of in loco parentis as well as
practices that limited opportunities due to gender,
race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation (Loss 2012).
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX of the
1972 amendments to the Higher Education Acts
gave the federal government legal authority to
compel recalcitrant colleges and universities to
provide equal educational and campus life opportunities to women and racial and ethnic minorities.

Privatization and Stratification
The insatiable growth of the previous decades
ceased as the last baby boomers matriculated.
The challenging situation posed by sluggish
enrollment was worsened by the economic malaise of the 1970s. During the decade, the average

6

unemployment rate in the United States was 7.6%
and annual inﬂation reached 8.2%. College and
universities faced zero enrollment growth, rising
prices for goods and services, and decreasing
appropriations from state governments that faced
their own budget challenges. Across all of higher
education, expenditures per student (in real $)
declined throughout the decade. Individual institutions initiated hiring freezes and even closed
departments to deal with ﬁnancial shortfalls
(Geiger 2004c). Tightening budgets left universities scrambling to achieve missions with scarce
resources. In Academic Strategy: The Management Revolution in American higher education,
George Keller (1983) provided the solution: universities should replace amateur administration
with data-driven decision-making that aligned
with institutional priorities. The power and inﬂuence of faculty leaders waned as colleges and
universities embraced strategic planning procedures overseen by professional administrators
hired to navigate a competitive marketplace.
This competitive environment arose after
American higher education adopted a host of privatization strategies in response to these difﬁcult
economic times. Since the 1950s, public investment had allowed institutions to maintain modest
tuition schemes, but after 1980, downward trends
in state government expenditures contributed to
increasing tuition and fees in the public sector.
Private colleges and universities implemented a
high cost-high aid, differentiated pricing model
that discounted tuition for needy students by combining institutional and federal ﬁnancial aid. The
Middle Income Student Assistance Act
(1978) made federally subsidized, non-means
tested loans available to all students, allowing
the tuition burden to be absorbed as debt (Geiger
2011). Tuition dependence led to increasing institutional competition, and the best positioned colleges and universities spent lavishly to build the
best research facilities, recruit top faculty and
students, and construct the most extravagant campus buildings, residence halls, and athletics complexes. In outlets like the US News and World
Reports, the most selective and well-endowed
colleges and universities consistently received
rankings as “the best,” leading to even greater
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national demand, resources, and selectivity. The
result has been the rise of an increasingly differentiated system of relatively wealthy, selective
private college and universities and public
research universities, and resource-strapped,
non-selective regional public and community colleges (Geiger 2004c). Critics charge that such an
arrangement contributed to class and racial stratiﬁcation in American society as White, highsocioeconomic status (SES) students were overrepresented in selective, wealthy institutions,
whereas racial minorities and low-SES students
were overrepresented in the nonselective sector
(Mullen 2010).
American universities also turned to the private
sector to buttress research activities. The BayhDole Act of 1980 allowed universities to patent
discoveries and inventions and encouraged the
commercial development of faculty research. As
the American economy became dependent on new
knowledge and technologies, lawmakers looked
to research universities to be engines of economic
activity. State governments partnered with industry to build commercial ventures like “innovation
zones” and “technology parks” as the means to
encourage the transfer of university research into
new technologies that could spur economic development. The 1990s and 2000s were a period of
remarkable expansion in federal and industrial
funding of research, but as was the case in previous eras, resources largely ﬂowed to leading
research universities and hardened distinctions
between wealthy and non-wealthy institutions
(Geiger 2004c; Slaughter and Leslie 1997).
The Great Recession of 2009 exacerbated the
ﬁnancial trends identiﬁed in this ﬁnal section.
States were already in a precarious condition
before the economic downturn, overburdened by
the rising costs of public services. When increases
in unemployment curtailed tax revenue in 2009,
many states were deep in the red and facing constitutional mandates to balance budgets. After a
short-term reprieve bought from funds from the
National Recovery Act of 2009, state legislatures
once again cut higher education funding. Thirtysix states cut funding by 20%, eleven states cut by
33 %, and two halved their state appropriations to
public higher education. These austerity measures
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predictably led to marked increases in tuition and
debt burdens for students and families (Oliff
et al. 2013).
The twenty-ﬁrst century has clearly been a time
of privatization for American higher education,
which has produced challenging issues that will
need to be resolved in the coming years. Rising
tuition and debt remains a hardship that undermines efforts to ensure equitable access to higher
education. Furthermore, a system that once promised social mobility and economic advancement
is, in its stratiﬁed form, a source of social reproduction (Mullen 2010). Finally, the rise of private
research partnerships has produced impressive
results in technological advances and economic
development (Geiger 2004c), but these commercialization trends may undermine research for the
public good and noncommercial work in the
social sciences and humanities (Slaughter and
Leslie 1997). Many American universities are
international leaders in research and teaching.
These institutions will only be able to maintain
this preeminent position if an appropriate and
sustainable balance of public and private support
can be achieved that can support cutting-edge
research and equitable and affordable learning
opportunities.
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Definition
Asian university traditions are intellectual traditions that were ﬁrmly entrenched in the Asian
context prior to Western contact and these traditions continue to impact on the Asian universities.

Introduction
Asia is a diverse region in terms of geographical
size, economic development, political ideologies,
and educational traditions. There are small island
states such as Singapore, Sri Lanka, East Timor,
and Maldives, as well as countries such as China,
Indonesia, and India which have huge populations
and large geographical areas. Japan and South
Korea are advanced industrialized countries,
with Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand as
newly industrialized countries, whereas China,

Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam are countries in
transition (i.e., from agricultural economy to an
industrialized economy, from a centrally planned
economy to a market-oriented economy). Many
countries in the region have a colonial history, and
their education systems are part of the colonial
legacy.
It is commonly maintained that Asian universities have their roots in the West. The impact of
Western academic models are found in various
aspects of the Asian universities, including the
patterns of institutional governance, the ethos of
academic profession, the rhythm of academic life,
ideas about science, procedure of examination and
assessment, in some cases the language of instruction, and other aspects of higher education
(Altbach 1989). Studies have shown that various
models have been imported by many Asian countries during the colonial period, including China,
Japan, and Thailand even though these countries
had not been under any colonial rule. The French
model was imported by former French colonies,
namely, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam, while
Indonesia imported the Dutch model and the Philippines imported the American model. The British
model was imposed on all the former British colonies such as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri
Lanka, Malaysia, Singapore, Nepal, Hong Kong,
and several others. Other European powers also
exported their university models to Asia: the
Germans in Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan and
the Russians in the central Asian republics
(Altbach and Umakoshi 2004; Neubauer
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et al. 2013). It was pointed out that even in the
postcolonial period, the continuing impact of the
West is still very signiﬁcant throughout Asia, as
exhibited in the pervasive and subtle inﬂuence of
the English language, the idea of the university as
a meritocratic organization, the importance of scientiﬁc research, the notion of academic freedom,
and institutional autonomy (Altbach 1989).
While Asian universities are patterned on
Western models, it is also clear that many Asian
countries have adapted the models to suit local
needs and realities. No doubt there has been considerable interplay between foreign inﬂuences and
local cultural contexts. It has been observed that,
historically, centers of higher education were outgrowths of religious and/or philosophical inﬂuences (King et al. 2011). This is particularly the
case in countries with strong intellectual traditions
such as those with Confucian, Buddhist, or
Islamic traditions. These strong intellectual traditions were ﬁrmly entrenched in the local context
prior to Western contact and therefore would continue to dominate in many aspects of social, cultural, and educational life in the Asian region
(Hawkins 2013). The purpose of this entry is to
analyze how these cultural traditions have
inﬂuenced the historical development of universities in the different parts of Asia. The ﬁrst part
focuses on Southeast Asia and the latter part is on
East Asia.

Southeast Asia
Many of the Southeast Asian countries such as
Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar have strong Buddhist traditions, and to some
extent in Singapore and Malaysia as well. In all
these countries, Buddhist universities were
established to keep the Buddhist cultural traditions alive and to train Buddhist monks, novice,
and lay persons. The aim is to promote Buddhism
in these societies, especially in meditation and
other spiritual practices, including Buddhist studies and the Pali language. Many of the Thai universities emphasize contemplative learning and
inquiry and offer courses on contemplative practices (Olen et al. 2014). It was reported that in
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2006, Singapore and Thailand together with
China and India planned to revive the renowned
Nalanda University which existed in the northern
India state of Bihar from the ﬁfth century until it
was ransacked and burnt to the ground in 1193 by
Turkish invaders (Alya 2013). The revived
Nalanda University aims at being a global institution focusing on research, pan-Asian integration,
sustainable development, and the revival of Asian
languages. At the same time, it will study local
issues of environment, agriculture, and livelihoods. The revival of Nalanda University is seen
by many as the restoration of the ancient intellectual exchange between two great civilizations of
Asia- India and China.
A number of the Southeast Asian countries,
namely, Singapore and Vietnam, including the
Chinese community in Malaysia have Confucian
tradition. The Confucian tradition in higher education dates back to the Han dynasty in the form of
the civil service examinations in China. The
examination system was a mechanism to recruit
men of ability and virtue on the basis of merit
rather than on the basis of family or political
connections to be members of the state bureaucracy. These civil examinations also played a central role in the social and intellectual life in
traditional China. The civil examination system
lasted from 650 to 1905 in China, and it has spread
to neighboring countries such as Vietnam, South
Korea, and Japan.
A recent study by Marginson (2011) identiﬁed
the “Confucian Model” of higher education as
evident in East Asia and Singapore. The model
consists of four interrelated features, namely, (i) a
strong nation-state which steers and controls the
development of higher education, (ii) high tertiary
participation rates with a large private sector and
household funding, (iii) high stakes public examinations, and (iv) strong state support for research.
These features are found in the Singapore higher
education system and to a lesser extent, only item
(i) and item (ii) are found in Vietnam. The high
value placed on the pursuit of higher education is
found in all Confucian societies. This is particularly so in Vietnam and Malaysia in the Southeast
Asian region where the local communities
established and fund their own universities such
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as the people-founded universities in Vietnam and
the Chinese community-based universities in
Malaysia.
As for the Islamic tradition, Al-Azhar University which was established in Cairo, Egypt, in the
tenth century AD has had a strong inﬂuence on
Islamic higher education in Southeast Asia. It is
one of the ﬁrst universities in the world and the
only one to survive as a modern university which
includes secular subjects in the curriculum. Today,
it is the chief center for Arabic literature and
Islamic learning in the world. In the Southeast
Asian region, both Indonesia and Malaysia have
developed some forms of Islamic higher education inﬂuenced by this model. While the Institutions of Islamic Higher Education in Indonesia
were established as early as the 1940s as natural
extensions of the widely spread madrasahs
(traditional Islamic schools) and pesantrens
(traditional Islamic boarding schools) (Fu’Ad
and Jamhari 2003), Islamic higher education in
Malaysia is a more recent phenomenon. The ﬁrst
Islamic university in Malaysia was only
established in 1983, and this is the International
Islamic University of Malaysia (IIUM). A few
other Islamic higher education institutions were
established even later such as the Selangor International Islamic University College in 1995 and
Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia (USIM) in 1998.
The main aim of most Islamic educational
institutions is to integrate faith with learning, and
there are various ways of achieving this aim
(Anderson et al. 2011). A very popular approach
is to adopt a secular curriculum to which a discrete
Islamic study component is appended. This
approach is quite common in Malaysian universities where all Muslim students are required to take
Islamic studies as a compulsory course. Another
approach is to use the Quran as a dynamic framework for organizing knowledge and research. This
approach which is sometimes known as the
“Islamization of knowledge” has been adopted
by IIUM and USIM in Malaysia. Islamic pedagogies focus on the integration of Naqli (revealed
knowledge) and Aqli (human knowledge) with
the aim of creating an Islamic systems of knowledge. The new tradition in Islamic education in
Indonesia is to introduce a tradition of rational
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discourse to Islamic pedagogy, that is, to integrate
traditional knowledge into a wider empirical analysis of social realities (Fu’Ad and Jamhari 2003).
The ethical aspects of Islamic higher education
implies that research should be designed around
knowledge that is useful to humanity and to avoid
knowledge that is harmful. The study of contemporary problems with a classical framework of
Islamic knowledge is the guiding philosophy of
Islamic higher education in the region.

East Asia
As is noted above, there is no neat division
between the indigenous intellectual and cultural
traditions of Southeast and East Asia as the Indianized, Sinicized, and Islamic traditions overlap
in several cases. However, China looms large, and
for our purposes, we will consider East Asia to
include all those settings that were heavily
inﬂuenced by China (principally China, Japan,
Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and surrounding
areas). It is useful to go into some detail to illuminate the intellectual history of China in order to
provide some framing for the discussion of educational forms that, it is argued, have had a profound and lasting inﬂuence on East Asia and
China’s twentieth- and twenty-ﬁrst-century higher
education transformation as was brieﬂy noted in
the subsection above on Southeast Asia. The intellectual foundations of China have characteristically been associated with a brief historical
period during the latter part of the Zhou dynasty
(500–200 BCE). This period has popularly been
termed the “golden age” of philosophy in China,
for it was at this time that the major philosophers
and thinkers who came to dominate traditional
Chinese intellectual, and eventually educational
thought, lived and worked (Schwartz 1985;
Mote 1971). Thinkers as diverse as Confucius
and Laozi are purported to have vied with each
other intellectually during this period. In any case,
it was at this time that the basic foundations of
Confucianism and Daoism and the later development of Legalism were formed thus providing the
primary groundwork for future East Asian and
Chinese cultural and educational development.
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Although Confucianism was eventually to triumph as the predominant intellectual strain in
Chinese thought, the traditions of Daoism and
Legalism made important contributions in this
early period. When Confucianism was declared
the state philosophy during the Han dynasty
(202 BCE–220 CE), there was already a mixture
of Daoism (particularly the laissez-faire attitude
toward economics) and Legalism (bureaucratic
organization and administrative control) present,
resulting in the fact that Confucianism became a
useful tool for the state but never its master
(Ho 1968, 1962). The moral code permeating
Chinese education from the time of Confucius to
the Qing dynasty consisted of a set of codes
regarding social relationships such as those
between parents and children, brothers and sisters,
teachers and students, and subject and ruler. These
hierarchical social relationships especially
between teachers and students have carried over
into the modern era throughout the region. The
proper harmony among these relationships
resulted in the individual expression of ren
(benevolence) toward society. This concept of
benevolence and harmony became a universal
ideal for the Chinese, as well as for educators in
Japan and Korea. Because the codes involved
social behavior, they could be taught, and Confucianism particularly emphasized the power of
education to improve society and citizenship in
both an intellectual and moral sense (Ho 1968).
By providing a model, which people could emulate, education could transform society.
Intellectuals and scholars during the Han
dynasty assumed a new role as government
advisers and ofﬁcials. It was during this period
that the scholar-ofﬁcials grew to become the dominant social force in the government. When Confucianism was decreed to be the ofﬁcial ideology,
state universities or academies consequently were
established along with a competitive civil serve
examination, which in turn served as a catalyst for
whatever education existed at that time. The
establishment of the examination system insured
the continual reproduction of the scholar elite as a
segment of the ruling group (Loewe 1965). Thus,
the Zhou and Han periods set an intellectual pattern which was to dominate and deﬁne
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educational theory and practice until the next
major period of intellectual change during the
Song dynasty (960–1279 CE). This linkage
between the state and education carried forward
into the modern era and in many respects remains
signiﬁcant in East Asia today.
The sophisticated and deep intellectual tradition of China brieﬂy referenced above provided a
rich philosophical foundation for the development
of an equally sophisticated “educational system.”
While this was not a system in the sense that we
think of these constructs today, it contained many
of the features that allow us to discuss it and make
some comparisons with contemporary educational developments.
As this new “system” further developed, it
spreads across much of East Asia, and today elements are readily identiﬁed in Japan, Korea, and
other settings in East Asia (for an excellent summary of Korea’s historical legacy in higher education, see Lee 1998). Basically, two forms came
to dominate this system: senior institutions (i.e.,
colleges and universities) for the imperial civil
service examination and the smaller, private academies both for personal enrichment and professional development, more closely aligned with the
world of work (Cleverly 1985; Galt 1951). At the
apex, in the case of China, the Imperial College
was established in 124 BCE as an institution for
scholar/ofﬁcials to study Confucianism. By the
Sui-Tang period (581–907 CE), a codiﬁed system
had been established at this level for examination
procedures, assessment, and evaluation in such
areas as law, calligraphy, mathematics, and science. A hierarchy of degrees emerged from this
system, each with various rights and privileges.
Thus, one can see the enormous and long-standing
historical legacy of these traditions.
Over time, these institutions also offered a
model of decentralization of organization and
management, over and against the more centralized Imperial College model, thus framing a
debate on the competing values of centralization
versus decentralization in higher education, a
debate and enduring theme that continues into
the present day. It also framed the region’s
response to Western models of higher education,
whether presented by the Germans, Japanese,

Asian University Traditions

French, Russians/Soviets, or Americans. By the
Ming period, the shuyuan or academy displayed
many of the features of modern higher education,
including a particular style of architecture, a discernible campus style that was easily recognizable
with lecture halls, various shrines, dormitory
facilities, eating facilities, a library, study bays,
and so on, usually situated on roughly one acre of
land (Meskill 1982).
By the late Qing dynasty, China, Japan, and
Korea had two indigenous historically
entrenched, higher education structural models
in place when confronted with Western higher
education: one highly centralized, Confucian,
and state centered (the Imperial Colleges and universities) and the other decentralized where one
observed a freer discussion and more innovative
curriculum with multiple philosophical inﬂuences
(Buddhism and Daoism in the case of China and
Buddhism in both Japan and Korea with other
indigenous patterns of thought such as Shinto in
Japan: Rawski 1979; Lee 1998; de Bary 1964).
Later, in the case of China in the Republican
period (1911–1949 CE) when China sought to
move forward on a “modernization” track,
policy-makers were presented two external traditions that were therefore not unfamiliar to them.
These were the European model, with its emphasis on a more centralized approach within more
authoritarian structures (not unlike Confucian
learning) typiﬁed by Beijing University and the
German-supported Tongji University, and the
American model somewhat reminiscent of the
academy typiﬁed by Qinghua University and a
host of missionary colleges and other institutions
founded by Chinese scholars recently returned
from the United States (Hayhoe 1989; Clark
2006; Franke 1979).
Nevertheless, the multiple European and North
American inﬂuences present in China and East
Asia in the modern period gave them much to
choose from without wholly giving up the main
elements of indigenous educational traditions.
The net result, it could be argued, has been a
ﬂuid development of a hybrid higher education
model, one that is still evolving within a template
of the Western model but not entirely of it
(Hayhoe 1989; Clark 2006; Hawkins 2013).
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Much the same could be said for the overall educational curriculum and relations between students and teachers in the region.

Conclusion
There are a variety of interweaving threads that
help clarify the historical legacies and traditions
that shaped and formed higher education in the
Southeast and East Asian regions. Diversity is
certainly a common feature of the region, with
multiple impacts in the form of geography, politics, colonialism, economic patterns, ethnicity,
philosophy, and religion among others. Internationally, there are also important features both
within the region and those resulting from contact
with the West. Out of this complex and rich historical experience, higher education in Southeast
and East Asia reveals dynamic patterns of indigenous pedagogy and organization, intermixed
with those of several outside inﬂuences. As globalization further impacts this growing region,
higher education is in a continual state of adaptation and change.
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The Latin American University
Tradition
Rodrigo Arocena and Judith Sutz
Universidad de la República, Montevideo,
Uruguay

Definition
“Main traits and most lasting inﬂuences of the
history of Higher Education in American independent nations that once were colonies of Spain and
Portugal”.

Five Centuries in a Nutshell
Already in the sixteenth century, the Spanish conquerors transplanted to America the medieval university. In the nineteenth century, the new
independent countries of Latin America imported
(partially) the French model of Higher Education.
In the twentieth century, the University Reform
Movement fostered an original model of a socially
committed university in a peripheral region. In the
last decades, while Latin America tries not very
successfully to cope with the new centrality of
advanced knowledge in social relations, its Higher
Education has expanded and diversiﬁed remarkably. Main inﬂuences for attempted changes come
(again) from central countries. But the original
tradition is still present.

The Colonial University
Universities were created in Spanish-dominated
America a few decades after colonization started.
The conquerors aimed at copying the traditional
European university, a unitary institution with
clear purposes, the “University of Faith” (Müller
1996). The Renaissance and the scientiﬁc revolution were quite alien to it. Its emphasis was on
reproducing existing and ofﬁcially approved
knowledge as well as maintaining status quo
rather than on creating and applying new knowledge. Its transplantation, directly subordinated to
the crown and the church of the conquerors,
deserves the name of colonial university. Its
inspiring models were the Spanish universities of
Salamanca and Alcalá de Henares (Tünnermann
1999). For centuries the colonial university
shaped education at all levels in Spanish-speaking
America. More than thirty universities existed
when the colonial period ended.

The Republican University
During the ﬁrst decades of the nineteenth century,
revolutions opened the way to new independent
republics in almost all Spanish-dominated America. The new governing elites promoted what can
be called a republican university, aimed at organizing the whole system of education and preparing the professionals needed for running the
incipient states. Such university was deeply
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inﬂuenced by the French “Napoleonic” model of
Higher Education and research, considered the
most advanced one at that time (Ribeiro 1971).
In Brazil, universities did not exist during Portuguese rule. When it became independent, the
whole French model was imported: Higher Education was organized in separated professional
schools, while research was organized in speciﬁc
institutes. Universities in strict sense would not
exist in Brazil before the decade of 1920.
In Hispanoamerican countries, the research
component of the French model was almost
neglected. In its universities during the nineteenth
century, the Faculty of Law was predominant and,
in some cases the only one for some decades,
reﬂecting the university role as an elite’s
reproducing institution. Then came the Faculty
of Medicine, where often modern research in natural sciences was started. An important tension
emerged in that period between centralized governance aiming at the unity of action of the
university – that characterized the University of
Faith and the colonial university – and decentralization, typical of the “Napoleonic” model in its
strict version, which was fostered by the speciﬁc
traits of each profession. The dominant role of
professional education in university activities has
been characteristic of Higher Education in Latin
America (Schwartzman 1996). From such tension, a kind of “confederation of faculties”
emerged. That is not a bad (organizational)
description of many universities of today in
Latin America.

Peripheral Universities, Part One: The
Legacy of the Past
The evolution of universities is deeply inﬂuenced
by the social role of advanced knowledge. That
role was very small in colonial Latin America,
where economic and also cultural activities were
forcefully kept at an elementary level, while material technologies, management procedures, and
senior administrative ofﬁcials were imported
from the metropolitan centers. After independence, industrialization in the West fostered in
Latin America economic growth based on
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exporting primary products with very little intellectual value added and importing industrialized
goods, the production of which was directly
related to technological progress. Such peripheral
insertion in the world economy thus included the
dependency on foreign capabilities for innovation. With ups and downs, that would be a main
factor shaping the evolution of Latin American
universities (Arocena and Sutz 2001).
As a rule knowledge associated with the production of goods and services was imported
whenever available, leaving small interstices for
endogenous research, tropical diseases being a
main example that originated relevant creative
work, particularly in Brazil’s research institutes.
Health demands in general were main propellers
of the connections between Higher Education and
knowledge generation; biology became the queen
of sciences in Latin America. Research across the
board was promoted by tiny groups of pioneers;
they built the foundations for future remarkable
achievements at an international level in many
ﬁelds – including humanities, social and natural
sciences, and technologies – and, when the social
environment demanded it, for suitable solutions to
local problems.

The Emergence of an Original Model
In the early part of the twentieth century, the Latin
American University Reform Movement (URM)
became an important collective actor in a region
still ruled by the traditional oligarchies. It challenged from inside universities with authoritarian
governance, very limited access, weak attention to
research, and almost no connections with society
beyond elites.
In 1918 a student rebellion took place in the
very old and still quite “colonial” University of
Cordoba, Argentina. The students published their
“Liminar Manifesto,” surely the most famous text
stemming from Latin American universities. It
started saying: “Men of a Free Republic, we’ve
just broken the last chain that, in middle of the XX
century, tied us to the old monastic and monarchic
domination. We’ve decided to call all things by
their own name. Cordoba redeems itself. From
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today, we have in this country one less shame and
one more freedom. The pains that remain are the
freedoms we still lack. We think we don’t err, our
beating hearts warn us: we are stepping on a
revolution, we are living an American hour.”
Apparently they were not mistaken: the movement quickly spread to all (Latin) America and
far beyond universities. In many countries, it
became the voice of the voiceless, that is, of
those subordinated sectors that were not allowed
or able to express by themselves (Halperin
Donghi 1996: 306).
It can be said that the Reform Movement aimed
to democratize the university in such a way that
the university would become an agent for democratizing society at large. The main tool for that was
its deﬁning proposal, the cogobierno, characterized by the autonomous rule of universities with
student participation. The program of the URM
included free access to universities and support
for expanding third-level enrollment, fostering
research and its contributions to national development, and interactive collaboration with deprived
sectors. The last was seen as a third mission of
universities called extension. The inseparability
of teaching, research, and extension characterizes
the Latin American model of university fostered
by the URM. It has been understood as a main
clue of an integral education. In 1988 such inseparability was consecrated in the Brazilian Constitution adopted after the military dictatorship
ended.
Although the URM program became the prevailing ideology in Latin American public universities as a whole during most of the twentieth
century, its real inﬂuence changed with time and
place. The cogobierno has been obtained, lost,
and even regained in several cases. In many countries, it helped to suppress fees and numerus
clausus in public universities, thus increasing
enrollment, which in fact was overwhelmingly
proﬁted by the middle classes. It fostered
extension – related with health, teaching, housing,
legal advice, and other activities – that nevertheless was in general the “poor relative” of the other
two university missions, teaching and research.
Public universities with cogobierno are the main
producers of new knowledge in Latin America,
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even though the still predominant structure of a
confederation of professional schools is ill suited
for research.
The university shaped by the URM was frequently in conﬂict with governments, landowners,
and entrepreneurs, but it often had close collaborative relations with trade unions and “popular”
actors in general. It played an important role in the
transition from oligarchic regimes to mass democracies, inﬂuencing intellectually as well the
inward growth and state-led period, grosso modo
from the crisis of the 1930s to the crisis of the
1980s.
The “heroic cycle” of the reform is said to have
ended in the 1970s, when military governments
directly attacked reformed universities, while
market-led changes became strong in Higher Education (Brunner 1990). However, the student
movement was often a relevant actor in the
democratization wave that started in Latin America during the 1980s, and some main banners of
the URM were included in the platforms of the
broad anti-dictatorial coalitions of the 1970s.

An Academic Revolution?
Academic revolution is the name given to the
emergence of the “Humboldtian university” characterized by the incorporation of research as a new
deﬁning mission to be carried on jointly with
teaching. Its transmission to Latin America started
really more than a century later, in a slow and
partial manner.
Etzkowitz (1990) says that the “invention of
the entrepreneurial university” is a second academic revolution characterized by the incorporation of the third mission of capitalizing
knowledge. If there exists more than one of such
revolutions, a general notion is needed. We may
say that “academic revolution” means a redistribution of power inside university that implies a
profound organizational change in order to incorporate a new deﬁning mission connected with
great cultural and social changes (Arocena and
Sutz 2005).
In Latin American reformed universities, the
cogobierno implied deep changes in the
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distribution of power and in their internal lives in
general as well as in their external relations.
Extension was fostered as a third mission. Such
transformation emerged when modernizing ideas,
democratizing processes, and incipient industrialization started to alter the continental landscape.
Research was only weakly supported by those
trends; the demand-pull coming from the economy was in general negligible. But in a context of
great changes, the Latin American University
Reform became the prevailing inﬂuence in Higher
Education. It deﬁned and frequently translated
into facts an ideal of socially committed university. That meant widening access to Higher Education, connecting knowledge generation with
solving community problems, and institutionally
contributing to the expansion of freedoms and
rights often against authoritarian governments.
As an example, the Organic Law of the public
university in Uruguay states that it is its duty to
protect human rights and the democraticrepublican form of government. Such reform
involved universities in working and ﬁghting for
collective progress in deeply non-egalitarian and
dependent societies. This has not been usual in the
long history of academy. Perhaps it was something like an academic revolution.

Expansion and Diversification of Higher
Education
In 2008 the last Regional Conference on Higher
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean
(CRES 2008, for its acronym in Spanish) was
held. The introductory report (Gazzola and
Didriksson 2008) shows how in the second half
of the twentieth century the landscape of Higher
Education was profoundly altered by quantitative
expansion and institutional diversiﬁcation.
The region had 75 universities and less than
300,000 university students in 1950 with traditional public universities characterizing the panorama. When this century was starting, more than
8000 institutions of Higher Education – of which
more than 1900 private universities and more than
1000 public universities – were registered, with a
total enrollment of almost 14 million students
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(Didriksson 2008: 27). A very small and quite
homogeneous student body, mainly of upper classes, became a much larger one, above 20.5%
among persons from 18 to 24 years of age, of
more heterogeneous social origin and on average
with difﬁculties in their academic backgrounds;
Higher Education modalities connected with
indigenous people and with those of African
descent were developed (Landinelli 2008:
152, 153,163).
When the twentieth century was ending, a
quite big, diversiﬁed, socially segmented, and
highly stratiﬁed system of Higher Education had
emerged, without a generally agreed-upon
orienting model.
Meanwhile, research has greatly expanded in
Latin America. It is still a small proportion of the
world production of knowledge, as measured by
any of the usual indicators, but such proportion
has grown notoriously. The role of public universities is fundamental in this area, including graduate programs, number of researchers, and
projects. In most countries of Latin America, the
vast majority of researchers work at universities;
the ﬁgure for Brazil in 2010 is 68% and for Uruguay in 2013 is 82% (Ricyt 2015). Such universities are mainly public and the proportion of
researchers working in them is unusual in the
world. Given the increasing relevance of knowledge generation for human and sustainable development, this stresses the importance of public
universities for Latin American future.

A Regional Vision
The ﬁnal declaration of the CRES 2008, held
90 years after the Cordoba reform, starts asserting
that “Higher education is a social public good, a
universal human right, and a responsibility of
States” (IESALC 2008: 47). That declaration
sketches a regional vision of Higher Education
shaped by the Latin American model of university
fostered by the URM “. . . the principles of which
are today fundamental guidelines in terms of university autonomy, co-government, universal
access, and social commitment” (Idem: 48).
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Autonomy is seen as a right and as a necessary
condition for fulﬁlling the mission of universities
with academic freedom, quality, pertinence, and
efﬁciency in ways that go hand in hand with social
commitment, thus including social accountability.
“The involvement of academic communities in
their own management, and particularly, student
participation, are indispensable” (Idem: 51).
The right of universal access sets the goal of
generalized, lifelong Higher Education. It requires
active teaching, “where learners are individually
and collectively the principal protagonists,” and
“is only possible if it is closely and innovatively
linked to the exercise of citizenship, active performance within the work place, and access to the
diversity of cultures” (Idem: 53).
Social commitment includes
joint work with communities; scientiﬁc, technological, humanistic, and artistic research based on an
explicit deﬁnition of the problems being addressed,
of fundamental interest for national or regional
development, and the well-being of the population;
an active dissemination effort aimed at educating
for citizenship, rooted in respect for human rights
and cultural diversity; extension activities that
enrich education, helping to detect problems for
the agenda of research, and that create areas for
joint action involving diverse segments of society,
especially the most neglected. (Idem: 56)

Peripheral Universities, Part Two:
Beyond Tradition
Main patterns of quality and respectability of academic work are set in the North. “Universities in
developing countries, and their academic communities, must function in the unequal world of centers and peripheries” (Altbach 2003: 4). The new
role of knowledge in central economies fosters
market-dominated relations of universities with
entrepreneurs, highly encouraged by governments. Peripheral countries have in general weak
knowledge demand stemming both from the market and from the government. Thus, academic
imitation of northern universities, far from achieving the expected contribution to economic development, pushes research agendas in the south to
concentrate in mainstream subjects (Didriksson
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and de la Fuente 2015: 38), weakening its potential to create and use advanced knowledge to solve
problems present in their environment.
Social demand of Higher Education is strong,
and the demand directed to socially oriented
research is potentially strong. This has been
‘ledged as a possible engine for university change
in several countries, North and South’ (Goransson
and Brundenius 2011).
For Latin America, given that issues of human
and sustainable development are at stake,
revamping the reformist tradition of the socially
committed university is a worthy project. It points
to promoting (i) the generalization of advanced
lifelong learning, (ii) a socially relevant agenda
for ﬁrst quality research, (iii) innovation interactions with usually forgotten social actors, and
(iv) cooperation with other social and institutional
actors in a better insertion of Latin America in the
knowledge society.

Cross-References
▶ Critical Higher Education: Rethinking Higher
Education as a Democratic Public Sphere
▶ Higher Education and Democratic Citizenship
▶ Higher Education and National Development
▶ Higher Education Expansion in Latin America
▶ Students and Higher Education Expansion
▶ The French (Napoleonic) University Tradition
▶ The German (Humboldtian) University
Tradition
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Introduction
The early African university education/higher
education system was characterized by its entire
or partial indigenous origin. In contrast, contemporary African universities are of European colonial legacy. Despite its earlier experiences, the
continent is now the world region with the lowest
university enrollment. Its 54 countries have major
differences in institutional capacity. The numbers
and types range from a single public university in
some small countries like São Tomé and Príncipe
to dozens of universities like in South Africa
and Egypt and more than a 100 universities and
colleges like in Algeria and Nigeria. In the
2015–2016 and 2016–2017 editions of international ranking system, no African institution
was among the ﬁrst 100 universities. While this
ranking is controversial, it suggests Africa’s
standing in global knowledge production.
In a recent book, Göransson and Brundenius
(2011) analyze the evolving mission of universities in the changing local and global contexts. Some of the changes in Africa are addressed
in African Higher Education in Transition:

Recurrent Impediments, Emerging Challenges and
New Potentialities (Assié-Lumumba Forthcoming).
This paper, structured under three headings,
critically examines African universities in various historical moments. The ﬁrst section discusses indigenous African and Afro-Islamic/
Muslim institutions before they were disrupted
by centuries of large-scale enslavement followed
by colonization. The second section analyzes
institutions of European/Western origins from
the nineteenth century to the post-independence
period. The third section, followed by the conclusion, reviews the new complex landscape of
universities.

Indigenous and Afro-Islamic Institutions
Various socio-historical, political, and broader
societal factors contribute to shaping and
redeﬁning the university. Eric Ashby (1964: 3)
argues: “The university is a medieval institution” that reproduces a certain ideal rooted in
the past and yet at the same time “has kept
pace with the mutations of society.” Thus, the
idea and history of universities in Africa are
intertwined with broader African history.
Two critical dimensions deﬁne the longest
period in African social history, with the emergence and evolution of higher education/university and indigenous knowledge systems that
lasted thousands of years within the Nile Valley
Civilization (Ben-Jochannan and Clarke 1991;
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Ajayi et al. 1996). The second component relates
to the “Afro-Islamic” institutions of higher
learning.
African “indigenous higher education produced and transmitted new knowledge necessary
for understanding the world, the nature of man
(sic), society, God and various divinities, the promotion of agriculture and health, literature and
philosophy” (Ajayi et al. 1996: 5).
It has been argued that “the roots of the University as a community of scholars, with an international outlook but also with responsibilities
within particular cultures can be traced back to
two institutions that developed in Egypt in the last
two or three centuries B.C. and A.D.” (Ajayi et al.
1996: 5), with two models, namely the Alexandria
model and the monastic system with complex and
sophisticated knowledge production (Ajayi et al.
1996; Lulat 2005).
Earlier African institutions fulﬁlled the educational mission for knowledge sake and practical
applications in different domains of society. As
Lulat (2005) points out, “the Egyptians may
not have had exact replicas of the modern university or college, but . . . they did possess an institution that, from their perspective, fulﬁlled some of
the roles of higher education institution. One such
institution dating from around c. 2000 B.C. E. was
the per-ankh (or the House of Life)” which had the
Egyptian temples as their sites composed of larges
campuses (Lulat 2005: 44). This Egyptian case
must be located within the broader framework
of the Nile Valley Civilization, which started in
the Upper Nile regions including Ethiopia and
expanded in the Lower Nile in Egypt.
The second type of institution of higher
learning in Africa before the European colonial
rule emerged from the positive and creative crossfertilization of indigenous African culture and
new impetus from Islam and its various effects
(Kane 2011, 2012; Sy 2014) especially in
the North, West, and East Africa. Of particular
signiﬁcance was the creation of Karawiyyinn in
Fez (Morocco) in 859 A.D., Al-Azhar in Cairo
(Egypt) in 970, and Sankore in Timbuktu from the
twelfth century. Al-Azhar is considered the
“oldest continuously operating University in the
world” (Arab Information Center 1966: 282).
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These institutional innovations reﬂected an
advanced level of fusion and symbiosis of African
and Islamic/Arabian cultures. Important aspects
included the use of Arabic directly or to transcribe
African languages (Ajami) for learning (Hassane
2008; Kane 2011). Mazrui (2012: 5) argues:
Muslim Africa virtually invented the global university in its simpler form. The standing monuments to
that Muslim African invention consist today of
Al-Azhar University in Cairo and the Qarawiyin
Center of Learning in Morocco. . . . These two
Afro-Muslim institutions are centuries older than
Oxford and Cambridge in England, . . . Harvard,
Yale and Princeton.

These Afro-Islamic universities did not expand
beyond the areas where the religious anchor was
absent. The cataclysmic TransAtlantic Enslavement that lasted for centuries followed by the
colonization of the entire continent at the end of
the nineteenth century led to stagnation of these
universities which even earlier did not transition
into secular institutions responding to broader
needs of society. In contrast, contemporary Western universities that are becoming a global model
even in countries that were not colonized were
created by Christian Churches, especially congregations of the Catholic Church (e.g., Jesuits and
Oratorians). These institutions were indigenous to
Europe, as they emerged and grew organically
from European socio-historical realities. In contrast, European education traditions in Africa
were created by Europeans to fulﬁll their interests
during the colonization, neo-colonial era pressures, and dependency (Mazrui 1975). Thus,
even if with time they become more rooted in
African contexts, they are not indigenous to
Africa, given their history, as articulated in the
following section.

African Universities of European/
Western Influence: The Colonial and
Post-Colonial Contexts
The Africans under colonial rule overwhelmingly
rejected education designed and managed by
European missionaries and colonial governments
(Foster 1965; Assié-Lumumba 2016). During
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the period of informal colonization, until the
Berlin Conference of 1884/1885 and the formal
partitioning of the continent, some missionaries
established educational programs on coastal posts
and sent to Europe a few Africans to acquire some
mainly religious education. However, generally,
when European education was introduced in the
context of colonization across the African continent, it was rejected. The Africans who attended
colonial schools were enlisted by force (Foster
1965; Assié-Lumumba 2016). The Africans’ negative attitude was part of their resistance to colonization and refusal to be “mis-educated” by the
colonizers who wanted to control their mind
and give them only basic education. The
Europeans were fully aware that knowledge
from formal education was likely to empower
the colonized. As captured by the Belgians in the
Congo, “pas d’élite pas the problème” (no élite no
problem), meaning that without advanced education among the colonized there would be no
risk of an elite/critical thinkers challenging and
putting at risk the colonial system (LumumbaKasongo 1981). Thus, higher education, especially university education, was off-limit for the
colonized. By the end of World War II, despite
their initial rejection of European education,
Africans had realized that, indeed, even rudimentary schooling carried a certain power (Ki-Zerbo
1972). Thus, they demanded equal access to all
types and levels of European education, including
universities.
The ﬁrst African country to have a modern
higher education institution of Western origin
was Liberia, a state established in 1821 by the
American Colonization Society (ACS), for formerly enslaved African Americans who wanted
to return to Africa. It became an independent
country in 1847 with continued American inﬂuence. In 1862, Liberia College was created and
became the University of Liberia in 1951. Created
by the Episcopal Church in the nineteenth century,
Cuttington College in Liberia experienced several
interruptions and reopened in 1949. The AmericoLiberians adopted a motto of “the love of freedom
brought us here” but created an unequal society
where they became the self-appointed rulers imitating their former American masters. Thus,
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university education reﬂected the unequal social
structure.
Ethiopia was the only African country that
remained free of colonization by defeating its
assigned colonial power, Italy in 1896, despite it
trying again to occupy Ethiopia in the early 1930s.
Ethiopia’s contemporary higher education was
conceived as a fusion of American and various
European traditions including the British and
Germany.
In British colonies, the British Advisory Committee on Education in the Colonies and the
Phelps-Stokes Commission played vital roles in
deﬁning higher education. In 1939, the British
Governors of West African colonies discussed
and agreed on the creation of a full-ﬂedged West
African university (Ajayi et al. 1996). Several
“colleges,” including Gordon Memorial College
in Khartoum (Sudan), Makerere Government
College in Kampala (Uganda), Yaba Higher
College in Lagos (Nigeria), Princess of Wales
School and College in Achimota (Ghana), and
Fourah Bay College in Freetown (Sierra Leone)
were created between the end of the nineteenth century and the 1920s. Although most of
them were initially vocational/technical secondary schools, they constituted the foundation of
post-independence universities.
The French proclaimed policy of assimilation
ontologically on contradiction with the goal of
colonization. It did not include higher education
for the colonized Africans. They created the
Instituts des Hautes Études in Dakar, Tananarive,
and Abidjan shortly before the independence process in the 1950s/1960s. In their North African
protectorates of Morocco and Tunisia and settler
colony of Algeria, the French did not promote
higher education either and, besides a few precolonial Afro-Islamic institutions, the contemporary universities were created after independence.
In general, North African countries with no
conventional colonial experiences, including
Libya (with Italian and British colonial inﬂuence)
and Egypt, currently have larger number of universities, some of which use Arabic, while other
African universities in general use languages of
the former colonial powers.
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The Vatican/Catholic Church and the Protestants later heavily inﬂuenced the Belgian colonial
education system in the Democratic Republic of
Congo and to a certain extent in Burundi and
Rwanda. Belgian policy emphasized mass basic
schooling with higher education reserved only for
future priests. Full-ﬂedged universities were created after independence.
Portugal, too, ignored the aspirations of the
Africans and thus former Portuguese colonies created their universities after independence acquired
in the 1970s. Similarly, Equatorial Guinea, which
acquired its independence from Spain in 1968,
Zimbabwe, a former British settler colony with
white minority rule until it acquired its independence in 1980, and Namibia, which fought for
independence from South Africa until 1990, created their universities after independence.
In South Africa, Apartheid policy deﬁned all
education along racial lines with Whites, Colored,
Indians, and Blacks, with inequitable resource
allocation for the institutions leading to unequal
quality. Despite the post-Apartheid policy to
increase enrollment of under-represented groups
and promote diversity in all institutions, the
inequality from Apartheid is still noticeable in
education.

Local-Global Dynamics and New
University Landscape
Zeleza (2016: 4) states that “in 1944, the entire
continent had a grand total of 31 institutions of
higher education, far fewer that the number of
countries!” Even if in 2015 Africa still had fewer
institutions, with 1639 institutions Africa and was
second only to Oceania with 140 compared to
Latin America and the Caribbean with 3060,
North America 3826, Europe 4042, and Asia
up to 6100 (Zeleza 6) argues: “It was in Africa,
however, where the magnitude of growth was the
largest from a very low base of course. The number of higher education institutions on the continent increased by 52.87 times between 1945 and
2015” (Zeleza 6).
There have been several generations of African
institutions since the 1950s. The mission of the
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ﬁrst post-independence universities was clearly
articulated by African policymakers and scholars,
for instance in Creating the African University:
Emerging Issues of the 1970s (Yesufu 1973). The
ﬁrst institutions were created amidst the euphoria
of human capital theory, which stipulates a linear
and positive correlation between formal education
and individual socio-economic attainment, as well
as national development (Schultz 1977). These
were public universities with broad societal mission, and comprehensive disciplinary coverage.
The internal and external shock of the economic crisis of the 1970s–1980s and the ensuing
misguided and infamous policy of Structural
Adjustment Programs (SAPs) of international
ﬁnancial institutions such as the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) brought
stagnation, decay, and underfunding of African
universities. In the absence of alternatives to education, considering the slow or nonexistent industrialization, and the UNESCO–World Bank joint
report Higher Education in Developing Countries: Peril or Promise (Task Force on Higher
Education and Society 2000) the resurgence of
relentless demand, a new generation of universities
arose, specialized foci, for instance in science, technology, or agriculture (Assié-Lumumba 2006).
In recent years, eUniversities or open and
mega-universities have increased while the University of South Africa (UNISA) created in 1946
was the only one for decades. Some have a dualmode delivery combining distance and face-toface learning, while others such as the Zimbabwe
Open University and the Open University of Tanzania are single-mode virtual institutions.
Accelerated globalization and liberalization in
the context of the General Agreement on Trade in
Services (GATS) of the World Trade Organization
(WTO) policies and “agreements” have an impact
on higher education (Cossa 2008), speciﬁcally the
emergence and increase of private universities.
Many private institutions are secular while others
are sectarian, with the dominance of Christian
denominations and a few Islamic universities,
often connected to broader global networks.
Hence, they are well funded and tend to exhibit
relatively higher quality in terms of cognitive
learning than for-proﬁt private institutions.
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Only South Africa under Apartheid created
universities for the Blacks in rural settings. Postcolonial universities in Africa have been urban
and predominantly in the capital cities. However,
many African countries are now creating community colleges and universities in rural areas
(Jacob et al. 2009) to contribute to meet relentless
demand. These institutions encounter numerous
challenges with regards to infrastructure and communication, qualiﬁcation of the teaching, and
administrative support staff’s willingness to settle
in rural areas.
A new type of institution targets underrepresented groups, especially women. Besides
the Ahfad University for Women in the Sudan,
Kiriri Women’s University of Science and Technology in Nairobi (Kenya) and Women’s University in Africa in Zimbabwe have been created.
Extensions of institutions of the Global North,
including distance-learning delivery and physical
sites in Africa, have increased. Other recent complexities reﬂect the increasing roles of newly
industrialized and emerging economies in African
higher education. For instance, China as a rising
player has been creating Confucius institutes.
Given South Africa’s relatively broader/quantitative institutional capacity despite the issues of
inequality, transnational education is not a burning issue. However, in many other African countries, it offers opportunities but presents major
problems including coherent policies of higher
education for development.

Concluding Remarks
Despite the continued lower enrollment rates in
comparison to other regions of the world, African
countries made unprecedented achievements
after independence, in terms of the number of
universities built and enrollment rates since independence. Regardless of their respective trajectories, African universities and their stakeholders
are still struggling with the colonial legacies
(Mazrui 1975) which, for instance, have contributed to fuel student protests, for instance in
South Africa, demanding the “decolonization of
the mind.”
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Assié-Lumumba (2016: 58) argues that “African students pursuing higher education in Europe
played signiﬁcant roles in the anti-colonial struggle. In their determination to make an impact, it
became critical for them to organize.” Hence,
several student organizations of Pan-African
perspectives were formed from the beginning
of the twentieth century such as the West
African Student Association in London and Fédération des Etudiants d’Afrique Noire en France
(FEANF) demanding unconditional independence of African countries. The movements
continued after independence although some governments wanted to control and co-opt students by
creating student sections of ruling parties, especially during the decades of one-party systems
under many brutal regimes. In South Africa, the
youth and especially the students constituted an
integral part of the struggle against Apartheid.
The current student movements (Luescher et al.
2016) have been demanding that decolonization be addressed with commitment to promote
Africanization. They have been requesting that
unequal educational opportunity as corollary of
historical inequality in the distribution and access
to resources. Such grievances are in line with the
historical struggle. An important dimension worth
mentioning is the fact that in the current period of
the twenty-ﬁrst century, students now use digital
technologies extensively (e.g., social media) to
mobilize, strategize, and organize movements to
advance their causes.
The idea of university prevails (AssiéLumumba
2010;
Assié-Lumumba
and
Lumumba-Kasongo 2011; Zeleza and Olukoshi
2004). However, a critical issue is how to pursue
this idea in promoting national development
agendas amidst the multiplicity of external and
private actors with different or even conﬂicting
objectives. Given the power relations, what are
the challenges and possibilities of transnational
universities?
Brain drain is being explored for brain gain in
creating positions for temporary or permanent
returnees of scholars of African descent. One of
the facilitating programs is the African Diasporan
Fellows program sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation of New York.
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On the whole, it is imperative to craft visions
for African integrated development with different
types of universities in alignment. The African
Union’s Pan-African University for holistic and
sustainable social progress is conceptualized to
respond to prevailing challenges in making use
of opportunities.
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Introduction
Self-evidently, higher education has meanings
and purposes. Writings on the matter, however,
occupy an ambiguous situation. For 200 years,
there has been a steady stream of writings, in
which writers have set out not just their individual
thoughts but also their hopes and their urgings.
They have sought to promote an idea of the university of their own and to change thinking about
the practices in the university. This stream of
writing constitutes a great tradition, with many
books over that time bearing titles such as The
Idea of the University (Jaspers, published in Germany in 1946 and in English in 1960) and The
Idea of Higher Education (Barnett 1990) or, more
provocatively, The Crisis in the University

there has been little in the way of scholarly
attempts to survey that material and to analyze
it. As a result, the literature that seriously attempts
to map the meanings and purposes of higher education is rather thin.
My task, accordingly, in this contribution to the
International Encyclopedia, is ﬁvefold: (i) to offer
a brief overview of the Great Tradition – as I have
just termed it – of writings on the idea of higher
education, (ii) to note some of the literature that
has commented on this tradition, (iii) to offer an
analysis of the different approaches to the idea of
higher education, (iv) to draw out different sets of
meanings and purposes associated with higher
education in the ﬁrst half of the twenty-ﬁrst century, and (v) to comment on the present state of
play, which seems prima facie to be on a cusp;
whereby serious reﬂections on the meaning and
purposes of higher education either might fall
away, or, to the contrary, might or could
ﬂourish anew.
Rather than working through these matters
methodically in a systematic way, I intend to
cover that ground by working through topics that
bring out some large issues. For example, if the
Great Tradition has been value-laden, its writings
seeking to espouse sets of values and having a
recommendatory character and wanting to inﬂuence the future of higher education, perhaps its
near neglect among academics is entirely justiﬁed.
It is much better, so some might think, to conduct
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“rigorous” empirical “research,” looking closely
at speciﬁc aspects of higher education with robust
methodologies and ﬁeldwork. Musings on the
idea of higher education and its values and purposes can surely constitute only a weak literature,
undeserving of serious scholarly time and
endeavor. In this contribution to the encyclopedia,
I shall try to show the contrary: both the literature
on the idea of higher education and an engagement with that literature are of fundamental value.

knowledge inquiry. In this respect, teachers and
students were on a level, each party having an
interest in acquiring fundamental understanding
of the world. And each party, accordingly,
warranted a certain kind of academic freedom,
lehrfreiheit (freedom to teach) and lehrnfreiheit
(freedom to learn), unimpeded by the state or
other external forces.
A parallel set of meanings and purposes developed in Victorian England was led by the
nineteenth-century Oxford scholar and theologian,
John Henry Newman. For Newman (1976), in his
Idea of the University, knowledge was “its own end”
and, if approached in a suitably disinterested way,
would provide a “liberal education” and a “philosophical” outlook. There were strong parallels here
with the Germanic (or rather Prussian) conception of
the university, with both having a dominant interest
in the life of the mind, and eschewing explicitly
instrumental forms of education.
There was, though, a striking difference, which
lays in Newman’s attitude to research. For him,
research was not part of the purposes of a university. However, I am inclined to the view that this
difference was not as sharp as it is sometimes
made out to be. For Newman was himself a most
serious scholar: even as an undergraduate, he
would spend up to 10 hours of intense study of
texts from the Greeks onward (Faber 1954).
Newman’s concern was not that kind of personal
scholarship but the development of the university
as a space for systematic and organized research,
especially of the kind associated with the natural
sciences. Pertinent here is that Newman was a
member of the University of Oxford, which was,
even until the mid-twentieth century, orchestrated
around the humanities and the teaching of
undergraduates.
What stands out, in short, is that the differences
between these two ideas of the university are less
than their similarities. Both had a fundamental
interest in the interplay between the life of the
mind and knowledge. Although in both conceptions lay an interest in knowledge unsullied by
practical considerations, still at the heart of each
was a sense that a rigorous encounter with knowledge in itself aided the humanity of the individual
and, thereby, the larger society. This idea could be

Origins of an Idea
The modern literature on the idea of the university
began in Germany with the dawn of the nineteenth
century and was dominated by philosophers.
Unsurprisingly, their writings reﬂected the idealist
leanings of German philosophy of that time and
were especially associated with reason and the
mind. Kant, Schelling, and Schleiermacher were
perhaps the leading contributors in the formation
of this literature. It was a literature that looked in
two directions. On the one hand, it looked to
knowledge and sought an appreciation of knowledge as such. Knowledge was both divisible,
being divided into different branches, and uniﬁed,
with different branches offering alternative paths
in understanding the world. There was, indeed, a
“conﬂict of the faculties,” as Kant (1992) put it,
but the divided forms of knowledge each played
their part, standing in certain sets of relationships
to each other. On the other hand, this approach to
the university saw knowledge as having personal
and social beneﬁts. The complex German concept
of “bildung” spoke precisely to the broad educative and civic functions that knowledge and its
hard-won understanding could provide. University education was here understood to be helpful
in the development of the state, in providing highlevel cognitive development.
This philosophical background supplied the
intellectual basis of the university reforms
implemented by Wilhelm von Humboldt, in the
founding of the University of Berlin. Research
(or rather scholarship) and teaching were equally
important, and there was a unity between them,
for both functions were intimately connected with
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traced back to the Greeks, for whom theory
(“theoria”) had educative properties, elevating
the individual. Indeed, the very term “ascent”
was a favored term of Newman’s, harboring a
sense of an upward journey of the mind and
even the soul.

the ﬁrst of which is “the transmission of culture.”
Why is this the ﬁrst function? Because “Culture is
the vital system of ideas of a period,” and “the
contemporary university . . . has abandoned
almost entirely the teaching of transmission of
culture.” Jaspers saw the university as providing
both a unity between science and other forms of
knowledge and also a unity of spirit, of purpose,
of a “vision of the oneness of reality.” Moberly
was concerned that “Under the guise of academic
neutrality, [students] are subtly conditioned to
acquiescence in the social and political status
quo (72)”: “fundamentally they are uneducated.”
His book was, thereby, an inquiry into ways in
which students could be encouraged to think
deeply and critically about large matters in life
and so combat “ideology” ( ) and “the mass
mind (241).” “Values” and “principles” were to
provide a basis for universities, and (Moberly
being a Christian) Christianity had a part to play
in their identiﬁcation (such as a concern for “the
whole community” (299)).
It is immediately apparent that each of these
ideas of the university has to be appreciated in the
context of their time and place. America in the
1930 was faced with the challenge of uniting
disparate peoples of different ethnicities, races,
and social classes. It is hardly surprising, then,
that an idea of the university built around a “general education” was urged (by Hutchins). World
War II had brought concerns both around mass
indoctrination and the effects of “ideology,” and
so again calls for integration (from both Moberly
and Jaspers) were understandable. That war had
also witnessed (as it seemed to some) a weakened
cultural base to modern society, and so again, a
plea that “culture” (from Ortega) should be at the
center of the university was entirely explicable.
Are ideas of the university, then, simply to be
read – and then put to one side – as value-laden
responses to and expressions of the circulating
concerns of particular times and regions of the
world? What purports to be elucidations of “the”
idea of the university turn out to be no more than
reﬂections of special interests and unexamined
orientations and even prejudices, or so it may
seem. This judgment would be premature and
unwise. Firstly, as we have already glimpsed,

The Great Tradition
From these origins, articulations of the meanings
and purposes of the university have taken successive paths. Firstly, the great tradition has itself
been developed, with a number of writers choosing the title The idea of the University or variants
thereon for their own works on the topic. Among
the most signiﬁcant of these, what I would pick
out (in addition to those so far identiﬁed) are
Robert Hutchins’ (1936) The Higher Learning in
America, Ortega y Gasset’s (1946) Mission of the
University, Clark Kerr’s (1995) The Uses of the
University, and Kenneth Minogue’s (1973) The
Concept of a University.
What is striking about these texts is that each of
them superﬁcially offers insight into the character
of higher education (at the time of their writing
and in their region), but, more importantly, each
proffers a particular conception of higher education. Indeed, we are often treated in this literature
to statements that purportedly tell us how things
stand or to offer us a neutral dissection of the
concept of the university but are actually the
writer’s recommendations as to their ideal of the
university. One writer, at least, straightforwardly
acknowledge the value-laden character of this
whole enterprise, with a book title The Ideal of
the University (Wolff 1997): it is extremely difﬁcult, if not impossible, to avoid offering a substantive account of the idea of the university without
also smuggling in a particular recommendatory
viewpoint to the effect that universities should
be such and such.
Hutchins tells us that “We can never get a
university without general education,” a general
education lying at the heart of his conception of a
university. Ortega tells us that “the university’s
teaching comprises three functions,” the second
and third of which are teaching and research, but
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many of the issues with which writers have
engaged are enduring. The matters of the relationships between disciplines (and their possible integration), between a student’s cognitive and
personal development, between the university
and the wider society, and between the university
and culture, are of continuing signiﬁcance. So too
are matters of ideology, values, freedom, and
autonomy. Writings on the idea of the university
may contain much of interest, and even signiﬁcance, over 100 or even 200 years since they ﬁrst
saw the light of day.
Secondly, such writings, especially when
worked out in book-form length, characteristically have substance. They are worked through
ideas, developing their ideas as theses that deserve
respect as ideas in themselves, not as mere whims.
Thirdly, and importantly, those ideas of the
university have typically been put forward in an
effort to inﬂuence not just the cognitive
environment – the “debate” – over higher education, but to help to change the university and the
forms of education that it provides. These ideas, as
we have noticed, have a recommendatory aspect.
Often, too (Moberly, Ortega, and Jaspers are good
examples), they include actual practical principles
that might help in reshaping universities.

Firstly, the concepts of knowledge, truth, reason, and critique came under assault from within
the academy, especially but not only from philosophy and cultural studies. Concepts such as those
came to be seen as constituting “grand narratives”
toward which there could only be “incredulity.”
Instead, lying before the university was sheer
“performativity,” a valuing of efﬁciency and
effect. So argued Lyotard (1984) in what was
perhaps one of the two most signiﬁcant accounts
of the academy in the last quarter of the twentieth
century. Crucial to the story here is that Lyotard’s
book, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge, both heralded the arrival of postmodernism and implicitly took the ground away from
the university as the social institution that embodied a project of reason.
The other signiﬁcant book was that of the
American, Bill Readings (1997), The University
in Ruins. This book charted the 200 year-long drift
of the modern university away from a tight association with both reason and culture. Instead, the
university had been taken up by the state and put
into the service of the vacuous idea of “excellence.” Whereas Lyotard had charted, as it were,
the epistemological undermining of the university, Readings charted more on its ontological
undermining.
Both the university’s intimated concerns with
truth and knowledge on the one hand and the
university’s institutional independence to pursue
that project of reason had been severely damaged.
These underminings were so serious that, for
Readings, all that could be saved was a “posthistorical” idea of the university that consciously
broke with its traditions. Available at best was a
matter of living in the “ruins” of the university.
These laments or commentaries on the shifting
sands that constituted academic culture were not,
of course, new. Postmodernism, after all, had been
preceded or accompanied by relativism, structuralism, constructivism, deconstruction, and so
on. Even back in the 1970s, Nisbet (1971) had
observed The Degradation of the Academic
Dogma, namely, an unease, in the wake of mass
higher education and the emergence of the university as a corporation, over the apparent threats to
knowledge as a secure pivot around which the

The Postmodern Idea of the University
Or the University as Debating Society
In a way, the great tradition of writings on the idea
of the university faltered and, it could even be
said, ended in the second half of the twenty-ﬁrst
century. The justiﬁcation for such propositions is
double-headed and the two considerations spring
from the same base. The great tradition can be said
collectively to amount to an idea of the university
of reason: here, the pursuit of knowledge and truth
had intrinsic value, and universities, accordingly,
were institutions oriented to that end and thereby
warranted a large measure of independence from
the state (and so arose concerns with institutional
autonomy and academic freedom). Around the
middle of the twentieth century, however, both
arms of this idea of the university of reason were
dented.
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university could be uniquely identiﬁed. Subsequently, Bloom (1987) observed The Closing of
the American Mind, in which he observed a university system (albeit the US system) being
plagued (the word is not Bloom’s but it fairly
conveys his sentiments) by relativism and a reduction of the association of the university and high
culture to mere wants and wishes of the young.
Consequently, the great tradition of writings on
the idea of the university could not be continued
without embarrassment. Reason was no longer a
concept that bore weight, the university had lost
its independence but had become an organization
within a large state-orchestrated system, communication systems across society were distorted,
science was accused of being complicit in technological
and
environmental
degradation,
and – barely mentioned – the place of the West
was being threatened by emerging economies in
the East. Writings about the university, accordingly, had – it seemed – only one place to go,
that of advocating a role for the university as a
societal debating society. If every view was suspect, then at least the university could offer a
space in which rival views could be heard and
could contend against each other. The university
was to become at best a kind of neutral umpire,
ensuring that the opponents fought fairly within
the rules of rational discourse.
Such was the view advanced by philosophers
and theorists in the last quarter of the twentieth
century. Readings – whose analysis we have
already touched upon – suggested that the university should become an institution of “dissensus.”
Alasdair MacIntyre (1985), in a world After Virtue, saw the university as essentially a set of
practices upholding certain virtues, namely,
those of rule-governed engagement. Jurgen
Habermas has spent a lifetime attempting to identify “validity conditions” that constitute a rational
discourse lying within human communication.
For him, accordingly (1987), the university was
alternatively a social space to head off distorted
communication that ideologies produce and an
institution thereby to assist societal learning, and
so to help society to advance its own rationality.

Derrida, the archpriest of deconstruction, was
bound to ﬁnd it difﬁcult if not impossible to ﬁnd
a secure basis on which to ﬁnd an idea of the
university. For him (1992), a key term was that
of “a new kind of responsibility,” but inevitably he
found difﬁculty in articulating just where the
university’s responsibility lays, other than to
offer some rather sketchy notes about alternative
movements between left and right, each step
“supporting the other.”

The Entrepreneurial University
These more modern ideas of the university, as promulgated by philosophers and theorists, offered
small beer in contending against the forces in front
of them. The modern university was being taken up
by the state and was playing its part not only in the
formation of the knowledge society but of the
emerging global economy. Here, there were to be
found – and still are to be found – both endorsers
and critics. Burton Clark (1998) led the endorsers,
with his book on Creating Entrepreneurial Universities. Not only did he coin the neologism of “the
entrepreneurial university,” but he carved out the
principles of a university’s internal organization by
which it might be advanced. For Clark, the term “the
entrepreneurial university” contained a positive
value, heralding the coming of a form of university
that was innovative and continually seeking to
maintain its own equilibrium in a turbulent age.
As stated, there were critics of this new form of
the university, most prominent among whom has
been Slaughter. In books with collaborators
(1997, 2010), attention was directed to the
malfunctioning – as it was seen – of a university
entrapped by “neoliberalism” and “academic capitalism.” Crudely, the entrepreneurial university
was put in the dock for turning away from concerns
with knowledge per se to concerns with income
generation. Now, the activities and “outputs” of
the university were valued only insofar as they
yielded income and preferably income ﬂows. Such
new income ﬂows were not just desirable but were
necessary
now,
especially
in
those
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jurisdictions – particularly in the Anglo-Saxon
world (the USA, the UK, and Australasia) – where
the state’s intent was on repositioning its public
services, such that they could become more selfreliant. Prima facie, this move was to be accompanied by a withdrawal of the state from its responsibilities toward the “public” services, although in
practice the hand of the state, now rather hidden
behind regulatory systems, remained.

From these qualiﬁcations about the entrepreneurial university, the beginnings of quite different readings of the idea of the university in the
twenty-ﬁrst century can be extracted. For now
there are emerging multiple meanings. As intimated, these alternative readings are to be found
within actual policies and strategies of universities. And they are to be found less obviously in the
more private values held and the practices of
academics.
Such multiplying ideas of the university, to be
found in their practices and lived values (their
“lifeworld”), have been reﬂected over the past
30 years or so in a literature that has also developed over this time. Just some of the ideas now
being promulgated are those of the university of
wisdom (Maxwell 2007), the university as reﬂective of virtues, especially that of its embodying the
“public” realm (Nixon 2008), a linking of the idea
of the university with the idea of citizenship
(Arthur 2008), the engaged university (Watson
et al. 2011), the open (and even the socialist)
university (Peters et al. 2012), the critical university as a space for overt resistance to the dominant
ideologies of the age (Giroux and Mysiades
2001), and the ecological university (Barnett
2013). This list could be extended considerably,
for ideas of the university are now proliferating
apace. I pick these few out only since they are
indicative of the range of ideas and have been
given some elaboration by their proponents.
How, then, might this situation be read? This
situation could be read as a new age of the idea of
the university. Now, we are being confronted not
with one idea of the university but multiple ideas.
It appears that there are many options available.
On inspection, however, the ideas just identiﬁed
could be said to possess more in common than
disunite them. For they are all concerned, in some
measure at least, in securing a relationship
between the university and the public realm,
whether in responding to public hopes, or in furthering a public sphere, or in addressing itself to
multiple publics. This conceptual diversity is signiﬁcant, it can be said, not in heralding many
particular ideas of the university but in offering
differing and even rival accounts of a single

The Public University: Recovery or
Innovation?
Despite the voices and, indeed, the analyses of its
critics, the entrepreneurial university has grown to
become the dominant idea of the university across
the world. Qualiﬁcations must, however, be made
immediately. First, developing countries have not
universally opted for the entrepreneurial idea of
the university with any alacrity. To the contrary,
countries collectively in large regions – notably
South America and Africa – are wanting to see
their universities assist broad programs of social
and public development and are resisting the
extreme aspects of the market philosophy that is
sponsoring the entrepreneurial idea. Second,
countries in continental Europe, too, show marked
signs of continuing to see their universities as
public institutions, with perhaps even enhanced
responsibilities toward the public sphere. Thirdly,
even when they can be said to be associated with
the entrepreneurial idea, universities characteristically reﬂect a complex of ideas, such that only a
portion – and perhaps even a minority of their
work – could be said to be marked by an entrepreneurial spirit. Fourth, entrepreneurialism
comes in softer and harder forms (Barnett 2005),
ranging from an innovatory spirit to a calculative
ethos in which every task and activity of a university is valued only insofar as it can be priced.
Lastly, the overt rhetoric of ministers of higher
education and, indeed, university rectors may be
in favor of entrepreneurialism, but there is usually
lurking within academic institution forms of resistance and, indeed, efforts to carry forward a
contending ethos, whatever it may be.
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venture that is sponsoring a connection between
the ideas of “university” and “public.”
We may note that many of those who are currently defending the university in this way – in
wanting to play up its public role – do so with
implicit claims that the university has always
played a public role. The task here, accordingly,
is to recover an idea of the university that has been
vanquished by the onward spread of the idea of
the entrepreneurial university. But this is both
disingenuous and self-defeating. It is disingenuous because the university has had little in the way
of an explicit public role in the past. And it is selfdefeating on four counts.
Firstly, it underplays the considerable global
forces at work in the twenty-ﬁrst century that
have the effect of occluding consideration of the
university having a public role. And, secondly, it
underplays the possibilities for new conceptions
of the university that might be formed in the
twenty-ﬁrst century around the joint ideas of “university” and “public.” Thirdly, it does insufﬁcient
justice to the now multiplying ideas of the university and its reaching out to publics, both actual and
potential. Some of the ideas being mooted may be
lacking in depth or realism, but some just may
have traction. But then those latter ideas deserve
serious consideration in their own right. Lastly, to
assume that the university has long since played a
public role is likely to encourage a myopia toward
actual developments: suitably armed with imaginative ideas of the possible public role of the
university in the twenty-ﬁrst century, it is even
possible that some embryonic ideas can be
discerned playing themselves out in real policies
and strategies within and across universities in the
world today.

help to improve the mind. We may call this simply
the university of reason. And then gathering apace
during the end of the nineteenth century and taking off with an increasing trajectory in the twentieth century came the university of utility, where
attention focused much more on the external ends
that the university might serve. This idea has
recently gathered space as the university has
been enlisted to play its part in the furthering of
the global knowledge economy. And this
university – the entrepreneurial university – has
become dominant all over the world. It is understandable if some feel that the history of the idea
of the university is at an end (Rothblatt 1997).
This, however, is far from the case. Both as
idea and as institution, multiple forms can, with a
little effort, be discerned. Many ideas of the university are now being put forward, and across the
world, universities – both individually and as part
of state policy (for instance, in South Africa) – are
bending their efforts to working out new relationships between the university and the wider society. It is beginning to be realized that the
university, with all its resources, has both responsibilities and the potential to assist the public
realm. The university of economic reason is
most unlikely to disappear. The issue, therefore,
is the space that is available for new ideas and
practices of the university to be developed alongside the dominant forms. A will to do so is a
necessary element here, but so too is an imagination, at once a visionary, and a practical imagination. There is much to work for.

Conclusion
The idea of the university has had a long innings,
of 200 years or so. For around 100 years, the
dominant sense of the meanings and purposes of
the university clustered around the twin ideas of
the university as a space of inquiry and reason in
itself and a sense of personal development: a
disinterested search for understanding would
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Synonym
High-participation higher education systems

Definitions and Origins
Mass higher education is a term used in both a
precise and a loose sense. The precise sense refers
to the middle stage of the tripartite typology of
higher education systems devised by the American sociologist Martin Trow. Systems that
enrolled up to 15 per cent of secondary/high
school leavers he deﬁned as elite systems. Systems enrolling between 15 per cent and 50 per
cent were mass systems, while those enrolling
more than 50 per cent Trow deﬁned as universal
systems (Trow 1970, 1973). When he wrote, only
the American system was approaching the boundary between mass and universal stages; others had
only recently evolved from being elite to become
mass systems. Half a century later the pattern is
very different. There are now many examples of
universal systems, although they do not necessarily exhibit the characteristics assumed by Trow.
Some higher education systems, notably in East

Asia, now have enrolment rates approaching saturation levels and surpass the American system in
this respect. Conversely they are now few examples of elite systems, except in the case of failed
states where enrolment levels have collapsed.
This explosion in student numbers to some extent
has called into question the continuing validity of
Trow’s tripartite typology. In his terms, mass
higher education systems have become the global
standard. The ubiquity of this label may now tend
to obscure rather than illuminate the important
differences between higher education systems.
However, mass higher education has also been
a term used in a looser sense, merely to denote the
general phenomenon of greatly expanding student
numbers in universities and colleges after 1945
and especially after 1960. As a label it was already
familiar in the late 1950s and through the 1960s.
Apart from Trow himself, scholars such as Daniel
Bell, Christopher Jencks, Talcott Parsons, and
David Riesman used the term mass higher education as a common, even routine, label. Indeed
Roger Geiger has identiﬁed the period between
the First and Second World Wars as the period in
which America developed mass higher education
(Geiger 2014). The concept, and the term, was
also at the heart of the California higher education
reforms associated with Clark Kerr, the President
of the University of California in the 1960s,
although in his own writing Kerr preferred to
emphasize the institutional perspective – the
multiversity – at the expense of the wider systemic
level (Kerr 1963). It was to give greater
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sociological precision to this general label that
Trow devised his typology, which attempted to
describe the dynamics between each successive
stage of higher education development (and consequently forms of higher education system).
This second, and looser, sense in which mass
higher education was used also reﬂected alignments between the growth of higher education
after 1960 and other contemporary social developments, notably the development of welfare
states and social markets. To some extent, therefore, it was a label freighted with political and
cultural assumptions and even, critics have
argued, with ideological baggage. For example,
Trow himself made an explicit link between
democratization and mass higher education
(Trow 1962). Its twin drivers were generally
regarded to be the rising tide of social aspirations
generated by much higher level of high school
graduation in the United States, and secondary
school completion elsewhere, and the rapid evolution of the postwar economy and consequently
the increasing demand for graduate level jobs,
“push” from below and “pull” from above. Trow
himself had little doubt that the ﬁrst of these
drivers was the more powerful, creating in effect
an insatiable appetite for access to higher
education.

The Irresistible Rise of Mass Systems
In statistical terms, it is clear that mass systems
have become the global norm, with an increasing
number of universal systems according to Trow’s
typology. In 1972, the year before his inﬂuential
Carnegie Commission paper was published, the
gross tertiary enrolment ratio (GTER) across the
world was 10.1% – still comfortably in the elite
range (especially as the deﬁnition of “tertiary education” included forms of postsecondary education not typically embraced in “higher education,”
even today). In the most developed world region,
North America and western Europe, the GTER
was 32%. In sub-Saharan Africa, it was less than
one per cent, and in the East Asia and Paciﬁc
region, it was still below three per cent. By 2012
the world GTER had increased threefold to 32 per
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cent. In North America and western Europe, it was
79%, well above Trow’s universal threshold; in
East Asia and the Paciﬁc it was 31%. Only in
sub-Saharan Africa was it still a meager 8%.
These regional averages concealed substantial
variations. For example, the USA, which once
had the highest GTER, had now been surpassed
by South Korea and Canada (Marginson 2016).
Two conclusions can be drawn from these dramatic increases in the GTER – one positive and
the other more negative:
• The positive conclusion is that Trow has been
proved right, not only in terms of the rise in
participation across the world but also because
this rise appears to endorse his view that the
major driver of mass higher education has been
rising social expectations, an insatiable
demand to acquire social and cultural capital
that is only loosely connected with (and greatly
exceeds) the demand for graduate-level jobs.
While the world’s population almost doubled
between 1970 and 2013 and world GDP
increased almost fourfold, enrolment in tertiary
education increased more than six times over.
Even if account is taken of the increasing
sophistication of the global economy, and the
growing proportion of graduate-level jobs, it is
clear this scale of increase cannot be explained
wholly, or even predominantly, in terms of
workforce demand. As Trow supposed, something more fundamental has driven the growth
of mass higher education systems. This is an
important conclusion in the light of the determination of most Governments to justify
investment in higher education in terms of
workforce demand (and, where the emphasis
has switched from public funding to tuition
fees, to focus on its value to individual students
in terms of economic rates-of-return as
represented by future earnings and to downplay its wider social beneﬁts).
• The more negative conclusion is that the ubiquity of mass higher education has eroded the
explanatory power of Trow’s original typology
(which represented the culmination, and systematization, of more general analyses of postwar higher education development). If
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virtually all systems are now mass systems,
and a growing number are universal systems,
perhaps a new typology, or another analytical
framework, is required. The triumph of mass
higher education may have led to the “death”
of mass higher education as a useful category, a
conclusion that is given some support by the
growing popularity of alternative labels such as
“high participation systems” (even if they
share many of its explanatory shortcomings).
It may be that the golden age of mass higher
education was between the 1970s and the
1990s and has come to an end, not least perhaps because the concept was tightly associated with a number of characteristics that no
longer appear to be valid – for example, a
predominance of State funding and the widespread conviction that mass systems were
inherently progressive in social terms, leading
to greater equality of outcomes and increased
mobility.

Revisions and Critiques
The idea of mass higher education inevitably
reﬂected both the time – the 1970s – and the
place – the USA (and, in particular,
California) – in which it was ﬁrst articulated
(Scott 2016). To some degree, it offered a conceptual framework in which current developments
could be situated, notably the California Master
Plan and similar development plans in other US
States. In other words, it had a concrete context
located in a particular time and place. Absorbed
into the concept appeared to be a number of
assumptions – for example, the close links
between expanding educational entitlement and
democratic empowerment, an instinctive belief
that excellence and access could comfortably
coexist, an acceptance of the steering and supervisory role of the State and the existence of relatively unrestricted student ﬂows between different
levels of postsecondary education in the form of
credit transfer. The expansion of higher education
may also have been associated with wider
assumptions about the “American dream,” even
“manifest destiny.” It was closely aligned with the
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current of wider social reforms ﬂowing from the
New Deal to the Great Society, although the college like the school room had always had played a
key role in the formation of American identity.
Revealingly a powerful boost towards a mass
system had been provided by the GI Bill, which
had opened colleges to returning Second World
War veterans.
Although not entirely absent in other countries
and world regions, these linkages were often more
muted. For example, the role of (still elite) university systems in promoting democracy was less
pronounced in postwar Europe where other political and social reforms were seen as more important in this respect (e.g., the extension of workers’
rights or access to healthcare). The role of the
State may also initially have been interpreted in
different ways with regard to higher education, in
terms of bureaucratic and ﬁduciary responsibilities rather than community activism. Outside the
USA the belief that “more means worse” that
mass access was likely to compromise academic
quality, was more difﬁcult to shake off. “Higher
education” itself was a less cohesive category
because of the separation between traditional universities and other, more professionally oriented,
postsecondary education institutions within often
rigid “binary” structures, which made it difﬁcult
to reproduce the easy student ﬂows characteristic
of many, although not all, US state systems. In
other world regions in Asia, Africa, the Middle
East, and Latin America, other linkages were
emphasized, between access to higher education
and national liberation struggles and economic
development. In some countries, such as South
Korea the drive towards mass and then universal
access came as much from the expansion of private universities as from the State. As a result of
these differences, the concept of mass higher education often did not appear such a good “ﬁt” as it
had at its Californian epicenter. To a signiﬁcant
extent, it was a concept “made in America,” and
America retained an advantage (Trow 2000). In
reaction attempts have been made to generalize
our understanding of mass higher education by
situating it more securely in its wider sociocultural and global contexts (Scott 1995).
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The concept has also been modiﬁed since it
was ﬁrst articulated in two major respects. The
ﬁrst is that there has been a growing recognition
that what was regarded initially to be an essentially progressive account of the development of
higher education, the tight link with democratization assumed by Trow, may also have produced
less progressive effects. In quantitative terms, its
linearity has been called into question because
some near-universal systems, especially those
that have developed within the context of increasing skill demands in a knowledge-based economy
have retained strongly elitist characteristics (and
may have intensiﬁed rather than mitigated institutional hierarchies). As a result the idea of a neatand-tidy transition from elite, through mass, to
universal systems with the last representing, if
only by implication, the highest form of higher
education has been eroded as an analytical framework. In normative terms, mass systems have also
come to be regarded as leading to more ambiguous outcomes, for example, the solidiﬁcation of
(an admittedly) expanding middle class at the
expense of less privileged social groups, as well
as the protection, even strengthening, of elite universities within systems more strongly characterized by stratiﬁcation than democratization. Elite
higher education may have disappeared, but elite
universities have thrived (Douglass 2010). It has
even been argued that the development of mass
higher education has enhanced the fortunes of
so-called super research universities (Baker
2007).
Of course, there have been lively debates about
the extent to which either is an accurate representation of the longer-term outcomes of mass higher
education. The more optimistically inclined have
pointed to the erosion of previously closed elite
social structures and their replacement by more
ﬂuid, and self-managed, identities (and status
rankings), and in particular to the transformation
of gender roles and relationships in which wider
access to higher education has played a key role.
They have also asserted that within mass systems
elite universities have been exposed to wider
social inﬂuences, even if these inﬂuences may
appear to have been compromised in the last
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decade by the popularity of a new policy discourse emphasizing “world-class” universities.
The second respect is the encounter between
the original concept of mass higher education and
the advance of more market-oriented ideologies,
behaviors, and practices, often glossed as “neoliberalism.” The idea of mass higher education has
had to be adjusted to a more pronounced emphasis
on competition as the driving force of higher
education development and consequently a
reduced focus on equity and social justice. This
emphasis on competition has not only strengthened the trend to conceive of mass systems predominantly in terms of stratiﬁcation of
institutional roles, which was already well
established, but also, less comfortably, required a
recognition of the instability, even volatility, of
these roles as institutional fortunes rise and fall
(exacerbated, of course, by the entry of low-cost
and for-proﬁt alternative providers into the traditional higher education market). This has led some
scholars to question the concept of “system” and
seek more open categorizations (Enders 2016). At
the very least, it has resurrected the tension
between a focus on institutions and a focus on
systems, which had been there from the start.
Kerr’s idea of the “multiversity,” a sprawling,
multimission and therefore heterogeneous institution, may always have been at odds with the
concept of a “mass higher education system,” an
orderly collection of institutions with more distinctive roles bound together by easily navigable
articulations.
The reduced focus on equity and social justice
has also presented challenges to what was often
conceived of as a social project. Trow had no
doubt that the major driver of expansion was an
almost insatiable appetite for social status and
cultural capital, which could be described positively in the language of aspiration and emancipation or pejoratively as a rush to credentialism. The
growing supply of highly skilled workers was a
happy consequence. In recent decades, this order
has been reversed, as the demand of a knowledgebased economy for these workers has been
re-designated as the principal driver with social
beneﬁts as beneﬁcial spin-offs. More recently still
skepticism has been expressed about the value of
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higher education as either a social or an economic
good and emphasized instead its role in
constructing personal identity in a consumer society (Alvesson 2012). Whether or not this reversal
has actually taken place (and there is evidence to
suggest that the principal driver now is neither the
search for social capital nor labor market demand
but the life-style, or identity, opportunities conferred by experience of higher education) is less
important than the fact it has become the dominant
policy discourse in higher education. As a result
the continuing relevance of mass higher education
as an explanatory term may have been further
compromised, even if alternative terms incorporating the “market” label have yet to win
acceptance.
A further, potentially disruptive, factor has
been the increasing application of new learning
technologies to higher education, which postdated
the development of the original concept of mass
higher education. Initially conﬁned to an essentially supplementary role enhancing traditional
forms of program design and delivery, new technologies have now produced more radical
changes in these traditional forms. The use of
social networking as an instructional device, and
the ability to manipulate large-scale data (e.g.,
through learning analytics that track the performance and preferences of individual students),
has now become routine. The latest expression
of this technology-led revolution in learning is
the growth of massive open online courses
(MOOCs), which challenge notions of standards
and progression, and even awards and qualiﬁcations. Of course, the scholars who originally articulated the idea of mass higher education can
hardly be blamed for failing to anticipate this
revolution. But they paid limited attention to the
impact of greatly increased participation on
courses and curriculum, and learning and more
broadly student cultures, especially during a
period of rapid social and cultural change of
which extended access to higher education was a
key driver, concentrating instead on institutions,
systems and structures. In Trow’s own terms, their
predominant focus was on the “public life” of
higher education (policy, funding, and structures)
rather than its “private life” (its educational and
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research and scholarly functions). This may have
limited its usefulness as an explanatory tool.

Mass Higher Education Today
To what extent does the idea of mass higher education continue to be both relevant and useful as
an analytical tool, even if not as a “general theory”
of higher education development? There are three
respects in which this idea has transformed, and
continues to transform, our understanding of contemporary higher education systems.
• The ﬁrst is its predictive capacity; there has
been an irreversible shift towards wider access
and increased levels of participation in higher
education. All systems are now mass systems,
at any rate in quantitative terms. There appears
to be no reverse gear. This expansion has continued despite concerns about its potential
impact on academic quality and standards and
budgetary constraints. The ﬁrst concern has
been answered by the evidence of rising standards, especially in research; mass systems
have proved to be substantially more powerful
and productive than the elite university systems of the past; however, much it may appear
to be a paradox that the rise of mass systems
has coincided with a golden age in research).
The second concern has been remedied by the,
largely successful, search for alternative
sources of income, mainly higher tuition fees,
when public support has dwindled; the logical
alternative, to downsize higher education, has
almost never been seriously pursued.
• The second is that the concept of mass higher
education has focused attention on the powerful social forces that have driven expansion.
There is clear evidence that in almost every
country, the “push” from below, in the shape
of a growing demand for social and cultural
capital (and in some countries, its more equitable distribution, and more recently, graduate
life-styles, has been more important than the
“pull” from a more elaborate and sophisticated
postindustrial labor market. Graduate underemployment, or unemployment, chronic
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phenomena in parts of the Middle East, Africa,
and other world regions and also visible in
some European countries after the 2008 banking crisis and consequent economic slowdown, have not seriously reduced the demand
for higher education. Without the insight of
Trow and others, it would have more difﬁcult
to conceptualize the expansion of higher education as predominantly a social project and to
understand the disconnect between the demand
for higher and the supply of graduatelevel jobs.
• The third respect in which this concept has
transformed our understanding of contemporary higher education is the attention it has
focused on systems, coherent and less coherent, rather than simply on scattered institutions.
Before it was developed, “higher education”
was used not so much to denote a system
composed of different types of institution but
simply a level of education. One of the concept’s most powerful effects has been to
encourage this holistic view encompassing
not only traditional and technical universities
but other types of postsecondary education. So
the idea of mass higher education has not only
changed the meaning of “higher education” but
also greatly enlarged its scope and so its potentialities. Even under the quasi-market conditions that prevail now in some higher
education systems, and which are often
regarded as a model for development, increasing institutional competition has not led to a
reversion to a more fragmented view of higher
education. Instead systems are now deﬁned
more in terms of regulatory regimes rather
than State planning frameworks (and generous
public expenditure).
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In all three respects – emphasis on the core
dynamic of expansion, on the underlying social
forces that are driving this expansion, and on the
need to think “systems” – mass higher education
remains a powerful, and useful, concept more than
half a century since it ﬁrst became current.
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Synonyms
Exclusive universities; Top-tier universities;
Wealthy universities; Prestigious universities

Definition
Considered the very best and most prestigious
universities nationally and, increasingly, globally
that largely serve the wealthy.

Terms of Endearment
In Keywords (2014), Williams offers an etymology, of the term “elite,” dating it back to the
mid-eighteenth century. He shows how it was
ﬁrst associated with the elect, that is, those formally chosen by god. Theology linked the elect to
the aristocracy. He says “elect was often indistinguishable from ‘best’ or ‘most important”’
(pp. 13–14). With the changing social circumstances of the nineteenth century and the declining
power of the aristocracy, other explanations about
“distinction and discrimination” surfaced. The

concept ruling elite arose in opposition to that of
ruling class. It provided an ideological warrant to
justify their rule, again along the lines of the best,
the wisest, and the cleverest.
Such beliefs about eliteness echo through the
university sector and have become common
sense. Elite universities are those considered the
very best of all universities usually nationally and,
normally now, globally. They are viewed as the
“top tier” of the “top tier,” the crème de la
crème – superior, distinctive, distinguished, and
exceptional. Most are extremely wealthy. And
thus, predictably, they largely serve the wealthy.
Entry is commonly considered the pinnacle of
success – a guaranteed path to wealth, power,
and ruling class membership.
Even so, what it means to be an elite university
is constantly in the making. A historically
informed political, spatial, and sociocultural
imagination is necessary if we are to properly
understand how elite universities claim and maintain their cachet. Without such imaginations, academic studies may wittingly or unwittingly
underwrite the status of such universities.

Producing Eliteness
Certain universities are produced, as elite, through
a range of practices and discourses, which
include, but also exceed, those associated with
higher education politics and policy.
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Statements of Status
Conventional perceptions of such universities’
prestige have usually developed over extended
time as each university has accumulated its considerable resources and reputation and consolidated its powerful connections and thus its
power. Social and political histories clearly illustrate this. But other types of history matter most to
elite universities. These include institutional
hagiographies – and there are many of these.
Their conventional story line is about great institutions staffed by, and producing, great minds
which go on to do great things. Another type of
institution-boosting history involves narratives
about institutional minutiae and its symbolism.
These invent tradition in order to claim an
extended and exalted heritage.
Literary and popular cultural representations
also contribute to such institutions’ allure. Over
time they have been represented in novels, poems,
and songs, on stage and on radio, in ﬁlm, television, and in even computer games. And then there
are the commentaries on such texts by scholars of
these genres. These are accompanied by constant
media enthrallment and reportage and by glamorized tourist promotions. No matter how unsophisticated, nuanced, or even critical, such texts are
invariably involved in the mythmaking that helps
to sustain the fascination and drawing power of
these institutions.
Remarkably, two little sets of elite universities
have a world-recognized nomenclature to signal
their cache – “Oxbridge” and “the Ivy League.”
They are the aristocracy of the university sector.
Their carefully calibrated, and protected, “brands”
are globally potent.
Metric Positioning
Clearly, national higher education politics and
policies are also involved in constituting elite
universities and, over time, have conducted their
own classiﬁcation and framing exercises. These
make clear which of its own universities the
nation state wishes to anoint as the elect. And,
such rankings are regularly and faithfully reported
in various media outlets.
However, since 2003 such national state-based
classiﬁcation systems have been disrupted by the
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activities of the Center for World-Class Universities at Shanghai Jiao Tong University, China, by
QS Quacquarelli Symonds Ltd and by Times
Higher Education via Thomson Reuters Corporation. The latter “is known for its research platform
Institute of Scientiﬁc Information (ISI) Web of
Knowledge, which concentrates another aspect
of academic performance evaluation in the hands
of New York based multi national information
company” (Jons and Hoyler 2013, p. 45).
These bodies have turned university rankings
into a prosperous, hyperactive industry with an
array of advertising spin-offs. And they have
taken such rankings globally – even though, as
Liu (2009) points out, the Shanghai rankings were
originally intended to assist China to develop
“world-class” universities and to launch them on
the global stage. At the same time, they have
provided new terms of endearment to describe
the best of the best in the world. In short, they
upscaled notions of the elite university and, in so
doing, have spectacularly enhanced the eminence
of long-standing elite universities.
To clarify, these days, a university’s eliteness is
not just documented but also accentuated, annually, by three main global ranking exercises – the
Shanghai Academic Ranking of World Universities, the QS World University Ranking, and the
Times Higher Education World University Ranking. The latter two currently operate in partnership
with Elsevier. This is a highly proﬁtable, multinational information, and technology company that
publishes a large number of academic journals
and also hosts the online citation database Scopus.
These ranking exercises involve the production of
global, as well as national and regional, league
tables of universities and of various universityrelated matters (Larsen 2017).
Accordingly, the much debated notion of
“world-class” universities has emerged. However,
it is not entirely clear which universities are actually considered world class and, among them,
which might be considered elite. In 2016 Shanghai ranked 500 universities, the Times Higher
Education ranked 800, and QS ranked 700 (with
a number of others listed but not ranked). Because
they comprise a small percentage of higher education institutions worldwide, those named in all
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such lists might be understood as world class,
even elite if the term is used loosely. But then
tiers immediately emerge in the reportage and
reception of such league tables – the top 100, the
top 50, the top 20, and the top 10. Questions then
arise about the stability of such tiers over time.
If we understand elite universities, strictly, as
the “top tier” of all these “top tiers,” then perhaps
they can be deﬁned as those universities consistently in the top ten. Those included in each
ranker’s top ten have varied very little over time,
but those allocated the pinnacle position do
change. Even so, those thus nominated do vary a
little between rankers. However, the Shanghai is
considered the most elite in its performance measures due to its primary emphasis on “objective”
data about research activity and intensity.
As a result of such ranking exercises, the universities that are now considered elite within the
nation state are usually those that are consistently
counted in the top 100 in these global league
tables. And notably, the state’s power to decree a
university’s status is diminished, as it must share
such power with these, not entirely disinterested,
largely capitalist enterprises.
Predictably there is much debate about the
performance indicators, weightings, and methods
of such exercises and thus of their conclusions. It
is now commonplace, almost obligatory, to
acknowledge that, even despite their different
methods, world university rankings are based on
a narrow set of data. Douglass (2016) explains
that they “are biased toward the sciences and
engineering, biased in their focus on peerreviewed journals published mostly in English,
on the number of Nobel laureates and other
markers of academic status, and tilted toward a
select group of largely older universities that
always rank high in surveys of prestige” (p. 3).
It is now also well recognized that rankings
reinforce the advantage of institutions in those
regions, countries, and subnational locations that
are positioned at the global economic core – the
global North essentially and its established economic centers. As Jons and Hoyler (2013) powerfully demonstrate, economic geography matters
enormously – although it matters somewhat differently in relation to different ranking
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organizations and methods. A location’s,
country’s, and region’s wealth is a primary determinant of the number of elite, and world-class,
universities each contains.
It is widely accepted that the USA has the
highest number of such universities, followed by
the UK. This is now a somewhat hackneyed,
though correct, observation. Leading to much
greater research excitement is the recent emergence of highly competitive universities in various other countries in Europe and Asia. This is
usually attributed to highly funded government
initiatives designed to quickly bolster them (e.g.,
Japan’s Super Global Universities Project and
Germany’s Excellence Initiative). One reason for
such interest in Asia particularly is the implications for the demand from Asia for world-class
and elite universities in the so-called West.
Global rankings are highly political, and even
despite criticisms of them, universities obsess
about them, adjust their strategic plans in relation
to them, and tactically deploy them, and related
ﬂuctuations, to advance their common causes in
national higher education policy circles. But such
rankings are also deployed differentially.
Elite universities have often formed small, but
powerful, cabals designed to sustain and further
their elitist agendas, pushing for greater regulatory
freedom or enhanced funding as a reward for their
success, for example. Their overall aim is to
ensure that dominant ideas about a university’s
worth remain the ideas of the dominant universities. Elite universities conventionally look in the
mirror and, on the basis of what they see, and
drawing on the hegemonic power that they exercise, try to ensure that they continue to be the ones
to deﬁne what it means to be the best.
Market Mania
A university’s prestige, however it is produced, is
central to current hyper-competitive global,
regional, and national university markets. Whatever the market’s scale, demand keeps rising and,
along with this, the higher education sector keeps
expanding and further diversifying.
Some call this expansion “massiﬁcation.” This
is because, in earlier times, there were few universities, which, by deﬁnition, were all elite
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educational institutions. Their clients and products were usually from the privileged and powerful classes. Many such old universities continue to
be seen as elite and as standard bearers of
quality – the best, the wisest, and the cleverest.
This is in contrast with the mass of newer universities, presumably serving “the masses,” where
quality is often regarded as suspect and which
thus must be monitored by their institutional superiors through the state.
However, it is worth noting that the concept
“massiﬁcation” taps into discredited “classical
school” elite social and political theories from
the late nineteenth- to early twentieth-century
Europe (e.g., Mosca 1939; Pareto 1968). These
theories proclaim that an elite/masses, ruling/
ruled division is a preferable way of ordering
modern societies. In its assertion that elites have
superior qualities and in its restricted notion of
democracy, such thinking mimics feudal ideas of
ﬁxed social hierarchy. Such views reverberate
through massiﬁcation discourses about elite and
mass higher education. This is but one example of
the manner in which academic studies can implicitly underwrite the eliteness of certain universities.
But, universities, worldwide, vary considerably in their identities, offerings, ﬁnancial and
other resources, reputations, and catchments. It
is thus more apt, and less elitist, to talk of the
highly differentiated, and deeply stratiﬁed, higher
education sector in which those with capitals, in
the Bourdeusian (Bourdieu 1986) sense, most
readily accrue further capitals.
Market mania has led universities to try to
distinguish themselves from each other and to
distance themselves from “lesser” institutions.
All universities want to be seen as “the best” at
something, anything. The concept “best in class”
is emerging. Currently, many individual universities aspire to be the best in particular ways, in
certain ﬁelds and activities, and in their locality,
nation, or region. Chase and ﬂight are often the
order of the day, as those with less power and
prestige seek to emulate those with more and as
those with more seek to protect and distance themselves from such “pretenders.” Countries are also
involved in emulation. For example, China once
looked to emulate elite universities in the USA
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and the USA once looked to emulate leading
German universities (Jons and Hoyler 2013).
But not all universities are emulating the old
elite institutions. Take the recent example of India
and China. They are rapidly developing their own
high-end, higher education institutions. Each is
“investing heavily in university systems and
high tech and science infrastructure,” and along
with American companies, “they are opening up
engineering facilities and laboratories” and seeking to develop “high tech global metropolises” in
particular regions (Smith and Favell 2006).
In response to such pressures “from below,”
elite universities have employed particular strategies in order to retain their national and global
status (Palfreyman and Tapper 2009). These strategies include working more closely with their
national governments to ratchet up the “arms
race” of educational exclusivity, employing their
vast resources to maintain their status in the top
echelons of the world-class educational rankings,
and forming partnership with other elite universities to block other institutions from overtaking
their historic and current power and prestige.
Interestingly, this “arms race” has also led them
to try to become more accessible to diverse groups
of students.

Access Anxieties and Reassurances
Of course there are critical studies of elite universities. A common focus, over time, has been on
“access”: on who gains it, how so, and how might
access processes alter so that these universities are
more open in class, race, religious, and gender
terms. In the UK, the lack of social mobility has
attracted considerable research and policy interest. Elite universities have been encouraged to
alter their admission criteria (e.g., Sutton Trust
2016). More generally, elite universities currently
purport to diversify their student bodies for the
purpose of “open[ing] up the educational opportunities they offer to a wider range of students in
an effort to promote equity and social mobility”
(Aries 2013, p. 2).
Despite the claim that elite universities serve as
engines of social mobility, Guinier (2015), for
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example, argues that the merit systems controlling
the admission practices in the USA are functioning to select the already advantaged. In fact, she
describes the admission process to US elite universities as a “lottery,” that is, “stacked in favor of
the Adonises of our world, the children of the
wealthy” (p. 10). Even though Ivy League universities in the USA are increasingly racially diverse
and more open to women, for example, their students are simultaneously richer. As Khan (2011)
notes, “Harvard’s ‘middle income’ is the richest
5 percent of our nation” (p. 6).
Across the globe, elite universities continue to
be places, mainly, for the wealthiest students. At
China’s prestigious Peking University, for example, a student from the poorer Anhui Province has
a one in 7826 chance of gaining admission, while
the odds are one in 190 for a wealthier student
from Beijing (which is 0.5 percent) (Wong 2012).
Although elite universities in China and elsewhere are becoming more selective, they are still
placing wealthier students at a considerable
advantage in the admissions race.
Winning the admissions race to elite universities is characterized largely as a frenzied process
(Weis et al. 2014). Years before students actually
enter tertiary education, their lives are consumed
with becoming competitive in the everincreasingly selective admissions game. The
surge in applications over the past decade has
pushed the acceptance rates at elite universities,
across the globe, drastically lower.
Other critical studies consider such institutions’ cultures and, for instance, how they cope
with the minority presence of “outsiders” within
(Lee 2016) and indeed how outsiders experience
such cultures. International students are the most
recent outsiders within. Also, scholarly and media
attention is increasingly paid to student subcultures of stress, victimization, and violence (e.g.,
Deresiewicz 2014; McVeigh 2015; Scelfo 2015).
And, much literature focuses on what Mills
(1956) calls the “power elite” and what others
call the ruling class. It considers the overrepresentation among such groupings of graduates from
elite universities, the graduates’ smooth paths to
membership, and the manner in which their
Others are either excluded or very selectively
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recruited (e.g., Rivera 2015; Zweigenhaft and
Domhoff 2006). Clearly these institutions are
class activists as well as gatekeepers.
Over the years, credentials from an elite university promise and deliver more earning potential
than credentials from less prestigious institutions
(e.g., Brewer et al. 1996; Dale and Krueger 2002).
A degree from an elite university matters for
wealth accumulation perhaps more, now, than in
the past. Several scholars even claim that elite
universities are becoming little more than funnels
into the ranks of the high-ﬁnance industry (e.g.,
Deresiewicz 2014). Elite universities offer students access to powerful networks, which, along
with the high-quality education they receive,
enables them to directly escort their graduates to
positions of power and inﬂuence (Wai 2014).

Possible Future Inquiries
“Academic capitalism” is the term that Slaughter
and Leslie (1997) coined to refer to the aggressive
manner in which public research universities in
the USA are adopting market and quasi-market
behaviors. Slaughter and Rhoades (2009) update
this analysis, link it to the “new economy,” and
unpack the increasingly complex circuits of production, circulation, and consumption involved.
Interestingly, in this context, elite universities
have, somehow, managed to present themselves
as above the fray and as centers of almost effortless excellence. Future research might consider
how academic capitalism is manifest inside elite
universities speciﬁcally and if and how this differs
according to location. Explorations of their particular links to and activities within contemporary
national/global higher education power assemblages would also be fruitful.
Much is made in the elite university literature
about the elite university/ruling class nexus. But
the focus is too national. If we are to fully comprehend the class work that elite universities now
do, serious attention needs to be paid to the emerging body of scholarship on the “transnational capitalist class” and the “transnational capitalist state”
(Robinson 2004). This rescales and reconﬁgures
debates about elites, class, capitalism, and the
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nation state. It implicitly invites us to consider
how elite universities are implicated in global
and transnational class structures, relations, and
formation. If scholars in higher education, with a
political, spatial, and sociocultural imagination,
accept this invitation, we will no doubt learn a
great deal about how elite universities are implicated in current relations of ruling.

Cross-Reference
▶ World-class Universities
▶ Private Higher Education
▶ Cultural Capital, Social Class and Higher
Education
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Definition
The relationship between higher education and
democratic citizenship enjoys much attention in
contemporary debates addressing the changing
role and function of universities. The issue,
which stands in the front, is the questioning of
the social function of the university in relation to
the needs of modern democratic societies and
their development, or in a more narrow scope,
the role of higher education in the process of
creating and empowering a citizen. In relation to
the two traditional functions – teaching and
research – the social function of higher education
and its contribution to democratic citizenship
appear in discussion as a very complex and sometimes contradictory issue, so that a unique deﬁnition cannot be given.

Democratic Citizenship as an
“Archetypal Model” of the Modern
University
Since its conception, modern democracy has been
closely linked to the issue of general public education (Dewey 2004). The interdependence of
education, democracy, and social development
can be traced back to the threshold of the nineteenth century when education was increasingly
recognized as an indispensable instrument for
promoting both social and economic development
and democracy (Mitter 1993). However, a special
role attributed to higher education was acknowledged with delay.
As an institution, the university was thoroughly reconceptualized at the beginning of the
nineteenth century and began to play an exposed
role in the development of both national state and
industry. It transferred “from the age of philosophy to the age of science” (Rüegg 2004); advancement of knowledge and training of the next
generation of academics as its main purpose was
extended to training of future civil servants and
highly skilled manpower for the national economy. On the other hand, liberal education as a
supposed inherent part of university curricula
was believed to be a well-rounded preparation
for the individual student in a democracy (Scott
2006). New understanding of the societal role of
higher education was in some places, especially in
the USA, articulated in the mid-nineteenth century, but the speciﬁc issue of how could higher
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education shape citizenship was articulated
slowly and contradictory. It came to the forefront
of discussions only in the second half of the twentieth century when higher education began to lose
its former “elite” character. Promoting democracy
and democratic citizenship entered on a list of the
purposes of higher education. Thus, it represents
one of the “archetypal models” of the modern
university (Zgaga 2009).
In the discussion over the last century and a
half, the relationship of higher education and citizenship has proved as a very complex one. This
complexity cannot be displayed in short without
having resorted to simpliﬁcation. We will do so by
limiting to three key themes to which the greater
part of an ongoing discussion can be synthesized
(but not completely free of remnants):
– Democratic citizenship as a purpose of higher
education
– Commodiﬁcation of higher education and its
impact on democratic citizenship
– Higher education for democratic citizenship

Democratic Citizenship as the Purpose
of Higher Education
From a historical point of view, the university had
the role of educating an elite rather than any
obvious task of enforcing democracy (Englund
2002). The modern nation-state tried from the
very beginning to engage its universities for
achieving the “national aims”; however, universities
sometimes
resisted
such
“instrumentalization” by advocating principles
of academic freedom and institutional autonomy
and may consequently took a neutral position to
political ideologies and social movements. Parallel to this, questions gradually opened up of what
role could higher education play in the development of modern democracy.
Advancement of academic research and teaching (W. von Humboldt) on one hand and a nonspecialized, well-rounded education of a
“gentleman” (J. Newman) on the other: these
were the two “internal” academic articulations of
the purposes of higher education in modern
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societies. They were complemented by an “external” one: training a wider range of “leaders in
industry, commerce, ﬁnance, expanding state
bureaucracies, and the growing professions”
(Perkin 2006, 175). These ideas all came from
the early nineteenth-century Europe. The speciﬁcity of the American context – which ﬁlled, e.g.,
Alexis de Tocqville, disappointed by the failed
attempts at democratic government in Europe,
with conﬁdence in the development of
democracy – contributed yet another articulation:
the responsibility of higher education to contribute to its communities and to educate for citizenship. While the English and the German
universities were standing somewhat aloof from
the public and interpreted that social changes are
merely their by-products and not their raison
d’être (Bok 1982), American ones, backed on
the ideological pragmatism characterizing their
surrounding communities, were much more willing to collaborate with external parties (Pinheiro
et al. 2015).
This view has been clearly embodied by the
well-known Morrill Act (1862) which strengthened the “public service movement” and strategically inﬂuenced future development of higher
education in the USA. However, the attempt “to
bridge the gap between town and gown” cannot be
directly linked with the earlier emphases on preparation for citizenship (focused on general, not
higher education) or seen as a part of civic education (Morse 1989). The further way, in the USA
and globally, was polemical and anything but
linear. The “public service” and “civic education”
movement had been faced with opposing currents
and internal contradictions were also evident
within it (Harkavy 2006). These contradictions
are especially evident when it comes to the interpretation of the notion of “public service” as well
as “democracy.”
An important theoretical contribution to discussions about education and democracy was
given by John Dewey in the early twentieth century. He carried out a thorough analysis of this
issue and put it in a broad historical and ideational
perspective (Dewey 2004). After reconsidering
the trends after the European Enlightenment of
the eighteenth century, he noted that “education
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became a civic function and the civic function was
identiﬁed with the realization of the ideal of the
national state. The ‘state’ was substituted for
humanity; [the Enlightened] cosmopolitanism
gave way to nationalism. To form the citizen, not
the ‘man’, became the aim of education.” Writing
his book in the middle of the First World War
ﬁghting, he continued “In Europe, in the Continental states consequently, the new idea of the
importance of education for human welfare and
progress was captured by national interests and
harnessed to do a work whose social aim was
deﬁnitely narrow and exclusive.” And he asked a
difﬁcult question: “Is it possible for an educational system to be conducted by a national state
and yet the full social ends of the educative process not be restricted, constrained and corrupted?”
(pp. 89–90, 93, 94).
Almost the entire range of key issues as were
raised in the course of the twentieth century – and
are still discussed today – is contained in this
quotation. The exceptional role of education in
the formation of a citizen has been recognized in
both educational politics and academic studies,
but with the former (and sometimes even with
the latter), this recognition has been dominantly
made in an instrumentalized form. The lesson
learned over the last hundred years is that the
formation of citizenship is not necessarily the
formation of democratic citizenship. This was
acutely proved in political totalitarianisms,
which affected (not only) Europe over the twentieth century. Against the backdrop of social and
political struggles of the twentieth century, the
relationship between higher education and democratic citizenship became increasingly a central
topic of the debate on roles and purposes of higher
education in modern times.

Commodification of Higher Education
and Its Impact on Democratic
Citizenship
If on one hand we can say that the role of higher
education as a public service is American contribution to the modern “idea of university,” on the
other hand, we cannot ignore another
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contribution – a contribution to deepening of the
contradictory nature of the debate on education
and democracy. Harkavy (2006) points to an
inherent contradiction in the development of the
American concept of education for citizenship. It
was already in the early colonial colleges, he says,
that the “religious-inspired service” was
complemented by a special “form of community
competition.” “Succinctly stated, contradictory
capitalist market motives, not simply traditional
medieval Christian motives, inspired and shaped
the contradictory origins and increasingly contradictory development of the American higher educational system” (p. 13). To paraphrase Max
Weber, one could say that the special form of
(the Protestant) “community competition” already
revealed the “spirit of capitalism.”
The period after the Second World War
brought new trends. A military complex was
established as previously had not been even conceivable and strong incentives for scientiﬁc work
in universities and institutes were provided. The
Cold War that followed essentially redeﬁned
American science; consequently, the aims and
purposes of higher education thoroughly shifted.
As shown by Harkavy in a case of a Dean of
Liberal Arts and Sciences at one of US universities, now it was believed that the job of professors
is “simply to teach what their discipline calls for
them to teach and to try to make their students into
good disciplinary researchers”; they “cannot
make their students ‘into good people [. . .] and
shouldn’t try’” (p. 15). Together with other dominant trends of the time, this led to the widening
and deepening of commodiﬁcation and commercialization of universities and the whole higher
education area (Bok 2003).
The post-Enlightenment public school concept
made citizenship education the primary focus of
all education for many decades; this trend was
otherwise contradictory and varied from binding
“people together in cooperative human pursuit
and results” (Dewey 2004, 95) to “educating a
true patriot” by the state. The shock which came
with Sputnik (1957) during the Cold War period
put emphasis on scientiﬁc development and
pushed socialization function away. “Even social
scientists felt that ‘citizenship’ was not an
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intellectually worthy goal of education” (Reische
1987, 15). However, on the other side, critical
writers began to draw attention to “the retreat
from citizenship” as well as to “the disengaged
academic” (Macfarlane 2005), a trend that has not
yet ended; on the contrary, it seems that it has
become a worldwide trend.
Many authors have shown how closely this
trend is linked in modern times to the neoliberal
doctrine and its universal inﬂuence on the transformation of the mission and the nature of higher
education. Education is represented as an inputoutput system which can be reduced to an economic production function: higher education has
commercialized (Bok 2003); new public management has replaced the “public service ethic”
(Olssen and Peters 2005); the growing emphasis
on free enterprise, accountability, individual
choice, and consumption led to a business model
of higher education (Suspitsyna 2012); etc. The
new model has fundamentally altered the two
essential roles of traditional universities, i.e.,
research and teaching. In short, “the neoliberal
discourse subverts the social functions of universities that are aimed at social justice and redeﬁnes
individual agency in terms of economic rationality”; what “gets lost in that market perspective is
the noneconomic social and political roles of
higher education” (pp. 53, 64).
Under this doctrine, the only legitimate form of
research is that which brings applicable and therefore “useful” industrial innovation, and the only
legitimate form of teaching is one that provides a
“ﬂexible” highly skilled labor force. It is clear,
therefore, that this doctrine has also profoundly
affected the role which higher education is supposed to play in relation to the surrounding community and in particular its potential contribution
to democratic citizenship. In this context, the term
“third mission” was coined which can be seen as a
further commercialization of the results achieved
through the “ﬁrst” and “second” missions. However, it can also be understood differently, e.g.,
consisting of “a knowledge transfer function as
well as a more general community function. It is
an umbrella term that refers to a wide variety of
principles and strategies for economic and social
development” (Jongbloed et al. 2008, 313).
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Emphasis placed on the third mission is often
explained as an effort to restore the priority given
to social purposes which the traditional university, the “ivory tower,” has been accused to
neglect. The community engagement should
involve “a set of activities through which the
university can demonstrate its relevance to the
wider society and be held accountable” and to
function “as sites of citizenship” (Jongbloed
et al. 2008). However, warnings that the problem
is not only on the side of the neoliberal discourse
but also on the side of the academic community
cannot be ignored. For example, “epistemological
fragmentation” (Macfarlane 2005) and “disciplinary isolation” (Harkavy 2006) have caused that
“the ‘political literacy’ of academic staff has been
damaged [. . .] by the decline of collegial decision
making, the rise of a management culture in universities and the loss of tenure” (Macfarlane 2005,
304). A general “retreat from the broader civic
role of the university” is noticeable: “knowledge
transfer” has substituted “more broadly based
contributions to civic society” (p. 309).

Higher Education for Democratic
Citizenship
Criticisms of the commodiﬁcation of higher education have contributed, at least indirectly, to a
newly articulating of the question on the role of
modern universities in the formation of citizenship. In the academic debate, a whole series of
questions opened up, such as the following: Will
there be room for analysis of the often close relationship between facts and values, for a view of
knowledge as part of a commitment, and for a
“philosophy of knowledge”? Can the universities
become public spaces for encounters between different cultures, different views of “how society
works,” and different views of “the good society”? In short, what kind of knowledge and
(critical) attitude would it be the task of the universities to promote (Englund 2002)?
In recent decades, these issues have been
broadly discussed particularly in North America
and Europe. In America, criticism of commercialization and the one-dimensional role of
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universities were raised to the fore and related to
the progressive ideas of nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In Europe, these issues have
been particularly articulated in relation to the
Europeanization process, democratization, the
protection of human rights, living together in culturally diverse societies, etc. It is possible to identify two main horizons of the discussion: the
academic and the policy one.
On the academic side, historical reﬂections are
common. Since the creation of modern nationstates, governments have been concerned with
the inﬂuence of education on the citizen body.
For a long time, this concern had been limited
mainly to compulsory education, i.e., to the level
which included all the population (Englund
2002). In this regard, university was not particularly an interesting institution until higher education was determined as elite education; its social
importance reﬂected mainly in contributing to the
formation of national identity and to the overall
national development. Occasionally, universities
were calling attention as sites of potential ideological and political subversion. Yet everything
fundamentally changed when they were shifted
to the stage of mass higher education. “With the
creation of mass higher education systems in
many states (including middle-income countries
such as Brazil, Chile and Thailand), the question
has emerged of how higher education can be
engaged in governments’ efforts to create cohesive and just societies” (McCowan 2012, 51).
Here we are confronted with a potentially dangerous issue. The role to be played by a modern
university in promoting citizenship has varied
depending on changes in the concept and practice
of democracy but also by its byways and defeats.
Among academics in Europe, unlike the USA,
there have been mostly negative attitudes to the
claim that universities should “shape” students or
to “instill” particular values in them (Klemenčič
2010). Taking into account the experience of
taught courses in citizenship under the possible
impact of political ideologies, this reluctance is
understandable. However, reafﬁrmation of “service learning” in the USA (or “community-based
learning” in the UK) highlighted another option,
initiatives that enable students to develop their
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civic capacities and dispositions through work
outside the university (McCowan 2012). On the
other hand, the process of democratization in
Europe, especially after 1990, fundamentally
changed the former context: “In just a few decades
the word ‘citizenship’ has become one of the most
frequently used in discussions of communal life in
society.” However, “a term with such an intense
historical and social signiﬁcance cannot be used
lightly” (Audigier 2000, 7).
It cannot be ignored that in this ﬁeld, many
terms and concepts are competing, but also the
discussants’ focus is being changed, “for example, from ‘civic instruction’ to ‘civic education’,
and now to ‘education for citizenship’” (p. 9). It is
obvious that there is a “tendency to polemic” in
literature (Byram 2012); “citizenship education”
is more often in Europe, in the USA “civic education,” in Singapore “national education,” etc.;
alongside these terms “peace,” “global,” and
“human rights” education are also used, etc.
In practice, therefore, we do not encounter a
uniﬁed doctrine, but policy experimentation,
which is heavily dependent on the respective context. This should not be seen as a problem; on the
contrary, experimentation fosters exploration and
debate. Linking higher education and democratic
citizenship proves that experiences in the ﬁeld of
compulsory education cannot be simply transferred into post-secondary education, e.g., in a
form of taught courses. Nevertheless, this link
appears an urgent issue in modern societies. One
of the ﬁrst major international studies on citizenship education showed that educational resources
available at home and expectations for the number
of years of higher education are the most powerful
predictors of total civic knowledge (Torney-Purta
et al. 2001).
In the last two decades, interest in the development of this dimension of higher education has
been certainly increased. It appears that a quite
widely accepted position has been agreed that
general education (e.g., liberal arts) should balance the disciplinary courses, and this can be
achieved by focusing on “civic competences”
such as critical thinking, social conscience, tolerance and respect for diversity, global citizenship,
civic literacy, and political action.
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These topics are discussed in a number of projects (e.g., the Tuning project stresses that learning
outcomes should not meet only the disciplinary
aims of the program but also “the needs and
expectations of students and society, ensuring
employment, personal development and citizenship” (http://core-project.eu/documents/Tuning%
20G%20Formulating%20Degree%20PR4.pdf,
p. 19)) at national and institutional level. They
have also been included on the agendas of inﬂuential (inter)governmental and nongovernmental
organizations, for example, UNESCO (see http://
unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002277/227729e.
pdf), the Council of Europe (see http://www.coe.
int/t/dg4/highereducation/CompletedActivities/
Citizenship_en.asp. The Council of Europe
should not be confused with the European Council. The Council of Europe is not a body of the
European Union but the continent’s leading
human rights organization which is – among
other issues – very active in the ﬁeld of educational policies), or the Carnegy Foundation
(see http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/newsroom/
news-releases/carnegie-selects-colleges-universities2015-community-engagement-classiﬁcation/) in the
USA. At the turn of the millennium, an attentionworthy contact between the American University
civic responsibility movement and the Council of
Europe was set up, which led to the establishment
of the International Consortium on Higher Education, civic responsibility, and democracy (see
https://www.internationalconsortium.org/about)
(Harkavy 2006). In this fertile cooperation, we
can detect one of the key generators, which in
the framework of the European Bologna Process
have established strong political mandate for
higher education’s role in democratic citizenship
education (Klemenčič 2010). Thus, in 2007 the
European Ministers urged that higher education
institutions “continue to fulﬁl their full range of
purposes” which include “preparing students for
life as active citizens in a democratic society;
preparing students for their future careers and
enabling their personal development; creating
and maintaining a broad, advanced knowledge
base; and stimulating research and innovation”
(see http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/Declarations/
London_Communique18May2007.pdf, pt. 1.4).
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This is certainly the most direct position
adopted at a high-level international policy
forum. Preparation for democratic citizenship
has become a declared aim of the whole European
Higher Education Area (EHEA) and a point on the
implementation agenda of member states and
higher education institutions. But there are indications that in practice this aim remains a mere
rhetoric; previous implementation reports on the
progress of the EHEA didn’t focus on it at all. The
ongoing crisis of European institutions does not
imply that these issues should be pushed at the
edge; on the contrary, now they become even
more important, not only in Europe. This question
has become a global question. It requires new
approaches.

Conclusion
We read above that a term with such an intense
historical and social signiﬁcance cannot be used
lightly. “Democratic citizenship” includes at least
two dimensions, the social and the political: the
former is about citizens’ participation in civil
society – today often rebranded as “leisure learning” rather than “being seen as an investment in
the common good” – and the latter is “about
collective political deliberation, contestation and
action” (Biesta 2009, 151). In the policy practice,
the ﬁrst dimension is prevailing and the second is
fairly restrained.
How might higher education contribute to the
promotion and development of citizenship?
Biesta warns us that there is a tendency within
the idea of “active citizenship” to depoliticize the
very idea of citizenship because it is based upon a
consensus notion of democracy and a functionalist understanding of citizenship and the formation
of citizens: “the individualisation and domestication of citizenship runs the risk of undermining
rather than promoting citizenship and civic action.
[. . .] It can either become one more socialising
agent for the (re)production of the competent
active citizen, or it can seek to support modes of
political action and civic learning that embody a
commitment to a more critical and more political
form of European citizenship” (p. 154).
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The dilemma noted by Biesta is far from being
exclusively European. In the past, citizenship education (limited to compulsory education) was
linked with the process of building common
national identity, but today’s globalized world
raises new and different questions: supranational
citizenship, multiculturalism vis-à-vis ethnic/religious national forms of identity, environmental
sustainability, world ethics, etc. At a time of growing global political tensions, large-scale migrations, and the like, these issues appear utopian,
but this is precisely the point at which special
contribution of higher education is possible and
urgent.
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The idea of higher education as a public good is
premised on the claim that it contributes to society
as a whole across a wide variety of institutional
settings. As such, it cannot be reduced to a multiplicity of private gains. It follows from this
claim – which formed a central plank of the
European post-WWII “settlement” and its expression in various forms of state “welfarism” – that
higher education should be funded at least in part
through the public purse. That claim is now highly
contested and the debate on higher education and
the public good is shifting signiﬁcantly from the
need to maintain a system of publically funded
higher education towards the need to develop a
system whereby the state exercises public responsibility for higher education through a variety of
funding mechanisms. A major driver of this shift
in emphasis has been the need to reconcile the
funding of higher education with the austerity
measures that have, rightly or wrongly, followed
the 2007/2008 economic crisis and its continuing
aftermath. Those measures have resulted in the
dissolution of the public/private binary divide

and the development of alternative for-proﬁt and
not-for-proﬁt funding mechanisms.
Nevertheless, the argument for higher education and the public good continues to rest on the
assumption that strong democratic societies
require educated and informed publics that are
both inclusive and questioning. Within such societies, knowledge is the most public of all public
goods – and education, therefore, is an indispensable resource, the beneﬁts of which cut across a
range of public interests and concerns. The more
complex the society, the wider that range
becomes; and the wider the range of public interests and concerns, the greater the need for public
goods generally and for the public good of education in particular. From this perspective, higher
education is a public good because it contributes
to the development of an educated public with the
capabilities necessary to fulﬁll the human potential of each of its citizens. In so doing it also
contributes – both directly and indirectly – to the
economic well-being of society as a whole (see,
for example, Bergan et al. 2009; Calhoun 2006;
Filippakou and Williams 2015; Leibowitz 2012;
Nixon 2011; Walker 2012).
Arguments combining moral commitment and
economic assurances provided a convenient justiﬁcation for the vast expansion of student numbers
over the last 50 years in the United Kingdom and
the USA, across Europe, and indeed globally. This
expansion is a continuing phenomenon. As
N.V. Varghese (2012, 36) notes, “enrolment in
higher education totalled 152 million in 2007,
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and has doubled every 15 years starting from
1970.” However, it was – and is
increasingly – the cost implications of this logic
that have generated controversy: if education is
deemed to be a public good, is the argument for its
cost being borne either by individuals or by
for-proﬁt providers thereby diminished? Should
public goods incur private costs? If public goods
are privately purchased, do those goods thereby
lose their public value? Indeed, can they continue
to be categorized as public goods? Having
accepted, in the boom years, the irresistible logic
of the argument for expansion and widening participation, we are left in these austere times with
its unavoidable legacy: the paradox of a privately
funded public good. In the face of that paradox,
the economic question assumes overriding
importance.
Economists advance a deﬁnition of public
goods as products or services of which anyone
can consume as much as desired without reducing
the amount available for others. Multiple individuals can consume such products or services without diminishing their value and an individual
cannot be prevented from consuming them
whether or not the individual pays for them.
These textbook distinctions hinge on what are
referred to as the “non-rivalry” and “nonexcludability” criteria: public goods are “nonrivalrous” in the sense that they are accessible to
all (without my consumption reducing your consumption) and “non-excludable” in the sense that
we all have access to them (regardless of our
ability to pay for them).
The “non-rivalrous” criterion challenges the
assumption that knowledge is the preserve of a
particular caste, class, or clerisy and that any
attempt to spread knowledge will necessarily
mean spreading it thin. Since – so the argument
goes – distribution leads to dilution and dilution to
dissolution, the spread of knowledge needs to be
tightly controlled and enforced. Of course, control
is no longer exercised primarily through dynastic
succession or patronage (though both continue to
play their part), but it is rigorously enforced
through a competitive zero-sum game of winners
and losers. Entry to higher education is deeply
“rivalrous” with, for example, a handful of élite
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UK universities accepting a hugely disproportionate number of applicants from families with the
ﬁnancial resources necessary to pay for the private
schooling of their sons and daughters. The vast
majority of students who have been schooled
within the state system – some of whom may
have equivalent academic qualiﬁcations to their
privately educated counterparts – are thereby
excluded.
The “non-excludability” criterion is on the face
of it more complicated in terms of its application
to higher education. Not everyone, it is argued,
would necessarily beneﬁt from higher education,
so the notion of “non-excludability” might be
considered inapplicable. But who is to decide
who would and would not beneﬁt? And what
implications would any such decision have for
how we conceive of higher education? Such questions invite us to consider what a fully comprehensive and inclusive system of higher education
might look like: what it would look like if instead
of asking “Who would beneﬁt from higher education as currently constituted?” we asked “What
would higher education look like if everyone were
able to beneﬁt from it?” What would it look like,
for example, if we jettisoned the false dichotomy
of “academic versus vocational” – or abandoned
the idea of the university as the exclusive or even
the main institutional locus of higher education?
These distinctions – relating to what is and is
not designated a public good – make better sense
when historically located. That is because the idea
of “the public” is itself shaped by history and
epoch: within an unrestrained monarchy, “the
public” is little more than a body of ofﬁce holders
dependent on the Crown for status and courtly
prestige; within a republic, on the other hand,
“the public” is an expanded “body politic” of
republican citizens endowed with political will
and purpose; and within a modern late-capitalist
democratic state “the public” is literate and reasonable, critical in the defense and promotion of
its own vested interests, external to the direct
exercise of political power, and deeply committed
to the ideal of individual freedom. The latter comprises a more or less informed electorate, for
whom property, private ownership, and the
assumption of merit become the prime raison
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d’être. This modern construction of “the public”
is, as Dan Hind (2010, 44) puts it, a “public of
private interests” that has produced “the paradox
of modern power, the fact of a secret public.”
The “public of private interests” is sustained by
what the historian Tony Judt (2009/2010, 88) has
called the “cult of privatisation.” Privatization
appears to save money: “if the state owns an
inefﬁcient public program or an expensive public
service – a waterworks, a car factory, a railway – it
seeks to ofﬂoad it onto private buyers” (p. 88).
The “cult of privatisation” is premised on the
assumption that private buyers will not only
reduce public expenditure but will also manage
public services – the energy utility, the public
transport system, and, increasingly, higher
education – with more efﬁciency than their public
sector counterparts. From within the “cult of
privatisation,” privatization is just plain common
sense. There is – to invoke the mantra – no
alternative.
That is the supposed rationale by which “the
public of private interests” justiﬁes the increasing
privatization of higher education and the increasing disparity of institutions across the higher education sector. Privatization, however, leads to
marketization which in turn leads to increased
competition. That has resulted in the current situation whereby – within the United Kingdom – the
older universities have almost permanent and
undisputed occupancy of the premier league, the
post-1992 universities are well represented across
the broad span of second league institutions, and
the bottom league is occupied almost entirely by
institutions that have gained university status
more recently. League tables are a self-fulﬁlling
prophesy whereby those institutions located at the
top recruit high-proﬁle academic staff and attract
the bulk of available research funding (see Nixon
2013).
Of those entering these premier league institutions a disproportionately large number have been
privately educated. In an analysis covering over
one million university student admissions during
the period 2002–2006, the Sutton Trust (2008)
documented for the ﬁrst time the extent to which
a few individual schools supply the majority of
students to the United Kingdom’s leading
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research universities – and with lower academic
qualiﬁcations. “Basically put,” as the Chairman of
the Sutton Trust remarks in his foreword to the
report, “a student in a state school is as likely to go
on to a leading university as a student from the
independent sector who gets two grades lower at
A+ level” (p. 1). The social capital – or cache – of
the public school entrant outbids the academic
achievements of the state school entrant. Private
interest – and privilege – wins over the
public good.
The inequalities evident in patterns of entry to
institutions of higher education are reﬂected in the
entry patterns to the older professions. The funnel
effect whereby the privately educated gain a disproportionate share of places at the leading universities has the further effect of ensuring that they
ﬁll not only a disproportionate number of posts
within the older professions but also a disproportionate number of top posts within those same
professions. The deep codes of chronic structural
inequality remain: institutional stratiﬁcation
across the higher education sector, the reproduction of privilege through the selective mechanisms of higher education, and the consolidation
of privately educated professional elites. These
inequalities contribute to the erosion of higher
education as a public good (Nixon 2015).
The UK National Equality Panel provided
ample evidence in its independent report of the
cumulative effect of inequality across the life
cycle: “we see this before children enter school,
through the school years, through entry into the
labour market, and on to retirement . . . Economic
advantage and disadvantage reinforce themselves
across the life cycle, and often on to the next
generation” (Hills et al. 2010, 386). This crossgenerational reproduction of inequality is evident
in the pattern of student achievement within
higher education: “two thirds of those with professional parents received ﬁrsts or upper seconds,
but only half of those with unskilled parents.
White students were the most likely to get ﬁrsts
or
upper
seconds,
and
Black
and
Pakistani/Bangladeshi students the least likely”
(p. 366).
Those inequalities of access and outcome are
compounded by inequalities in the quality of
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provision – the inequalities of quality. On the one
hand, the stratiﬁcation of the higher education
sector clearly reduces access to higher education:
a reduction which, given contributory factors such
as the rise in student fees and institutional variations across the sector, hits prospective students
from disadvantaged backgrounds with the
greatest severity. On the other hand, it undoubtedly reduces the quality of higher education provision for the majority of students in the majority
of institutions, with the result that those students
who rely most heavily on state support have an
impoverished experience of higher education:
more mass lectures, less one-to-one tuition,
fewer opportunities for seminar discussions,
shorter courses.
There is, therefore, as Stefan Collini (2011, 14)
makes clear, a need to ensure that those entering
universities “are not cheated of their entitlement to
an education, not palmed off, in the name of
‘meeting the needs of employers’, with a narrow
training that is thought by right-wing policyformers to be ‘good enough for the likes of
them’, while the children of the privileged classes
continue to attend properly resourced universities
that can continue to boast their standing in global
league tables” (original emphasis). Within the
United Kingdom, the decline in staff-student
ratios in the past three decades (from an estimated
high of 1:8 to the current 1:22) has, claims Collini
(2012), resulted in “an alarming reduction in the
number of ‘contact’ hours and amount of personal
attention each student receives” (p. 31) He adds
that “nearly all parents with children at university
hear disturbing reports of overcrowded ‘seminars’
and minimal contact hours or attention to written
work” (p. 179).
Higher education faces a hard choice: either it
continues to acquiesce in the reproduction of
inequality or it challenges its own role in that
reproductive cycle. The choice is between two
sharply contrasting visions of society and the
place of higher education within it. The ﬁrst is of
a society that lacks cohesion and is economically
sluggish and politically disengaged. It relies on
subjects who know their place in society and are
punctilious in the protection of their own private
interests. It focuses on the past and views
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inequality as inevitable. At the bottom of this
society are, as Joseph Stiglitz (2012, 289) shows,
“millions of young people alienated and without
hope.” Within this vision of society, higher education contributes to the private gain of those
individuals who are in the fortunate position of
being able to afford it.
The second vision is of a society that embraces
difference and is economically resilient and democratically purposeful. It requires citizens who
demand their place within the polity and consider
their own interests to be inextricably entwined
with the public interest. It focuses on alternative
futures and challenges the legacy of inequality. It
is a society where, as Stiglitz again puts it, “the
gap between the haves and the have-nots has been
narrowed, where there is a sense of shared destiny,
[and] a common commitment to opportunity and
fairness” (p. 289). Within this vision, higher education contributes to the public good of society as
a whole and is accessible to anyone able to beneﬁt
from it regardless of whether they can pay for it.
This second vision was partially endorsed both
by the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education convened in April
2009 under the auspices of the Bologna Process
and by the United Nations Educational, Scientiﬁc
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in its
Communiqué of July 2009. The Bologna
Communiqué acknowledged that “[o]ur societies
currently face the consequences of a global and
economic crisis,” while stating that “we consider
investment in higher education of utmost priority”
(Bologna Process 2009). Similarly, the UNESCO
Communiqué acknowledged that “[t]he current
economic downturn may widen the gap in access
and quality between developed and developing
countries as well as within countries” and stated
that, “[a]s a public good and a strategic imperative
for all levels of education and as the basis for
research, innovation and creativity, higher education must be a matter of responsibility and economic support of all governments.” It went on to
assert that “Higher Education as a public good is
the responsibility of all stakeholders, especially
governments” (UNESCO 2009).
Subsequent Bologna Communiqués have
become increasingly enmeshed in an ill-deﬁned
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distinction between higher education as a public
good and higher education as a public responsibility. The distinction may be a ﬁne one, but it is
crucial in terms of government policy. It was
implicit in the 2009 Bologna Communiqué
which, while asserting that “[w]ithin the framework of public responsibility we conﬁrm that
public funding remains the main priority to guarantee equitable access and further sustainable
development of autonomous higher education
institutions,” insisted that “[g]reater attention
should be paid to seeking new and diversiﬁed
sources and methods”: public responsibility for
higher education could – and perhaps
should – include private investment and/or a combination of private and public sources of funding
(See European Commission 2009).
This shift from the idea of higher education as a
public good to higher education as a public
responsibility draws heavily on “social contract”
arguments, according to which individuals surrender to the state some of their freedoms in exchange
for the protection of their remaining rights. In this
case, institutions of higher education – and their
academic staff – reign in their claim to unconditional academic freedom and/or autonomy in
exchange for the state taking responsibility for
the sustainability of higher education whether
through the mechanisms of public funding, public/private partnerships, or fully privatized sources
of funding. The question then arises as to whether
the institutions and professional groups concerned
will accept the terms of whatever “social contract”
is on offer or whether they will see it as at best
bureaucratic meddling and at worst a serious
encroachment on academic freedom. If public
responsibility for higher education is to be viewed
in the context of social contract theory, then it is
clearly unsustainable if either the higher education
sector or the state adopts an uncompromising
position. Negotiation coupled with hard political
bargaining becomes the order of the day: an order
that crumbles if, for example, academic autonomy
or academic freedom is seen as a nonnegotiable
absolute or if the state imposes what is seen as too
rigorous an accountability regime.
The situation is further complicated by the fact
that the public is itself a constituent element of the
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“social contract.” The question then follows as to
whether the public is willing to accept the levels of
public expenditure necessary for achieving full
access to higher education, and, if so, what level
of public expenditure is acceptable. That leads to
further questions regarding how – and from
whom – the necessary revenue should be collected. For example: should there be higher
income tax rates at the top of society? Should
the tax base be broadened so as to reduce the
available tax concessions? Should there be a tax
on wealth transfers? Should an annual wealth tax
be introduced? (Atkinson 2015, 179–204) These
are particularly difﬁcult questions to address
given the widespread assumption that “a public
of private interests” favors low rates of taxation
and that any political party standing on a platform
of higher taxation runs the risk of electoral defeat.
The above questions touch on major issues
relating to the governance of higher education
both at the level of the individual institution, the
level of the national higher education sector, and
the regional level of cross-national cooperation
and collaboration. Jay Dee (2006) has argued
that the emphasis should be on different elements
within the overall system having the ﬂexibility to
respond to the various demands made upon them
and the opportunities open to them, while at the
same time having some sense of overall organizational coherence. The idea of “loosely coupled
governance,” he argues, is useful in thinking
about how different elements – such as individual
institutions and the state – should interact with one
another. The emphasis, in other words, should be
less on “government” as a centralizing force than
on “governance” as a devolved process of power
sharing whereby public accountability and academic autonomy achieve a workable equilibrium.
Clearly, the debate on higher education and the
public good raises questions not only about how
higher education is funded but about who funds it
and why. Increasingly, it is being funded through
private investment for personal gain. Is that what
the public wants? It also raises questions about
who should have access to and participate in
higher education. As I have argued, access and
participation are historically skewed in favor of
those with both economic and social capital. Is
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that what we – the public – want? The current
debate raises further questions about what form
higher education should take. Do we want a
highly specialized higher education curriculum
or a more broad-based and cross-disciplinary curriculum? Underlying these different sets of questions is the underlying question of what higher
education is for. Is it to prepare young people for
entry to a highly competitive job market or to
become responsible and informed global citizens?
Or is it – as seems most likely – a complex
amalgam of the two which deﬁes the timeworn
distinction
between
“vocational”
and
“academic”?
Until we have had a much more open and
public debate about what higher education is for
it is difﬁcult to see how we can develop a coherent
response to the funding question, to questions
relating to student access and participation, or to
the question of what should be taught and how.
Those involved in higher education – as
researchers, teachers and scholars – have a crucial
role to play in shaping that debate. “In contributing to the public good in the future,” writes
Angela Brew (2015, 110), “universities will need
to be more proactive in addressing critical questions that arise through the process of educating
future professionals, industrialists, politicians and
academics.” They will also need to be more proactive in relating to the wide variety of stakeholders that have an interest in ensuring a more
diverse, expansive and inclusive system of higher
education. As Hans-Georg Gadamer emphasized
in his 1959 address to commemorate the 550th
anniversary of the University of Leipzig, “only by
means of the participation of the whole public
may a university develop its true powers”
(Misgeld and Nicolson 1992, 33).
In addressing what Brew calls the “critical
questions” we are in effect asking what kind of a
society – and what kind of a polity – we want to
be: one committed to short-term private gain, one
shaped by a long-term vision of the public good,
or one located in the betwixt-and-between twilight zone of private and public interests. If we
are witnessing a shift from the idea of higher
education as a public good towards that of higher
education as a public responsibility, then we need
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to deﬁne with much greater clarity the nature of
that responsibility.

References
Atkinson, Anthony B. 2015. Inequality. What can be
done? Cambridge, MA/London: Harvard University
Press.
Bergan, Sjur, Rafael Guarga, Eva Egron Polak, José Dias
Sobrinho, Rajesh Tandon, and Jandhyala B.J. Talik.
2009. Public responsibility for higher education.
Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientiﬁc and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
Bologna Process. 2009. The Bologna Process 2020 – The
European higher education area in the new decade:
Communiqué of the conference of European ministers
responsible for higher education, Leuven and Louvainla-Neuve, 28–29 April 2009.
Brew, Angela. 2015. The paradoxical university and the
public good. In Higher education as a public good:
Critical perspectives on theory, policy and
practice, ed. Ourania Filippakou and Gareth Williams,
97–112. New York: Peter Lang Publishing.
Calhoun, Craig. 2006. The university and the public good.
Thesis 11 84: 7–43.
Collini, Stefan. 2011. From Robbins to McKinsey. London
Review of Books 33(16): 9–14.
Collini, Stefan. 2012. What are universities for? London:
Penguin.
Dee, Jay. 2006. Institutional autonomy and state-level
accountability: Loosely coupled governance and the
public good. In Governance and the public
good, ed. William G. Tierney, 133–156. Albany: State
University of New York Press.
European Commission. 2009. Communiqué of the conference of European ministers responsible for higher education, Leuven and Leuven-la-Neuve, 28–29 April
2009. Brussels: European Commission.
Filippakou, Ourania, and Gareth Williams (eds.). 2015.
Higher education as a public good: Critical perspectives on theory, policy and practice. New York: Peter
Lang Publishing.
Hills, John, Mike Brewer, Stephen Jenkins, Ruth Lister,
Ruth Lupton, Stephen Machin, Colin Mills, Tariq
Modood, Teresa Rees, and Sheila Riddell. 2010. An
anatomy of economic inequality in the UK: Report of
the National Equality Panel, CASE report 60. London:
Government Equalities Ofﬁce/CASE The London
School of Economics and Political Science (January).
Hind, Dan. 2010. The return of the public.
London/New York: Verso.
Judt, Tony. 2009/2010. What is living and what is dead in
social democracy? The New York Review of Books LVI
(20): 86–96 (December 17, 2009–January 13, 2010).
Leibowitz, Brenda (ed.). 2012. Higher education for the
public good: Views from the south. Stoke-on-Trent:
Trentham Books.

Higher Education and the Public Good
Misgeld, Dieter, and Graeme Nicholson (eds.). 1992.
Hans-Georg Gadamer on education, poetry, and history: Applied hermeneutics. Trans. Lawrence Schmidt
and Monica Reuss. Albany: State University of
New York.
Nixon, Jon. 2011. Higher education and the public good:
Imagining the university. London/New York:
Bloomsbury.
Nixon, Jon. 2013. The drift to conformity: The myth of
institutional diversity. In Global university rankings:
Challenges for European higher education, ed. Tero
Erkkilä, 92–106. Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.
Nixon, Jon. 2015. Inequality and the erosion of the public
good. In Higher education as a public good: Critical
perspectives on theory, policy and practice, ed. Ourania
Filippakou and Gareth Williams, 163–177. New York:
Peter Lang Publishing.
Stiglitz, Joseph. 2012. The price of inequality. London:
Allen Lane.

7
Sutton Trust. 2008. University admissions by individual
schools. London: The Sutton Trust.
United Nations Educational, Scientiﬁc and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). 2009. Communiqué 8 July 2009.
2009 World conference on higher education: The new
dynamics of higher education and research for social
change and development. Paris: UNESCO.
Varghese, N.V. 2012. Drivers of reforms in higher education. In The reorientation of higher education: Challenging the east–west dichotomy, CERC studies in
comparative education, vol. 31, ed. Bob Adamson,
Jon Nixon, and Feng Su, 36–49. Hong Kong: Springer
with Comparative Education Research Centre, The
University of Hong Kong.
Walker, Melanie. 2012. Universities, professional capabilities and contributions to the public good in
South Africa. Compare: A Journal of Comparative
and International Education 42(6): 819–838.

T

The Engaged University
Lorraine McIlrath
National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland

Introduction
The President of Ireland’s recent call to higher
education, systems, institutions, and governing
structures begs us to consider the implications of
a utilitarian versus an engaged university ethos
and practice when he recently stated, “we must
confront an erroneous prevalent perception that
the necessary focus of higher education must be
on that which is utilitarian and immediately applicable” (Higgins 2016). He asks us “not forget that
it is through the encouragement of creative and
free thinking that our universities acquired their
status in the past, and correctly claim it today, as
unique institutions that accept the responsibility
of enabling and empowering citizens to participate fully and effectively at all levels of society”
(Higgins 2016). He goes on to refocus our attention on “the role of the university in enabling
citizens to develop the intellectual tools to address
the great challenges of our time, which include
questions of development and global poverty, of
climate change and sustainability, and of conﬂict
and displacement, is one which is vital” (Higgins
2016). This entry is situated within this foundational context and it casts some light on the broad
landscape of the engaged university that illustrates

both the recent growth of the engaged university
and the diversity that exist through concepts, manifestations, and practices.
This is a very brief and general tour of the
engaged university with signposts to other sources
for a more in-depth understanding. The tour is
presented under ﬁve themes commencing with
The Engaged University which brieﬂy commences with the historical foundations toward a
recent movement centering on university engagement that has evolved despite utilitarian pressures;
the next theme of Engagement – Terms, Concepts,
and Practices explores some of the many associated terms, concepts, and practices and diversity
therein; the theme of Engagement as Evidence
and Practice will explore some wide-ranging university commitments and manifestations relating
to the three pillars of the university, namely, teaching and learning, research, and service; and
ﬁnally, Conclusion offers some challenges as
well as opportunities for the future.

The Engaged University
As others within this encyclopedia have noted, the
democratic, civic, and engaged roles of higher
education have become eclipsed by other, perhaps
competing, concerns that align with economic
values and imperatives underpinned by neoliberal
and utilitarian aspirations (chapters “▶ The Idea
of the University: Renewing the Great Tradition”
by Barnett; chapter “▶ Critical Higher Education:
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Rethinking Higher Education as a Democratic
Public Sphere” by Giroux). Utilitarian language
and aligned practices such as “global marketplace,” “knowledge economy,” “world-class
research,” “measurement and performance,” and
“high-quality
researcher”
(Gonzalez-Perez
et al. 2007) have seemingly seeped into normative
higher education culture with a focus on students
as clients of the academy and external bodies as
purchasers of knowledge, among other competing
concerns. However, in the last two decades, there
have been both a discourse and practice that
returns many universities to their original historical purpose, and as Higgins says, “correctly claim
it for today” (2016), namely, to educate for community engagement and to democratize or share
knowledge that contributes to community and
society. Watson et al. (2011) have likened this
purpose to original DNA with an indelible imprint
forever on the evolution of universities.
There is plenty of contemporary evidence to
suggest that this DNA is now evolving into a
steady global movement whereby universities
are, through mission statements and practices,
embedding an engaged role within community
and society (Watson et al. 2011). A number of
national and international university networks
have sprung up over the last two decades to articulate, advocate, support, and develop the engaged
university as a normative and mainstream mode.
Some of these include the Talloires Network, an
association of over 400 university presidents,
compelled to refute the idea of university as
“ivory tower, where academics pursue knowledge
in relative isolation from the communities in
which they are embedded” (Hollister et al. 2012,
p. 83) and toward a new paradigm “committed to
strengthening the civic roles and social responsibilities of higher education” (Hollister et al. 2012,
p. 81). Other regional and national networks
include SAHECEF (South African Higher Education Community Engagement Forum) established
to develop a broad typology of community
engagement in South Africa; Campus Engage
which is the national Irish network to promote
and support civic engagement in Irish higher education institutions overseen by presidents of Irish
universities; and the Ma’an Arab University
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Alliance in the Arab World which are just three
out of a recent global explosion of university
associations centered on community engagement.

Engagement: Terms, Concepts,
and Practices
Engagement and the engaged university is a concept that is gaining increased attention within the
academic literature (Holland and Gelmon 1998;
Hollander and Saltmarsh 2000; Watson
et al. 2011). However, there exist a diversity of
terms, concepts, and practices and debates surrounding university engagement and consensus
in terms of meaning and interpretation have proved difﬁcult. Some argue for a common understanding so as to develop platforms for discussion
(Wynne 2009), while others note that diverse
understandings must prevail given our vast and
varied contexts, histories, systems, and legacies
(Salmat 2010). According to the Oxford Dictionary, the word engage in its earliest interpretations
from the word gage was “to pawn or pledge something,” “to do something,” “enter into a contract,”
and more recently to “involve oneself in an activity” (Oxford Dictionary 2016). Today we have
ample evidence of universities pledging, doing
something, and involving themselves in many
activities underpinned by many terms and concepts. Cuthill’s (2011) recent literature review
revealed
48
keywords
relating
to
community–university engagement that go on to
incorporate a broad range of concepts and practices. In general, from his analysis, despite terminological diversity, all denote a movement toward
engagement as a renewed vision of participative
democracy and a commitment to the creation and
democratization of knowledge among and across
society. This is indeed positive as at the heart of
this work, democratic values such as mutuality,
reciprocity, equal participation, and status while
being cognizant of power dynamics and
coproduction of knowledge all underpin the
engagement terrain.
Some of these terms and concepts include public engagement as deﬁned by the UK’s National
Coordinating Center for Public Engagement
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(NCCPE) as “the myriad of ways in which the
activity and beneﬁts of higher education and
research
can
be
shared
with
the
public. Engagement is by deﬁnition a two-way
process, involving interaction and listening, with
the goal of generating mutual beneﬁt” (NCCPE
2016). This is becoming a widespread activity
among universities with research indicating that
UK universities are embracing public engagement
(Duncan et al. 2014). The USA-based Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and
Learning has adopted community engagement as
the preferred term and conceptualizes it as
the collaboration between institutions of higher
education and their larger communities (local,
regional/state, national, global) for the mutually
beneﬁcial exchange of knowledge and resources
in a context of partnership and reciprocity . . . to
enrich scholarship, research, and creative activity;
enhance curriculum, teaching and learning; prepare
educated, engaged citizens; strengthen democratic
values and civic responsibility; address critical societal issues; and contribute to the public good.
(NERCHE 2016)

Engagement according to the Association of
Commonwealth Universities (2001) is an orientation rather than just an initiative that requires
universities to demonstrate that they are useful
through “strenuous, thoughtful argumentative
interaction with the non-university world in at
least four spheres; steering universities’ aims, purposes and priorities; relating teaching and learning
to the wider world; the back and forth dialogue
between researchers and practitioners; and taking
on wider responsibilities as neighbours and citizens” (ACU 2001, pi). There are common features
and values within the above-described terms and
concepts, but each is nuanced in some way, and it
is through individual university mission and practice that see the vast range of approaches.

Engagement as Evidence and Practice
These terms and concepts evidence themselves in
many university mission statements throughout
the world. For example, Harvard College’s central
mission is to “educate citizen and citizen-leaders”
for “society” (Harvard 2016); the oldest university
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within the Western world, the University of Bologna being cognizant of its “high social and moral
responsibilities,” aims to offer an environment for
the “full education of its citizens,” not just graduates (University of Bologna Strategic Plan,
2013–2015, p. 16); and the Humboldt-Universität
zu Berlin continues to be “inspired by the conviction that the pursuit of knowledge engages and
forms all human faculties and so contributes
greatly to the humanization of society”
(Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 2016). In turn
many of these university mission statements are
enacted by way of strategic plans and then
implemented by way of institution-wide manifestations that align with three-core mission of universities, namely, teaching and learning, research,
and service.
Again there is great breadth in terms of manifestations and at times a confusing array of terms
and concepts associated. Some of these include
service- or community-based learning as a pedagogical approach that aligns with the teaching and
learning mission of the university and broadly
speaking “promotes student attainment of knowledge, values, skills and attitudes associated with
civic engagement through a structured academic
experience within the community” aiming to
“bring reciprocal beneﬁts to both the student and
the community partner, and the sharing of knowledge across community-university boundaries”
(McIlrath 2012, p. 139). However, there is again
a great diversity in this pedagogy with a dizzying
array of terms, deﬁnitions, and understandings
ranging from charitable models of engagement
to more active or critical models in orientation or
a blend of all (see McIlrath et al. 2014 for a global
perspective). In terms of the research mission,
many universities have developed communityengaged
or
community-based
research
approaches with Bivens’ et al. (2015) noting the
central role of academics within this domain; “[C]
ommunity-based research and communityuniversity research partnerships focus more on
the role of academics and the knowledge production capacities of universities as a means to creating social and structural change” (Bivens
et al. 2015, p. 8). As before, there exists a huge
array of research methodologies, methods,
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underpinning values, models of partnership, and
coordinating infrastructures ranging from full participation of community partners as coresearchers
to research conducted by academics on identiﬁed
community needs or gaps (see Hall et al. 2015 for
a global perspective). The service mission has
given rise to huge diversity in terms of practice
with manifestations such as student volunteering
programs, outreach activities in community or
in-reach with the community attending or leading
events on campus, pro bono advice to community
and society, the sharing of physical resources with
community, hosting of knowledge or arts festivals, or partnership on cultural events; these are
just a few examples. Some conﬂate all of these
manifestations into one domain, that being the
third mission, however, again there is great
debates if all these activities should be deemed
third as this ranks them as last conceptually and
thus less important in terms of university priorities
with others preferring an imbuing or infusing of
all three university pillars with engagement.
While positional debates continue, there is broad
agreement within the literature that the aims,
objectives, manifestations, and practices of
engagement need to move from the periphery to
the core of the university that inﬂuences everything that the university does as an institution.

Conclusion
What we can say is that there is a growing movement internationally of universities placing
engagement at the heart of the university through
mission, strategy, and practice responding to the
needs and challenges presented within community and society despite utilitarian pressures.
There are many and diverse interpretations and
approaches toward engagement with the literature
documenting the depth in variety and understandings, while many universities develop their own
conceptions and practices that resonate with their
context and culture. However, there is more to be
done. What are missing in many regions are
higher education policy, legislation, and funding
to both enact and buttress engagement, as well as
strong leadership to act as a beacon in terms of
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guiding engagement mission. This merits further
investigation at national, regional, and global
levels and has been discussed elsewhere. There
are many challenges facing the movement, but it
is Higgins eloquent call to universities “as unique
institutions” and enacting their role in “enabling
and empowering citizens to participate fully and
effectively at all levels of society” that should
cause us to reﬂect and consider university standing in community and society as active and positive contributors to huge questions such as
“development and global poverty, of climate
change and sustainability, and of conﬂict and displacement” (Higgins 2016). This should parallel
the utilitarian stream and focus if not totally
override it.
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The Entrepreneurial University
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An academic institution that combines teaching,
research, and entrepreneurship to various degrees
is a common emergent phenomenon, with profound implications for the academic role and the
university’s role in society (Etzkowitz 1983). The
“capitalization of knowledge” is at the heart of the
entrepreneurial academic mission, linking universities to users of knowledge more tightly and
establishing the university as an economic actor
in its own right. As research produces useful beneﬁts as a byproduct of investigation, academic
entrepreneurship is endogenously generated
from the logic of scientiﬁc discovery (Ahmad
et al. 2013). As responsibility for local and
regional development takes hold globally as an
academic task, knowledge is interrogated for its
potential to create jobs in arts festivals as well as
technology start-ups (Etzkowitz 2015).
An “academic revolution” made research an
academic mission in the nineteenth century
(Jencks and Riesman 1968); a “second academic
revolution” is making economic and social development an academic mission, broadening the
university’s research and teaching focus. As each
new mission becomes part of the university, it
provides a new source of support for the previous

mission and inﬂuences how it is carried out
(Table 1) (Brander 2006 and Etzkowitz 2002).
The key elements of an emergent entrepreneurial university include (1) the organization of group
research, (2) the creation of a research base with
commercial potential, (3) the development of
organizational mechanisms to move research out
of the university as protected intellectual property,
(4) the capacity to organize ﬁrms within the university, and (5) the integration of academic and
business elements into new formats such as
university-industry research centers. The ﬁrst
two elements are within the framework of the
research university; the third is part of the transition from the research to entrepreneurial academic
models; fourth and ﬁfth elements are special features of the entrepreneurial university.

Stages and Phases of Academic
Entrepreneurship
There are three stages and phases to the development of the university as an entrepreneur, with
each modality building upon the other, in a usual
but by no means necessary order. In an initial
phase (University Entrepreneur One), the academic institution takes a strategic view of its
direction and gains some ability to set its own
priorities, either by raising its own resources
through donations, tuition fees, and grant income
or through negotiations with resource providers.
This is the sense in which entrepreneurial
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The Entrepreneurial University, Table 1 Expansion of
university missions
Teaching
Preservation and
dissemination of
knowledge
New missions
generate conﬂict
of interest
controversies!

Research
First
academic
revolution
Two
missions:
teaching and
research

Entrepreneurial
Second academic
revolution
Third mission:
economic and
social
development; old
missions continued

university is used by Burton Clark in his analysis
of European universities extracting themselves
from virtually total ministry control down to the
number of students that may be recruited in each
discipline (Clark 1998).
The ability to set a strategic direction is only
the ﬁrst step toward an entrepreneurial university,
the necessary but not the sufﬁcient condition. The
second step is a commitment to seeing that the
knowledge developed within the university is put
to use, especially in its local region. This can take
a variety of forms, including developing internal
capabilities for technology transfer and commercialization of research to playing a collaborative
role in establishing a strategy for knowledgebased regional economic development and participation in initiatives to implement that strategy.
In a third phase (University Entrepreneur
Three), the academic institution takes a proactive
role in improving the efﬁcacy of its regional innovation environment, often in collaboration with
industry and government actors. Although these
phases were identiﬁed as taking place sequentially
in the development of the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT), nonlinear and even reverse
sequences may be identiﬁed, for example, in the
experience of the Blekinge Institute of Technology in Sweden which took off from phase three.
Thus, the transition to the entrepreneurial university can also take off from a teaching as well as a
research-oriented school.
MIT and Stanford took up entrepreneurship
early on as part of their institutional DNA, while
other schools have embraced it only recently in
response to peer pressure and policy measures.

MIT’s 1862 founding date may be taken as the
starting point of the entrepreneurial academic
model, much as the 1805 date of the founding of
the University of Berlin represents the take-off of
the research university model. The formation of
ﬁrms out of research activities at MIT and Harvard
took place as early as the late nineteenth century in
the ﬁelds of industrial consulting and scientiﬁc
instrumentation (Shimshoni 1970). These sporadic instances of faculty entrepreneurship and
university commercialization of knowledge have
been synthesized into an academic model that is
becoming as potent in its inﬂuence in the early
twenty-ﬁrst century as the late nineteenth-century
Humboldtian synthesis of research and education.
Collecting a multiplicity of private donors and
public supporters, and generating income from the
knowledge the university produces, is an emergent strategy for academic independence that
originated in the USA and spread globally. This
practical approach is coupled with an ideology,
carried over from the Enlightenment thesis, that
unfettered investigation guided by researchers’
imagination will produce the most useful practical
and public beneﬁts. Such a university is relatively
independent of its stakeholders but always subject
to a degree of inﬂuence from them that is moderated by their diversity and rules of engagement
specifying appropriate behavior.
The basis for the success of entrepreneurial
science in the twentieth century in contrast to its
failure to take off in an earlier era can be traced to
two main factors, internal and external. First there
was the development of the university as a complex organization from a simple community of
students and teachers of the early nineteenth century, where professors like Joseph Henry with
heavy teaching duties worked out the basic principles of telegraphy but saw no route to invention,
let alone innovation. Occasionally, there were
cases like Samuel Morse’s success with telephony, assisted with a salary advance and a
leave of absence, but these were idiosyncratic
instances. Entrepreneurial academic role models
like Fred Terman at Stanford and Vannevar Bush
at MIT, his PhD supervisor, created nuclei of
technology commercialization in electrical
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engineering at these universities in the prewar
(Gillmor 2004).
In the postwar era, supported by increasing
government funds, academic scientists created
research groups that sped up the research process,
systematically producing a proliferation of ﬁndings, including some with commercial potential.
Academic growth was accompanied by the development of sources of support for commercialization, including public and private venture capital,
state government programs to support research
commercialization, and ﬁrms seeking advanced
technology. An entrepreneurial academic
dynamic was set in motion around MIT and
Stanford that led other countries, regions, and
universities to attempt to replicate the process.
University involvement in regional economic
development is long standing as an academic mission of a special class of universities. What is new
is that this mission has been generalized across the
tertiary academic sector (Laperche 2002).

The Impetus to an Entrepreneurial
University
Academic entrepreneurship arises from the
university’s nature as a producer of novelty, a
phenomenon that is encouraged by such basic
features as its high rate of ﬂow through of
human capital in the form of students who are a
source of potential inventors. Entrepreneurial
potential is an academic attribute even before it
is manifest, due to the potential for combustion of
ideas and people, lacking only a “carburetor” of
an entrepreneurial role model or training program
to create a controlled ignition. Whereas a full-time
faculty devoting their careers to disciplinary pursuits was the epitome of the ivory tower research
university, an entrepreneurial university faculty
has a mix of cross-disciplinary, interdisciplinary,
and internal and external commitments
(Kruytbosch and Messinger 1968).
Universities assume an entrepreneurial role
and identity due to perception of opportunity,
civic duty, and external pressures. Impetuses also
include loss of industry in New England, Singapore, and Finland and perception of opportunity in

3

the USA and Europe. Financial stringency in
China, Brazil, and the UK in the 1980s and its
converse about the provision of muniﬁcent
resources in Germany to support academic
research have both been impetuses to academic
entrepreneurship. The Pontiﬁcal Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro took an entrepreneurial turn
in the face of loss of research funding from
Brazil’s former military regime in the 1980s
(Etzkowitz et al. 2005). Financial stringency,
rather than inducing a “steady state” in the
research system (Ziman 1993), ironically
increases academic entrepreneurial activity and
even expands the academic system as new campuses, like the University of California, Merced,
are founded, at the behest of local interests, to
speciﬁcally pursue this objective. Stringency is
thus an overlay on diversiﬁcation of local economies as an impetus to establish new campuses,
like the University of California, San Diego, during the economic upturn of the 1950s.

Varieties of Academic
Entrepreneurialism
The entrepreneurial university is a global phenomena arising in widely differing societies,
emerging in the USA and Sweden as a democratic
expression of response to economic decline and in
China as an authoritarian response to the challenge of economic growth (Jones-Evans and
Klofsten 1977; Zhou and Peng 2008). It is also a
new development model. International aid agencies, like Sweden’s SAREC, that formerly
focused on spreading basic education now include
university development in their portfolio. Even as
ratings schemes increase pressures to conform to
traditional academic models, the impetus to
assume new roles and relationships places academia in a “creative tension” with itself and with its
stakeholders (Douglass 2014). Project Genesis at
the Pontiﬁcal Catholic University of Rio de
Janeiro and the Masters Program in Entrepreneurship at Chalmers University in Sweden have demonstrated that individuals of various cultural and
social backgrounds, as well as groups, can
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successfully be trained as entrepreneurs
(Etzkowitz et al. 2005).
Entrepreneurial academic transition strategies
include transformation of mission of existing universities, merging specialized schools to create a
new entity and starting a new university from
scratch. When traditional universities, like the
University of Helsinki, are slow to adapt, their
transition may be speeded by introducing new
competitors, like Aalto created through merger
of a group of previously unrelated specialized
schools and given an entrepreneurial overlay and
mission.
Academic entrepreneurship has become part of
regional economic and social development strategy. Motivated by the promise of clusters of spinoff ﬁrms, enhancing regional and national competitiveness, policy makers seek to draw out
unrealized potential from academia. Even the
University of Chicago, a school so committed to
theoretical elucidation that it did not include engineering in its academic remits until the recent
establishment of a bioengineering center, has created an entrepreneurial hub to facilitate faculty
and student start-ups, coincidentally or not with
the Emmanuel Rahm, Chicago’s mayor having
made economic development from the city’s academic resources a focus of his administration.
Traditional academic institutions are under
increasing pressure to adapt to the exigencies of
knowledge-based innovation. A traditional ivory
tower institution “Sungkyunkwan University
(SKKU)” in Seoul, founded in 1398, agreed to a
temporary takeover by the Samsung Corporation
“because they realized they had lost internal
capacity to raise the competitiveness of the school
to the top. . . and compete on traditional as well as
entrepreneurial criteria” (Cho 2013).
Whereas academic institutions in colonial and
newly independent countries were tasked with
training a new administrative elite, they now
have a key role in economic and social as well as
political development. For example, the University of Singapore identiﬁes itself as an entrepreneurial university, with entrepreneurship training
programs and formation of new enterprises from
its research and education activities a top priority
(Wong et al. 2007). The Singaporean
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entrepreneurial academic transition was fundamentally driven by the loss of its high-tech
manufacturing industries, which the city-state
had relied upon as an economic driver, to lower
waged venues (McKendrick et al. 2000).
Not too long ago, the USA was an anomaly in
having a legal framework that gave universities
ownership of the intellectual property generated
by government funded research. In succeeding
years, most European and an increasing number
of Asian and Latin American countries, most
recently India, have switched to such a regime to
encourage universities to be more entrepreneurial.
Once peculiar to a few schools, the entrepreneurial academic paradigm has spread to virtually
everywhere where universities are found or may
be founded for this purpose (Wong 2007; Caspar
2007). Indeed the OECD (2003) has created a
scoring mechanism, allowing schools to evaluate
how far they have proceeded in the transition to an
entrepreneurial university model.

Beyond the Ivory Tower
Debate has emerged within and without academia
over the university’s entrepreneurial role. Some
object to increasing the closeness between the
institutional spheres on the grounds that involvement with ﬁrms will unduly shape the direction of
academic research. Others are concerned that the
research direction of academic science will be
distorted when scientists become involved in the
commercialization of their own research. Still
others fear that universities will come under the
control of ﬁrms that establish joint research projects on campus. It is argued that time-consuming
involvement in external projects will divert faculty members from their traditional academic
tasks (conﬂict of commitment) and that having a
pecuniary interest in the commercialization of
their research will compromise academic integrity
(conﬂict of interest). This is why some believe that
strong boundaries must be maintained between
academia and industry, as the latter’s commercial
values will inevitably subsume the former’s intellectual independence (Readings 1996; Slaughter
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and Leslie 1997; Bok 2003; Mowery et al. 2004;
Shapin 2008).
Alternatively, boundaries may be structured as
inclusionary mechanisms, facilitating and regulating interaction with the external world rather than
as strictly defensive mechanisms, keeping the
world at bay (Etzkowitz and Champenois In
Press). A charitable and eleemosynary institution,
dependent upon government, industry, and private
donors, is transforming itself into an entrepreneurial entity that graduates organizations as well as
individuals, renewing the productive base of society even as it largely retains and even increases its
previous sources of support. While still small in
scale, if not in scope, a new academic model is
emerging from its chrysalis.
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Functions of Higher Education
Higher education institutions perform four basic
functions, which form the foundation for their
social contract (or “pact”) with society
(Gornitzka et al. 2007). These functions, and
their contradictions, have been discussed extensively in the academic literature: producing
values and social legitimation, selecting the
elite, training of the labor force, and producing
new knowledge (see Castells 1993, 2001; Cloete
et al. 2015; Trow 1970). Speciﬁcally in relation to
development, the last two functions, namely training the labor force (the education function) and
producing new knowledge (the research function), are of relevance.
In the long history of higher education, the
close relationship and mutual reliance of the two
main functions of education and research only
emerged towards the end of the eighteenth century
in Germany, which saw the development of a new
type of university, that is, the “research university” (Watson 2010: 225–226). In the emergence
of the modern research university the establishment of the new Berlin University in 1806 formed
an important turning point. This university incorporated both the scientiﬁc innovations developed
at other German universities (Maassen 2014) as
well as the new state vision on the role of the
university in society as expressed by von Humboldt (Nybom 2007). The essence of this German
university model was not to transfer “directly
usable knowledge such as schools and colleges
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did, but rather to demonstrate how this knowledge
is discovered” (Rüegg 2004: 5). The emerging US
system combined the German research university
model with the so-called Land Grant university
model, which had a speciﬁc focus on science with
application into society. Originally, the role of
these Land Grant universities was to develop and
apply knowledge for improving the productivity
of US agriculture; to contribute to solving speciﬁc
problems resulting from the rapid urbanization of
the USA; and to support the development of speciﬁc industries that had regional or national
importance (Gornitzka and Maassen 2007).
Other key functions of the Land Grant universities
that are seldom mentioned include the requirement of the provision of extension services
(especially in the area of agriculture) as well as
the stated intention to provide greater access to
higher education throughout the USA (Douglass
2007).
According to Kerr (1991) and Castells (1993,
2001), a challenge for higher education institutions is that they cannot specialize in only one
function and that many try to fulﬁll all four functions at the same time. A critical element in the
structure and dynamics of higher education systems is to combine and make compatible various,
sometimes contradictory, functions. The contradictions are not only between functions but also
within functions (e.g., between “blue sky” and
applied research). This requires institutions that
have capacity and that are dynamic enough to
withstand the tensions that will trigger the simultaneous performance of possibly contradictory
functions. As Castells (2001: 14) puts it:
The ability to manage such contradictions while
emphasizing the universities’ role in generating
knowledge and training labour in the context of
the new requirements of the development process
will to a large extent determine the capacity of
countries and regions to become part of the new
world economy.

Furthermore, universities cannot resolve the
contradictions alone. In order to participate effectively in the global knowledge economy and
regional development, a country must at least
have a national research system, which includes
a diversity of universities and other types of

higher education institutions, private sector and
public research centers, and private sector
research and development (Castells 2009).
We will start with discussing how the link
between higher education and development can
be conceptualized, followed by a discussion of the
challenges developing countries face in their
efforts to strengthen the research function of
their universities.

Linking Higher Education and
Development
At a 1991 World Bank seminar, Castells (1993)
argued that the knowledge economy is based on
the combination of technological infrastructure,
connectivity, and human resources, but that without human resources, nothing works. Also Powell
and Snellman (2004: 201) emphasize the essential
role of human resources in their deﬁnition of the
knowledge economy as “production and services
based on knowledge-intensive activities that contribute to an accelerated pace of technological and
scientiﬁc advance as well as equally rapid obsolescence. The key components of a knowledge
economy include a greater reliance on intellectual
capabilities than on physical inputs or natural
resources.”
In the knowledge economy, universities and
colleges have gained political and economic
importance as any society’s core “knowledge
institutions.” While it is certainly so that many
other organizations form an important part of
national innovation arenas, universities and colleges are the only specialized institutions whose
core business is the production, reproduction, and
dissemination of knowledge, including the education of the next knowledgeable or suitably qualiﬁed generation (Maassen 2012). At the same time,
the question about the relationship between higher
education and “development” – a term that is so
general and ideological that it is almost
meaningless – has in general been neglected in
the academic literature (Kimenyi 2011), at least
compared to the global attention given to the
importance
of
primary
education
for
development.
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In our discussion of the possible contributions
of higher education to development, we will start
by focusing on three areas with substantial international comparative research: the relative value
placed on individual or private returns; public
returns to higher education or the role of higher
education in economic development; and higher
education as a mediator of, or a contributor to,
inequality. While it is widely accepted that education is a key mechanism for the development of
the skills required for competitiveness in a global
economy, its contribution to active citizenship and
sustainable livelihoods is more contested and less
well-evidenced (Mattes and Luescher-Mamashela
2012).

“Private” Returns
In purely economic terms private returns to higher
education contribute to development (Ashenfelter
et al. 1999). In general, people with higher education pay more taxes, are more productive, consume more, and have a decreased reliance on
government ﬁnancial support (IHEP 1998).
From the 1980s, the World Bank has undertaken
global studies on private returns to education. In
the latest study of 140 countries, calculated for
819 economy year points using UNDP Human
Development Reports, Montenegro and Patrinos
(2014) concluded that over the last two decades
there has been a signiﬁcant shift in the rate of
private (individual) returns to education. The
returns to schooling have declined from the early
1980s to post-2011 (from 13% to around 10%),
which they ascribe mainly to the unprecedented
increase in schooling (three more years globally).
While there has been some decrease in overall
rates of return, investment in education is still
highly “proﬁtable” (Krueger and Lindahl 2001).
Global demand for high-level skills, such as
working with new information and problemsolving, has kept the returns to schooling high in
even the poorest countries of the world. In fact, the
individual returns to tertiary education are higher
in lower-income countries – except in the Middle
East and North Africa owing to rigid labor market
regulations (Montenegro and Patrinos 2014).
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Higher Education and National Development, Meanings and Purposes, Table 1 Average private returns to
education by levels
Region
All economies
East Asia
South Asia
Latin America
Sub-Saharan
Africa
High income

Primary
11.5
13.6
6.0
7.8
14.4
4.9

Secondary
6.8
5.3
5.0
5.4
10.6
6.6

Tertiary
14.6
14.8
17.3
15.9
21.0
11.1

Source: Montenegro and Patrinos (2014)

The returns show that, with the exception of
high-income economies, primary education has
higher returns than secondary education, but that
tertiary education has the highest returns. Internationally, there has been a tremendous increase in
the number of university students and graduates,
which should have led to a decrease in the rate of
return to investment (when supply outpaces
demand). However, what has changed quite dramatically is that, contrary to the Psacharopoulos
(1985, 1995) ﬁndings that the rate of return to
primary education is much greater than to higher
education, the pattern has been reversed, and now
the returns to tertiary education are signiﬁcantly
higher than those to primary and even more so
than those to secondary schooling (see Table 1).
Patrinos (2015) concluded that while there are
demonstrable private and social returns to
investing in education, there are considerable variations in returns depending on stage of economic
development, with the highest returns in
Sub-Saharan Africa, which also happens to be
the fastest growing youth region in the world.

Stage of Development (“Public” Returns)
In the discussion on the relationship between education and development it is important to note that
while there is widespread agreement that education is related to development, there is little empirical evidence to demonstrate that education
“drives” development (Bils and Klenow 1998;
Krueger and Lindahl 2001). This also goes for
higher education, that is, higher education is
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associated with and contributes to development,
but it is not a sufﬁcient condition (Pillay 2011).
There are a number of global efforts to compare the stage of development of national economies. One of the best known of these efforts is the
Global Competitiveness Index, annually
published by the World Economic Forum
(WEF), which describes three broad categories
of economies in terms of the relative competitiveness of the economy: factor-driven, efﬁciencydriven and innovation-driven economies. It further classiﬁes all proﬁled countries into one of
these three economies, or into one of two transition stages between these three types. In their
assessment, 12 pillars of indicators capture the
fundamentals of the economies under study and,
depending on how countries perform against these
indicators, the countries are classiﬁed into one of
the stages of economic development. In the ﬁrst
stage of economic development, factor-driven
economies compete on the efﬁciencies and effectiveness of their public and private institutions, the
status of the infrastructure development within the
country, the macro-economic environment in
which the country performs, and the extent to
which the workforce is healthy and has a basic
education. As the economy grows and becomes
more competitive so wages increase, the rates of
return to public investment will improve, and the
country will become more productive, moving
into an efﬁciency-driven stage of economic development. In this stage, the production of goods
improves, the focus shifts to improving the outputs from the higher education and training system, and the subsequent impact of this on the labor
market, technology development, and ﬁnancial
indicators. In the ﬁnal stage, the sustainability of
the wages and associated quality of life is dependent on continuing innovation and more sophisticated business and production processes.
Table 2 contains a range of indicators based on
WEF data: education participation rates, primary
school quality rankings (for secondary, quality
ranking includes maths and science scores), rate
of return for tertiary education, and global competitiveness ranking. Education participation rates
(GER) for primary and secondary education do
not seem to show any clear correspondence with

stage of economic development, except that all the
innovation-driven countries have a rate of above
98%. However, there is a remarkable association
between a tertiary participation rate below 12 and
a factor-driven economy, and the innovation economies which all have participation rates over 70%.
Also interesting is that all the efﬁciency-driven
and transition from efﬁciency- to innovationdriven economies have tertiary participation
rates above 20%.
The factor-driven economies have relatively
high primary school attendance (except
Pakistan), but much lower secondary school and
very low tertiary participation rates. They also
have very poor competiveness scores – again
except for Pakistan, which is a general outlier
with low schooling and tertiary participation,
low quality but a high competitiveness rating.
On the other extreme, the innovation economies have high schooling and very high tertiary
participation rates, high quality ratings (except
Korea), and all are in the top 30 competitiveness
rankings. Interesting in the transition between
efﬁciency to innovation group are Chile, Costa
Rica, and Mauritius where there are high participation rates in secondary education (90% or
more), over 40% participation in tertiary education, relatively high rates of return (20 or more),
and around the top 50 in competitiveness.
Rates of return show that in the factor-driven
economies, private returns are much higher (all
above 15) than in the innovation stage where all
are below 15. The factor-driven economies have
poor participation rates, low quality rankings, and
high rates of return. The transition from efﬁciency
to innovation systems also has high rates of return,
with widely varying participation and quality
rankings. South Africa has the highest private
returns to tertiary education in the world, with
some of the poorest quality rankings, but with
high participation in schooling. An explanation
for this is offered in the following section on
inequality.
In terms of empirical indicators, there is a more
direct association between tertiary education and
economic competiveness. The measurable contribution of primary and secondary education to
development is more difﬁcult to demonstrate.
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Higher Education and National Development, Meanings and Purposes, Table 2 Relationship between education, stage of development, returns and competitiveness
Primary education
GER
QR
Stage 1: Factor-driven
Ghana
89
104
Kenya
84
84
Mozambique
87
138
Pakistan
72
112
Tanzania
84
124
Uganda
92
113
Transition from 1 to 2
Botswana
90
85
Stage 2: Efﬁciency-driven
Egypt
95
139
South Africa
90
127
China
98
55
Transition from 2 to 3
Chile
92
108
Costa Rica
90
39
Brazil
87
132
Malaysia
97
15
Mauritius
98
48
Turkey
95
100
Stage 3: Innovation-driven
Austria
98
30
Finland
99
1
Korea, Rep.
98
36
Norway
100
17
Singapore
100
3
United States
91
29

Secondary education
GER
QR (+M&S)

Tertiary education
GER
RoR

GCI
GCI

67
67
26
38
33
27

76 (72)
36 (78)
119 (133)
75 (89)
98 (130)
81 (111)

12
4
5
10
4
4

29
22
18
15
19
–

119
99
133
64
120
115

82

77 (95)

20

–

71

86
111
89

139 (131)
138 (140)
56 (49)

30
20
26

–
40
21

116
49
28

89
109
99
71
96
86

86 (107)
28 (55)
132 (134)
6 (12)
49 (50)
92 (103)

75
48
26
37
41
70

18
20
17
22
22
15

35
52
75
18
46
51

98
108
97
111
108
94

37 (37)
4 (2)
66 (30)
11 (24)
3 (1)
18 (44)

72
94
99
74
83
94

9
–
13
10
11
15

23
8
26
11
2
3

GER: education participation rates using UNESCO (2010) classiﬁcation of participation 20–24 year olds. World
Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Report 2015/16, 5th Pillar: Higher Education and Training, http://reports.
weforum.org/global-competitiveness-report-2015-2016/competitiveness-rankings/#indicatorId=GCI.B.05
QR: quality rankings out of 140; +M&S: maths/science score. These data points are values derived from responses to the
following questions: (i) Primary Education: In your country, how do you assess the quality of primary schools? (1 =
extremely poor – among the worst in the world; 7 = excellent – among the best in the world); (ii) Secondary/Tertiary: In
your country, how well does the education system meet the needs of a competitive economy? (1 = not well at all; 7 =
extremely well); (iii) Maths and Science: In your country, how do you assess the quality of math and science education?
(1 = extremely poor – among the worst in the world; 7 = excellent – among the best in the world). Source: World Economic
Forum Global Competitiveness Report 2015/16, 5.04 Quality of math and science education, http://reports.weforum.org/
global-competitiveness-report-2015-2016/competitiveness-rankings/
RoR: private rate of return, Montenegro and Patrinos (2014). Many countries were proﬁled but not all data points were
available and data was provided for different years
GCI: Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) for 140 countries (rounded decimal to nearest full value), World Economic
Forum 2015/16

A relatively small, but growing number of
scholarly studies also emphasize the importance
of higher education for development. (For an
overview and review of studies on higher education and development, see Kimenyi (2011).) Tilak

(2003), for example, argues on the basis of his
analysis of data from 49 countries of the Asia
Paciﬁc region that higher education is a prerequisite for the development of nations. Tilak’s study
has, among other things, indicated that there is a
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correlation between the size of the stock of the
population with higher education in a speciﬁc
country and the country’s prospects for economic
development. Corroborative evidence by Cloete
and Gillwald (2014: 162) showed a very strong
association between participation rate and stage of
economic development.
A number of economic studies that have
focused on the contribution of higher education
to economic growth conclude that there is a link
between higher education and economic growth,
but this link is not “linearly mechanistic”
(De Meulemeester and Rochat 1995). According
to Kimenyi (2011) the emphasis of developing
countries on investing in primary education and
neglect of higher education in their development
strategies is related to a lack of understanding of
the high level of public rate of return to higher
education for developing countries. On the basis
of a review of literature addressing the link
between higher education and development he
argues that there is convincing evidence of the
impact of higher education on development. He
shows, for example, that although there has been
convergence across countries in primary school
enrolments, the incomes of African countries have
diverged from those of Asian and Latin American
counterparts; while incomes have diverged so have
enrolments in higher education (Kimenyi 2011:
iii27–iii31). His overall conclusion is that the “continued neglect of higher education will be a major
hindrance to the growth of African economies”
(Kimenyi 2011: iii45). He proposes a number of
areas for further research that could help to communicate more effectively the importance of higher
education for development, including the role of
the quality of higher education in economic development in developing countries (see also
Hanushek and Woessmann 2008), and the aspects
of higher education that contribute most directly to
economic development.

(stronger in low-income than in high-income
countries) that education in general, and higher
education in particular, is the route out of poverty.
Access to higher education is regarded by the
“haves” as a means to maintaining privilege, and
by the “have-nots” as a means of getting out of
poverty, but is this assumption correct?
In the 1970s in the USA, 10% of students from
the lowest income quintile went to university in
contrast to 40–50% from quintiles four and ﬁve.
By 2010, still only 10% of quintile one went to
university, but for quintiles four and ﬁve the percentage had increased to between 80% and 90%.
Higher education in the USA has thus become
part of the mechanism for maintaining privilege.
Piketty (2014) points out that in the USA, the level
of wage inequality results directly from a failure to
invest sufﬁciently in higher education. High
tuition at both public and private universities
keeps many individuals from receiving the training needed to shrink wage inequality and to make
the country more equal and competitive globally.
Given such trends, Piketty anticipates that social
mobility will decline even further in the future as
income increasingly determines access to American higher education.
For Piketty (ibid.), if governments invested
more heavily in high-quality professional training
and advanced educational opportunities, and allowed broader segments of the population to have
access to them, this would be the most effective
way of increasing wages at the low-to-medium
end of the scale, and decreasing the upper decile’s
share of both wages and total income. On the other
hand, the Hamilton Project strongly suggests that
an increase in tertiary educational levels would
increase incomes, but not change measures of
overall inequality by much (Irwin 2015).
Thus, it seems that while higher education
contributes to development, and middle/upper
class formation, it might not be an effective
reducer of inequality.

Inequality
Developing Countries
With a clear link between education and high
private returns to investment, particularly at the
tertiary level, there is a rational assumption

In terms of the role of universities, the recruitment
of social elites – ﬁrst for the colonial
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administration and later for the new political
regimes – became a fundamental function of universities in the “Third World” – not only in Africa,
but also in Latin America and East Asia (Castells
2001: 213). Higher education in Africa is still an
elite system, although the emergence of a private
higher education sector has made it possible for
students who could not enter public universities
and colleges, to enroll in mainly small,
low-quality private institutions, which in the
majority of cases should not be called universities.
As a consequence, the higher education participation rate has increased in most of Sub-Saharan
Africa, even though it still is lagging behind the
rest of the world, averaging below 10%. There has
been a common misconception that a major problem in African higher education is that it has
massiﬁed without resources. In reality, nowhere
on the continent is there a differentiated and
massiﬁed system; there are simply overcrowded
elite systems.
In the ﬁrst decades after independence, a rhetoric about the “development university” emerged
among both governments and universities. However, African governments did little to promote
the development role of these institutions. In part
this was because many of these governments had
not developed a coherent development model,
with notions of what the role of the universities
would be. Instead, many had become embroiled in
internal power struggles, as well as in the external
politics of the Cold War and the politics of funding
agencies such as the World Bank.
It was during this period that the World Bank in
particular, in part based on the “rate of return to
investments in education” study (Psacharopoulos
et al. 1986), concluded that development efforts in
Africa should be refocused to concentrate on primary education. This contributed to dramatic
decreases in per capita spending on higher education, from US$6,800 in 1980 to US$1,200 in 2002
(Hayward and Ncayiyana 2014). However, in the
post-2005 period – supported by calls from,
among others, Koﬁ Annan (then Secretary General of the United Nations), who urged that the
university must become a primary tool for
Africa’s development in the new century (Bloom
et al. 2006: 2) – there has been a revitalization of
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higher education. As a result, many universities
and higher education systems are going through
far-reaching quantitative and qualitative changes
(Cloete et al. 2015).
In sharp contrast to Africa, and quite contrary
to the US/European model, the East Asian economies did not see universities as sources of
innovation – at least not during their half-century
of accelerated economic catch-up. Instead, they
saw universities as agents of human capital formation (Pillay 2011). Universities were viewed as
advanced training institutions and were built and
established at a tremendous rate. In Taiwan, for
example, the national technical education superstructure expanded rapidly in parallel with other
efforts to tap the knowledge of the advanced
countries. In 1952, there were four universities
and four junior colleges. By 1989, this infrastructure had expanded to 42 universities and 75 polytechnics or colleges – a massive expansion in just
over three decades.
Likewise, the Republic of Korea poured especially private resources into the tertiary sector – so
much so that by 2000 its levels of enrolment were
higher than those of the USA, which had been the
leader in human capital formation in the preceding
century. Also important is the point that latecomers that specialize in science and engineering
ﬁrst degrees stand the best chance of raising their
per capita GDP (ibid.). In a more recent review,
Carnoy et al. (2013) corroborated on this
development.
Among the development strategies and models
used by the developing and emerging economies
today, China appears to be among the most successful countries in applying the lessons of university expansion, knowledge application, and
technology leverage. Like other successful eastern Asian countries China is drawing on the accumulated stock of knowledge of the industrial
world and applies it in accelerated fashion to its
own development agendas (Pillay 2011). What is
different about this model is that the focus is not
on the returns of higher education, but rather on
the notions that higher education is a key ingredient in the development model of these societies,
and that there is a relatively stable “pact” between
state authorities and higher education about the
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main functions higher education is expected to
fulﬁll in the further development of the society
in which it is embedded.

relationship between higher education and
development.
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Critical Higher Education: Rethinking of people, especially young people, who increasHigher Education as a Democratic
ingly inhabit zones of hardship, suffering, excluPublic Sphere
sion, joblessness, and terminal exclusion.
Henry Giroux
McMaster University, Hamilton, ON, Canada

As market mentalities and moralities tighten their
grip on all aspects of society, democratic institutions and public spheres are being downsized, if
not altogether disappearing. As these institutions
vanish – from higher education to healthcare
centers – there is also a serious erosion of the
discourses of community, justice, equality, public
values, and the common good (see, e.g., Harvey
2003, 2005; Brown 2005; Giroux 2008; Steger
and Roy 2010). We increasingly live in societies
based on the vocabulary of “choice” and a denial
of reality – a denial of massive inequality, social
disparities, the irresponsible concentration of
power in relatively few hands, and a growing
machinery of social death and culture of cruelty
(see, for instance, on the rise of the racist
punishing state, Alexander 2010; on the severe
costs of massive inequality, Stiglitz 2012; on the
turning of public schools into prisons, see Fuentes
2011). As power becomes global and is removed
from local and nation-based politics, more and
more individuals and groups are being deﬁned
by a free-ﬂoating class of ultra-rich and corporate
power brokers as disposable, redundant, and irrelevant. Consequently, there are a growing number

This is all the more reason for educators and
others to address important social issues and to
defend higher education as a democratic public
sphere. We live in a world in which everything is
now privatized, transformed into commodities,
and subject to the vicissitudes of the militarysecurity state (quoted in Silk and Andrews
(2011)). All human activities, practices, and institutions are now subject to market principles. Public goods such as toll roads, libraries, and schools
are privatized as the very idea of the common
good becomes an object of disdain (Brown
2011). As Wendy Brown observes,
Far more than a challenge to government spending
and regulation, then, neoliberal rationality challenges the very idea of a public good – from libraries to pensions, preserved wilderness to public
pools, clean transportation to a healthy educated
public. Neoliberal rationality also displaces democracy and equality as governing principles in provisioning goods like education; instead of advancing
these principles, education becomes an individual
means to an individual end, something individuals
may or may not choose to invest in. (Ibid, Brown,
“Neoliberalized Knowledge,” p. 119)

Consequently, under such circumstances
equality, justice, and fairness as governing principles begin to disappear from the discourse of
politics. This grim reality has produced a failure
in the power of the civic imagination, political
will, and open democracy (Honneth 2009). It is
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also part of a politics that strips society of any
democratic ideals. The ideological script is now
familiar: there is no such thing as the common
good; market values become the template for
shaping all aspects of society; the free possessive
individual has no obligations to anything beyond
his or her self-interest; market fundamentalism
trumps democratic values; the government and,
particularly, the welfare state are the arch enemies
of freedom; private interests negate public values;
consumerism becomes the only obligation of citizenship; law and order is the new language for
mobilizing shared fears rather than shared responsibilities; and war becomes the all-embracing
organizing principle for developing society and
the economy (for an excellent analysis of contemporary forms of neoliberalism, Hall 2011; see also
Harvey 2005; Giroux 2008).
Given this current crisis, educators, artists,
intellectuals, youth, and workers need a new political and pedagogical language for addressing the
changing contexts and issues facing a world in
which capital draws upon an unprecedented convergence of resources – ﬁnancial, cultural, political, economic, scientiﬁc, military, and
technological – to exercise powerful and diverse
forms of control. If educators and others are to
counter global capitalism’s increased ability to
separate the traditional sphere of politics from
the now transnational reach of power, it is crucial
to develop educational approaches that reject a
collapse of the distinction between market liberties and civil liberties, a market economy and a
market society. This suggests developing public
spheres capable of constructing forms of moral
and political agency willing to challenge neoliberalism and other anti-democratic traditions
including the increasing criminalization of social
problems such as homelessness, while
resurrecting a radical democratic project that provides the basis for imagining a life beyond the
“dreamworld” of capitalism. Under such circumstances, education becomes more than high-stakes
testing, an obsession with accountability schemes,
the reduction of research to an audit culture, an
obsession with measurable utility, and a site for
promoting conformity and training students for
the workforce. At stake here is recognizing the

power of education in creating the formative culture and the identities, dispositions, and capacities
necessary to challenge the various threats being
mobilized against the very idea of justice and
democracy while also ﬁghting for those public
spheres, ideals, values, and policies that offer
alternative modes of identity, social relations,
and politics.
In both conservative and progressive discourses, education is often reduced to a set of
corporate strategies and skills to use in order to
teach prespeciﬁed subject matter, one that deﬁnes
the citizen as a consumer, schooling as an act of
consumption, faculty as entrepreneurs, and students as customers. In opposition to the instrumental reduction of education to an adjunct of
corporate and neoliberal interest – which has no
language for relating the self to public life, social
responsibility,
or
the
demands
of
citizenship – critical pedagogy illuminates the
relationships among knowledge, authority, and
power (for examples of this tradition, see
Nikolakaki 2012; Giroux 2011). For instance, it
raises questions regarding who has control over
the conditions for the production of knowledge. Is
the production of knowledge and curricula in the
hands of teachers, textbook companies, corporate
interests, the elite, or other forces? Central to any
viable notion that what makes higher education
critical is, in part, the recognition that is always
implicated in power relations because it offers
particular versions and visions of civic life, community, the future, and how we might construct
representations of ourselves, others, and our physical and social environment. Education is part of a
broader struggle over knowledge, subjectivities,
values, and the future. It is under a massive assault
in Greece, the United States, and England because
it is one of the few places left that is capable of
educating students to be critical, thoughtful, and
engaged citizens willing to take risks, stretch their
imaginations, and most importantly hold power
accountable. The consequences of turning universities into places that produce commodities represent the nightmare that neoliberalism defends as
part of its methodical ruthlessness toward others,
its hatred of democracy, and its fear of young
people who increasingly realize they have been
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shut out of the language of democracy, justice,
and hope.
One of the most serious challenges facing
teachers, artists, journalists, writers, youth, and
other cultural workers is the challenge of developing a discourse of both critique and possibility.
This means insisting that democracy begins to fail
and political life becomes impoverished in the
absence of those vital public spheres such as
higher education in which civic values, public
scholarship, and social engagement allow for a
more imaginative grasp of a future that takes
seriously the demands of justice, equity, and
civic courage. Democracy should be a way of
thinking about education, one that thrives on
connecting equity to excellence, learning to
ethics, and agency to the imperatives of social
responsibility and the public good. Neoliberalism
is a toxin that is producing a predatory class of the
walking dead who are producing what might be
called dead zones of the imagination, and they are
waging a ﬁerce ﬁght against the possibilities of a
world in which the promise of justice and democracy are worth ﬁghting for, but the future is still
open. The time has come to develop a political
language in which civic values, social responsibility, and the institutions that support them
become central to invigorating and fortifying a
new era of civic imagination, a renewed sense of
social agency, and an impassioned international
social movement with a vision, organization, and
set of strategies to challenge the neoliberal nightmare engulﬁng the planet.
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Synonyms
Corporate social responsibility; Eco-; Ethical;
Green; Triple bottom line

Definition
The terms “sustainability” and “sustainable” are
used to describe a situation, process, or tangible
entity that is viable and enduring in the long term.
It has been associated with “sustainable development,” with the two terms often used interchangeably. The de facto standard deﬁnition from the
“Brundtland” report of this is:
Sustainable development is development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own
needs. (UNWCED 1987, p. 8)

Developing from this, sustainability operates
at the nexus of economic, environmental, and
social beneﬁt, although in the early days, the
focus was upon environmental sustainability – at
a species, ecosystem, and natural resource basis.

Sustainability as a theme has undergone many
developments and iterations since 1987. The most
recent led to the development of 17 Sustainable
Development Goals by the United Nations
(2015), covering social sustainability (poverty,
health, food, education, gender, inequality,
human habitation, institutions), economic
(economic development, infrastructure, consumption), and environmental (water, energy, climate,
marine and terrestrial ecosystems). In order for
sustainability to be achieved, inclusiveness of
the goals is needed – it is not sufﬁcient to meet
one at the expense of another.
To understand higher education for sustainability, we need to consider both the purpose of higher
education and that of sustainability. The former is
discussed brieﬂy to provide context for the latter,
but more detail can be found in Barnett [Sect.
1 The Idea of the University].
The idea and purpose of a university has
altered over time, moving from the metaphysical
tradition, through the “ivory tower” (research universities) and entrepreneurial typology, to today’s
institutions that seek relevance in society, whether
through curricula designed for enhanced graduate
employability, development and dissemination of
knowledge through research and knowledge
exchange, or relevance to society and environment (Barnett 2011). As part of this, universities
are seeking to ﬁnd connections, inﬂuence, partnership, and meaning within their economic,
intellectual,
societal,
and
environmental
hinterland.
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The core “business” of today’s universities is
to generate new knowledge through research, its
application (through knowledge exchange), and
transmission through learning and teaching.
Within each, sustainability as a theme has relevance, whether through (i) research to enhance
knowledge of environmental, societal, or economic systems and their nexus or (ii) transfer of
this knowledge to students and other stakeholders,
including business, government, or the community at large.
With this comes a potential conﬂict, particularly with relation to learning and teaching on
sustainability, as well as public engagement: that
is, to what extent should universities present a
polemic view on sustainability, when it presents
such a complexity of interdependencies that certainty of cause-effect can be contested, or stances
that may be value led at the individual, group, or
cultural level?

Scope of Sustainability in Higher
Education
Sterling et al. (2013) provides a useful, and
all-embracing, deﬁnition of “the sustainable university,” recognizing this tension:
The sustainable university is one that through its
guiding ethos, outlook and aspirations, governance,
research, curriculum, community links, campus
management, monitoring and modus operandi
seeks explicitly to explore, develop, contribute to,
embody and manifest – critically and
reﬂexively – the kinds of values, concepts and
ideas, challenges and approaches that are emerging
from the growing global sustainability discourse.
(Sterling 2013, p. 23)

Across the sector, work is ongoing to deﬁne,
promote, monitor, assess, and celebrate the development of sustainability through member organizations such as the Environmental Association of
Universities and Colleges (EAUC) in the UK, the
Association for Advancement of Sustainability in
Higher Education (AASHE) in the USA, and the
Australasian Campuses Towards Sustainability
(ACTS) in Australia and New Zealand. To systemize this, they have developed schematic and
assessment tools. In the USA, STARS

(Sustainability, Training, Assessment, and Rating
System) is used for this purpose, and in the UK the
tool developed is called, appropriately, the LiFE
Index (Learning in Future Environments). Its
scope, presented in Table 1, provides a useful
reference for the type and range of activities universities engaging in sustainability need to
consider.
As noted above, the core “business” of the
university is learning, teaching, and research,
and within the Index, this recognizes student
engagement also. Within this priority area, activities undertaken include research into sustainability, undertaking research in a “sustainable”
manner (for instance, by limiting resource use),
inclusion of sustainability into the curriculum,
student engagement in sustainable behaviors
within learning and teaching, and engagement in
sustainable living as part of campus life.
Estates and operations activities include activities relating to how the university operates, these
being similar to those within most organizations.
In recent years, actions at estates level have been
incorporated into staff or student engagement
activities and the creation of university campuses
as “living labs” for sustainability.
Partnerships and engagement relate to the
university’s inﬂuence outside of its student body,
whether through its research, learning, and teaching or as a role model for sustainable behavior at a
campus level. Activities may involve knowledge
exchange, communications to the community, or
economic inﬂuence from the university’s role in
supply chains and its purchasing power.
Ensuring the university has strong, wellinformed leadership and staff interested and
engaged in sustainability is vital for sustainability
to be successfully embedded and supported in
universities.
The Index enables universities to self-assess
their progress with respect to policy and strategy;
action planning, measurement, and implementation; stakeholder engagement and communication; and training and support and links to the
curriculum. For learning and teaching, for example, it asks:
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Higher Education for Sustainability, Table 1 LiFE
index categories
Priority area
Learning, teaching, and
research
Estates and operations

Partnerships and
engagement

Leadership and
governance

Frameworks within priority
area
Learning and teaching
Research
Student engagement
Biodiversity
Sustainable ICT
Utilities
Travel and transport
Sustainable construction and
renovation
Resource efﬁciency and
waste
Community and public
engagement
Business and industry
interface
Procurement and supplier
engagement
Leadership
Staff engagement and human
resources

Source: www.eauc.org.uk/life/resources accessed 9th May
2016

(i) If the learning and teaching strategy is linked
to the institutional strategy
(ii) What actions are being taken to embed sustainability into the curriculum, querying how
its impact is monitored
(iii) How training and support are provided to
staff to enable them to embed sustainability
into the curriculum
(iv) Whether the institution actively links its education for sustainable development agenda
in learning and teaching with other campus
activities (e.g., in estates) and within the
stakeholder communities that the institution
engages with
While the STARS for evaluation in the USA
results in institutional “banding” (platinum, gold,
silver, bronze), the LiFE Index in the UK is not
used in this way, but as an internal assessment and
development tool. Instead, for many years, UK
universities have been evaluated through a
student-led body (people and planet) producing a
“Green League” table of sustainability practice for
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each institution. At the time of writing, the use of
the league table is in something of a hiatus.

The “Business Case” for Sustainability
in Higher Education
In an environment of “massiﬁcation” and “marketization” of higher education globally, with the
consequent increase in reliance on student fees
and commercial income (Altbach et al. 2009), university leadership needs to consider sustainability
in its widest – and original – remit of environmental, social, and economic sustainability, delivering the agenda within the bounds of ﬁnancial
viability as a minimum. A useful, utilitarian,
means by which to consider whether to support a
sustainability initiative is through assessing
whether it delivers:
• Cost reduction, traditionally been through
estates-led projects relating to environmental
sustainability (e.g., waste, carbon reduction).
• Reputation enhancement, through communication of good practice, community engagement, as role model to community, business,
or funding body, or enhanced student perceptions of the institution. Its success depends on
the interest for these stakeholders in
sustainability.
• Risk reduction and/or regulatory compliance,
relating to statutory requirements such as measurement and reduction of carbon emissions or
reduced insurance costs arising from demonstrable sustainability performance.
Utilitarianism risks criticism from those who
consider that sustainability should be part of a
university’s remit as a matter of course, feeling
that it is the “right thing to do” morally and ethically. The utilitarian perspective does not undermine this and merely recognizes that universities
cannot ignore the ﬁnancial (or proxy) beneﬁt-cost
in their decision-making – and the “right thing to
do” is not at any cost.
A useful model to conceptualize and measure
sustainability organizationally is the “ﬁve
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capitals” model (Porritt 2005). While this has
been subsequently developed (e.g., the International Integrated Reporting <IR> Framework
(IIRC 2015)), Porritt’s seminal model is helpful
for purposes of explanation. It recognizes that any
system (region, company, organization) is
bounded by its natural capital (stocks or ﬂow of
resources, sinks, and environmental services) but
that its ﬁnancial capital (shares, monetary funds)
depends on the value it gets from its social,
human, and manufactured capital.
This model is pertinent to framing higher education for sustainability in terms of its role and
focus. By recognizing the boundaries of ﬁnancial
viability and natural resource constraints
(environmental sustainability), universities have
much to offer in terms of growth in human, social,
and manufactured capital:
• Human capital (health, knowledge, skills, and
motivations) is fundamental to a university’s
core business. Education, training, development of skills, and knowledge bring economic
beneﬁt, as well as other societal beneﬁts arising
from a more highly educated population.
Through education for sustainable development (ESD) initiatives, sustainability is integrated into the curriculum, enabling students to
understand, appreciate, and critique the complexity
of
the
human-planet
dynamic. A similar beneﬁt arises from extracurricular student engagement. The beneﬁts
include increased knowledge of sustainability
and the ability to make decisions in situations
of uncertainty and complexity.
• Human capital is enhanced through research
and knowledge exchange. It can include sustainability as a research (or knowledge
exchange subject) but also the enactment of
research in a way that minimizes the social
and environmental impact.
• Universities are keen to enhance their relevance to their community and society, enhancing social capital. Metrics such as the Research
Excellence Framework in the UK, measuring
quality and impact of research outputs, reinforce this. In tandem, government funding for
universities is shifting to research councils,
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corporations, and local enterprise organizations, who prioritize funding research or
knowledge exchange where societal beneﬁt is
evident. This manifests itself in community
engagement schemes, business partnerships,
volunteering, or societally beneﬁcial research
to tackle, for example, health, education, social
issues, or increased incentives for engagement
in STEM (science, technology, engineering,
and medicine) subjects.
• In many communities, universities are a key
employer, offering both economic beneﬁt to
the community and also physical estate and
space that can be open to the public. This
manufactured capital provides societal beneﬁt
to the community but also can offer an exemplar of good practice in environmental sustainability practices and natural capital
management, through development of biodiversity schemes, “green” buildings, and overt
recycling schemes – aiding sustainability
knowledge in staff, students, and community.
Both higher education and sustainability have
morphed over the last 25 years and will continue
to do so, but the direction of travel toward relevance and responsibility in the sector is unlikely to
reverse. Barnett (2011) recognized this through
his typology of the “Ecological University” as a
future model, being:
A university that takes seriously both the world’s
interconnectedness and the university’s interconnectedness
with
the
world.
(Barnett,
R. 2011, p. 451.

The principles and precepts presented above
provide a way forward to achieve this.

Cross-References
▶ Mass and Elite Higher Education
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Synonyms
Supranational, national, and subnational structure
of higher education; Sector-wise organization of
higher education institutions

Definition
The structure and organization of higher education institutions within a speciﬁc political and
geographical setting.

Introduction
All higher education institutions around the world
are embedded in some type of national or subnational system. But this has not always been the
case. By the end of the eighteenth century, the
then existing higher education landscape
consisted of a small number of in essence selfstanding universities that were not governed and

organized in an integrated way by state authorities. In the middle of the nineteenth century, most
of the world’s universities were located in Europe
(in total 98 universities), while most of the
non-European universities could be found in the
USA (Rüegg 2004: 3). Most of these universities
were denominationally anchored, homogeneously
organized institutions with hardly any speciﬁc
national features (Rüegg 2004: 4). The “secularization and bureaucratization of nation states”
(Rüegg 2004: 6) in Europe in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth century led to the emergence
of a new type of university, which formed the
foundation for the development of higher education systems that were regulated, governed, and
funded by their national governments. As a result
of signiﬁcant differences in the political order of
countries (Fukuyama 2011, 2014) and underlying
variations in state steering models (Gornitzka and
Maassen 2000), these higher education systems
that emerged initially in Europe, and later also in
the rest of the world, developed speciﬁc national
features and characteristics. The main features of
these original models form a ﬁrst frame of reference in this chapter for a systematic examination
of today’s variety among higher education
systems.
The second analytical perspective is derived
from Burton Clark (1983), who is among the
most inﬂuential scholars in the examination of
varieties among higher education systems. Clark
introduced in his book The Higher Education
System (Clark 1983) a number of basic elements
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common to all higher education systems: ﬁrst, the
differences between institutional types within a
system; second, the distribution of authority
within a system; and third, various modes for the
system governance of higher education. The study
of system change in higher education is in general
still undertaken with the help of these basic elements that Clark identiﬁed. In the following, we
will discuss each of these three traditional perspectives on higher education systems and the
types of systems they allow to identify.

The Origin of the Modern Higher
Education System
The third volume of the series A History of the
University in Europe forms a rich source for our
understanding of the development in the nineteenth century of higher education systems
(Rüegg 2004). In this, it is of importance to
point to the relationship between higher education
system development and the emergence of the
modern research university in Europe. The latter
was anchored in the remarkable university
“rebirth” in Germany (Rüegg 2004: 9–13),
which in the end became the dominant university
model throughout Europe, as well as the rest of the
world. The German state formed a core actor in
the transformation of the university, and through
its growing authority in the area of university
governance, it managed to integrate the German
universities into one state-governed system. This
system model was very inﬂuential throughout
Europe, and one can argue that the European
system models emerging in the nineteenth century
form the templates for all higher education systems established outside Europe in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries (Shils and Roberts 2004).
The renewal of the German university model
implied a radical change in the institutional mission from being professionally training oriented to
being research driven (Watson 2010). An essential
force underlying this change was formed by the
growing interest of the German state in its universities. This interest was related to the two societal
core functions that the state wanted the universities to fulﬁll. The ﬁrst was the requirement that the
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new universities would train bureaucrats and professionals through improved, research-based education. The second function, that is, earning
money for the state, faded away and was replaced
by the requirement that German universities
would be national symbols, that is, “showplaces
of Prussian intellect and the chief foci of German
culture” (Turner 1971: 173). The latter function
was anchored in the universities’ research orientation, and it implied that university professors
had to be scholars of high reputation within their
discipline and not “teachers or bureaucratic
favourites” (Turner 1971: 173). The state realized
that the universities themselves would not be willing or able to carry through this radical change in
functions, and therefore, it shifted essential parts
of the decision-making responsibilities from universities to state structures, including the power to
appoint university professors. In order to accomplish the change in university functions and use its
extended power effectively, the state centralized
all university affairs under one ministry (the
Kultusministerium, established in 1817), which
in practice allowed for the governing of German
universities as one integrated system, instead of a
collection of self-standing public corporations.
The only serious alternative to the German
model in the development of higher education
systems was the French model. At the end of the
eighteenth century, the traditional university was
rejected in France, but instead of being renewed,
French universities were replaced by professional
schools (Charle 2004: 34). These institutions form
the foundation for French higher education as it
still exists today, with the “technical arms of the
state” having their own elite training colleges
outside the university, which was reopened again
but never gained the same central function or
status as in Germany. As indicated by Charle
(2004: 45), the French university “took in the
teaching bodies of both the lycée and the collège
and was a corporation controlled by the state and
incorporated into the hierarchy of the civil service.” No serious scholarly work was undertaken
at the French universities, allowing the German
universities to become the leading scholarly institutions, not only in Europe, but in the entire world
(Watson 2010).
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The German university also inﬂuenced the
development of the British university system,
but contrary to other European countries, British
university reform initiatives were more the result
of private or municipal initiatives than deliberate
state efforts. The result was that by the end of the
nineteenth century, Great Britain had the most
heterogeneous university sector in Europe,
which only towards the middle of the twentieth
century became more integrated and coherent as a
system (Charle 2004: 53). Together with the German university template, core aspects of the way
in which British universities were organized and
governed inspired the development of the US state
systems of higher education.
The three basic types of university systems
emerging throughout the nineteenth century can
be characterized as follows. The German system
consisted of a relative homogeneous but competitive set of research universities, with a system
governance mode combining state control
through a strong state bureaucracy with weak
institutional leadership or administration and relatively autonomous professors, at least regarding
academic affairs. The French system consisted of
strictly state-controlled teaching universities, elite
professional schools (grandes écoles), and other
specialist colleges. The central state authorities
steered and controlled the university system in
all matters, including academic affairs, resulting
in an almost complete lack of autonomy of the
academic staff of the universities. Finally, the
British system type consisted of a variety of universities, with different kinds of proﬁles, including the extent and nature of their research
orientation that were more autonomous as institutions than their continental counterparts. The state
was governing its universities at a distance,
resulting in a rather powerful institutional leadership and administration as well as an autonomous
academic class. While these system types do not
exist in their original pure form anymore, their
inﬂuence can still be traced in practically all
higher education systems around the world. Next
we will discuss how the national higher education
systems have been reinterpreted and categorized
since the 1980s.
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Differences Between Institutional Types
and the Classification of Higher
Education Systems
The interest in and the study of higher education
systems has strongly been inﬂuenced by the work
of Burton Clark (1983) who regards the structure
of higher education systems as a key variable for
understanding change dynamics in higher education: “. . . the prevailing structure [of higher education] sets many of the problems of control and
conditions all important issues of continuity and
reform. Hence, an understanding of the basic
structure becomes the necessary footing for better
comprehension of a wide range of problems and
issues” (Clark 1983: 69f). The structural elements
identiﬁed by Clark are the division of academic
labor by institution, the distribution of authority in
academic systems, and the dominant state steering
or system governance mode.
Inter-institutional Labor Division in Higher
Education Systems
The 1980s and 1990s were a vibrant and productive period for system-level studies in the ﬁeld of
higher education research (e.g., Clark 1983; Meek
et al. 1996; Teichler 1988;; Cerych and Sabatier
1986; Scott 1996). The outcomes of which have
been characterized as a “bewildering variety of
classiﬁcations” (Teichler 2008, p. 354). This system interest faded away in the second half of the
1990s, coinciding with a growing focus on institutional level studies (e.g., Clark 1998). Since
then, system-level developments have been
under-investigated, with the notable exceptions
of studies addressing binary systems (e.g., Kyvik
2008; Kyvik and Lepori 2010) or classiﬁcations
of institutions across countries (e.g., van Vught
2009).
The structure of a higher education system is
ﬁrst and foremost formed by its constituent higher
education institutions and their relations to one
another. In this, the different types of institutions
mirror in many respects the multiple activities and
services that the higher education system is
expected to deliver to its society (Witte et al.
2008). Consequently, system order is the result
of a division of labor among the universities and
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colleges forming the main system components
(Clark 1983). When a system has to fulﬁll a growing number of tasks, one way to handle this is by
increasing differentiation between institutions
(Clark 1983). Differences between types of higher
education institutions can be both horizontally
and vertically. In the former case, institutions fulﬁll different functions but are regarded as “different, but equal” components of the system, while in
the latter case, the differences in functions are also
linked to some kind of vertical hierarchy among
institutions (Trow 1974; Scott 2007; Teichler
2008).
Four types of horizontal differentiation in
higher education systems have been identiﬁed
(Clark 1983). First, single public systems with a
single sector constitute a double monopoly, one of
system and one of institutional type as the whole
of higher education is integrated into one uniﬁed
national system, which contains one type of institution. Second, the single public system with multiple sectors refers to a situation where higher
education is under the authority of one level of
government, but the system is differentiated into
two or more types of institutions, usually
consisting of universities and profession-oriented
higher education institutions. The third type, multiple public systems with multiple sectors can
especially be found in federal countries where
higher education is part of the authority of the
subnational (e.g., state, province, Land, or Canton) government. This type of system tends to
have a greater variety than those with a more
uniﬁed state authority. Finally, higher education
systems that are constituted by both private and
public institutions and multiple sectors form the
most complex horizontal structure. The existence
of private higher education institutions increases
the system-level diversity signiﬁcantly as it introduces a public-private cleavage and matching
competition among institutions.
Regarding vertical intra-system differences
between higher education institutions, Clark
(1983) distinguishes two types of hierarchies,
which are often interrelated. First, a hierarchy of
sequence contains an order of institutions in relation to the nature and functions they fulﬁll (1983:
63), for example, the vertical task division
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between the community colleges, 4-year state colleges or universities, and state research universities in a number of US states. The second form of
hierarchy is a ranking based on prestige, which is
often linked to the perceived social value of graduation from a speciﬁc higher education institution.
This ranking between institutions can express
itself in different ways, including differing levels
of funding or autonomy.
Also with respect to vertical differentiation,
Clark (1983) discerns three types of systems. In
the ﬁrst type, few institutions have a monopoly on
elite placements in society, which gives them a
higher prestige compared to other institutions. In
the second type, institutions are vertically ordered
in strata with pronounced differences concerning
their prestige, but there is no monopoly on elite
placements. Finally, in the third type, there are no
or only very small differences in status among
institutions, thus, leading to no clear vertical ranking. These vertical differences in higher education
systems can be formal, for example, explicitly
created by public authorities, or informal, for
example, emerging through patterns of student
choice. In this, especially informal differentiation
opens the possibilities for unplanned convergence
of higher education institutions and academic
mission drift (Croxford and Raffe 2015).
These different kinds of system structures
come with different sets of advantages and disadvantages (Clark 1983). Broadly speaking, unitary
single sector systems have the advantage that they
create more equality among institutions, which in
general avoids ineffective competition and institutional drift. However, these systems are also
particularly vulnerable to an overload of activities
and subsequent conﬂicts of tasks. As new functions crowd upon old functions, the unitary single
sector systems have difﬁculties accommodating
effectively an increasingly diverse range of activities leading to institutions being overwhelmed
and tasks not sufﬁciently fulﬁlled.
Multi-sector systems are argued to be better
capable of handling many different activities and
reducing conﬂicts among contradictory functions
as new activities can be attached to one speciﬁc
type of institution. Furthermore, in this system
type, the norms of the traditional sectors are not
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as coercive upon the new tasks as in unitary systems, implying that the adaptability of the system
is enhanced. However, this comes at the expense
of inequalities between institutions, which often
are interpreted as incorporating A-level, B-level
(C-level, etc.) kind of institutional proﬁles. In
such systems, tensions can arise among the quality and ambitions of the academic staff and the
proﬁle of their institution.

The Distribution of Authority in Higher
Education Systems
In the academic debates on higher education system dynamics, the dominant expectation in the
1990s was that higher education institutions and
(national) systems would converge towards one
common, global model (Meek et al. 1996;
Huisman 1998). This expectation was driven by
the assumed homogenizing effects of reform
trends with respect to institutional management
and autonomy, less direct government control,
enhanced institutional competition with more
market-oriented regulations, and more accountability measures to balance the “stepping back”
of governments (Goedegebuure et al. 1993: 347f).
In hindsight, it has become clear that these expectations did not materialize. While the authors were
correct in assuming that higher education reform
agendas would become more alike, instead of
leading towards greater homogeneity between
higher education institutions, the resulting
reforms rather created more organizational segmentation and growing inter- and intrainstitutional diversity (e.g., Rosinger et al. 2016;
Fumasoli et al. 2014), especially regarding differences between national higher education systems
(Gornitzka and Maassen 2014).
These processes of differentiation in higher
education systems mirror similar processes in the
state – higher education relationship. It has been
argued that universities are in a critical period with
potentially major rebalancing of internal and
external relations of authority, power, and responsibility in their governance (Gornitzka et al.
2007). Underlying the abovementioned reform
agendas, there is a search for a new pact
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(or social contract) between higher education,
political authorities, and society at large. A pact
can be characterized as “... a fairly long-term
cultural commitment to and from the university,
as an institution with its own foundational rules of
appropriate practices, causal and normative
beliefs, and resources, yet validated by the political and social system in which the university is
embedded” (Gornitzka et al. 2007: 184). This
implies that we are currently in a transition period
in which the traditional understandings of the
distribution of authority in higher education systems no longer apply.
A core concept for understanding the developments as regards the authority distribution in
higher education systems is autonomy. The interest in and debates on university autonomy are as
old as the institution itself. This reﬂects the issue
of ﬁnding an effective and mutually acceptable
balance between the society’s need to have a
sufﬁcient level of control over higher education
versus the higher education institutions’ need for
an appropriate level of freedom over their own
affairs. The reason for autonomy being a crucial
issue since the establishment of the university is
that an ideal situation, in the sense of a stable,
perfect level of institutional autonomy, does not
exist. At any moment in history, the level of institutional autonomy reﬂects the dominant underlying vision with respect to the preferable model of
governing and organizing the university as a core
social institution (Olsen 2007). Once again, what
is considered to be the appropriate level of autonomy is an important issue in policy debates
concerning the way in which higher education
ought to be governed, organized, and funded. As
a result, over the last few decades in many higher
education systems, the formal relationship
between the state and universities has been
changed.
Over the last decade, a number of studies on
institutional autonomy have been undertaken
(e.g., Estermann et al. 2011; Enders et al. 2013)
that offer a broad perspective when it comes to the
number of countries taken into consideration and
the formal frameworks within which institutional
autonomy can be examined. However, they do not
provide an empirically based insight into the
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effects of changes in the formal institutional
autonomy inside the higher education institutions.
These studies focus in general on legal frameworks, regulations, reform and policy proposals,
or funding models. In addition, they investigate
the system and the institutional level without
extending observations on what happens inside
the academic organization. The studies on the
formal relationship state universities have only
to a very limited extent been followed by a comparable scholarly interest in what might be called
“the living autonomy,” that is, the way in which
the changes in the formal governance relationship
between state authorities and universities are perceived, interpreted, translated, operationalized,
and used inside the institutions (Fumasoli et al.
2014). Thus, both issues, that is, how authority is
formally distributed in higher education systems
and how institutional autonomy is interpreted and
used in practice within higher education institutions form an important area of research that is
relevant for strengthening our understanding of
change dynamics in higher education systems.

Modes of System-Level Governance in
Higher Education
An additional perspective introduced by Clark
(1983) represents the governmental steering
(or governance) models with respect to higher
education systems. While the distribution of
authority can be interpreted as the “what” of
system-level governance, the governance mode
used for steering the sector describes the “how.”
Similar to other parts of the public sector,
higher education experienced signiﬁcant shifts in
its relationship with the state especially following
the rise of New Public Management (NPM)related ideas and ideologies in the 1980s.
Anchored in the conviction that these new forms
of governance would lead to improved efﬁciency
of public services, they were initially expected to
have a converging effect on governance structures. Van Vught (1997), for example, differentiates direct state control over higher education
from state supervision. While the former represents direct control of state actors over most
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governance matters with respect to higher education, the latter stands for a governance mode
where the state is responsible for determining the
framework conditions under which higher education is expected to operate, with a considerable
level of autonomy for the institutions. Neave
(2012, 2009), has referred to the rise of the “evaluative state” that shifts its focus from direct process control towards output evaluation.
Gornitzka and Maassen (2000) distinguished
four steering modes that are used by states to
govern their higher education systems and which
differ mainly with regard to (a) the role of the state
and (b) the nature of professional autonomy in
higher education. These modes are: (1) the sovereign rationality-bounded mode, where steering
lies with the government; (2) the institutional
mode, where steering decisions are taken within
the universities; (3) the corporate-pluralist mode,
where different stakeholders negotiate the
steering; and (4) the supermarket mode, which
uses market mechanisms to steer the sector.
In line with these steering modes, empirical
investigation of developments of national higher
education governance arrangements suggests that
existing institutional contexts shape reform paths,
leading to a persistent diversity in national types
of governance. In this, three processes have been
identiﬁed that are assumed to occur in parallel and
lead to differences in national higher education
steering arrangements: (1) an NPM-inspired
focus on markets and quasi-markets as steering
tools for higher education, (2) an institutionalization of collective action in the framework of network governance, and (3) a neo-Weberian
approach focusing on the functions of governance
and the formalization of new aspects of public
activities (Paradeise et al. 2009). These
approaches are argued to coexist in each higher
education sector with varying national emphases
leading to “different forms of expression of public
authorities” (Paradeise et al. 2009, p. 246).
In a similar way, Olsen stresses the existence of
inherently different steering approaches by raising
the question “What kind of university for what
kind of society?” (Olsen 2007, p. 25) pointing to
the potential competition between political actors
on the question of how to govern higher education
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depending on the actor’s preference regarding the
pact between higher education and society. Thus,
if universities can serve as tools to shape society,
and if the governance mode used for higher education reﬂects inherently different approaches to
public sector steering, it can be expected that
political actors will show diverging preferences
in relation to this question (Jungblut 2015). Thus,
political shifts can create processes of layering of
different steering approaches, and countries can
be more likely to produce hybrids of differing
models for governing higher education systems
rather than one pure public governance model
(Jungblut and Vukasovic 2013). Overall, while
one can observe some common reform trends
regarding higher education system governance
following NPM-related reforms, higher education
systems are still characterized by diverse modes of
governance which are rooted in their institutional
structure and shaped by preferences of national,
and in some cases, regional and local, political
actors.

Conclusion
The integration of higher education institutions
into national and subnational systems is a relatively recent phenomenon in the history of higher
education. Originally three basic types of systems
were emerging, and all current higher education
systems have their roots in one way or another in
one or more of these original system types. Obviously many factors have inﬂuenced the system
developments since the nineteenth century, and
even though it is still possible to use basic features
of the original types in attempts to classify systems, it can be argued that there are as many types
of higher education systems as there are countries,
plus a large number of subnational types in federal
countries.
Important higher education reform agendas
have been introduced over the last decades.
While these agendas in general did not have the
intended outcomes (Christensen et al. 2014) and
did not lead to a global convergence of the public
governance of higher education, they did have an
impact on the structure of higher education
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systems and on the distribution of authority these
systems. The dominant trend has been a differentiation of institutional types and study program
offerings, and a major redistribution of authority
between national ministries of (higher) education,
higher education agencies, and the higher education institutions. This has led to a complex set of
national varieties in the structure, organization,
and governance of higher education systems,
which demands a careful analysis of each individual system in order to get a better understanding of
which level and which actor is responsible for
which governance area. Only such a careful analysis would make it possible to develop new analytical tools for studying system change dynamics
in higher education comparatively. The ﬁeld of
higher education studies has to move, amongst
other things, beyond Clark’s triangle of coordination which is still anchored in the three types of
higher education systems that emerged in the
nineteenth century.
In addition, since the publication of Clark’s
seminal book in 1983, the continuous growth of
student numbers, with the accompanying shifts in
funding mechanisms, have affected not only the
institutions themselves but also had an impact on
the way how higher education systems are
governed and organized. Moreover, over the last
20–30 years, the impact of nontraditional forces
on higher education systems, including globalization, modern media, and online learning, or the
so-called third mission, is increasing. However,
the study of system variety has not kept pace with
this growing complexity. As convincingly argued
by Dobbins et al. (2011: 655) “. . . there is a need
for more speciﬁc empirically observable indicators” for studying changes in higher education
systems.
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Synonyms
Higher education as part of conﬁguration of institutions and actors who produce, store, disseminate
and use knowledge; Sector-wise organization of
higher education institutions within knowledge
conﬁgurations

Definition
The structure and organization of higher education institutions within any speciﬁc political and
geographical conﬁguration of institutions and
actors who produce, store, disseminate and use
knowledge.
The embeddedness of universities and colleges
into a system forms a central element in the formal
organization of higher education in any country.
This implies that even though the notion of the
higher education system can be interpreted in
various ways (Clark 1983, pp. 4–5), it is generally
acknowledged that higher education institutions

and a narrowly or more broadly deﬁned set of
actors, bodies, and organizations form a clearly
distinguishable, integrated system of higher education at the national or subnational level.
As argued, for example, by Geuna and Muscio
(2009), in most countries around the world, the
political and socioeconomic interest in the functioning and performance of higher education systems and their constituent components has
increased dramatically over the last decades as a
consequence of the growing importance of the
notion of “the knowledge economy.” This development is anchored in the acknowledgment that
intellectual capabilities have become more important than natural resources or physical inputs in
the global competitiveness of national economies
(Powell and Snellman 2004, p. 201). As argued by
Castells (2009, p. 1), “We live in a global knowledge economy and in societies based on processing information, which is a primary
university function. This implies that the quality,
effectiveness and relevance of the university system will be directly related to the ability of people,
society, institutions, to develop.” With this
acknowledgment in mind, two core functions of
higher education can be identiﬁed, that is,
selecting and educating tomorrow’s knowledge
workers and producing new knowledge.
However, higher education is not the only sector of relevance in the knowledge economy.
Therefore the question can be raised how higher
education relates to other knowledge sectors in
contemporary society. We refer to these
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relationships as knowledge systems, which
encompass all actors and institutions that are
involved in knowledge production and transfer
relationships. This implies that knowledge systems include a range of actors and institutions in
the public and private sector and civil society,
such as industry, business, and economic sectors
in the knowledge economy; the range of organizations and institutions that produce and disseminate policy-relevant knowledge both within and
outside public administration; schools and skills
institutions and systems; hospitals and health-care
institutions; civil society and public interest organizations; and professionals and their
associations.
The starting point in this chapter is that higher
education institutions are integrated into higher
education systems, which on their turn are part
of knowledge systems. A relevant argument is that
the knowledge economy was the result of deliberate, top-down governmental policies (At least
throughout the OECD area.) (Vallas et al. 2009,
p. 66; Block 2008; Block and Keller 2009, 2012),
in which higher education has an important instrumental role when it comes to developing the right
skills and competences among the “knowledge
workers,” and producing the knowledge that stimulates innovation (Maassen and Stensaker 2011).
The same argument can be applied to knowledge
societies and “knowledge democracies,” that is,
when it comes to the role of knowledge in modern
political administrative systems (Christensen
et al. 2017.
A major challenge for discussing the position
and role of higher education in knowledge systems is that the conceptualization of “knowledge
system” is much less settled than the conceptualization of higher education system. To illustrate
this more loose interpretation of “knowledge system” as a concept, we can refer, for example, to
the diverse ways in which “knowledge system” is
used in a range of disciplines, such as neuroscience, informatics, organization studies, ecology,
and development studies, referring to a wide range
of phenomena, some of which have scant relevance for the understanding of higher education’s
role in knowledge processes. Also it is used without much precision, with depictions of knowledge
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systems being implicit in much of the writing on
the dynamics in academia, and macro-studies and
comparative studies of neighboring ﬁelds as
research and innovation, education, and skills
systems. If we add up these strands of scholarship,
we can observe how higher education’s role in
knowledge systems varies and develops in different economic, social welfare, and political
contexts.
Yet, there are calls for a system perspective that
capture how higher education institutions relate in
a structured, institutionalized way to other sectors
in knowledge systems. As argued by Mazzucato
(2013, p. 196), what is needed is “a systems perspective that is more realistic on the actual role of
the individual actors, and the linkages between
actors.” Therefore we interpret a knowledge system here as a speciﬁc conﬁguration of institutions
and actors who produce, store, disseminate, and
use knowledge. From this perspective the question addressed in this chapter is how “knowledge
interrelationships” in knowledge systems have
developed historically, how there are structured
and governed, and where and how higher education ﬁts in this system structure and governance.

Systemic Properties
Burton Clark’s (1983) seminal book the Higher
Education System is a core fork in the road in
higher education studies when it comes to articulating a system’s perspective. The aims of the
book are to introduce “the basic elements of the
higher education system, as seen from an organizational perspective; and to show how these features vary across nations” (Clark 1983, p. 2). It is a
treatise on how academic work is organized and
governed, and how these basic components systematically differ between countries and develop
over time. Clark’s perception was not built on the
idea that higher education institutions had differing roles within larger knowledge systems but
rather the inverse idea that higher education institutions and systems are marked by being social
structures for the handling of advanced knowledge. Higher education institutions – no matter
how diverse national systems are – share a
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common factor, that is, “In varying combinations
of efforts to discover, conserve, reﬁne, transmit,
and apply it, the manipulation of knowledge is
what we ﬁnd in common in the many speciﬁc
activities of professors and teachers” (Clark
1983, p. 12). Clark’s conceptualization of system
is built on Durkheim and other sociologists,
including Parsons and Platt (1973), whose reference to the “American system of higher education” incorporates all universities and colleges in
the US and all their primary activities.
Teichler (1988) discussed the way in which
different countries addressed problems in organizing and governing their higher education systems
with a particular focus on how the expansion of
higher education took place. His systemic perspective allows for capturing structural changes
that have taken place in the transition from elite to
mass higher education (Kyvik 2004), be it in
terms of expansion or institutional differentiation.
As in the study of economic production or welfare
systems (Esping-Andersen 1990; Hall and
Soskice 2001), the study of higher education at
the system level became the basis for identifying
different types of systems and families of higher
education systems that had key properties in common, or differed along them. This includes the
notion of mass versus elite systems of higher
education (Trow 1970) that is used for interpreting
various patterns in the expansion and spread of
higher education. In addition, this work used a
conﬁguration of types of institutions included in
higher education, for example, uniﬁed versus
binary systems, as well as institutional hierarchies, and degree of systemic integration.

Higher Education’s Conceptualized Role
in Neighboring Knowledge Systems
In the ﬁrst decades after 1945, the most inﬂuential
framework for understanding the relationship of
science to society in general and the economy in
particular was the linear model of innovation. The
model claims that innovation starts with basic
research, followed by applied research and
(industrial) development, and ﬁnally production
and diffusion. The linear model is often attributed

3

to Vannevar Bush and his “Science: The Endless
Frontier” report (Bush 1945). However, as argued
by Godin (2006), the precise origin of the model is
far from clear, and instead of coming from Bush,
the model is “a theoretical construction of industrialists, consultants, and business schools,
seconded by economists” (Godin 2006,
pp. 640–641). Even though the model has been
criticized heavily, and even declared dead
(Rosenberg 1994), it has been very inﬂuential in
the postwar period in the explanation of innovation in the academic literature. As argued by
Godin (2006, p. 641) “statistics has been one of
the main factors explaining why the model gained
strength and is still alive despite criticisms, alternatives, and a proclaimed death”.
Launched as an alternative paradigm to the
linear model in science studies that viewed technical innovation as germinating from the sciences,
pure or applied, the “national innovation systems”
(NIS) approach has received a lot of attention in
the academic literature as well as in science policy
arenas (Whitley 2001). NIS is deﬁned as constituted by “elements and relationships which interact in the production, diffusion and use of new,
and economically useful, knowledge” (Lundvall
1992, p. 2). It presumed the presence of the
nation-state as the “host” of such systems. Clearly,
its deﬁnition included higher education institutions as one of the key constitutive elements. As
within the study of higher education systems,
variation in NIS was identiﬁed also according to
the balance between public and private funding of
universities and scientiﬁc organizations as well as
the overall organizational structures of the science
system. The performance of the NIS was also
measured and compared in international indicators. Despite its roots in theories of economic
development, part of NIS scholarship theorized
the role of the state and categorized innovation
systems according to the willingness of the state to
engage in funding, stimulation, and regulation of
innovation processes. More recent contributions
take this to a new level and critical stance. In
particular Mazzucato’s (2013) historical analysis
of innovation systems challenges the image of a
passive state that reactively “ﬁxes” and regulates
the market versus the dynamic business sector.
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She uses historical examples to show how highrisk, bold investments that led to technological
revolutions were sparked by public investments
and public sector institutions. Compared to the
core theoretical tenets of economic theory,
Mazzucato offers a new perspective on the role
of government in knowledge production and
innovation. Of special relevance from the perspective of knowledge systems is her claim that
for NIS to be successful, governmental policies
should be less aimed on “networking” and more
on strengthening “frontier” research. This implies,
for example, “a better division of labor between
universities and companies, where universities
should focus on high-level research and ﬁrms
on technology development” (Mazzucato 2013,
p. 53).
Within the academic literature, there has been
an increasing attention to modeling the role of
education and training systems as a key component in NIS (Whitley 2001, p. 10306). This attention has been given to, for example, how
differences in the higher education components
of the knowledge systems affect patterns of innovation. Parallel to studies of innovation through
the NIS approach, also comparative studies of
education and training systems, have to varying
degree identiﬁed the role of higher education in
the creation of innovation (Busemeyer and
Trampusch 2011).
In developing countries, and especially in subSaharan Africa, there are different forces and policy arguments driving knowledge systems. Here
the university is positioned in a development
cooperation policy arena where the dominant
actors are operating in policy frameworks
codetermined by ministries of foreign affairs and
development cooperation agencies. The development mission of the university is primarily linked
to poverty reduction and community support,
rather than economic competitiveness, entrepreneurship, and innovation (Cloete and Maassen
2015). One of the consequences is relatively
weakly developed relationships between university and society, even though the university is a far
more dominant knowledge institution than in
more mature economies (In the HERANA project
conducted under the coordination of the
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South African Center for Higher Education Transformation (CHET), the knowledge production of
research universities in eight African countries
was studied. The project’s data conﬁrm the
national dominance of the African university as
knowledge producers. For example, Makerere
University in Uganda is responsible for around
65% of all scientiﬁc publications produced in the
country (see: www.chet.org.za).
Historical Trajectory: System Integration,
Dynamics, and Control
For understanding the historic development of
knowledge systems – and higher education institutions and sectors within these – it is of importance to conceptualize how systems’ constitutive
units are integrated and how tightly coupled they
are (Drori et al. 2003; March and Olsen 1995).
System integration can be interpreted and
assessed in terms of how densely and intensely
the components of a system are related to each
other, how interdependent and structurally
connected they are, and how coherent they are
from the point of view of a common set of objectives. Consequently, in an integrated system, units
share overall goals, are dependent upon each
other, and there are structural connections
between them (March 1999, p. 134).
The level of integration is in general dependent
on the extent to which effective coordination
among the various system components can be
achieved. In practice it has often proven difﬁcult
for politicians and bureaucrats as well as organizational leaders and managers to achieve coordination, across and within loosely coupled
knowledge systems. Consequently, an important
challenge is to explore the conditions under which
such coordination is possible, that is, the conditions under which decision-makers have the will,
understanding, and control that are needed for
coordination. Another challenge is to explore the
conditions under which a tightly coordinated
knowledge system is likely to produce better
results, in terms of the transfer of knowledge
from higher education to society, than a more
loosely coupled system (Gornitzka et al. 2007,
pp. 193–194).
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The notion of an integrated system has been
central in deﬁning the role of the state and the
public responsibility for funding, governing,
organizing, and regulating higher education and
for ordering the interrelationship between higher
education institutions and their role in a “knowledge system.” There is considerable intercountry
diversity in the adaptations of the governance
approaches with respect to higher education’s
role in a national knowledge system. This can be
regarded as the prevalence of the hierarchical
vision of university organization and governance
(Gornitzka and Maassen 2007; Olsen 2007).
According to this stylized vision, the state is
responsible for the institutional sphere of science
and has taken on a systemic responsibility through
identifying the goals and providing the funding
and setting the regulation of its national knowledge system’s constitutive units. This was an
important element in the transformation of
nation-states from the end of the feudal period to
the First World War. The period brought the development of national social and economic strategies, and science as an institutional sphere and
public policy area, and higher education, as part
of it, was regarded to be highly important for
national development. A result of this transformation was that the state funded a range of public
organizations in the institutional sphere of
science – with the university being the key institution among them – guarded them against direct
intrusion from powerful economic and social
groups and granted the academic staff of these
agencies a relatively high level of individual academic freedom.
In the second part of the nineteenth century, the
modern university was ﬁrmly established and recognized as a knowledge-producing institution
(Wittrock 1993, p. 305). This development was
closely linked to the emergence of the democratic
nation-state and the need of the state to ensure the
knowledge for key economic and societal areas,
such as agriculture, defense, health care, and education. Knowledge systems thus emerged and
gained national characteristics. This state
approach is especially evident in the regulatory
role of the state with respect to ensuring that “state
professions” and civil service were ﬁlled with
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personnel educated by the national universities.
This is clearly an expression of higher education
having become part of knowledge systems that in
their turn were deﬁned by the borders of the
nation-state and affected by the role of system
building and coordination that the state took
upon itself. The state was also responsible for
linking systemic concerns to the national priorities
(Frijhoff 1992; Neave 2003, p. 23). It is even
doubtful that we can talk of a distinct higher
education system until the state entered the speciﬁc regulatory role with respect to higher education institutions.
Among the main reasons why many governments in Europe and other parts of the world in the
end were successful in their attempts to integrate
the universities in their national state structures
was the expansion of universities. The rapid
expansion in student numbers marked in the ﬁrst
place the end of the possibilities of the university
to operate as a self-ﬁnancing institution and allowed the state to take over at least partly the control. Even in countries with a very tight state
control, such as France and Russia, the traditional
universities were allowed to continue with some
form of self-governance. The establishment from
the 1960s and onward of a “non-university”
higher education sector should not only be seen
as governments’ autonomic response, but it constitutes a key systemic differentiation that
dovetailed the development of regional policies
in Europe. With an increasing demand for higher
education among a growing number of young
people with qualiﬁcations to enter higher education, governments started the buildup of public
alternatives to the universities, especially in the
form of professionally oriented colleges and the
upgrading of speciﬁc secondary education institutions to tertiary education status (Kyvik 2004).
These alternative institutions were expected to
cater for perceived labor market needs through
shorter degree programs and practice-oriented
courses. System change was also prompted by
the government objective to use access to higher
education as an instrument for social equity. As
part of the set of governmental “knowledge instruments,” polytechnics, colleges, and other nonuniversity higher education organizations thus
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contained a strong element of instrumentality.
These organizations were also subjected to
political-hierarchical control to a larger degree
than the established universities at the time
(Gornitzka and Maassen 2007). However, in this
instrumental approach, both types of higher education institution are regarded to be an important
factor of production and a source of wealth or
welfare. As a consequence, since the 1960s,
higher education has become politically more
important, but at the same time less special. This
represents a fundamental change in the way
higher education is governed. Traditionally higher
education systems and institutions have been
governed in a vertical way; that is, the main governance relationships were organized within a
sectoral governance pillar with all main actors
involved being higher education actors, in the
sense that they were political, bureaucratic, or
institutional representatives from within the sector. The increased focus on knowledge aspects has
led to a growing need for coordinating horizontally hitherto “disconnected” policy areas, especially higher and professional education,
vocational education and training (VET),
research, innovation, labor, and technology. The
consequence is that higher education’s purposes
and direction of growth have become more linked
to national knowledge strategies and policies and
depend on shifting political priorities and funds,
more than scholarly dynamics. A key issue in this
is the applicability and utility of research for practical problem-solving, such as defense, industrialtechnological competition, energy, environment,
health and education, and the employability of
higher education graduates.
The varieties of capitalism approach (Hall and
Soskice 2001) is of relevance for understanding
how differences in states’ approaches to the regulation and expansion of higher education set the
path for the systemic differences within higher
education and wider knowledge systems. This
concerns, for example, the differences between a
German organic-corporatist approach based on a
strong coalition between state, church, and industry; a French centralistic, state-driven policy tradition (de Vijlder 1996, p. 110), as well as a
liberal-capitalistic policy tradition (England and
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US) (Ringer 1992; De Swaan 1988). A signiﬁcant
cause of variation is the extent to which knowledge systems, and the higher education systems
embedded in them, became an essential part of a
centralized state structure. These developments
show that the current diversity of knowledge systems can in many ways be traced back to the
diverse ways in which countries handled the
need for a more instrumental functioning of
their knowledge institutions, including their
universities and colleges, and the need for
instrumentalizing academic knowledge. Governments staged, for example, the development of
non-university institutions to serve national political agendas (differentiation within higher education systems). In addition, they diversiﬁed
national research organization as a response to
the socioeconomic and political desire to use scientiﬁc research for the purpose of national priorities. The latter kind of institutional differentiation
outside higher education clearly meshed with the
post-World War II idea that is part of modern
statehood consisted of the coordination of a
national science system. This idea spread globally, with the aid of international organizations
and with it the institutionalization of government
capacity to coordinate science systems, even in
countries with very little or no science to coordinate (Finnemore 1993). A difference between
national knowledge systems and knowledge
regimes (Campbell and Pedersen 2014) became
the extent to which providing academic research
as a knowledge basis for public decision-making
was part of the higher education sector or the
responsibility of separate sets of institutions.
Varying science for policy versus science policy doctrines has implied different positions of
higher education in national knowledge systems
as well as in national “production sectors.” An
overall model for organizing science as an instrument is subordinated to the needs and priorities of
societal sectors consisted of functionally organized ministries and government departments
with strong vertical steering of research and less
horizontal coordination (see, e.g., the case of medical research, Kogan et al. 2006). In some systems
a principled distinction was made between basic
and applied science. The former had its home
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within the universities and national research councils, and the latter required a hierarchical relationship between government and knowledge
institutions, which in turn was organized mainly
outside the universities. The extent to which universities have been enlisted into an applied, sectoral logic of the hierarchical vision of research
varies over time and national systems. However,
the last 20–30 years we can observe the dismantling or at least a loosening of the sectoral cohesion and corporatist arrangements and the calling
for cross-sectoral coordination (Christiansen and
Rommetvedt 1999; Lægreid et al. 2014) of the
links between science/professions, public administration and sectors of society. As a consequence,
the sectoral logic of instrumentally organized science and higher education is being challenged in
many countries. Similar de-sectoralization has
happened in “non-university” higher education
as the functional principle of organization has to
a large extent been abandoned in Western Europe:
colleges for professional education, in areas such
as engineering, veterinary medicine, nursing, and
so on, have been merged into multidisciplinary
institutions, and in some countries, for example,
Norway, these institutions have been allowed to
apply for university status.
Nonetheless, the prediction by Gibbons et al.
(1994, p. 85) that “the universities, in particular,
will comprise only a part, perhaps only a small
part, of the knowledge producing sector” has not
been materialized. On the contrary, as shown, for
example, by Godin and Gingras (2000, p. 273) for
the case of Canada, universities remain at the
center of knowledge systems through increased
collaboration with other sectors such as hospitals,
private sector companies, and government laboratories. Also Block and Keller (2009, 2012)
show that the universities’ role in innovation processes in the USA has changed, not through a
marginalization of the role of universities, but
through their intensifying research cooperation
with especially government laboratories. This
can be further illustrated by the success of universities in the competition for funding from the
prestigious European Research Council (ERC).
Since its start in 2007, the ERC has funded more
than 7000 projects, of which currently almost
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75% is hosted by a university. This percentage
has increased from around 67% in the ﬁrst years
of the ERC. The remainder of the projects is
hosted by research institutes and organizations.
Only a few projects are hosted by industry (see
EU’s Cordis databasis).
Concluding Reflections
The emergence of knowledge systems in which
higher education systems are embedded is a relatively recent phenomenon that is anchored in the
notion of national knowledge economies. And
even though a knowledge economy is made and
not born (Vallas et al. 2009, p 71), there are
limitations to the idea that states can control and
steer the dynamics of higher education and knowledge systems. There are clear limitations to a state
control mode as means of system integration and
change. The systemic governance of higher education and knowledge systems is varied, and, as
Clark (1983) observed more than three decades
ago, systems operate with varying emphasis on
market-based competition, government control,
and academic “home rule” as mechanisms of integration. This is true of higher education dynamics
and for extended knowledge systems. Main observations from a study into the effects of the growing policy emphasis on the economic role of
higher education on university organization
(Gornitzka and Maassen 2000), shifts in the
understanding of what constitutes “knowledge”
toward an increasing utility orientation (Bleiklie
2005; Bleiklie and Byrkjeﬂot 2001), as well as
shifts in the constitutive institutional logics
(Bastedo 2009) point to fundamental changes in
the interdependence of knowledge systems
vis-à-vis economic production and politicaladministrative systems. A challenge comes from
the perforation of national systemic boundaries
with the advent of attempts to create larger
regional, transnational, and global knowledge
systems – either through transnational markets or
political coordination (Marginson 2010). This has
been a core tenor in the study of innovation
systems – where scholars from the early 1990s
such as Lundvall (1992) already argued that the
coherence and importance of national systems is
weakened by economic globalization. On the
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other hand the challenges to higher education in
rapidly evolving knowledge systems are paradoxical. National systems are perforated by the global
links in a global knowledge system within which
also higher education institutions, scholars and
students are crossing national systemic borders,
and thereby conﬁrm and challenge them. Yet the
state is not retreating. In many respects higher
education is elevated to the core position in
knowledge systems as the transversal problemsolver with respect to global and national grand
challenges. In addition, it is expected to come to
the rescue of stale labor markets and hailed as
pacemaker for sluggish economies. At the same
time, we can observe a clear challenge to the
traditional roles of higher education with other
nonformal knowledge institutions and arrangements overtaking the role of higher education as
the turnkeys of modern knowledge systems. This
institutional imperialism may ultimately threaten
to destroy what is distinct about higher education
as a separate institutional sphere. As argued by
Olsen (2007), we can currently observe “the fall
and rise of institutional structures and their associated systems of normative and causal beliefs and
resources” in higher education. Time will tell
whether the institutional defense of higher education against this invasion is strong enough or
whether it will be absorbed by extended knowledge systems and loose its institution-speciﬁc
rationale, identity, and foundations and its ethos,
codes of behavior and primary allegiances, and
loyalties (Maassen and Olsen 2007).
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Definition
Inequality in higher education and the labour market, with their implications for social mobility.

Synonyms
Higher education inequality; Labour market
inequality; Social mobility

Introduction
Understanding the link between socioeconomic
status and access to higher education (HE) is an
important challenge for understanding how governments can better promote social mobility.
Inequality in higher education participation,
coupled with a positive signiﬁcant wage return

to HE, has clear implications for income inequality and lower future rates of social mobility. For
example, the Scandinavian countries have more
equal access to higher education which, together
with smaller wage differentials due to higher education in the labor market, results in a relatively
equal society. On the other hand, in countries such
as the United Kingdom and the United States,
access to higher education is highly determined
by individuals’ background. This, coupled with
bigger wage returns to degrees will naturally
result in income inequality and will hinder social
mobility. Put simply, inequality in one generation
begets inequality in the next.
In this entry, we discuss the role of higher
education in social mobility in a number of developed countries. We begin by examining socioeconomic differences in access to HE, ﬁnding
evidence of substantial gaps in access to HE
across all countries. But we also ﬁnd a large
degree of cross-country variation, with the relationship between parental income and HE participation particularly strong in the United States and
United Kingdom, while countries such as Sweden
and Canada are more equal in this regard. We then
go on to show that in many countries where access
to HE is relatively unequal, so wage returns to
degrees are high, having severe implications for
social mobility in these countries.
While this evidence suggests that improving
access to HE can be an important way to improve
the intergenerational mobility, there is much evidence that socioeconomic gaps do not simply
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disappear once young people have entered university. Recent evidence from the United Kingdom
and United States shows that even among the
select group of people who enter university,
those from poorer backgrounds are signiﬁcantly
less likely to enter a high status university, less
likely to complete their degrees and less likely to
achieve a highly classiﬁed degree than their richer
counterparts – all of which contributes to
increased income inequality. Moreover, a more
nuanced picture emerges when gender is taken
into account; evidence from the United States
suggests that much of the inequality in HE access
and success rates is driven by females from betteroff backgrounds.
Our ﬁndings therefore suggest that while policies which aim to equalize access to HE can
improve the life chances of the poor, intervention
is needed throughout the entire education lifecourse to fully address these inequalities and the
resultant immobility in society.

Higher Education Systems Have
Generated Inequality
Figure 1 presents socioeconomic differences in
higher education inequality for 15 North American and European countries (taken from Jerrim
and Macmillan 2015). HE inequality is deﬁned
as the difference in the probability of obtaining a
bachelor’s degree between young people from the
highest and lowest parental education groups,
based upon data in 2012 from the OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment of Adult
Competencies (PIAAC). As the chart illustrates,
in all countries those from highly educated backgrounds are far more likely to participate in HE
than those from poorly educated backgrounds,
though the extent of the inequality is highly variable. The Scandinavian economies such as Denmark and Sweden enjoy relatively equal access to
higher education. For example, young people in
Sweden from the lowest educated households are
only 24 percentage points less likely to graduate
with a bachelor’s degree. Canada also performs
well in this regard, with a gap of just 28 percentage
points. This compares with the United States,
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where the gap is as high as 46 percentage points,
and the United Kingdom, with a 43 percentage
point gap.
Of course, it is widely known that the Scandinavian economies are traditionally more egalitarian in
terms of tax collection, access to social beneﬁts and
in the labor market (Agell and Lommerud 1993).
This egalitarianism also extends to their higher education system. The Swedish government has long
promoted access to higher education among those
from underprivileged backgrounds (Eurydice
1999). Perhaps uniquely, age and work experience
are considered at least partially interchangeable with
academic credentials when it comes to HE entry
requirements (Johnstone 1986). Hence young people from disadvantaged backgrounds – who typically have poorer prior academic attainment than
their richer counterparts – may be less likely to be
excluded from HE in the Swedish system. The
“ﬂatter” nature of the HE system may also promote
access among disadvantaged students in Sweden;
no distinction is made between university and nonuniversity education, and the majority of universities offer distance learning, minimizing the risk that
students are encumbered by their personal circumstances. Finally, and perhaps unsurprisingly, higher
education is free and generous grants and loans are
offered (Gse.buffalo.edu 2016).
By contrast, the higher education systems of
the United States and United Kingdom are more
hierarchical in nature. Access is based on academic merit, in the form of A-level or equivalent
scores in the United Kingdom (UCAS 2016) and
SAT and GPA scores in the United States (The
College Board 2016). In addition, HE systems
typically have a number of tiers, with high status,
highly competitive universities (Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, MIT) at the top of the hierarchy
and accessible only to those with the best academic credentials, and a wide range of less selective universities and colleges – including 2 year
and community colleges in the United States, and
colleges of further education in the United
Kingdom – making up the remainder. In addition,
both these societies impose considerable ﬁnancial
costs on their HE attendees (fees are currently
among the highest in the world at £9,000 per
year in the United Kingdom, while there is
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considerably more variation in the United States,
with costs particularly high for private universities
(Jerrim 2013)), though with key differences in
how fees are collected, and living costs are
ﬁnanced.
The higher education system in France may also
contribute to its relatively poor standing in terms of
equality of access, despite its citizens enjoying free
university tuition. In France, like the United States
and United Kingdom, there is an explicit hierarchy,
with the prestigious “Grande Ecoles,” accessible
only by the most highly educated young people at
the top of the tree. Universities, meanwhile, are
open to everyone and offer degrees and moderately
selective short vocational courses (Brevet de
Technicien Supérieur, “BTS,” and Diplôme
Universitaire de Technologie, “DUT”). Attendance
at the Grande Ecoles leads to the most favorable
occupations; therefore wage inequality is the inevitable result (Duru-Bellat et al. 2008).
Germany – mid table in terms of equality of
access – also offers its population free tuition, but,
by contrast, does not have elite institutions. Those
who qualify for HE can choose between university of applied sciences or a technical school, and

the latter is made highly attractive by a training
salary and a high probability of being offered a job
upon graduation. The result is high HE attendance
rate among the entire population, and labor market
outcomes that are closer together (Duru-Bellat
et al. 2008).
By contrast, rather than introducing nonuniversity forms of tertiary education (such as
technical schools), Italy has retained a
university-based organization of tertiary education (Bratti et al. 2008). This perhaps partly
explains its position in Figure 1 as the most
unequal country in terms of access to HE.
This evidence indicates that the organization of
higher education systems have played an important role in generating educational inequalities. It
is also notable that in some countries HE inequality is actually on the increase. Evidence from the
United States (Bailey and Dynarski 2011), reveals
alarming increases in inequality in access to
HE. Numbers from Bailey and Dynarski (2011)
are reproduced in Fig. 2 which shows differences
in college entry of young people from the highest
and lowest quartiles of parental income in the
United States – and how it has changed over
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time, between young people born in 1961–1964
(so attending college in the 1980s) versus those
born some 20 years later in 1979–1982 (and hence
eligible for college around the year 2000). The
authors ﬁnd that while college entry increased
dramatically for young people from all backgrounds, the increase was more pronounced
among the most advantaged. Participation rose
from 19% to 29% among young people from the
bottom income group, but between 58% and 80%
for the top income quartile. Thus, the gap between
rich and poor has actually widened: previously
separated by 39 percentage points (58 vs. 19%),
the distance between rich and poor stood at 51 percentage points for the cohort aged 23 in 2000.
Research from the United Kingdom tells a comparable, but slightly less damning story. Analysis by
Blanden and Machin (2013) reveals that the period
of mass HE expansion in the United Kingdom
during the 1980s and 1990s beneﬁtted richer
cohorts far more than those from poorer backgrounds. Indeed the inequality measure
(participation of those age 23 from the highest versus poorest quintile of household income) doubled

between 1981 and 1993. However this surge in
inequality appears to have leveled off in more recent
years (for those of university going age in 2005), but
at 34 percentage points nevertheless remains cause
for concern, particularly since this analysis predates
the 2012 increase in tuition fees from £3,300 to
£9,000 per year. At face value this analysis would
indicate that governments focused on widening
access to HE will have some success in improving
inequality and social mobility.
However, it is also important to note that
inequalities do not end once students enter the
door of HE. Figure 3, again for the United States,
now shows the proportion of students completing
college. Completion rates have stayed stubbornly
low among those from the poorest quartile, rising
from 5% for the 1960s cohort, to just 9% of the
1980s cohort (although admittedly this is a near
doubling of the completion rate). The comparable
rise in completion for those from the most
advantaged backgrounds is from 36% to 54%.
Hence there is now a 45 percentage point gap in
college completion among rich and poor students.
UK analysis (Crawford 2014) also reveals
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worrying gaps in completion and degree success;
among the select group of students that entered
university between 2004–2005 and 2009–2010,
more advantaged students were 5.3 percentage
points more likely to graduate, and 3.7 percentage
points more likely to obtain a good degree (a ﬁrst
class honors or upper second degree). In Italy
noncompletion rates are among the worst in the
OECD (evidence suggests that by the 1990s only
30% of enrolled students completed their degrees
in Italy), and while the expansion of the 1990s
was found to have enhanced equality of enrollment, it did not increase students’ chances of
actually obtaining a degree (Bratti et al. 2008).
It is also notable that a more nuanced picture
emerges when gender is taken into account,
though the evidence is rather more limited; evidence from the United States (Bailey and
Dynarski 2011) indicates that while for men,
inequality in educational attainment has increased
slightly since the early 1980s, among women,
inequality has risen sharply, driven by increases
in the education of the daughters of high-income
parents. In the United Kingdom, males are slightly

more likely to drop out of college than females
(Crawford 2014).

Transmission of HE Inequalities into the
Labor Market
Of course, these differences in degree entry and
degree performance have a direct impact on the
earnings of individuals from rich and poor backgrounds by virtue of the signiﬁcant wage returns to
holding a degree (Card 1999). Figure 4 shows the
wage returns to higher education by country, measured as the difference in earnings between individuals holding a university degree relative to high
school education or below (for the same 15 countries
considered above and again taken from Jerrim and
MacMillan (2015)). In all countries, those with
degrees on average earn more than those without,
but again there are stark differences in graduates’
wage premia across countries. The United States
has one of the highest wage returns, where university graduates earn around double that of high
school graduates. Returns are also high in Germany
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and the United Kingdom. By contrast, Sweden,
Norway, and Denmark exhibit far smaller wage
differentials among HE participants and nonparticipants (Sweden’s wage differential is just
38% – indeed the Scandinavian countries are all in
the lower half of the table).
In Fig. 5 we illustrate the link between these
wage returns to tertiary education and HE inequality. As can be seen, for the most part (excepting
Italy which is something of an outlier) those countries with high inequality in degree participation
also have higher returns to HE – particularly the
United Kingdom and the United States. By contrast, those countries where participation is less
sensitive to socioeconomic background – Sweden,
Denmark, Finland – have lower degrees of wage
inequality. Thus, the ﬁgure highlights the link
between an individual’s future earnings and their
background, a link that is not surprising, since
young people’s likeliness to participate in higher
education is a function of their own human capital
and their parental income, and young people’s
labor market outcomes are determined in part by
their higher education attainment. The strength of
this link, of course, varies across country, with
evidence seeming to suggest that higher education

systems can matter for this link, and in turn for
social mobility.
However, not all graduates fare equally on the
job market, and there is increasing evidence of
inequality in wage returns among graduates as
more graduates are produced, and more enter the
job market (Crawford et al, 2016). Figure 6 illustrates inequality in returns to HE (as measured by
the 75:25 – the wage earned by graduates at the
75th percentile compared to the earnings of
workers at the 25th percentile). In the United
Kingdom and the United States, the ratios are
among the highest – suggesting a high degree
of wage inequality even among graduates. There
are reports of a “long tail” of graduate
earnings – while many graduates fare very well
in the labor market, increasing numbers are
languishing on low salaries (CIPD 2015). Evidence from the United Kingdom (Lindley and
McIntosh 2015) shows that this in part driven
by the increase in the variance of ability among
graduates (as universities expand), and the widening variety of jobs performed by graduates.
Again this is suggestive that the structure of the
HE system seems to play an important role in
social mobility.
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Conclusions
In this entry, we discuss inequality in higher education and its implications for social mobility,
studying evidence from several OECD countries.

There is evidence of substantial socioeconomic
gaps in higher education participation across all
the countries we examine, though the gap varies
substantially, being relatively narrow in Scandinavian countries and Canada, and relatively wide
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(and becoming wider through time) in the United
States and United Kingdom. We then go on to
show that these inequalities are transmitted into
the labor market. In general, those countries in
which participation is sensitive to socioeconomic
status also have high labor market returns. Putting
this together implies increasing rates of immobility in society.
Of course, much research in developed countries highlights the importance of school attainment in closing the higher education participation:
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds
invariably lack the qualiﬁcations needed to access
university (Chowdry et al. 2013). Hence governments are now focusing on improving school performance among low socioeconomic groups as a
means to close the HE participation gap. But
education has not been the great leveler that it
has sometimes been claimed to be. In fact, the
evidence we examine suggests that socioeconomic gaps do not simply disappear at the door
of university. Rather, socioeconomic gaps persist
even among those that have entered university:
students from poorer backgrounds are less likely
to complete their degrees and less likely to
achieve the highest degree class than their richer
counterparts – again contributing to income
inequality. Moreover, even among graduates,
there still exists a degree of inequality in earnings.
Thus, governments concerned about social mobility should take action throughout the student lifecourse to ensure not just equality of opportunity,
but also to facilitate conditions where equality of
outcomes for those from different socioeconomic
backgrounds can be a realistic policy goal. If so,
rather than exacerbating educational inequalities,
higher education could act in the way that proponents of it being an institution that can level the
playing ﬁeld would suggest.
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The Research University
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University Paris Est-LISIS, Paris, France

Synonyms
Top-tier universities; Top-ranked universities

Definition
Universities with a strong involvement in
research, as shown by its outcomes (grants, publications, patents, PhDs, teaching).
In spite of the many differences between higher
education systems throughout the world, the association between research and teaching has been
central to the existence of most modern higher
education institutions. In opposition to the
so-called Napoleonic model which prevailed in
Southern Europe, Humboldt forged at the beginning of the 1800s a doctrine which was
implemented at the end of the nineteenth century
in advanced northern European and emerging
country of the time – the USA. It emphasized
disciplinary comprehensiveness and academic
freedom of research as a condition to sustain the
education of free minds in universities. Both missions of research and training were thus considered as complementary and equally important.

Nevertheless, the concept of research university as a distinctive category among higher education institutions was developed in the USA to
account for the American stratiﬁed system, which
contrasted sharply with the European one. In
1970, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, a not for proﬁt policy center,
commissioned a task force to set up a comprehensive and holistic classiﬁcation recognizing and
describing institutional diversity in the national
higher education system, to serve for educational
and research purposes. After 1970, this stratiﬁcation was regularly revised and reﬁned by independent task forces, but its general structure remained
unchanged. In 2003–2004, for instance, it distinguished between research universities (awarding
at least 20 doctorates a year in 2003), master’s
colleges and universities (awar
ding at least 50 master’s degrees, but fewer than
20 doctorates), baccalaureate colleges (awarding
fewer than 50 master’s degrees, with bachelor’s
degrees accounting for at least 10% of all undergraduate degrees), associates colleges (awarding
associate degrees or bachelor’s degrees to fewer
than 10% of all undergraduate degrees), special
focus institutions (concentrating on degrees in a
single ﬁeld or set of related ﬁelds, at both undergraduate and graduate levels), tribal colleges, and
residual 26 nonclassiﬁed institutions. Research
universities were themselves divided into three
subgroups: very high research activity (108 universities in 2003), high research activity (99), and
doctoral/research universities (90). This top layer
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was thus very selective: institutions classiﬁed as
research universities were altogether about
300 among the about 4000 at the same period
(7.5%).
Research universities share a set of external
properties.
They ﬁrst enjoy the highest reputation: their
names are familiar to everybody in the country
and for the very top ones worldwide. US leagues
put them at the top from their very infancy at the
turn of the twentieth century to the 1970s and later
when surveys come to cover the whole range of
higher education institutions. They show up at the
top of world league tables right since their birth
in 2003.
Second, if not all old universities are ranked at
the top, top-ranked ones usually have inherited
from the oldest universities in their own country
and in the world (Grove 2016). They have built
precious assets over time, above all long-standing
material resources and an organizational culture
sustained by well-established rules and norms.
Third, they are disciplinary comprehensive,
although the internal balance between ﬁelds may
be very uneven, especially in STEM-driven ones
such as CalTech in the USA, Imperial College in
the UK or Nanyang Technological University in
Singapore. They rank among the bests in each of
their ﬁelds. For instance, none of the dozens of
departments at MIT and Berkeley were ranked
lower than nine and twelve, respectively, in US
News and World Report 2013 ranking.
Fourth, research universities rely on important
and increasingly diversiﬁed funding based on
their capacity to capture public budgets, public
and private grants and endowments, and in some
countries high tuition fees. While American public universities ﬁrst took advantage of the land
grants allowed by the 1862 and 1890 Morrill
Acts and state subsidies, private ones relied on
endowments and students’ tuition.
Fifth, research universities are highly selective.
Students’ recruitment amounts usually to about
5% of the applicants. Regarding academics’
recruitments, they have developed sophisticated
internal processes that help them solidly framing
the bets they make on talent.
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Finally, as far as their outputs are concerned,
they place their students in the top-status positions
on labor markets. In research, they are not only
known as very efﬁcient but also as ﬁrst movers,
those who set the agendas in the ﬁeld they cover.
The concept of research university has recently
become familiar to most countries. Since long,
American research universities have identiﬁed as
a speciﬁc segment sharing common and distinct
interests in higher education as is shown by the
early establishment of their own association, the
Association of American Universities (AAU),
founded in 1900 to advance the international
standing of its membership, which is currently
restricted to 62 leading public and private research
universities in the USA and Canada. By the end of
the twentieth century, new national associations of
research universities were established in Europe,
such as the Russell Group in 1994 in the UK or the
Conférence des universités intensives en
recherche (CURIF) in 2008 in France. The same
occurred at regional level, for instance, in Asia
with the establishment of the Association of East
Asian Research Universities in 1994 and in
Europe with the creation of the League of European Research Universities (LERU) in 2002.
The chronological gap in the establishment of
such associations expresses a major difference
between continents. While the notion of research
university institutionalized and crystallized the
description of the actual internal variety in the
American higher education system (McCormick
2006), it did not until recently ﬁt the characteristics of universities in other regions of the world.
The dense landscape of continental European
higher education systems was and largely remains
populated by public organizations under the tutelage of public authorities – national as in France
and Italy or regional as in Germany and Switzerland. They were basically funded by unconditional public budgets, afforded tuition-free or
quasi-free education, were supposed to supply
the same teaching services to all students in the
country, operated under the same regulation set
and status across a given country, and delivered
identically valued state degrees on which they
owned a monopoly. Equality, and not diversity
and even less stratiﬁcation, was the main common

The Research University

characteristic of the academic landscape throughout continental Europe.
Starting in the mid-1960s, relevant evolutions
occurred in Europe that challenged the structure
of the higher education and research sector. State
regime budgets were put under tough cost and
ﬁscal pressures by the demographic massiﬁcation
of student access to higher education. As baby
boomers reached the age to enter tertiary education, the number of universities increased and
other institutions, such as Polytechnics in the
UK and Technische Hochschulen in Germany
and Switzerland, were given a university status.
Altogether, higher education institutions were
expected to host the rising wave of students and
feed the labor market with new higher qualiﬁcation it requested. The sector faced rising competition from other social and economic sectors of
expanding welfare states on public resources allocation. The neoliberal turn starting in the 1980s
questioned the actual efﬁciency of universities as
loosely coupled and collegial organizations as
well as the governance of the higher education
sector. It favored rising mistrust feelings toward
collegial powers. Governments ought to stop scattering resources across all higher education institutions according to their inputs, namely, the
number of their registered students, and turn
toward output-based funding that would strive
them to emulate the bests. This move was also
justiﬁed as the way to back the needs of a
so-called knowledge-based economy by enhancing and rewarding cutting-edge research as a
major source of innovation, which required concentrating enough resources to face the rising
costs of research in the best performing institutions. “New public management” (NPM)
appeared as providing relevant operating tools to
implement this transformation.
At the turn of the millennium, starting at the
end of the 1980s in the UK, somewhat later in
continental European countries, as well as in rapidly developing higher education systems of leading emerging countries, governments enhanced
NPM-style reforms. Organizational and governance public policies were implemented to
increase the autonomy of universities, transferring
them (in varying degrees across countries) the
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discretionary power on the use of their own
resources (budgets, faculty, students, facilities,
real estate, etc.) allowing for devolution of strategic self-determination (Krücken and Meier 2006).
They supplied incentives that were assumed to
favor adequate allocation of resources between
universities according to performance, following
a path that had been traced in the USA in the
1960s/1970s (Graham and Diamond 1997). Each
country developed schemes to incite and assess
performance, using its evaluation and funding
agencies or building them from scratch to ﬁgure
out lump sum public budgets allocated to universities on performance and to increase the available
share of competitive public grants. Following the
ﬁrst Chinese initiatives (Cheng et al. 2014), European countries multiplied highly funded so-called
excellence programs, such as the Exzellenzinitiative in Germany and the Programme des
investissements d’avenir in France, favoring further concentration of resources in higher education institutions which strategic organization
would demonstrate a sustainable potential for
high performance in research and education.
(The ﬁrst “programs of excellence” have actually
been launched in Far Eastern countries: China in
1998, Korea in 1999, Japan in 2002, Germany
2005, and France in 2010.) Stratiﬁcation was
reevaluated as a condition to maintain and
improve efﬁciency and performance of national
systems. In most countries, it became a major
although sometimes latent target on the agenda
of higher education.
The rise of NPM methods involved developing
scoreboards and metrics-based tools to account
for the performance of universities and allocate
part of their budgets. At this very moment, starting
2003, the tide of international leagues overﬂew
European countries (Paradeise and Filliatreau
2016). Whereas some rankings such as the famous
yearly US News and World Report ranking was
released in the USA since the 1980s, they were
principally intended for students within national
borders and had little impact on universities strategies. In Europe, the few similar league tables
released by magazines did not catch attention of
universities and decision-makers as national
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higher
education
landscapes
remained
undifferentiated.
The explosion of world leagues signaled and
fostered the globalization of higher education. By
displaying the strength of nations by the number
of their well-ranked research universities, they
met the narrative of reforms that insisted on the
advantages of the stratiﬁcation turn in higher education. Regional, national, and local decisionmakers as well as higher education institutions
rapidly came to evaluate their performance
against this reference. American research universities were clearly the winners in the ranking
game, only slightly challenged by a few British
competitors. Under the name of world-class university coined by the Chinese government and the
so-called Shanghai (or ARWU) ranking, the
American research university pattern had become
the worldwide reference.
Several authors have stressed the socioinstitutional properties of such institutions
(Aghion et al. 2009; Salmi 2009; Paradeise and
Thoenig 2015). They have insisted on the selfsustaining virtuous relationship between abundant resources, performance of talented scholars
and students, and “adequate governance” (i.e.,
strategic autonomy based on a good balance of
power between faculty and management). The
excellence of faculty based on well-equipped
campus and facilities builds attractiveness for students. The perspective to belong to a prestigious
institution offering competitive salaries, excellent
students, and a stimulating scientiﬁc environment
attracts excellent faculty. Because the latter are
aware that their university’s resources are conditional to their performance, they know what they
themselves owe to their institution and what their
colleagues do. This is the very foundation of
social control well ﬁtted to self-governance of
the faculty. Good scholars carry along good
grants. Performance builds visibility that attracts
donors in search of valuable brands. Money in
turn feeds the ability to sustain facilities, recruit
top scholars, and fund good scholarships, all factors that sustain the excellence and the reputation
of the university.
Yet, gathering abundant funds and buying
well-known professors are not enough to
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mechanically build one of these elite institutions,
which count around 1000 out of the some 17,000
higher education institutions worldwide. Beyond
requiring abundant resources, hiring good and
expensive scholars, and developing a nice campus
environment, it also requires the patient elaboration of informal social norms sustained by stabilized and solid institutional rules (Paradeise and
Thoenig 2015). Such processes develop internal
social norms that strongly regulate the behaviors
of the faculty by committing them to their university community membership. This commitment is
based on mutual respect and trust in values of
quality, constructed, shared, implemented, and
socially controlled through repeated self- and
cross-evaluation during the many formal and
informal internal conversations that structure
such institutions as strong heterarchies associating
the internal differentiation across their subunits
with their integration in the organization at large
(Stark 2009).
Yet, replicating the pattern is currently considered to be key to improve the performance of
universities. This assumption nurtures most
national reforms throughout the world.
Creating or reinforcing research universities
using NPM-style reform policies has become a
major concern for all advanced and emerging
countries. It is considered as an issue for innovation capacity building, for national and soft diplomacy, but also in terms of direct economic return
as higher education has become a global market.
Some countries, such as the UK or Australia,
publish annually the contribution of higher education services (either home or abroad) to their
balance of payment. Nevertheless, this emphasis
on research universities as the target for all of
them raises questions when considering the
national ecologies of higher education.
Policy incentives now refer to the research
university model, regardless of the positioning of
each university in a given country and regardless
of their impacts on national systems as wholes.
They encourage all universities to follow the same
worldwide cutting-edge research-based path,
which is not well ﬁtted for the many. By insisting
on the research mission of universities in
non-stratiﬁed national landscapes, such policies
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seem indeed rather able to reinforce the best performers in research but also to send signals that
disqualify the universities, departments, and academics that such an emphasis labels as
underperformers. When enjoined to try to follow
the very narrow path to the top and reposition on a
mission, such universities have very little chances
to ever ﬁt in; such policies may induce damaging
consequences for them but also for the higher
education system as a whole.
Thus, there is an urgent need to assess what is
the cost for the whole system of the stubbornly
exclusive insistence of policies on research universities as their only reference for change.
Indeed, the emergence of world leagues creates a
global market for the most visible research universities, but it does not make sense for the many
more institutions, more strongly involved in serving their local environment and speciﬁc social
segments, with teaching and applied research.
Therefore, they deprive second and third-tier
higher education institutions not only of funding
but also of legitimate purposes. Because such
institutions are nevertheless highly needed to
insure the education and training of younger generations at large and to contribute to the democratic and meritocratic order, current higher
education policies in many Western countries
bring major issues at the top of their political
agendas about the impact of such rising elitism,
which increasingly isolates research universities
from the rest of higher education and differentiates the value of degrees on the labor markets and
on the social system at large, regarding issues such
as access, social mobility, and renewal of elites.
Another set of questions is raised about the
sustainability of the US research universities
model itself (see, for instance, Barber
et al. 2013; Presidential Innovation Lab 2014).
The ﬁrst issue is budgetary. Operating expenses
have sharply increased, while the states funding
shares to public universities has dramatically
decreased, destabilizing their business model.
US public universities, even the most prestigious
and performing ones, have to compensate their
historical losses and their modest level of private
funding by diversifying their resources, increasing tuition fees seeking for more research grants
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and endowments, and cutting costs through controversial administrative rationalization. This
leads some observers in the USA to question
their future as “marvelous invalids” or “sick
industries” (Feller 2016). The impact of rising
costs has thus been an increasing competition on
resources (Slaughter and Rhoades 2004), tremendously exacerbating Matthew effects across this
winner-take-all market (Frank and Cook 1996) by
concentrating resources on “the best university
brands,” regardless of their private or public status. In 2013, for instance, Harvard collected US$
4.2 billion, while Oxford and Cambridge, which
already were by far the top endowed universities
in the UK, were recipients of 45% of the total of
all gifts made in 2012 to the country universities
(Barber et al. 2013). One may expect this concentration to keep increasing, for the beneﬁt of the
very top research universities, rendering the
upgrading of second-tier universities even more
difﬁcult than ever. Even if they are in a better
position to preserve their assets, especially at the
very top, the growing dependency of research
universities on external funds makes them run
various risks, such as becoming beholden to private interests; restraining the share of their bluesky research; increasing the internal unbalance
between their various ﬁelds, thus increasing the
risks of disintegrating the institutional culture that
is one of their strengths; and reinforcing management, thus weakening collegiality and
undermining their governance models based on
the balance of power between academics and
managers. A second concern, which is not speciﬁc
to research universities, relates to the decreasing
attractiveness of universities for large numbers of
potential students whose loss of interest for university curricula and loss of faith in the return of
degrees in active life more instrumental behavior
make more receptive to the many new alternative
supply to regular university education and degrees
(professional private schools, MOOCs, validation
of occupational experience).
Thus, top research universities are likely to
preserve their leadership on the international market of higher education by concentrating more and
more scarce resources (talented – and fee
paying – students, exceptional academics,
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donations and endowments, grants, industry
funding, etc.) and using their internal virtuous
social mechanisms to continue to act as innovators
and ﬁrst movers in education as they are in
research. They might become world hubs distributing teaching resources worldwide. This
explains, for instance, why universities such as
Stanford (with Coursera), Harvard, and MIT
(with EdeX) have very early positioned on the
MOOCs market and why the same universities,
backed by high-tech industries, develop innovative ways to catch new talents, for instance, building hackathon-style competitions for youngsters
in the most rapidly moving scientiﬁc sectors (for
instance, iGEM in synthetic biology at MIT).
Research universities, which originated in the
USA, have been at the heart of its scientiﬁc domination. For decades, between the end of the nineteenth century and the 1980s, they have ﬂourished
without hurting the rest of the American higher
education system with which they were well articulated. Their success made them become a model,
which national governments worldwide try to
transplant on their own territory. The model is
maybe not so easy to replicate outside of the
speciﬁc culture of autonomy and the balance of
powers it was nurtured by. Yet it has inﬂuenced
the rising stratiﬁcation of higher education systems. Concentration of resources at the world
scale will probably sustain the top research universities by preserving their budgetary resources,
although public universities will be at risk. Conversely, concentration of resources might be detrimental to other institutions, including less
visible research universities. A slight but rising
trend of university strategies that reposition in
teaching and speciﬁc niches seems to conﬁrm
the difﬁculty they meet to maintain a sufﬁciently
high-level and costly research as also a condition
to capture good students. This should be a lesson
to European governments, which universities
remain widely state steered, to avoid concentrating on unidimensional policies rather that foster
the multidimensionality of excellence.
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Synonyms
Community colleges; Fachhochschulen; Institutes
of technology; Polytechnics; Short-cycle higher
education; University colleges; Universities of
applied science

Definition
Organizations formally recognized as higher education institutions, whose main activity is to provide tertiary education with a focus on
professional and vocational education, possibly
research active but no right to award doctoral
degrees.

Introduction: Conceptual Clarity
Non-university higher education institutions are
named in several ways in different countries, such
as universities of applied science, colleges, institutes of technology, and polytechnics. Such variety of labels is partly indicative of the

heterogeneity of institutions that are, in different
places, considered as part of the non-university
higher education sector. On the one hand, like
universities, these institutions are entities nationally recognized as higher education institutions
(HEIs) – e.g., recognized in national law, ofﬁcially accredited by a speciﬁc body, named in an
ofﬁcial list of recognized HEIs – and whose main
activity is to provide education at the tertiary
level. Research and development activities might
be present, but are not a necessary condition nor
should be the only institutional activity (Lepori
et al. 2016). On the other hand, universities are
oriented to academic activities and award doctoral
degrees, while the non-university sector comprehends so-called universities of applied science,
which focus on professional and vocational education and that in most cases do not have the right
to award a doctorate, as well as other types of
HEIs like art academies, military schools, and
technological and professional schools in countries without a binary system (like the UK or
France) (Lepori et al. 2016).
In Europe, the importance of the
non-university sector is variable across countries,
as well as the importance respectively of universities of applied sciences and other types of HEIs.
In Germanic countries, for instance, the
Fachhochschulen attract more students than university colleges of teacher education; in France
there are no universities of applied science,
whereas the Ecoles are widely diffused. Table 1
displays the number of institutions and

# Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2016
J.C. Shin, P. Teixeira (eds.), Encyclopedia of International Higher Education Systems and Institutions,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-017-9553-1_26-1

2

Non-university Higher Education

Non-university Higher Education, Table 1 Number of institutions and undergraduate students enrolled in universities and non-university type of HEIs, ten largest European HE systems
Number of HEIs

DE
UK
IT
FR
PL
ES
NL
SE
CZ
PT

University
109
129
96
77
111
80
19
29
29
40

UAS
190
0
0
0
102
0
37
0
0
50

Other
HEIs
91
21
80
239
67
0
0
11
41
4

Students isced 5–7
University
UAS
(%)
(%)
63
34
98
0
98
0
82
0
77
17
100
0
36
64
97
0
91
0
55
45

Other HEIs
(%)
4
2
2
18
7
0
0
3
9
0

Total students isced
5–7
2,502,081
2,170,980
1,803,120
1,668,866
1,618,629
1,539,709
692,618
446,603
352,822
338,227

Source: Elaboration on ETER dataset (year 2013) https://www.eter-project.com/

undergraduate students enrolled in the three broad
typologies of HEIs in the ten largest European
higher education systems.
Outside
Europe,
the
existence
of
non-university HEIs and their types is to some
extent inﬂuenced by the academic tradition of
the country of colonial background. Latin American and Francophone countries in Africa do not
have a college type of HEI, alike the Spanish and
French systems, whereas the distinction between
research universities and colleges does exist in
former British colonies. In the USA, the
non-university sector includes community colleges providing 2-year degrees and liberal arts
colleges providing 4-year bachelor degree. In
China, junior and vocational colleges are also
widely diffused.

Historical Background
Non-university sectors ﬁrst emerged in the most
economically advanced countries in the 1960s
(Kyvik 2004; Taylor et al. 2008). At that time,
students’ enrolment to higher education was
expanding, and contextually, scholars in economics of education supported that that an increase in
higher education enrolment and graduation was a
precondition to economic growth. Different policy options were considered in order to meet the

growing demand of tertiary education.
Establishing new universities was deemed expensive, while it was feared that leaving to existing
universities the duty to absorb the growing number of students could harm their quality. Instead,
experts and policymakers agreed that the diversiﬁcation of the higher education system could better cater for the growth in student numbers and
meet the variety of students’ needs (Teichler
2008). Therefore, in most countries the
non-university sector emerged by upgrading
existing colleges and vocational institutions,
namely, institutions specialized in a given discipline or professional ﬁeld, to the status of
non-university higher education institutions.
While this solution granted a relatively fast transition, it was debated whether non-university
HEIs were truly needed and better than existing
vocational institutions in providing profession
oriented education. As a matter of fact, rather
than empirical evidence, it was the argument that
other countries had a non-university HE sector
that played an important role for the establishment
of non-university sectors (Teichler 2008; Lepori
and Kyvik 2010).
For recently established non-university sectors, other objectives have been relevant as well,
in particular, the recognition of diplomas from
upper secondary school within the emerging
European System of Accreditation, the
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development of programs better aligned with the
needs of the market and the economy, and the
need to increase completion rates and reduce
time to degree (Pausits and Huisman 2016).

Differentiation and Isomorphism
in Respect to the University Sector
Depending on the system considered, the university and non-university sectors may differ in terms
of entry requirements, the characteristics and
lengths of the study programs, the career tracks,
salaries, and status of the academic staff (Teichler
1998, 2008). The strength of the divide between
the two sectors also relates to whether universities
have a monopoly in PhD certiﬁcates, a separate
core funding, and public research funding programs, whether non-university HEIs’ students
can move to universities, and whether
non-university HEIs can become a university.
The divide between the two sectors is neat, for
instance, in Switzerland, where universities and
UAS are clearly regarded “equal but different,”
therefore subjected to a different law and ministry,
distinct funding, and career systems (Lepori
2008). Instead in Norway, university colleges
have a speciﬁc mission but share the same career
system of universities; they are regulated by the
same act, subjected to the same incentive-based
funding system; and colleges can even ask for the
right to hold PhD programs and to be accredited as
universities (Kyvik 2009; Lepori and Kyvik
2010).
While universities of applied science were
originally assigned a different mission from universities, namely, to provide professional and
vocational education at bachelor level, over time
it has been observed a phenomenon of “academic
drift,” namely, the tendency of non-universities to
imitate universities in order to increase their status
(Neave 1979). Beyond the academic drift, it has
been argued that also the Bologna Process may
gradually blur the boundaries between the two
sectors, by increasing permeability between curricula in the two sectors and by placing more
emphasis on stage of education and type of degree
rather than the type of higher education institution
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(Witte et al. 2008). According to Teichler (2008),
the combined effects of the academic drift and the
Bologna process may ultimately lead to the disappearance of a distinct non-university sector, as it
happened in the UK where polytechnics have
been upgraded to the university status (Teichler
2008). Nevertheless, while sectors are becoming
more similar in some countries (Huisman and
Kaiser 2001), in others the divide appears relatively stable (Lepori and Kyvik 2010), and so far
the merge of the two sectors has only occurred in
the UK and in Australia (Meek 1991; Fulton
1996). A longitudinal study on the Swiss system
has found that between 2000 and 2008, the divide
has become neater along dimensions that are core
to each type, namely, for which the policy clearly
prescribes the two sectors to be different or for
which key audiences expect universities and universities of applied science to be different,
whereas blending has occurred as to non-core
dimensions (Lepori et al. 2014). In Dutch part of
Belgium, Flanders, in 2003, the government
launched a reform aimed to promote associations
between universities and hogescholen in order to
ease the implementation of the Bologna process,
by transforming two-cycle degree programs into
academic-oriented master’s programs and
strengthening the research-teaching nexus. While
this reform could have narrowed the distance
between the two sectors, instead the research
active parts of the hogescholen were in a second
stage co-opted and absorbed into universities,
thus reafﬁrming the distinction (File et al. 2016).
In sum, it appears that the stability and evolution of the non-university higher education sector
are heavily dependent on contextual conditions of
each country system, like its legislation and power
dynamics between groups of institutions.

Research Activity, Knowledge Transfer,
and Internationalization
In recent decades, the universities’ missions have
extended beyond the traditional teaching and
research activities, toward including transfer and
exchange of knowledge with the society and the
economic sector – the so-called third mission – as
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well as to add an international dimension to their
activities (Knight 2004; Scott 2006). In a similar
vein, the mission and activities performed by
non-university HEIs have also evolved.
In most countries, non-university HEIs were
initially not expected to do research, whereas
throughout time this function has become more
common (OECD 1998; Kyvik and Skodvin
2003). In most cases, the research function has
emerged “bottom-up,” through the initiative of
individuals and individual institutions, and has
been gradually integrated into the mission of universities of applied science. In other cases, like
Switzerland, one of the main motivations for
upgrading professional schools into universities
of applied science was precisely the need to
develop HEIs focused on applied and practiceoriented research, with a role of regional knowledge providers that could complement the universities’ orientation to fundamental research (Lepori
2008). At present, research still constitutes a
minor part of non-university HEIs’ budgets. Its
importance varies greatly across systems, and it
tends to be concentrated only in some institutions,
disciplines, and individuals, rather than being a
general function. Moreover, in some countries,
there is no difference in the research mission of
universities and non-universities, so that they
mostly differentiate in terms of research intensity.
On the other hand, the volume of research activity
is growing, and in some countries the universities
of applied science have a well-deﬁned and distinct
research mission than the universities that preserve a speciﬁc area of expertise (Heggen
et al. 2010; Jongbloed 2010; Lepori and Kyvik
2010). In the future, the research function of the
non-university sector may be further spurred as
new generations of researchers can be more keen
than their older peers to engage in knowledge
production and exchange (Lepori and Kywik
2010).
Non-universities also aim to internationalize
their activities (Wächter 1999). Yet the rationales
for increasing their level of internationalization
are to some extent different from those of universities. More emphasis is placed on increasing the
international awareness and deeper engagement
with global issues by students, namely, to train

Non-university Higher Education

opened-minded and dynamic citizens that are able
to work in foreign and culturally diverse environments, while less relevant is the rationale to
strengthen research and knowledge production
capacity (Seeber et al. 2016).
In turn, in some cases, the emergence of a
research function and the adoption of given practices from universities have resulted from normative and mimetic forms of institutional
isomorphism as well as the pursuit of status
(Di Maggio and Powell 1983; Neave 1979). However, this has not always been the case. National
legislation can carve speciﬁc areas of expertise for
non-university HEIs and their own strategic interests may also lead them to diversify their practices
rather than imitate those of universities. These two
trajectories may well both guarantee organizational survival, although future research can
explore which one more conducive to the growth
of the non-university sector and which one is more
beneﬁcial for the interests and needs of HEIs’
stakeholders.

Cross-References
▶ Diversity and Higher Education
▶ Institutional Diversity, Horizontal and Vertical
Differentiation
▶ Types and Classiﬁcations of Higher Education
Institutions
▶ Types of Higher Education Systems

References
Di Maggio, Paul, and Walter Woody Powell. 1983. The
iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism and collective rationality in organizational ﬁelds. American
Sociological Review 48(2): 147–160.
ETER. 2013. European Tertiary Education Register.
https://www.eter-project.com/. Accessed 10 Aug 2016.
File, Jon, Jeroen Huisman, Harry de Boer, Marco Seeber,
Martina Vukasovic, and Don Westerheijden. 2016.
Structural higher education reform: Design and evaluation: Synthesis report. Brussels: European
Commission.
Fulton, Oliver. 1996. Differentiation and diversity in a
newly unitary system: The case of the UK. In The
mockers and mocked: Comparative perspectives on
differentiation, convergence and diversity in higher

Non-university Higher Education
education, ed. Vincent Lyn Meek, 163–187. Oxford:
Pergamon.
Heggen, Kristin, Berit Karseth, and Svein Kyvik. 2010.
The relevance of research for the improvement of education and professional practice. In The research mission of higher education institutions outside the
university sector, ed. Svein Kyvik and Benedetto
Lepori. Dordrecht: Springer.
Huisman, Jeroen, and Franz Kaiser. 2001. Fixed and fuzzy
boundaries in higher education. A comparative study of
(binary) structures in nine countries. The Hague: Advisory Council for Science and Technology Policy.
Jongbloed, Ben. 2010. The regional relevance of research
in universities of applied sciences. In The research
mission of higher education institutions outside the
university sector, ed. Svein Kyvik and Benedetto
Lepori. Dordrecht: Springer.
Knight, Jane. 2004. Internationalization remodeled: Deﬁnition, approaches, and rationales. Journal of Studies in
International Education 8(1): 5–31.
Kyvik, Svein. 2004. Structural changes in higher education
systems in Western Europe. Higher Education in
Europe 29(3): 393–409.
Kyvik, Svein. 2009. The dynamics of change in higher
education. Expansion and contraction in an
organisational ﬁeld. Dordrecht: Springer.
Kyvik, Svein, and Ole Jacob Skodvin. 2003. Research in
the non-university higher education sector – Tensions
and dilemmas. Higher Education 45(2): 203–222.
Lepori, Benedetto. 2008. Research in non-university
higher education institutions. The case of the Swiss
universities of applied sciences. Higher Education
56(1): 45–58.
Lepori, Benedetto, and Svein Kyvik. 2010. The research
mission of universities of applied sciences and the
future conﬁguration of higher education systems in
Europe. Higher Education Policy 23(3): 295–316.
Lepori, Benedetto, Jeroen Huisman, and Marco Seeber.
2014. Convergence and differentiation processes in
Swiss higher education: An empirical analysis. Studies
in Higher Education 39(2): 197–218.
Lepori, Benedetto, Andrea Bonaccorsi, Alessandro Daraio,
Cinzia Daraio, et al. 2016. Establishing a European

5
tertiary education register. Handbook for data collection. Brussels: European Commission.
Meek, Lyn. 1991. The transformation of Australian higher
education from binary to unitary system. Higher Education 21(4): 461–494.
Neave, Guy. 1979. Academic drift: Some views from
Europe. Studies in Higher Education 4: 143–159.
OECD. 1998. Redeﬁning tertiary education. Paris: OECD.
Pausits, Attila, and Jeroen Huisman. 2016. Austria – The
establishment of universities of applied sciences. In
Structural higher education reform: Design and evaluation: ﬁnal report, ed. Jon File and Jeroen Huisman.
Brussels: European Commission.
Scott, John C. 2006. The mission of the university: Medieval to postmodern transformations. The Journal of
Higher Education 77(1): 1–39.
Seeber, Marco, Mattia Cattaneo, Jeroen Huisman, and
Stefano Paleari. 2016. Why do higher education institutions internationalize? An investigation of the multilevel determinants of internationalization rationales.
Higher Education 72: 1–18.
Taylor, James, Jose Brites Ferreira, Maria de Lourdes
Machado, and Rui Santiago. 2008. Non-university
higher education in Europe. Vol. 23. Dordrecht:
Springer.
Teichler, U. 1998. The changing roles of the university and
non-university sectors of higher education in Europe.
European Review 6(04): 475–487.
Teichler, Ulrich. 2008. The end of alternatives to universities or new opportunities? In Non-university higher
education in Europe, ed. James Taylor, Jose Brites
Ferreira, Maria de Lourdes Machado, and Rui Santiago, 1–13. Dordrecht: Springer.
Wächter, Bernd. 1999. Internationalisation in European
non-university higher education. Bonn: Lemmens.
Witte, Johanna, Marijk Van der Wende, and Jeroen
Huisman. 2008. Blurring boundaries: How the bologna
process changes the relationship between university
and non-university higher education in Germany, the
Netherlands and France. Studies in Higher Education
33(3): 217–231.

P

Private Higher Education
Daniel Levy
University at Albany, Albany, NY, USA

Synonyms
Private; Public; Privatization; Higher education;
Policy; Sectors

Overview
Size
Private higher education (PHE) has over 50 million students, thus accounting for a third of the
world’s enrollment (PROPHE 2016). These are
incredibly high ﬁgures given that most countries
had no PHE at the middle of the last century and
many still had little PHE until late in the century or
later still. Moreover the private proportional surge
has occurred, while public higher education has
itself grown globally in absolute terms as never
before. The private share of enrollment is now
higher globally (32.7%) than it is in the USA
(27.5%), the single country with a long and prominent PHE tradition.
The geographical breadth of PHE likewise
impresses. In contrast to the situation a quarter
century ago, each region is represented, with
never less than a 10% private share. The spread
reaches to all major subregions (e.g., Southeast

Asia, Eastern and Central Europe). PHE thrives
now under both democracies and almost any dictatorial form, even putatively Communist
regimes. It is prominent in both socioeconomically less developed and more developed countries. Only a handful of countries of major
population size have no PHE.
The growth and size of the private sector is
further striking as it clashes with persistent normative views globally that higher education is
rightfully a public good, overwhelming responsibility for provision and supervision appropriately
lodged with the State. PHE often gains only
begrudging acceptance, usually as a necessity for
access, while governments do not provide adequate highly subsidized public supply to meet
surging demand.
Let us interject a sobering reality about PHE’s
importance; however, enrollment share alone exaggerates it. Institutional share exaggerates even
more as the private institutions are on average
smaller than public ones. But the private sector is
not half as important as the public sector – not
when measured by faculty size and overall academic quality, ﬁnancial expenditure, research
(especially basic research), political power, prominent employment, or social prestige. The USA provides a striking exception, but a unique one.
The rest of this overview deals with deﬁnition
and then literature and generalizability. The entry
then deals with two key concepts in understanding
PHE: intersectoral distinctiveness and growth.
The entry’s third and ﬁnal part highlights the

# Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2016
J.C. Shin, P. Teixeira (eds.), Encyclopedia of International Higher Education Systems and Institutions,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-017-9553-1_28-1

2

PHE role in major higher education concerns covered in the encyclopedia’s six sections and takes a
brief look forward.
Definition
Of course the size, scope, and weight of the private sector depend in part on our deﬁnition of the
sector. This entry follows the basic rule
established in scholarship (Levy 1986) and
governing the leading scholarly organization
studying PHE, the Program for Research on Private Higher Education (PROPHE 2016): to label
and count as private by how the national law
labels and government counts in each individual
country. This is how governments feed data to
international organizations, including UNESCO’s
statistics bureau, which then constitutes the major
single source for the PROPHE dataset. It then takes
preponderant contrary scholarly or common sense
indications to overturn UNESCO representations,
to deﬁne and count as public something UNESCO
counts as private or vice versa. The weightiest
single example is the UK, where UNESCO’s
counting overall enrollment as private grossly distorts the national case and thus regional and global
private shares. (In other cases, UNESCO fails to
provide any national data and PROPHE instead
searches for other sources.)
Various synonyms or semi-synonyms appear
for private. Sometimes they merely reﬂect ignorance or sloppiness in usage. Reﬂecting the normative public opinion bias against PHE, it is
common to refer to private in higher education
as for proﬁt (as businesses), even where it is
nonproﬁt. From related bias stem attempts to
ﬁnd less negative ofﬁcial terms than private. The
Chinese and Vietnamese governments have come
up with “semipublic,” “people-founded,” and
others. The most common softening of private,
seen in multiple European cases, is nonpublic or
some kindred term like nongovernmental.
Though teaching-based institutions are rarely
referred to as NGOs, some institutions in related
graduate education or think tank or social service
research capacity are. In the USA, as in New York
State, the term “independent” is sometimes promoted to highlight, really to exaggerate, the
degree to which an institution can pursue its
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chosen noble missions unconstrained by a controlling environment. Then too it is common not
to reach for a term that encompasses the sector,
instead just referring to whatever part is in question, as with religious or Catholic. All related
terms notwithstanding, private is by far the most
common term used globally in reference to this
entry’s subject matter.
Yet not all private institutions are equally private. Our legally based deﬁnition of PHE is not a
reliable guide to the intensity or breadth of privateness. Some private institutions are very private, with very little publicness. Others are less
private, sometimes with ample publicness.
Criteria to use for gauging privateness are partly
a matter of choice but typically include degree of
funding from nongovernment sources. It is also
common to gauge privateness by the extent of
nongovernment management of institutions, a
gauge difﬁcult to quantify. Also common but
even more vague is assessing an institution’s privateness by the nature of its activities or purposes.
Religious activity counts rather clearly on the
privateness side, but other social, economic, and
political activities are more nebulous to classify
by private-public.
Accordingly, when we start with a rather rigid
deﬁnition of private and public, we are just
embarking on our journey of assessing privateness and publicness. That ensuing journey is properly an empirical one.
Literature and Our Ability to Generalize About
PHE
Fortunately, an empirical comparative literature
on PHE is decades old (Levy 1982, 1986; Geiger
1986). Major PHE scholarship had previously
centered on only the USA; this partly stemmed
from the advanced position of higher education
and related studies in the USA and largely from
the reality that the USA had by far the largest,
most developed, and most important PHE. But by
the 1980s, PHE importance was not limited to the
USA, and it was fast-growing elsewhere. So there
was a yawning gap between our global knowledge
base and PHE reality. Moreover, principal features of US PHE were and remain often poor
guides for understanding PHE outside the
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USA. A short list of salient US PHE features
rarely found outside the USA includes leadership
in research, daunting selectivity of applicants
(student and faculty), overall stature and prestige,
powerful nonproﬁt norms, ample national government funding, and broad blurring with public
higher education.
To be sure, our global knowledge is further
hindered by the typically low quality of study of
PHE outside the USA. Most works fail to use extant
scholarship, concepts, and ﬁndings. They rely too
much on loose observation, sometimes participant
observation, and formal government documents
[dcl: the recent co-ed volume]. They repeatedly
“discover” things about PHE that have been long
known to scholars. Nonetheless, even within the
same works, mostly reliable descriptive accounts
increase the building blocks of speciﬁc factual
information (Joshi and Paivandi 2015) available
for scholars’ more formidable undertakings.
Moreover, the typical descriptive studies have
been joined by a growing number of higher-end
case studies, notably including dissertations
often drawing heavily off interviewing and
building from leading theoretical and comparative work (http://prophe.org/en/dissertations-onprivate-higher-education/). Also noteworthy are
thematic or regional edited volumes (Mabizela
et al. 2007; Slantcheva and Levy 2007; Levy and
Zumeta 2011; Silova et al. 2014).
As knowledge builds, we venture a remarkable
ﬁnding about global PHE: major practices and
patterns are recurrent. Without minimizing the
variation across space and time, we can often
generalize meaningfully about PHE. We can
repeatedly identify tendencies within reality,
even in the variation within the reality. This we
see in the following strong generalizations about
sharp private-public intersectoral contrasts as well
as major patterns of private intrasectoral variation.

Key Concepts and Results
Intersectoral Distinctiveness
It is from decades of empirical work that we can
generalize about how private PHE commonly is
and, relatedly, how large the private-public

3

intersectoral contrast commonly is. Notwithstanding the aforementioned variation by place and
time, the evidence is overwhelming that PHE is
high in privateness and public higher education
higher in publicness (Levy 1992; Musial-Demurat
2012). Put another way, the overwhelming global
evidence is that the private-public intersectoral
difference matters greatly in important respects.
This reality of distinctiveness contributes in a
sense to the signiﬁcance or weight of PHE; PHE
is not just additional higher education but, usually,
manifests some important differences from public
higher education even where similarities are also
evident.
The great majority of private institutions are
tuition dependent, whereas most public institutions remain either low or no tuition. It is important to identify and track increasing exceptions to
such stark intersectoral distinctiveness but recognizing that they remain exceptions. In some countries, public loan programs are available to
students in private institutions and more countries
today than in the past charge some tuition at
public universities, though the tide toward tuition
has proven much weaker than expected a decade
or two ago, and leftist political surges have imperiled extant tuition. Novel public funding to private
universities engaged in research or provision of
access to the poor is noteworthy but so is its
relative rarity. Meanwhile, tuition is only the
most prominent of various government and international agency-pushed measures to get public
higher education to ﬁnd private funding rather
than depend fully on public funding. Results are
signiﬁcant, varying by global region and country,
but the world reality remains that while public
higher education depends mostly on public
funds, PHE depends overwhelmingly on private
funds.
Parallels exist in intersectoral governance.
Governments and international agencies have
pushed public universities to inject more management measures associated with private-sector
governance. Joined with measures that sometimes
weaken direct government controls (in favor, e.g.,
of accreditation systems) and especially with
ﬁnancial privatization, such measures have
increased privateness within the public sector.
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Then too, there is a widespread increase of government regulation over PHE, in some ways
undermining the private sector’s privateness in
governance. However, much of the “delayed regulation” (Levy 2006b) can be seen as government
just trying to grapple with a private proliferation
that it neither plans nor mostly directs. Whatever
limitations regulation places, private institutions
mostly make their own decisions within their own
individual contexts, be those commercial, familial, religious, or other. Founders and owners often
play decisive roles, including to degrees at odds
with conventional academic norms. Indeed, voluminous evidence now conﬁrms the ﬁnding that
private institutions largely govern themselves in
hierarchical ways, from the top-down, another
stark contrast to public sector institutional norms.
In turn, these private governance practices
relate to the distinctive missions private institutions pursue, the roles they play. Though they
virtually all claim to foster a public purpose,
their special focus is typically narrow. If the private sector achieves breadth in undertakings, it is
mostly through the accumulation of varied and
rather narrow institutional undertakings. This is
a pluralist approach to any notion of the public
good, in contrast to the ideal of an overarching
public institution, quintessentially a national university, pursuing the totality of the higher education public good.
To be sure, even from the outset PHE – seeking
whatever public acceptance or licensing survival
requires – often copies or claims to copy much
(e.g., in curriculum) from the ingrained, legitimate
sector, public. Moreover, as numerous examples
from ﬁnance, governance, and mission attest, over
time intersectoral distinctiveness blurs. The US
case is most telling in that regard. But at least
two empirically well-grounded counterpoints to
this isomorphic blurring must be appreciated.
One is that the private sector frequently creates
new forms, injecting fresh distinctiveness into the
sector even as older distinctiveness fades. No
more vivid contemporary global example exists
than the proliferation of legally for-proﬁt institutions. To cite a broader historical example, as
religious PHE loses religious vigor, secular PHE
rises. The second counterpoint to the intersectoral
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blurring is that this blurring rarely brings about
intersectoral homogeneity. Instead, important distinctiveness persists in some respects even as
blurring occurs in other respects. Even our most
striking historical examples of blurring, such as
the Belgian (Geiger 1986) or Chilean of the
mid-last century, left notable distinctiveness. In
higher education, while intersectoral isomorphism
has been signiﬁcant, distinctiveness has remained
more signiﬁcant (Teixeira and Amaral 2001; Levy
2006a).
And indeed much of the intersectoral distinctiveness portrayed (e.g., on ﬁnance) contrasts the
bulk of the private versus the bulk of the public
sector. However, other intersectoral comparisons
depend upon which part of the private (or public)
sector we consider, meaning that within given
higher education systems, we ﬁnd patterns of
private-public distinctiveness alongside privatepublic similarities. For example, a country’s
higher education system has a religious
vs. public divide, while most of its private and
all of its public higher education are secular.
To say that private-public patterns depend on
which part of PHE we look at is to say that a
country’s PHE is usually far from homogeneous.
We cannot here devote as much space to
intrasectoral distinctiveness as we have just done
for intersectoral distinctiveness. Moreover, scholarly intrasectoral categorization remains a work in
progress. But we can highlight the intrasectoral
typology that has been dominant in the PHE literature for decades, bolstered by substantial empirical evidence, both old and recent (Levy 1986;
Praphamontripong 2010; Musial-Demurat 2012).
Usually a country’s initial PHE is religious. Religion remains the most common type of what we
now may more amply call an identity subsector,
including gender and ethnic forms. The identity
form faces natural challenges of maintaining distinctiveness over time but can generate fresh distinctiveness, as when Islamic and Evangelical
forms may revitalize religious higher education.
A second subsector may be termed elite or, in
recognition of the reality that outside the USA
PHE is virtually never world class, semi-elite. It
is in semi-elite as well as at the leading Catholic
universities that academic quality, selectivity,
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socioeconomic background, and breadth of offerings often reach the PHE pinnacle. This often
leaves them visibly short of a public pinnacle in
matters like research and academic status but in
competition with either the pinnacle or at least
good public universities in teaching and training.
Meanwhile, the majority of private enrollment
concentrates in demand-absorbing or other institutions of the non-elite subsector. This subsector
accounts for much of the PHE concentration in
non-university higher education forms. At their
best, non-elite private institutions may be seriously job market oriented, but non-elite is the
subsector most notoriously riddled with diploma
mills, fraud, and otherwise unviably small or
ﬂimsy institutions – walking advertisements for
the need for effective regulation. Non-elite is also
the subsector that most frequently houses for
proﬁts, of both serious and dubious varieties.

Growth and Expanse
Different subsectors and types of PHE arise from
mostly different reasons. Religious and other
identity institutions seek to protect or promote
group identity, sometimes against a broad social
tide. Semi-elite institutions seek to provide to
protect or promote socioeconomic advantages,
efﬁciency, and quality, especially where (mostly
in the developing world) the public sector is perceived as massifying or deteriorating. Demandabsorbing institutions provide access to higher
education where public supply fails to keep pace
with demand that comes increasingly from socioeconomic groups previously not actively seeking
access. This can be an easy pickings market for
providers, meaning that they can get by with meager, inexpensive offerings. But the better non-elite
institutions look for niches where they can provide attractive routes to jobs and be seen as
outperforming unresponsive or inefﬁcient public
providers. Whether via meager or more useful
offerings, it is especially in its non-elite subsector
that the private sector today spawns novel forms.
Examples include international branch campuses,
private colleges afﬁliating to public universities,
and distance education.
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As broad and strong as PHE growth has been
globally, it is not an inevitable reality. We can
trace principal reasons for at least proportional
stagnation or even the still only very occasional
absolute decline in given countries (Levy 2013).
Limited cohort population growth has already
taken a major toll in Poland (Kwiek 2016) and
looms ominously in Russia. It is not just a matter
of a shrinking pie but a shrinking share of the pie:
where demand-absorbing institutions could previously ﬂourish as access institutions of last resort,
now a larger share of applicants can be accommodated in public places. If a demographic threat has
manifested itself so far mostly in East European
and developed Asian countries, there are other
examples and they are likely to increase. The
challenge to demand-absorbing PHE is also keen
where governments suddenly move to expand the
public sector massively, sometimes with two-year
institutions. Massive public expansion is sometimes
a by-product of populist leftist politics; under Hugo
Chavez, Venezuela’s PHE grew but went from over
40 to under 30% of the system’s enrollment (though
the case also illustrates that outright nationalization
is extremely rare outside the Communist experience). More broadly, as the private share reaches
signiﬁcant levels, PHE must get a higher and higher
share of new growth to maintain its share. Where a
third of new total growth used to represent proportional private gains, it now may represent proportional stagnation.
But however important it is to understand and
track instances of stagnation or even decline, we
must keep two crucial realities in mind:
(1) increasing private share in countries remains
much more common than decreasing share, and
(2) private proportional decline or stagnation usually occurs, while private growth remains robust
in absolute terms. In the ﬁrst decade of the new
century, global PHE’s modest-seeming 5% rise of
higher education share involved more than a doubling of its raw enrollment, from some 27 to some
56 million.
Asia is the regional giant in PHE, even more
than it is in total enrollment. It accounts for 32 million of the world’s 56 million private enrollments
(whereas it does not have half of the world’s total
enrollment). South Asia, mostly because of India,
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is the largest Asian PHE subregion, followed by
East Asia, due jointly to China, Japan, and the
Republic of Korea, and then Southeast Asia,
mostly due to Indonesia and the Philippines. Yet
Latin America remains the region with the highest
PHE share – nearly half – of total enrollment and
is second behind Asia in raw PHE enrollment.
And it is the region that most presaged the ubiquitous global spread of PHE, showing privatepublic growth, and results in patterns that would
prove far more typical than those showcased in the
USA. In contrast, sub-Saharan Africa (Varghese
2006; Mabizela et al. 2007) and the Arab region,
while witnessing remarkable contemporary PHE
growth, still have comparatively low private/total
enrollment shares and account for little of the
world’s PHE enrollment. Europe’s PHE size and
share (17%) is larger than traditional norms and
notions about state-centered development might
suggest (Slantcheva and Levy 2007; Levy 2012).

Private Sector Roles in Encyclopedia’s
Topics
As with the topic of many encyclopedia entries,
PHE interrelates with the topics of other entries.
With PHE, however, this statement may particularly resonate as PHE is one of but two sectors that
encompass the entirety of higher education.
Accordingly, on each of the majority of important
topics in higher education and thus in the encyclopedia’s six sections and their numerous entry
topics, there is something signiﬁcant to note about
PHE. In turn, knowing something of the PHE role
helps understand the given topic in question. This
is not to say that PHE is uniformly prominent
across the encyclopedia’s section topics. It is
much more prominent in the ﬁnal four than the
ﬁrst two. The ensuing wide-ranging “tour” of
section and entry topics must of course limit itself
to a salient point or two per topic. Many of these
points hark back to ﬁndings reported in the heart
of this entry.
The encyclopedia’s ﬁrst section, University
Traditions in Historical Perspective, is remarkable for the relative marginality of PHE. This
relative marginality reﬂects on most regions’
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only limited history of PHE and their lack of a
strong university tradition even once PHE took
hold. The great exception is the USA. The LatinAmerican tradition is the longest extensive private
one in the rest of the world.
The very limited private compared to public
university tradition partly reﬂects itself in section
two’s topic of Meanings and Purposes. PHE has
been much more about mass than elite higher
education, again outside the USA, though rather
high status and quality semi-elite PHE has sprung
up in most of the world. In PHE overall, an
“entrepreneurial” purpose is often more evident
than a “university” purpose, even when the term
university is used. Enshrined purposes related to
national development, democratic citizenship,
enriched public space and engagement, and the
public interest are hugely more associated with
public than private sector higher education, even
to the point where critics depict PHE as antithetical to a country’s pursuit of such purposes.
A competing perspective, however, is that the
powerful recent growth of PHE overall and in
varied forms shows how a vibrant PHE can contribute to a vibrant pluralist civil society.
In regard to this entry’s home section, Types of
Systems and Institutions, we see a striking juxtaposition of (entry) topics where PHE remains
mostly marginal and others – more – where it is
increasingly prominent. Related to our observations about sections I and II, private institutions
are rarely prominent among a country’s research
universities or at the forefront of the research
associated with its knowledge system. PHE’s proﬁle rises, however, where the concept of a knowledge system engages labor markets and the
application of knowledge. And PHE is quite
prominent when it comes to a range of
non-university, alternative, experimental, options.
Put another way, where fresh higher education
forms are emerging, PHE is often center stage.
This relates to why PHE may be crucial for countries aspiring to have high participation systems.
Even when it comes to the topic of public higher
education, PHE is hardly irrelevant. For one thing,
public universities are moving, whether with
entrepreneurial vigor or pushed against their
will, to greater privateness. In other cases
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private-public partnerships emerge, as with private college afﬁliates or branch campuses of public universities.
PHE ﬁgures conspicuously in Diversities, Differentiation, and Segmentation. Again with the
powerful single-country (US) exception, when it
comes to the highest academic quality, PHE is
usually scarce – and PHE is virtually nonexistent
among world-class universities. PHE has generally sought out and lodged itself less in academic
system peaks than in market-oriented segments of
higher education. These realities leave PHE
mostly on the lower status end of systems that
are increasingly status stratiﬁed. This much is
rather straightforward factually. But much of the
rest about the PHE role in differentiation and
diversity is highly debated, often based on biases
or ad hoc impressions more than on scholarship.
Widespread public university and even public
opinion perspectives, that one sector is academically strong and the other weak, often fare poorly
when weighed against evidence from national
testing (as in Brazil) or labor market and graduate
satisfaction surveys. Semi-elite private universities increasingly boost PHE, while much of mass
public higher education is low quality. In sum, the
vertical stratiﬁcation of now most higher education systems is quilted intersectorally: even where
public dominates at the very top and private at the
very bottom (which is not a given), many private
institutions rank above many public ones; if the
measure is value added rather than status, this is
even more evident. (Meanwhile, PHE also bolsters differentiation as so many higher education
types, from universities to two-year institutions to
women’s colleges, come in both private and public form.) However vigorously PHE’s role in
higher education systems’ structural stratiﬁcation,
differentiation, and interinstitutional diversity is
debated, it is undeniably huge (Levy 2006a).
Social Mobility and Inequalities is another
topic (interrelated with structural diversity, differentiation, and segmentation) about which the PHE
roles are both too prominent to ignore and roundly
criticized and debated. Several realities about
PHE fuel charges. Tuition is often outside the
ability of many students to pay, semi-elite institutions and top religious ones charge heftily and
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have ample ties to privileged rungs of business
and status, owners tend to be well-to-do, and some
pursue proﬁt whether transparently, through subterfuge, or illegally. On the other hand, the correlation between birth with upbringing advantages
(e.g., cultural capital) and public universities’
selectivity translates into a clear reality that
much of the privileged population attends the
public higher education sector; indeed this attendance often follows attendance at the most desired
private secondary schools. The public higher education sector is usually not primarily a social
mobility vehicle for the lower classes. At the
same time, and however much semi-elite and religious institutions draw attention, the bulk of the
PHE population is from modest backgrounds and
receives only modest higher education in nonselective institutions. Whatever their owners’
and managers’ individual purposes, these institutions are access institutions for many, widening
participation. The PHE presence in alternative
delivery modalities, including online education,
further widens access for populations traditionally
not much represented in higher education. The
reality that students in non-elite private institutions pay tuition, while more privileged public
universities students often do not, highlights inequities and stratiﬁcation in which PHE is a player
but hardly a singular sole culprit. Demandabsorbing privates do exacerbate inequities
where they provide little for their students, but
more serious job-oriented non-elite institutions
contribute to social mobility. In the end, both the
private and public intrasectoral realities are so
varied, and life trajectories and inequalities are
so complex to study that the broad charges frequently leveled against the private sector in contrast to its public counterpart usually lack a strong
empirical basis; the same holds for counterclaims
made by the private sector on its own behalf,
including its harsh denunciations of public sector
stratiﬁcation, inequities, and lack of proper attention to the mass of students.
If the social mobility and inequalities focus
shifts from socioeconomic to race and gender,
we again can discern complex private roles.
(To this author’s knowledge, the role of PHE in
the topics of immigration and refugees has not
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been studied.) Although afﬁrmative action is public policy much more for the public sector, private
identity institutions have played and continue to
play important roles for ethnic minorities and
especially women when they have been either
barred from or discriminated against in the public
sector. The same holds, more often, for religious
minorities. Often the identity provision allows
access and then, when the public sector opens
itself to a group, choice. On the other side of the
coin, some identity institutions have been bastions
of discriminatory exclusion.
Finally, regarding Higher Education Expansion, we have already noted many salient aspects
of the private role while dealing with other sections, including most recently on inequalities. We
have noted the PHE mass or non-elite preponderance over elite. Rising populations, especially
rising middle-class populations, have heavily
fueled private growth in absolute numbers and
even in sectoral share, as public sectors, though
growing prodigiously, would not keep pace. We
have further noted that continued private proportional growth is not inevitable, citing challenges
different countries’ PHE faces in this regard. But
in the now decades or more of private growth or
powerful private growth, we have seen certain
regions dominate, Asia above all in numerical
terms and, less overwhelmingly, Latin America
in proportional terms. PHE expansion is only
more recently signiﬁcant in Africa and the Middle
East, where many higher education systems overall are still young. In contrast, late arrival to higher
education and generally low cohort enrollment
rates are not the reasons for the still limited PHE
expansion in most OECD countries; there more
important has been the belief in public sector
responsibility, but even in OECD countries, PHE
expansion is now appearing. Regardless, none of
these regional generalizations should obscure the
reality of intra-regional variability by country.
Chile is over 80% private, Argentina under
30, Uganda more than half private, and South
Africa less than a tenth. Still, in the aggregate,
we can meaningfully classify regions as comparatively high or low in PHE. Not so for BRICs as
Brazil is nearly three-quarters private, India over
half, and China and Russia less than a quarter.
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Neither the phenomenal private expansion nor
the particular roles PHE would play in a variety of
higher education purposes, institutional or system
conﬁgurations, and impacts on society were much
anticipated decades ago. Certainly the growth and
roles were not centrally planned and followed no
grand design. Where the daring or foolish foresaw
the PHE future, they probably underestimated it
signiﬁcantly. The underestimation involved size,
importance, and complexity and variety of structures and roles. Where they looked to the USA as
a model for global PHE growth, they generally
looked to or dreamt about characteristics that have
mostly remained unique to the country, and they
generally overlooked Latin America, which, by
the 1970s, presaged much of what would happen
in global PHE expansion.
Against such a record, it would be folly to look
much into the future of PHE globally. Operating
from the existing knowledge base, we cannot say
whether PHE will gain further in proportional
share of higher education overall, what the mix
of intersectoral distinctiveness and blurring will
be, how much publicness seeps into PHE as well
as how much privateness appears in public higher
education, or how new private forms will evolve.
We can, however, prudently stick to the near
future and anticipate some important elements of
relative continuity. PHE will remain large in absolute terms. It will remain varied across regions and
especially countries. It will remain intrasectorally
diverse, with discernible subsectors and numerous
types of institutions. Forms of PHE will continue
to emerge and evolve. Observers of PHE will
likely be repeatedly surprised by certain developments. But however limited our ability to predict
precisely, our knowledge of how PHE has functioned to date, and why, should help us understand
whatever developments do unfold.
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Around the globe, the relevance and importance
of public higher education are clear. Globally,
around seven in ten students in higher education
enroll in public institutions (Levy 2011). Nations
and their policymakers increasingly see a strong
link between a well-educated, skilled citizenry,
certain types of university research, and economic
growth. But public colleges and universities also
face challenges, particularly in regard to adequate
funding and access for all who seek it, especially
for
women
and
minority
populations
(OECD 2013a).
In this chapter we ﬁrst cover the origins and
history of public higher education (with an
emphasis on Western origins), before describing
the major structural differences in the enterprise
around the globe, giving attention to regional
differences
and
key
emerging
trends
(We recognize that up to now more is known of
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the history and development of higher education
in the Global North than the South and thus our
depiction is necessarily uneven). These trends
include, in addition to growing demand, an
increase in differentiation (or stratiﬁcation) of
higher education, public disinvestment and an
accompanying increase in various forms of privatization, greater demands for efﬁciency and
accountability, more focus on ﬁelds thought to
be tied to technological advances, and uncertainty
over what opportunities and disruptions new technologies may bring.

Public Higher Education: Defining
Characteristics and History
That which deﬁnes a “public” institution of higher
education varies somewhat through history with
country-speciﬁc regimes, funding schemes, and
historical understandings, but it is generally
understood that a public institution receives a
majority of its funding – at least until
recently – from public sources. For example, as
part of the Bologna process, (An EU-wide process
of major structural reforms to higher education in
which the initial conference in Bologna, Italy in
1999 played a major role) in 2001 European ministers agreed that public higher education should
remain a public responsibility in terms of both
funding and the making and enforcement of
governing regulations. They also “supported the
idea that higher education should be considered a
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public good” and that students be considered “full
members” of the public higher education community in Europe (Prague Declaration 2001).
The Canadian government deﬁnes public universities as owned by, accountable to, and funded
primarily through public means, as shown below.
While all of these characteristics may not be fully
applicable everywhere, they provide a useful set
of deﬁnitional criteria (Orton 2009, p. 15):
• Public institutions are established or acquired
through government (city or municipal, state/
provincial, or national).
• Fifty percent or more of the institution’s operating or capital funding is provided through a
government body.
• The institution is accountable, usually annually, to government, especially for funding.
• The institution does not operate for a proﬁt.
• Borrowing of funds requires government
approval or delegated authority.
• The institution may be seen as providing programs as an agent of government or as
implementing government policy by providing
services for a collective beneﬁt.
In today’s universities the basic missions of
preserving and passing on knowledge and culture
through teaching and of creating new knowledge
through research are widely prevalent. In addition, many features of the medieval European
model remain intact in many locales. Public provision remains the dominant form in most countries, although private higher education is growing
in importance. Among OECD countries, the public share of enrollment ranges widely, but, in the
majority, including the larger countries, public
enrollment hovers around 80% of the total.
There are notable exceptions, including Chile
with just a 16% public share, Israel at 15%,
Japan 21.3%, and South Korea at 19.3% (OECD
2013b).
Brief history: In 1088, masters of grammar,
rhetoric, and logic in the Italian city of Bologna
founded what was to become the oldest “university” in the world. Soon, groups of students and
“masters” in other cities established their own
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universities including Paris (1150), Oxford
(1201), Cambridge (1209), Heidelberg (1386),
and Leuven (1425). The University of Naples
(1224) is generally held to be the ﬁrst public
university, i.e., formed by a governmental
authority – the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick
II – and not built upon an already-existing,
fee-based institution. Frederick’s motives for
founding his public university were decidedly
modern: to train administrative and skilled professionals for government jobs and to facilitate the
cultural development of promising young
scholars while avoiding expensive trips abroad
(Kamp 1960). The absolute monarchies of
England, Spain, and France nationalized their universities, which had formerly been locally
chartered, circa 1500, to serve governments
more efﬁciently (Scott 2006).
Today, most universities around the globe are
national institutions and public in some sense
(Levy 2011). In contrast, the USA has never
nationalized its colleges or universities and neither has Canada; in Germany too, institutions are
governed by their respective lands (states). While
a number of what would now be called private
colleges existed in the American colonies (e.g.,
Harvard, the University of Pennsylvania), the ﬁrst
unambiguously public US university to admit students was North Carolina, which opened in 1795.
Public universities spread slowly in the USA until
the federal Morrill Act of 1862, which granted
states large tracts of federally owned land to be
sold to fund “the endowment, support, and maintenance of at least one college.” The Morrill Act
was based on two principles that have continued
to inﬂuence the ethos of public higher education
in America: that it should be accessible and practical; 48 public universities were formed as a
result of this Act (Scott 2006).
From the early nineteenth to the early twentieth
century, Western, as well as Japanese, universities
were greatly inﬂuenced by the ideas of Wilhelm
von Humboldt of Prussia. Starting with the University of Berlin (1810), the “Humboldtian” university became a model for the rest of Europe, and
by 1914 German universities were generally
admired as the best in the world (Thorsten
2003). The Humboldtian University can be seen
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as the characteristic form of the modern university
idea until the growth of mass higher education in
the late twentieth century (Anderson 2006). The
central Humboldtian principle was the union of
teaching, research and learning in the work of the
individual, autonomous scholar or scientist. The
function of the university was to advance knowledge by original and critical investigation, not just
to transmit the legacy of the past or to teach skills.
In this model, teaching is to be based on the
supposedly unbiased search for truth, and students
should participate, at however humble a level, in
this search. Hence the classic view that the university was a self-governing community of
scholars and students engaged on a common task
(Thorsten 2003; Anderson 2006). Although in
Europe nearly all the universities were public,
the state’s hand in oversight was initially light. It
was only in the world wars of the twentieth century and subsequent decades that research came to
be seen as a vital activity in itself, contributing to
industrial progress, military strength, and social
welfare, and requiring often collaborative rather
than individual effort (Anderson 2006), as well as
more intense attention from public authorities.

Contemporary Forms of Public Higher
Education
From these early origins emerged four basic types
of public higher education prevalent around the
world today, though most obviously in the Global
North. These include:
• Classic European national-level universities
originating from Humboldtian ideas under
authority of a national ministry.
• American-type research universities, such as
those established by the Morrill Act land
grants, that may be empowered by state or
provincial rather than national governments
and that tend to have some applied orientation
and somewhat different organizational and
governance
structures
from
the
Humboldtian type.
• Comprehensive or regional universities, a subset of which are the polytechnics in the UK and
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Fachhochschule in Germany. These are higher
education institutions that award baccalaureate
and sometimes higher degrees. They focus less
on research and are designed to be less costly to
operate (and attend) than research universities.
They may, as in the above examples, focus on
applied science and technology-oriented ﬁelds
and typically do not offer doctoral programs.
• A fourth type is the vocational and technical
institutions, in the USA, Canada, Japan, and
elsewhere called junior, community, or city
colleges. These institutions vary across nations
and states. They offer some mix of “terminal”
preparation for vocations in programs lasting
from a few months to 2 years of full-time study
(but are often attended part time), as well as
more academic courses sometimes designed to
articulate with university degree programs. In
some countries these institutions are not
included ofﬁcially in the higher education
system.
Since about 1970, through laws and regulatory
efforts, some countries and regions (e.g., the USA,
in central Europe, and much of Latin America and
Africa) have implemented an explicit differentiation and articulation between types of higher education institutions. Yet, there have also emerged
pressures for upward migration of institutions
from one sector to another. Aspirations to move
up in the prestige hierarchy, e.g., from community
college to baccalaureate college or from regional
to research university, can be strong and are often
reinforced by local and other political interests.
Given increasingly constrained funding environments, ambitious institutions often feel that
increased status improves their prospects for public and private funding.
Classic public universities of the Humboldtian
type, ﬁnanced by central governments, still exist
in Europe and show up commonly in adapted
form in areas colonized by European powers
(Australia and New Zealand, Africa, Latin America, some of Asia). The Humboldtian ideas of
Lernfreiheit (freedom to learn) and Lehrfreiheit
(freedom to teach) enshrine much of the ideals of
autonomy and academic freedom that still

4

characterize the most prestigious contemporary
universities, although not without increasing challenges (Altbach 2011). In many countries the public universities now receive less funding from
government in exchange for somewhat more
freedom.
American-style state universities differ from
the national, Humboldtian type in that they were
designed originally to be more locally responsive
and applied than European-style institutions.
Their relatively high international stature is sometimes attributed to their not being organized under
authority of a central government (Trow 1973).
Spurred by both interstate competition and that
from well-endowed private (nonproﬁt) institutions (e.g., Harvard, Stanford), some of these
state universities have evolved into multipurpose
centers of high distinction in scientiﬁc research
(e.g., the Universities of California, Michigan,
and Wisconsin-Madison), as well as large graduate and undergraduate education enterprises. Elements of the American public research university
model are found elsewhere, but probably the closest resemblance is in neighboring Canada where
the universities are authorized and governed by
the provinces.
Historians Brubacher and Rudy (1976) identify “democracy” (broad participation across
social classes) as the most unique feature of higher
learning in the USA (59), although the institutions
are now criticized for not living up fully to this
democratic ideal. Another major feature is explicit
commitment to “service to the public of the
nation-state,” that ﬁrst arose as a stated mission
through the Morrill Act. The “Wisconsin Idea”
(1904), articulating the public service mission of
that state’s university, inﬂuenced many American
universities to elevate public service as a core
mission standing alongside (if still slightly
behind) teaching and research (Scott 2006).
Another key set of inﬂuences in higher education
in the USA is capitalism and belief in the rationality of markets. American colleges and universities, both public and private, charge substantial
tuition and vie for students, faculty, and funding
under the assumption that diversity and high quality are best achieved through competition rather
than by centralized planning.

Public Higher Education

The third type is the regional or “comprehensive” institutions that are between the research
universities and junior and vocational colleges.
They do not exist everywhere. They tend to be
smaller than research universities but can be quite
large in undergraduate enrollment, as they have
been expanded to accommodate student demand.
In the USA, the UK, Canada, and even China,
they largely emerged from earlier teacher training
colleges, or “normal” schools, which are now rare.
Britain had an entire network of these “comprehensive” institutions (Whyte 2015), the “polytechnics,” as did Germany (“Hochschule”),
before folding them into the university system,
after which the lines blurred somewhat.
Germany’s “Fachhochschulen” now provide
strong articulation to the research universities. In
the late 1990s, after the end of the apartheid
regime, South Africa merged its various types of
higher education institutions into one class of
universities with the hope of providing an equal
higher education system for all.
The fourth major type among public institutions of higher education, the public vocational/
technical and junior or “community” colleges,
emerged in the USA in the early twentieth century
and initially focused on general liberal arts studies, with shorter degree programs not conferring
bachelor’s degrees. During the 1930s depression,
these colleges began offering job-training programs as a way of easing widespread unemployment. After World War II, the conversion of
military industries to consumer goods production
created new, skilled jobs that gave impetus, along
with new postwar student ﬁnancing, to the creation of a network of public, community-based
colleges to serve local needs (Cohen et al. 2014).
The USA’s model of these institutions has been
attractive elsewhere but is often adapted to local
norms and circumstances. Around the world such
institutions may be public or private and go by
different names including junior or community
colleges, technical colleges and institutes, or colleges of technology (Elsner et al. 2015). Common
elements include open access including to adults,
a focus on practicality and teaching and learning
rather than research, responsiveness to the educational needs of local communities and industries,
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and an entrepreneurial ethos (ibid.). They invariably lack the prestige of elite universities (ibid.).
Much of the interest in such colleges internationally centers on their role in workforce training
(Reddin 2010).

Strategic System Planning
Planning and managing complex systems of public colleges and universities with different missions and aspirations across the above categories
are challenging, especially within the contemporary context of perennially constrained resources.
National or provincial ministries of education
have undertaken these functions for higher education. Facing rapid growth in demand for public
higher education in the 1950s and 1960s, states in
the USA established agencies for managing or
coordinating growth, while also seeking to depoliticize state responses to ﬁerce competing
demands (Berdahl 1971). California “perfected”
the approach with its 1960 Master Plan for Higher
Education (Kerr et al. 1960). The state was able to
afford its grand aspirations, at least for several
decades, by rigorously specifying roles for the
different systems – only the University of California (UC) campuses were allowed a research mission and the most prestigious doctoral and
professional programs. The California State Universities (CSU) are comprehensive institutions
(including two polytechnics) with their highest
degree being the master’s degree, and the 113 California Community Colleges offer the 2-year associate’s degree. The scheme also allows for
articulation across the three different public systems. This arrangement has been widely admired
globally as nations have sought to respond rationally to pressures for higher education expansion
and many of the American states have established
some version of it.
It is not easy, however, to impose a structure
such as that envisioned by the California Master
Plan on national systems that have formed and
developed on the basis of more unitary institutional forms with attendant norms about equity.
Even in the USA, managing these systems has
proved challenging. Governments with stronger

5

central ministries of education may be better positioned to maintain control, at least over the nature
of growth of their systems. The leadership and
management challenges created by competing
demands of demographic pressures and local
needs within a constrained resource context are
formidable, both for political and higher education leaders.

Recent Trends in Public Higher
Education
Unprecedented Demand
Enrollment in higher education worldwide has
experienced explosive growth over the last
20 years (OECD 2013). To accommodate these
increases, many higher education systems have
had to “expand out” by constructing new institutions, hiring new faculty, and encouraging entry of
private providers. To deal with the additional students, in Latin America nearly every country has
at least one large public university enrolling sometimes hundreds of thousands (e.g., University of
Buenos Aires (UBA) and the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM)). As a
result, “In most countries the ﬂagship public universities are simply too big to be managed,” notes
Philip Altbach, a prominent comparative higher
education scholar (Universities in Latin America
2011).
Many countries (e.g., Dubai, Indonesia,
Malaysia, and Qatar) have responded to new
demographic demands by providing tax incentives for private colleges or for overseas institutions to set up new branch campuses (Lane 2011).
Public Disinvestment and the Rise of Private
Funding and Private Institutions
Continuing slow global economic growth makes
it difﬁcult to generate tax revenue and thus pushes
governments toward more privatization of higher
education. The share of the total cost of higher
education covered by public funds is in decline.
On average across OECD countries, 68% of
higher education spending in 2011 was publicly
funded, down from 77% in 1995 to 71% in 2005
(OECD 2013b). Much of the global decline is
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happening in non-European countries, where
tuition fees are generally higher and economic
enterprises participate more actively in ﬁnancing
(OECD 2013b, Table B3.2c). In some cases public authorities have simply allowed more or less
regulated private institutions to grow in response
to demand while avoiding the costs of public
sector expansion (Levy 2011). For example,
until recently, in Africa there was a near state
monopoly in higher education (Experton and
Fevre 2010). However, with recent market
reforms, deregulation, and the aftermath of the
global ﬁnancial crisis, Africa has developed a
substantial private sector although many colleges
there are for proﬁt, in fact if not always in law
(Experton and Fevre 2010). At many Latin American public universities, students pay nothing and
fees are politically controversial. In the past three
decades, governments there have accepted a huge
expansion of private provision, much of it by
for-proﬁt operators, in order to expand higher
education quickly without spending more
(Universities in Latin America 2011). Across the
globe the dramatic increase in enrollment in recent
decades has simply not been matched by public
funding.
Between 2000 and 2011, the share of private
funding for tertiary education increased in more
than three-fourths of the countries for which comparable data are available, according to the OECD
(2013b): by six percentage points, on average
across the 34 OECD countries, and by more than
nine points in Austria, Israel, Italy, Mexico, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, and the UK (Table
B3.2c). The proportion of expenditure on tertiary
institutions covered by individuals, businesses,
and other private sources ranges from less than
6% in Denmark, Finland, and Norway to more
than 40% in Australia, Canada, Colombia, Israel,
Japan, and the USA and is 70% or more in Chile
and South Korea (Chart B3.2 and Table B3.1).
Governments in many countries (and states or
provinces) have, however, shown some willingness to invest selectively in research they see as
oriented toward “technology transfer” to the commercial sector and in degree ﬁelds seen as fueling
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economic development. The USA has been a
leader here, but this idea has spread worldwide.
In a recent book, Slaughter and Taylor (2016)
describe and critique the preference for “hightech” academic ﬁelds and the “vocationalization”
of the curriculum (i.e., increased emphasis on
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, or “STEM” ﬁelds, selected professions, and
business). They see this as crowding out the traditional focus on the liberal arts and the pursuit of
knowledge for its own sake along Humboldtian
lines. They argue that many national policies
around the world now see public universities primarily as engines of economic development, casting them as akin to corporate research laboratories
and higher education as central to job creation
(Slaughter and Taylor 2016), as well as to producing graduates for the resulting jobs. Outside the
USA this trend has cooled somewhat recently as
traditional measures of economic return are hard
put to demonstrate the impact of these investments (Sigurdson et al. 2015), which may take
years to be fully manifested.
Colleges and universities in the USA obtain
signiﬁcant revenue from private philanthropy,
and, as public budgets shrink, even public institutions are increasingly dependent on such support.
Yet, leading public research universities are much
better situated to develop such revenues than are
regional institutions and community colleges.
There is also some concern about the potential
for distortion of priorities that dependence on
private donors creates (Johnstone and Marcucci
2010). Nevertheless, other countries are
attempting to emulate the US model in regard to
drawing upon philanthropy for support of higher
education, but few are able to do so for a variety of
ﬁnancial, governmental, and cultural reasons,
including different taxation structures (ibid.). As
well, most countries do not have America’s large
numbers of very wealthy citizens. Also, limited
traditions of private giving for social and educational purposes long seen as public are quite
different.
Around the world higher education institutions
are increasingly relying on tuition and fees
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charged to students. In the USA these fees are
particularly high and range for undergraduates
from 20 to 40 percent of instructional costs, and
rapid increases during the Great Recession and
aftermath threaten to break the 50 percent of
costs benchmark in some states (SHEEO 2014).
Similarly, high tuition has stirred debate in the UK
(and to a lesser extent in Australia) regarding the
cost of obtaining a baccalaureate degree. The UK
recently suspended “maintenance grants” for
low-income students, to be replaced with deferred
payment loans (Mason 2016). Similar deferred
loan systems exist in Canada, New Zealand, and
Australia. Such arrangements have been favored
by conservative governments eager to expand
higher education without increasing tax burdens
(Greenaway and Haynes 2003).
Stratification and Differentiation of Tertiary
Missions
Another notable trend is increased competition
and differentiation of university missions. For
example, the “Bologna reforms” in Europe feature
a European-wide transition from longer, and
mainly
examination-based,
ﬁrst
degrees
(essentially equivalent to a master’s degree) to a
much shorter, 3- or 4-year bachelor’s degree that
is based on a combination of potentially transferable courses and credits allowing for more mobility across institutions and countries (European
Commission 2015). The increased mobility of
students and scholars and increase in institutional
competition, introduced with the hope of raising
quality, may serve the interests of some prestigious institutions, while others ﬁnd themselves
struggling to meet ever-greater expectations with
stagnant or shrinking resource bases (Slaughter
and Taylor 2016).
In developing countries especially, debate
exists (to the extent allowed), over investment in
creating public research universities that can compete in global rankings versus adequately funding
more modest institutions that can meet the broader
social demand for higher education (Lederman
2012). Some countries (e.g., Malaysia, Thailand,
and Vietnam) have created special categories of

7

institutions – largely intended to compete for
global prestige as research centers – and given
them a higher degree of autonomy from close
governmental oversight, seeing this as a route to
higher quality. In addition, community and technical colleges are expanding rapidly. India has
expressed interest in creating a network of community colleges to meet workforce development
needs (Institute of International Education 2013).
Other Asian nations, such as Indonesia, Qatar,
Taiwan, and Turkey, are also in the process of
developing or expanding public community and
technical college systems (Reddin 2010).
Increased Emphasis on Accountability
and Performance
Ironically, despite public disinvestment in higher
education in many countries, there is also a trend
toward increasing regulation and compliance
requirements, including quality assurance processes, with governmentally sponsored performance appraisal of teaching and research now
well embedded in the UK, Australia, New
Zealand, and elsewhere (Greenaway and Haynes
2003). Inevitably, increased charges to students
lead to more consumer and political pressures
from them. In the UK, for example, emphasis
has been placed increasingly on “value for
money” (Dill 2010). Similarly, when asked in a
recent survey about the most important changes of
the past 5 years in Latin America, university
leaders pointed to increased emphasis on internal
and external quality assurance (European University Association 2014) – a result which is very
much in line with the TRENDS 2010 survey of
European higher education, where respondents
also reported increased accountability pressure
(Sursock and Smidt 2010). The precise nature of
these accountability and quality assurance pressures varies with national cultures and political
forms, as well as according to how entrenched
and politically inﬂuential traditional public universities are in deﬁning the speciﬁc terms.
In the USA there are also increased pressures
for performance on public goals and priorities as
well as for greater responsiveness to “customers.”
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Increasing amounts of funding in many states are
now tied to student course and degree completion
measures, while a growing cadre of policyoriented philanthropic and activist organizations
are emphasizing not just access to higher education but also degree attainment as a critical indicator of quality (Li and Zumeta 2015). In the
states of Tennessee and Ohio, the majority of
state funding for all public colleges and universities is now tied to such measures, and other states
are watching these developments closely (ibid.).
Political Dissensus About the Role
and Purpose of Higher Education
It is safe to say that public universities are under
ﬁre – for everything from perpetuating inequality
to failing to adapt fast enough to the digital age.
Political dissensus about what higher education
should do is based on both long-standing philosophical differences and the more complex politics and demography emergent in many countries.
Public institutions need to serve all population
groups among the “masses” while also sustaining
high academic quality to be of full value to society. This conundrum is not new but has certainly
intensiﬁed with slower global economic growth
and growing inequality and especially so in countries with diverse populations. Moreover, where
tuition is high and students may face signiﬁcant
debt upon leaving higher education, students and
society expect their education to produce an economic return. Thus, liberal arts and humanities
degrees have lost favor in competition with more
lucrative and immediately in-demand STEM
ﬁelds, while government ofﬁcials face pressure
to adequately fund the many sectors of tertiary
education.
Uncertainty Over the Effect of Emerging
Technologies
Effects of the revolution in information technology on higher education are raising questions
about whether traditional public higher education
will become unnecessary or will ﬁnd its footing
anew. Growing demand among learners for
improved accessibility and convenience, lower
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costs, and direct application of content to work
settings is radically changing the environment for
higher education. In this ﬂuid context, driven by a
global, knowledge-based economy and society,
traditional universities are attempting to adapt
purposes, structures, and programs. Growing
demand for learning, combined with these technical advances in delivery modes, challenges the
dominant assumptions and characteristics of
existing, traditionally organized public universities. The combination of strong demand and cost
pressures with new applications of content and
technologies is opening the door to emerging
competitors and new organizations that compete
directly with traditional universities for learners.
Public institutions seem likely to retain a place,
though, both because we are used to them institutionally and because they provide a vehicle for
providing subsidized, and to some extent legitimated, outreach to populations that cannot afford
to pay full cost to private providers.

Conclusion
In sum, it seems likely that public higher education, with us now for nearly 800 years, will be
around for a good while longer. The public character of higher education is still the culturally
embedded form in many parts of the world, and
private provision, while increasingly recognized
and tolerated, is almost by deﬁnition not well
suited to all of the purposes that public colleges
and universities are called upon to serve. Governments can establish public campuses in areas of
perceived need geographically, socially, or in
areas of teaching or research (e.g., costly scientiﬁc
and technological specialties) that private interests will not view as ﬁnancially sustainable, at
least not initially (Of course, governments seeking
to impose strong ideological perspectives on the
populace will also naturally favor public educational institutions for that purpose). In general,
experience has shown that governments can also
in most contexts more easily provide quality
assurance and consumer protection in public
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institutional settings and are generally also better
able to effect affordability for students (to the
extent they themselves can afford to do so).
Finally, having a substantial array of public institutions of higher education facilitates systemic
planning, although skilled leaders can also incorporate private institutions to help serve some public purposes in well thought out planning regimes.
Such public planning is a function likely to be
increasingly important in a world characterized
by both the essentiality of higher education and
tightly constrained resources for its support.
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colleges were rooted in democratizing higher education by challenging the notion that postsecondary education was for the elite and not the
masses, which broke racial/ethnic and class barriers and provided entrée to those without other
postsecondary opportunities.

Origins and Evolution of the Community
College
The prototype of community colleges in the
United States can readily be found across the
globe. US community colleges have come to symbolize increasing access, broadening opportunity,
and diversiﬁed pathways for youth and adults
seeking postsecondary education. The US model
of 2 years of college post-high school that is
affordable and combines liberal, occupational/
vocational, career and technical education via an
open-door concept is far-reaching with many
countries utilizing community colleges as a tier
in their educational hierarchies (Brint and Karabel
1989; Raby and Valeau 2009). Given the historical segmentation of opportunity to postsecondary
education, arguably, the massiﬁcation of US
higher education can be credited to the American
community college.
The community college is a unique American
invention with an emphasis on open access to
higher education that made these institutions
known as the People’s Colleges with the image
of democracy’s doors (Beach 2012; Kelsay and
Oudenhoven 2014). From the start, community

Desiring to assist high school students pursue
baccalaureate degrees, J. Stanley Brown pushed
for advanced placement courses that would transfer to nearby 4-year colleges/universities for his
students. As principal of Joliet High School and
later superintendent of Joliet High School District
in Illinois, J. Stanley Brown along with William
Rainey Harper, president of the University of Chicago, and other elite 4-year university presidents
pushed for the alignment of the freshman and
sophomore college years with secondary education (Beach 2012; Cohen et al. 2013). In fact,
Joliet High School sparked the beginnings of the
community college as the ﬁrst and most successful high school-based community college (Witt
et al. 1994) founded in 1901.
During the early formative years (i.e.,
1900–1930s), community colleges generally
reﬂected high school needs, had a liberal arts and
transfer focus, and were establishing an institutional identity as outgrowths of secondary education. This period of community college
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development was also marked by broadening the
mission to provide more than general education.
Two-year institutions offered accelerated pathways and transfer to 4-year colleges and universities while providing workforce training for the
middle/semiprofessional occupations and community outreach.
The
community
college
expansion
(mid-1940s–1960s) was marked by unprecedented growth in colleges across the country particularly after World War II and the Higher
Education for American Democracy Report to
President Harry S. Truman commonly referred to
as the Truman Commission Report. The Truman
Commission marked the ﬁrst time in US history
that a presidential directive to examine the American education system was charged. The Truman
Commission reported on the state of higher education in the United States calling for an expanded
role of community colleges summoning for a 4year college within commuting distance of nearly
all Americans. The Truman Commission Report
resulted in greater support in the late 1940s for 2year institutions, which raised the proﬁle of community colleges in the higher education landscape
especially with nearly half of all 18-year-olds
being returning WWII soldiers. Therefore, this
single report contributed to increasing access,
ﬁrmly rooting community colleges, and fostering
equity for decades to follow (Gilbert and Heller
2013; Witt et al. 1994).
The community college expansion era produced over 450 new community colleges in the
1960s (Cohen et al. 2013). The 1960s was also a
period marked by liberal state and federal politics,
the civil rights movement, and greater emphasis
on the professionalization of community college
leadership and federal legislation such as the
Vocational Education Act of 1963 that expanded
funding to occupational education. The growth in
occupational curriculum boosted 2-year terminal
degrees as nimble and efﬁcient means to advancement for those that desired postsecondary education but not baccalaureate degrees.
Between the 1970s and 2000, other developments in community colleges such as remedial/
developmental education and adult and community/continuing education were on the rise.

Overall student attendance continued to grow,
and the diversity of students enrolling in community colleges became increasingly diverse. As a
result, the institutional diversity of community
colleges produced more institutional types (i.e.,
minority-serving 2-year institutions emerged
beyond already established tribal colleges and
universities (TCUs) or historically Black colleges
and universities (HBCUs) to include 2-year
Hispanic-serving institutions (HSIs), Asian
American and Paciﬁc Islander (AAPI) institutions, and predominantly Black institutions
(PBIs)) (Aragon and Zamani 2002). Additionally,
the institutional diversity among 2-year institutions produced divergent goals/missions in
which classiﬁcation models revealing the breadth,
depth, and range of community colleges relative
to access, enrollment, location, student demographics, etc. emerged (Cox and McCormick
2003; Hardy and Katsinas 2006).

Post-millennium: Toward Mass Access
and Equitable Outcomes
Since the turn of the twenty-ﬁrst century, community colleges have come full circle reminiscent of
the 1940s when the Truman Commission emphasized them as centers for economic initiatives and
a public good that “must prepare [their] students
to live a rich and satisfying life, part of which
involves earning a living” (President’s Commission on Higher Education 1947, pp. 6–7). While
community colleges are often overlooked within
the higher education landscape, the importance of
the 2-year college sector has been acknowledged
by President Obama as he positioned community
colleges as a centerpiece of his college completion
agenda. When President Obama entered ofﬁce in
January of 2009, he was met with the Great
Recession – the largest US deﬁcit and unemployment since the Great Depression. President
Obama quickly saw the value of community colleges as engines for innovation, retooling, workforce development, and getting Americans back to
work in high-skill, high-demand, and high-wage
occupations.
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Among the policies enacted by the Obama
administration that bolstered community colleges
within the higher education landscape include the
American Recovery and Reemployment Act
(ARRA) using the American Graduation Initiative
(AGI) that sought to provide billions of dollars
into community college programs to increase 2year institution graduation rates by ﬁve million by
2020 (Wood and Harrison 2014). However, the
Trade Adjustment Assistance Community College and Career Training (TAACCCT) with only
$2 billion of the $12 billion sought by President
Obama through AGI was authorized (Bragg
2014). All told, the Obama administration has
raised the proﬁle of 2-year institutions in many
of their postsecondary education reform efforts
from the White House Summit on Community
Colleges in 2010 to the 2015 announcement of
“America’s College Promise” calling for at least
2 years of postsecondary education for all citizens
free at community colleges (The White House
2015).

Broadening Participation
Currently, the nation’s community colleges enroll
over 12 million credit and noncredit students
representing 45% of all undergraduates
(American Association of Community Colleges
2016). A disproportionately higher number of
students of color attend community colleges
(i.e., 62% Native Americans, 57% Hispanics,
52% Blacks, and 43% Asian/Paciﬁc Islanders
are community college students) accounting for
46% of the enrollment at 2-year institutions of
higher learning (American Association of Community Colleges 2016). Thirty-six percent of
community college students are ﬁrst-generation
collegians, one-third of 2-year college students
are Pell Grant eligible, 22% of attendees work
full time, 40% work part time, and 62% are
enrolled part time (American Association of Community Colleges 2016). According to the National
Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2015),
during the 2013–2014 academic year, 46% of
students who completed a bachelor’s degree
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enrolled at a community college during some
point in the past 10 years.
There is greater diversity among those attending community colleges with 2-year institutions
of higher learning providing on-ramps to postsecondary education, further education, and gainful employment for scores of individuals.
Community colleges are essential to the educational enterprise though often overlooked. Among
the challenges, facing community colleges are
navigating being seen as a gateway to and gatekeeper from opportunity depending on the source.
This is due in part to the multiple missions, divergent students, varied educational backgrounds,
community interests, and local economic and
industry needs that 2-year institutions seek to
meet (Dowd 2007). However, despite attempting
to be all things to all people, this sector of higher
education (like the students they serve) is not
marginal but matters. By design, community colleges are novel and not generic given their distinctive role in the educational pipeline. They have
and will continue to be different from their 4-year
college/university counterparts and justly so as it
is this uniqueness that renders them relevant in the
communities they serve as they evolve to meet
people where they are and provide the area with
the necessities (basic and beyond) to the best of its
ability.
Today, like in their humble beginnings, community colleges hold an important place in mass
higher education, sitting at an ideal intersection of
social justice and educational change. Historically, ideologically, demographically, politically,
and operationally, community colleges continue
to bring postsecondary opportunity to broad segments of the populace. Community colleges from
birth advanced a context of social change relative
to who can, should, and will have access to postsecondary education. The next wave is signiﬁcant
change in moving beyond people entering college
but ensuring that they exit with connected credentials to equitable educational outcomes and
greater social mobility. The changes the American
community college has undergone in its 115-year
existence have yield profound results demonstrating that 2-year colleges are signiﬁcant, sustainable
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social change engines that have opened higher
education to the masses.
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Synonyms
Institutional proﬁling; Institutional variety

Definition
The variety of higher education institutions within
a higher education system.

Introduction
The issue of institutional diversity in higher education has attracted and continues to attract the
attention of researchers and policy makers across
the
globe.
We
deﬁne
institutional
(or organizational) diversity as the variety of
higher education institutions within a particular
higher education system (Huisman 1995, 51).
For a proper understanding of institutional
dynamics taking place in higher education systems, the concept of diversity is best to be situated
against its dynamic counterparts diversiﬁcation

and homogenization (Huisman 1995, 1998).
Diversiﬁcation denotes a process in which the
variety of higher education institutions increases
(over time) and homogenization (often described
as academic drift; see below) or the loss of
variety – higher education institutions becoming
more similar – within a higher education system.
For further clarity, it may be helpful to refer to
another term frequently used: differentiation. This
term is normally deﬁned as “. . . the emergence of
several parts from a formerly integrated whole”
(Huisman 1998, 77). Distinguishing diversiﬁcation from differentiation may seem mere
nit-picking, but there is an important point to be
made here: differentiation refers to internal processes within an organization/institution and
diversiﬁcation to processes at the system level.
Consequently, the underlying mechanisms and
consequences of both processes are rather different. To give a few examples: the emergence of
separate graduate schools or part-time study programs next to existing full-time programs is a
process of (internal) differentiation. The fact that
some (formerly similar) universities set up graduate schools or part-time programs and others not
should – ceteris paribus – be seen as a process of
diversiﬁcation.
To come to terms with the concept of diversity
and to lay bare the underlying challenges, it may
be helpful to approach it from a policy perspective. The interest of policy makers in institutional
diversity is related to the fact that it is generally
seen as beneﬁcial. Authors like Birnbaum (1983)
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have explained this in some detail, suggesting that
a diverse set of institutions is more likely to cater
for the heterogeneous expectations of internal and
external stakeholders. A varied system of institutions would more likely meet diverse student
needs, would offer opportunities for social mobility, and would meet labor market demands for a
specialized workforce and the demands of various
societal interest groups, either political or religious. Moreover, it seems realistic to assume that
not all higher education institutions can meet the
expectations of all stakeholders at the same time;
hence, a certain division of labor seems to be
warranted. However, it does not automatically
follow that the more diverse a higher education
system is, the better. Policy makers have come to
the understanding that there are at least two important trade-offs. First, high levels of diversity may
lead to segmentation and segregation. That is, one
may argue that, for example, single-sex colleges
serve the needs of their students better than a
coeducational college and that separate Catholic,
Protestant, and Islamic universities better serve
the interests and rights of the religious groupings
in society. That said, one could query whether
institutional varieties run counter to macro-level
objectives related to societal integration of graduates, equity of access and opportunities, and student emancipation. The objective of equal
opportunities would be under serious pressure,
e.g., in the case that only speciﬁc (elite) groups
in society – irrespective of their educational
qualiﬁcations – would gain access to prestigious
higher education institutions and hence perpetuate
status and power differences in society. Second,
extreme diversity could lead to a lack of transparency and system coherence, with consequences
for student choice becoming more challenging,
for student attrition being under pressure, and for
diminishing permeability of the system (students
wishing to transfer to another institution) and the
(lack of) efﬁciency of a higher education system
as a whole.
Thus, in a nutshell, the pros and cons of institutional diversity offer contemporary public policy makers a thorny challenge to navigate between
preserving and stimulating diversity while at the
same time watching over the downsides that may

come along with a (too) diverse system of higher
education institutions with implications of segregation, unwanted stratiﬁcation, and lack of transparency. This is further complicated by debates on
the actual boundaries of the higher education system: should diversity be stimulated at the national,
regional, and/or supranational levels? From the
1960s onward, researchers have picked up the
theme and explored the nature of diversity in
academia, the factors that contribute to and inhibit
diversity, and the consequences of (low or high)
diversity.
This contribution presents the historical roots
of attention to institutional diversity and offers an
overview of the most common conceptual and
theoretical approaches, methodologies used, and
the current state of the art of our understanding of
diversity (dynamics).

Historical Roots
One would ﬁnd the earliest attention to the phenomenon of diversity in the US literature that
addressed the post-WWII expansion of the US
higher education system. Technically speaking,
the term institutional diversity was not always
used in this literature, and if used, it was not
necessarily clearly deﬁned but often loosely
referred to as a variety in missions, institutional
forms, and structures. But scholars – particularly
sociologists and historians – alluded to the growth
and expansion of the US system and explained
that these processes went hand in hand with
greater diversity. Trow’s (1979) work may be a
representative example of the then state-of-the-art
view on diversity (but see also, e.g., Clark 1978).
Trow’s work offers an insightful account of
expansion dynamics in US higher education.
Additionally, his work is interesting for the comparisons made between US and European developments and for suggesting factors that explained
(lack) of variety. He argued that growth of the
system, competition, a lack of governmental
involvement, and the lack of uniform academic
standards explain why – at that time – the US
system was more diverse than its European
counterparts.
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Other studies relevant for the discussion on
diversity actually appeared earlier than the work
of the comparative scholars discussed above in the
latter part of the 1970s. Like the work discussed
above, that earlier work neither explicitly focused
on institutional diversity, but on academic drift
(see Tight 2015), denoting a trend of higher education institutions to emulate other institutions,
particularly those seen as more prestigious or
higher in the pecking order. In the US context,
Riesman (1956) referred to this emulative behavior as the tendency of lower status institutions to
move away from their original missions toward
standards of excellence of prestigious research
universities. Pratt and Burgess (1974) use the
same term to describe the process of UK colleges
and polytechnics that “would increasingly aspire
to university status and increasingly resemble university institutions” (Pratt and Burgess 1974,
172, quoted in Tight 2015, 87). By implication,
strong academic drift denotes a loss of institutional diversity, particularly in relation to research
activities.
The two strands of literature, one emphasizing
increasing diversity and the other suggesting emulation and hence hinting at processes of increasing
homogeneity, should not necessarily be seen as
contradicting each other. It is merely a matter of
emphasis that scholars put on either diversiﬁcation or homogenization. Neither Pratt and Burgess
nor Riesman denied that diversiﬁcation took
place. Also Clark (1983) offers a nuanced account
of processes of diversiﬁcation and homogenization taking place in higher education systems.
Many of the earlier accounts used the notion of
institutional diversity and academic drift rather
loosely. For sure, the researchers used clear examples and indicators of such drift. Pratt and Burgess
(1974), for instance, refer to the fact that the polytechnics started to provide postgraduate programs
and putting less emphasis on part-time education,
but overall the reader of these studies is not
informed in detail which aspects of the system or
institutions are focused upon in assessments of
diversiﬁcation or homogenization, let alone what
the theoretical rationale for such a focus would
be. This is important to note, for the early students
of diversity have set the example for much of the
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ensuing work on institutional diversity in the USA
and Europe (for the latter, see particularly Neave
1979; Teichler 1988). Much of this work applies a
macro-perspective, uses a comparative approach,
and is not always clear on what exactly is meant
by diversity or takes – pragmatically – nominal
distinctions (universities versus polytechnics in
the UK, universities versus Fachhochschulen in
Germany,
universities
versus
Instituts
Universitaires de Technologie in France) as proxies for diversity in higher education systems.

Theoretical and Conceptual Approaches
As explained above, the early work is rooted in
comparative traditions and carried out by macrosociologists and historians. It is therefore not a
surprise that qualitative and historical accounts
dominate that period. Explicit reference to theory
is often lacking; possibly Clark (1983) is most
explicit on his theoretical sources, given references to work of classical sociologists like Durkheim, Weber, and Parsons – who saw
differentiation as a consequence of soci(et)al
change – and the use of concepts like power,
legitimacy, and functions to explain diversiﬁcation and homogenization (or differentiation and
dedifferentiation, to stick to Clark’s terminology).
Other authors rely on a mixture of sociological
and political science (interest groups, power relations) insights (e.g., Rhoades 1983).
The work of Birnbaum (1983) implies an
important watershed in the diversity literature.
He is among the ﬁrst scholars to apply a quantitative approach. A bit earlier, other scholars had
started to use quantitative data to investigate the
diversity of US higher education. These studies
were, e.g., querying the validity of the 1976 Carnegie classiﬁcation, an attempt to classify US
higher education institutions in a meaningful
way. Maybe more illustrative of the watershed is
the reliance on population ecology (Hannan and
Freeman 1977). This theory takes a macro-level
perspective on organizations situated in their environments and argues that the diversity of organizational forms is isomorphic to the diversity of
environments (i.e., the diversity of resources and
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constraints). In environments where organizations
compete for resources, but resources are abundant, there is space for new organizational
forms, but in competitive environments with limited resources, not all organizations are able to
adjust, and the “weakest” organizational forms
are eliminated through competitive exclusion.
Using these theoretical notions, Birnbaum
(1983) argues that the US higher education system
should have become much more diverse in a
period of abundant growth and resources
(1960–1980), but the empirical analysis suggests
that diversity did not increase: “[i]t appears that
the higher education system has used the vast
increase in resources primarily to replicate
existing forms” (Birnbaum 1983, 144).
The rise of new institutional theory quickly
overshadowed the interest in using population
ecology. DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) seminal
work on institutional isomorphism seemed to ﬁt
very well with earlier observations of academic
drift in higher education. DiMaggio and Powell
contested the notion of competitive isomorphism
being the (only) driver of homogenization. They
argued that organizational ﬁelds become more
homogeneous over time, due to coercive isomorphism (resulting from other organizations an
agencies – e.g., the government – on which the
organization is dependent), mimetic isomorphism
(stemming from uncertainty and ambiguity), and
normative isomorphism (resulting primarily from
professionalization). Maassen and Potman (1990)
were among the ﬁrst to apply these theoretical
notions to the ﬁeld of higher education, but
quickly many others followed this theoretical tradition (see, e.g., chapters in Meek et al. 1996; a
special issue of Higher Education Policy, 2000;
Morphew and Huisman 2002; Morphew 2009).
Acknowledging that the picture of the theoretical developments is one of rather broad strokes,
in the new millennium another theoretical trend
can be discerned in the study of institutional diversity. But here, the caveat that must be made is that
these more recent approaches – in contrast to
population
ecology
and
institutional
isomorphism – are less focused on institutional
diversity in populations or ﬁelds as such but do
address organizational dynamics and concepts

like convergence, organizational distinctiveness,
strategic positioning, and competitive advantages.
What these approaches have in common is that
they are rooted in (sub)disciplines like organizational sociology and business administration.
Those (sub)disciplines have started to challenge
the assumptions underlying the theory of
(institutional) isomorphism, particularly noting
the lack of agency in DiMaggio and Powell’s
(1983) work. Oliver (1991) argued, for instance,
that organizational behavior may not only be
guided by acquiescence and compromise
(denoting mimicking behavior) but also by strategic deﬁance and manipulation. In other words,
organizations are not slavishly conforming to
societal and institutional expectations but could
also be actively involved in shaping values,
inﬂuencing constituencies, and contesting rules.
Other scholars argue that institutions are not necessarily dominated by one logic but multiple ones,
which challenge organizations to respond appropriately (see, e.g., Thornton and Ocasio 2008).
Along similar lines, Greenwood et al. (2011) put
much more emphasis on institutional complexity
and argue that organizations in a ﬁeld, given this
complexity, not necessarily have to respond to
environmental challenges in uniform ways.
Finally, there is a stream of institutional work
revolving around the ideas of organizational
image, identity, and legitimacy that similarly
addresses issues of organizational positioning.
A recent higher education study building on
these theoretical insights is Fumasoli and
Huisman (2013). They conceptually explored
how higher education institutions may strategically maneuver between differentiation (niche
seeking) and compliance (with legitimacy
pressures).

Methodologies
Research designs and methodologies to investigate diversity vary signiﬁcantly. Broadly, we can
discern two approaches. First, we distinguish
what could be termed a narrative (and hence qualitative) approach. In this approach, authors locate
their accounts in the context of massiﬁcation of
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higher education and (governmental) attempts to
restructure higher education institutions, e.g., by
introducing a new type of higher education institution. Such accounts are very insightful when it
comes to the policy processes and the general
changes (over time) in higher education systems
but less precise when it comes to the actual measurement of changes in the systems. The arguments for patterns of diversiﬁcation or
homogenization are thought out, but often the
empirical support is limited or it is insufﬁciently
explained how the researcher arrived at the assertions. The fact that authors are often high-level
experts and hence have very sound knowledge of
and insights in the(ir) systems may strengthen the
trust in their argument (see, e.g., Neave 1979;
Teichler 1988).
Second, we can distinguish quantitative
approaches. Sometimes at the cost of gaining theoretical insight, studies have focused on empirical
analyses of higher education systems or samples
of institutions from particular systems. Often, the
key purpose was to map the existing diversity or
to show changes in the levels of institutional
diversity over time. Such attempts require carefully selecting “relevant” variables and proper
operationalizations and ﬁnding adequate measures (e.g., indicators ranging from statistical variance to diversity indices). Birnbaum (1983) and
Morphew (2009) for the USA and Huisman
et al. (2007) for a comparison across countries
may serve as examples. Huisman et al. (2015)
investigate in depth the choice of relevant variables and appropriate diversity indicators. There
are also important studies combining a relatively
strong focus on theory and speciﬁc aspects of
diversity. Croxford and Raffe (2015), for instance,
analyzed differences in ethnic, educational, and
social background, age, and domicile of students
entering higher education in the UK, conﬁrming a
rather stable institutional status hierarchy.
It will not come as a surprise that some authors
have tried to reap the best of both worlds by
combining a narrative approach with quantitative
underpinnings (see, e.g., Teixeira and Amaral
2001), exploring diversity patterns in private
higher education in various countries, and arguing
that private sectors have contributed to a limited
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extent to increasing variety: these institutions
explored new markets but at the same time
focused primarily on teaching and duplicating
(low-cost and non-risky) programs already
offered by public higher education institutions.

The Current Understanding of Diversity
and Its Dynamics
Earlier research departed from the assumption that
growth of higher education (systems) would lead
to diversiﬁcation and that market forces would be
conducive for and governmental regulation would
inhibit diversity or diversiﬁcation (Trow 1979;
Birnbaum 1983). However, research pointed out
that these assumptions were too generic. A second
wave of research therefore offered more sophisticated expectations, positing that the following set
of factors affect diversity: environmental conditions (stakeholder values and inﬂuences, student
choice, diversity of the economy), governmental
system and regional policies (system structure,
quality assurance), academic values and drift,
ﬁnancial incentives, market forces, and rankings
(Codling and Meek 2006; Reichert 2009). The
same research argued also that in particular contexts, certain factors may inhibit diversity,
whereas in other contexts it stimulates diversity.
For example, governmental policies to maintain a
binary divide may in certain systems help to counter academic drift and hence preserve a certain
level of diversity. In other contexts, governmental
regulation may set serious limits to entrepreneurial activities of higher education institutions. Also,
market forces may increase diversity in the case
there are limited resources available (pushing the
institutions to seek niches) but may decrease
diversity if there are abundant resources
(allowing institutions to invest these resources to
mimic reputable and high-status institutions)
(Codling and Meek 2006). Research by Teixeira
and Amaral (2001) ﬁts this line of argument,
showing that new (private) providers have indeed
shown entrepreneurial behavior but at the same
time have been risk avoidant, emulating their
public counterparts. Additionally, research discovered that for some aspects of higher education,

6

Institutional Diversity in Higher Education, Institutional Profiling

diversity may be stable, and for others, there may
be considerable changes. Huisman et al. (2007)
investigated the impact of mergers in two countries and found that diversity decreased in Australia but remained fairly stable in the Netherlands.
Huisman et al. (2015) present diversity indicators
for various dimensions (e.g., education, research,
third mission activities) of European higher education systems and found that some systems are
diverse along most of the dimensions, whereas
others showed low levels of diversity across the
dimensions. But, importantly, some countries are
very diverse in one or two dimensions while being
rather homogeneous in other dimensions. Therefore, whether diversity is high or not may be
dependent on which aspects of the higher education fabric are the central focus. Some of the levels
of diversity can be traced back to historical path
dependencies and national idiosyncrasies; for
others, it appears that governmental policies
have been responsible for more/less diversity.
Summarizing the state of the art regarding
institutional diversity, it is safe to conclude that
progress has been made regarding the conceptualization (and measurement) of diversity. There is
also increasing theoretical insight into the factors
that affect diversity, but because these factors
often operate in combination, we have not yet
gained much empirical insight in neither the compound nor the individual impact(s) of these
factors.
The macro-level analyses referred to above do
shed light on the system-level diversity dynamics
but obviously cannot account for how individual
higher education institutions respond. Findings
from case study research therefore offer complementary insight in diversity dynamics. As an
example, Stensaker and Norgård (2001) analyzed
the transformation of (the identity of) the University of Tromsø, Norway, and found instances of
both institutional innovation (preserving its experimental roots) and adaptation (external pressures
for standardization of practices) in the university’s
history. Likewise other researches, using organizational strategies or organizational identities and
images as point of departure, have conﬁrmed the
balancing act many higher education institutions
carry out to distinguish themselves from their

peers and competitors but staying at the same
time legitimately in the safety zone of being sufﬁciently similar.

Policy Implications and Future
Directions for Research
Given the state of the art of research, it is difﬁcult
to suggest unambiguous policy recommendations
(see also Reichert 2009, particularly Chap. 8).
However, it seems a good point of departure, if
policy makers were to devise their policies in such
a way that there is considerable leeway for the
higher education institutions to search (and ﬁnd)
the position in their ﬁeld they feel comfortable
with (i.e., in line with their strategic objectives
and in line with expectations and needs of internal
and external stakeholders). At the same time, it
appears that drift (either academic or vocational)
is inherent to many systems of higher education,
which likely necessitates policy makers to put
checks and balances in place to prevent unwanted
homogenization. Policies may relate to funding
mechanisms that trigger proﬁling, to institutional
mandates that keep institutions on track regarding
their mission and strategies, and to monitoring
system dynamics to be sooner than later informed
about potential negative side effects of policies on
the level of diversity. That said, even if policy
makers were able to design such policies, the
question whether more diverse systems are more
effective or efﬁcient than less diverse systems
remains unanswered.
There are at least two avenues for future
research. First, with further sophistication of the
techniques to measure diversity (Huisman
et al. 2015) and with the growing availability of
relevant institutional data (at the national but also
European levels, e.g., European Tertiary Education Register), there are many opportunities to
investigate factors that affect levels of diversity
in higher education systems, either through longitudinal or cross-country comparisons. Also, this
line of research may shed light on the pertinent but
thorny question of whether less/more diverse systems are “better” equipped to deal with contemporary and future challenges. Second, the
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renewed interest in agency and actorhood and the
introduction of concepts of institutional complexity, institutional logics, and organizational ﬁeld
dynamics in organizational sociology offer fruitful points of departure to investigate institutional
positioning and proﬁling, pressures of institutional legitimacy, and strategic choice.
(Comparative) case studies will be particularly
relevant to lay bare the motives and drivers for
higher education institutions to emulate existing
(legitimized) organizational structures and actions
or to deviate from this in search for uniqueness,
competitive advantages, and resource niches.

Cross-References
▶ Horizontal and Vertical Differentiation
▶ Mass Higher Education
▶ Stratiﬁcation in Higher Education
▶ Types and Classiﬁcations of Higher Education
Institutions
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Higher Education Market
Segmentation
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Market segmentation is a well-established
approach to dividing a potential market into distinct and separate clusters of consumers with
shared characteristics, needs, and values
(Schiffman et al. 2008). This strategic approach
to marketing is built on market research and marketing knowledge, which shows that customers
can be divided into groups using a combination
of characteristics, behavior, their decisions, and
the way they make choices (Hemsley-Brown and
Oplatka 2015a). At the heart of market segmentation is the view that consumers in different segments have different characteristics, values, and
preferences and on this basis often behave differently when making a purchase decision; therefore,
marketing communications can be targeted with
their preferences in mind, and the product or service can be designed or even customized based on
their needs.
In the higher education sector, however,
despite the existence of different market segments
(e.g., deﬁned by age or mode of study), market
segmentation is not well established in the literature, although there is evidence of widespread use
of market segmentation in terms of the marketing

of programs by universities worldwide. There are,
however, some concerns about market segmentation in HE; overt market segmentation can result
in unfair practices and inequitable access to higher
education when marketers analyze student
decision-making based on socioeconomic, religious, or ethnic groups (Hemsley-Brown and
Oplatka 2015). For example, there is a high commitment in some countries toward promoting widening participation – seeking to encourage those
from less advantaged groups to attend university
and particularly the top universities. Therefore,
segments which are deﬁned in terms of (high)
social class, (high) income, and long-held tradition of participating in HE, for example, could be
considered inappropriate, even though in a business setting this type of segmentation is more
commonplace. Market segmentation is typically
based on four key variables, and it is largely
demographic and psychographic segmentation
where marketers face the most challenges in
terms of equality and fairness.

The Basis of Market Segmentation
The grouping variables used for segmentation are
well-established, and authors tend to agree on the
four key variables which are: geographic, demographic, behavioral, and psychographic (Kotler
and Armstrong 2003).

# Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2016
J.C. Shin, P. Teixeira (eds.), Encyclopedia of International Higher Education Systems and Institutions,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-017-9553-1_33-1

2

Geographic Segmentation
Geographic segmentation is an approach to dividing the market into segments based on location, on
the basis that people who originate from the same
country, region, or local area have the same needs,
so some extent, and in the case of some local
businesses, customers might be expected to
come from a narrow geographical area
(Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2015). Geographic
segmentation in higher education marketing is
particularly pertinent for some groups of prospective students, who might, for example, wish to
remain close to home to study. Local students to
any university can be a speciﬁc target market
based on their proximity to the university campus,
and these students often differ in other respects
because of this – for example, their behavior in
terms of engagement with non-study activities
might also vary compared with those who travel
further from their family home and live on
campus.
Segments of target students are frequently
divided into segments based on their home countries, because international students traveling to
the West, for example, often share some characteristics in common: their expectations or key
reasons for studying overseas. Students from different countries around the world sometimes
show similar characteristics in other respects
such as the subject they wish to study (such as
Engineering or Business), the approaches they use
to choose institutions (e.g., the use of recruiting
agents), and the types of programs they favor, e.g.,
full-time postgraduate programs.

Demographic Segmentation
Demographic characteristics include sex, age,
income, and (prior) education and are widely
used as the basis for market segmentation. There
are well-established dissimilarities among age
groups, for example, under 19 years old, and
mature students (the over 25s) have very different
needs and characteristics (Oplatka and Tevel
2006). Although male/female is not generally
used speciﬁcally for segmentation by many
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institutions, there are inevitably differences by
gender in relation to choice of discipline (e.g.,
engineering and nursing are male and female
dominated, respectively). Combined with differences in segments based on gender are age and
socioeconomic grouping. A segment for nursing
might, for example, include a large number of
female students, who live and work locally,
some of whom are mature students. Whereas,
perhaps, a segment for engineering, which might
be predominantly male, could include a high proportion of under 19-year-old students, many of
whom are from overseas. These segments are
distinct and different and require different
approaches to marketing and recruitment by the
university. Nonetheless, in a university setting,
there are frequently marketing initiatives to
attract, for example, more females to study engineering. These objectives to widen the traditional
segments, however, also need segmentation
methods to identify the new segments’ characteristics to help to target the proposed marketing
efforts. In this way, a segmentation approach can
support efforts to widen participation and encourage nontraditional students to join programs.

Behavioral Segmentation
Behavioral factors are also central to market segmentation, and these include the way consumers
use the product, how much they consume, and the
rate of consumption. In the case of higher education consumption, this could include whether students are part time or full time and the type of
programs they follow (short courses or full awardbearing programs) because their behavior in the
market is likely to differ based on these behavioral
factors. Many students in mid-career choose to
study part time, for example, due to additional
responsibilities, such as childcare, or part-time
employment, and their behavior in the market is
different, for example, from under 19-year-old
students applying for full-time programs
(Oplatka and Tevel 2006).
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Psychographic Segmentation
Schiffman et al. (2008) point out that segmentation based on psychographics has its origins in the
ﬁeld of psychology and incorporates the measurement of opinions, beliefs, and attitudes. Psychographic segmentation usually also covers
sociocultural variables: life cycle, socioeconomic
grouping, and socioeconomic status. In higher
education research, there is a strong research tradition of examining the inﬂuence of socioeconomic factors on the choice of university
(Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2015), particularly
in relation to prestige institutions where lower
socioeconomic groups have more limited access
compared with high socioeconomic groups
(Hemsley-Brown 2015). Social class status is
linked to family income; therefore, the term socioeconomic status (SES) is often used in studies of
higher education choice (Hemsley-Brown and
Oplatka 2015). Much of this research has been
carried out in the UK and in South Africa where
social class divisions are a great concern, and
ﬁndings repeatedly reveal signiﬁcant differences
in the choices made by students from low SES
groups (and nonwhite racial groups), who are less
likely to apply to or to attend the prestige institutions (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2015).

Ethical Issues of Market Segmentation
Market segmentation in higher education while
presenting marketing professionals with a challenge in terms of fairness, equity, and ethics also
offers a way forward for targeting the students
who are less likely to choose to enter higher education, as well as those for whom higher education
is taken for granted. The widening participation
student group is also a target market based on their
characteristics, values, and preferences, and therefore they are surely a segment (or several related
segments) in their own right. Widening participation segments – that is, those who are less likely to

3

enter HE or less likely to choose a top
university – have common characteristics and
can be targeted with appropriate and imaginative
marketing communications, albeit different communications from the methods used for more traditional students. The offering in universities
might also need to change to meet the requirements and needs of these segments – but the
concept of market segmentation does provide a
basis for marketing to these more elusive groups.
There remains a measure of ethical disquiet
about
higher
education
market
segmentation – some still have concerns about
prioritizing speciﬁc types of prospective students
above others in a marketing campaign, particularly based on social class, age, gender, or ethnicity when equality of access is so central to the
ethos of many universities. It is easy to view this
approach as unethical when without segmentation, the message seems to be “all are welcome.”
Without market segmentation, however, universities are most likely to engage with their traditional
markets, leaving the more difﬁcult markets, e.g.,
the socially disadvantaged, and people of
color – for other institutions.
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Definition
Stratiﬁcation in higher education is the phenomenon whereby social origins inﬂuence the portals
of entry into, and completion of, higher education.
Stratiﬁcation in higher education exists when
(1) there is a hierarchy of higher education experiences, with some experiences “better” than
others by some metric, and (2) people of certain
origins (e.g., those based on socioeconomic status, race, gender, and religion) on average have
“better” higher education experiences than people
of other origins. Stratiﬁcation in higher education
is related to the broader term social stratiﬁcation,
of which one deﬁnition is the propensity of
socially advantaged children to become socially
advantaged adults and disadvantaged children to
become disadvantaged adults.

Introduction
The US system of higher education includes more
than 4,500 degree-granting postsecondary institutions that can be broadly classiﬁed as follows:
public 4-year (15% of institutions), public 2-year

(21%), private nonproﬁt 4-year (34%), private
for-proﬁt 4-year (14%), private nonproﬁt 2-year
(2%), and private for-proﬁt 2-year (14%) institution (National Center for Education Statistics
2016). Public institutions receive substantial
(though in many places declining) direct state
funding, while private institutions do not.
Two-year institutions typically grant certiﬁcates
and associate’s degrees, while 4-year institutions
grant bachelor’s degrees; many 4-year institutions
grant masters, doctoral, and professional degrees
as well. Nonproﬁt institutions are legally recognized as public charities and thus receive tax
exemptions. Institutions are further differentiated
by other characteristics, such as their selectivity,
size, whether they are coeducational, and the
scope of their curriculum (liberal arts, science
and technology, religious institutions, etc.). Students at the vast majority of institutions are eligible for federal ﬁnancial aid, including grants,
subsidized loans (for which the interest is borne
by the government for some period of time), and
unsubsidized loans (for which the borrower is
responsible for paying all accrued interest).
In the last 10 years, a wave of higher education
stratiﬁcation scholarship has considered the socioeconomic disparities in college completion
(Goldrick-Rab 2016; Perna et al. 2014; Alon
2011; Hausmann et al. 2007) and in college selectivity (Radford 2013; Hoxby and Turner 2013;
Bastedo and Jaquette 2011; Mullen 2010; Alon
2009; Gerber and Cheung 2008; Grodsky 2007).
Scholarship on disparities in college enrollment
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has not proliferated in this way. The literature is
responding to real trends: college enrollment continues to become more common for all socioeconomic
groups,
while
postsecondary
socioeconomic segregation intensiﬁes (Cook and
Frank 1993; Grodsky 2003), and college completion remains highly stratiﬁed (Perna et al. 2014).
The increasing clustering of advantaged students
in selective institutions is particularly troubling
because, if disadvantaged students attend these
institutions, they are more likely to complete
their degrees (Radford 2013) and reap greater
ﬁnancial returns for doing so (Dale and Krueger
2014); hence, this clustering hinders social
mobility.
This article discusses the roles that disparities
in college completion and college selectivity play
in the stratiﬁcation process vis-à-vis socioeconomic origin. Other dimensions of stratiﬁcation,
such as those based on race and gender, are consequential but not the focus of this article. The
literature indicates that the primary two modes of
stratiﬁcation present in higher education today are
horizontal stratiﬁcation – i.e., disparities in institutional quality – and disparities in completion.
Here, the term “college” refers to all degreegranting postsecondary institutions, of any of the
six types identiﬁed above. “Prestigious” or “selective” describes colleges that make roughly the top
75 in U.S. News & World Report’s “Best National
Universities” list or the top 75 in the “Best Liberal
Arts Colleges” list. The complement of this set is
the set of “nonselective” colleges. Note, then, that
most 4-year colleges and all 2-year colleges are
nonselective. Finally, “disadvantaged” refers to
individuals who either do not have collegeeducated parents or who are ﬁnancially
constrained enough to qualify for the Pell Grant,
a need-based, federal grant available to those with
family incomes under roughly $50,000 per year.
“Advantaged” encompasses the complement.

The State of Educational Attainment
The United States’ share of students graduating
from high school on time (88%) and the share of
on-time high school graduates that attend college
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by age 20 (79%) are at historical highs (Hout and
Janus 2011; Center for Public Education 2014). In
contrast, the college graduation rate (i.e., the percentage of college enrollers who attain a degree
within 6 years) is relatively low, at 56% (Shapiro
et al. 2015). It follows that increasing the college
completion rate would increase the total number
of college graduates more than increasing either of
the other rates. Adding a layer to the completion
problem, disadvantaged college students are particularly unlikely to complete their degrees (Perna
et al. 2014), which suggests that college completion rates per se, rather than solely enrollment
rates, now constitute one driver of educational
inequality. Inequality in college completion yields
inequality in labor market outcomes, both because
a college degree has labor market returns in its
own right and because a college degree allows one
the option of attaining a graduate degree, which
has even greater returns (Valletta 2015; Seki
2014).
Inequality is exacerbated by the fact that
advantaged students attend more prestigious colleges with better resources, such as more faculty
members per student (Mullen 2010). This is the
case even among high school valedictorians
(Radford 2013). In fact, advantaged students
have increased their share at prestigious colleges
over time (Bastedo and Jaquette 2011; Mullen
2010). This segregation has direct consequences
for social stratiﬁcation, since the monetary returns
associated with graduating from a prestigious college are especially great, at least for disadvantaged students (Dale and Krueger 2014; Seki
2014; but see Brand and Halaby 2006).
Gerber and Cheung (2008, p. 300) distinguish
between stratiﬁcation in “the level or quantity of
education received” and stratiﬁcation in “the different types or quality of education received at a
particular level.” They call the former vertical
stratiﬁcation and the latter horizontal stratiﬁcation. Much research in the last decade has investigated the mechanisms and consequences of
horizontal stratiﬁcation (Dale and Krueger 2014;
Radford 2013; Bastedo and Jaquette 2011; Mullen
2010; Grodsky 2007). This is not a coincidence:
horizontal stratiﬁcation has become an important
driver of higher educational stratiﬁcation, as the
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evidence above suggests. Similarly, the growing
importance of college completion rates has come
with ample research exploring the topic
(Goldrick-Rab 2016; Perna et al. 2014; Alon
2011). The sum of the recent literature indicates
that the primary two modes of stratiﬁcation present in higher education today are horizontal stratiﬁcation and disparities in completion. Below we
review the literature on the precise mechanisms
that engender horizontal stratiﬁcation and disparities in completion.

Mechanisms in Horizontal Stratification
Theoretical Frameworks
The notion of horizontal stratiﬁcation is
undergirded by two theoretical frameworks: effectively maintained inequality and the competitionexclusion-adaptation relationship. According to
Lucas (2001, p. 1652):
Effectively maintained inequality posits that socioeconomically advantaged actors secure for themselves and their children some degree of
advantage wherever advantages are commonly possible. On the one hand, if quantitative differences
are common, the socioeconomically advantaged
will obtain quantitative advantage; on the other
hand, if qualitative differences are common the
socioeconomically advantaged will obtain qualitative advantage. . . Once [a] level of schooling
becomes nearly universal. . . the socioeconomically
advantaged seek out whatever qualitative differences there are at that level and use their advantages
to secure quantitatively similar but qualitatively
better education.

Lucas applied his theory of effectively
maintained inequality to the differentiation of curricular tracks in secondary schools, but one can
easily apply it to institutional differentiation
across postsecondary institutions. As college
enrollment has burgeoned, socioeconomically
advantaged people have increased their proportional enrollment at selective institutions
(Bastedo and Jaquette 2011; Mullen 2010), and
hence they have taken advantage of the qualitative
differences at the postsecondary level.
Alon (2009) proposes exclusion and adaptation as the twin mechanisms that link class hierarchy to the US’s stratiﬁed system of postsecondary
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education. According to Alon, when there is high
competition in postsecondary education – that is,
when demand for college seats exceeds
supply – inequality expands because this competition (1) intensiﬁes exclusion from schools, particularly in the form of stringent standardized test
score admissions criteria, and (2) leads parents to
adapt, that is, to “cultivat[e] their offspring’s stock
of academic currencies” (p. 736) in new and/or
intensiﬁed ways. Under this framework, competition causes institutions to amplify their exclusivity
because a surge in applicants does not, in general,
coincide with a surge in available seats. Prestigious institutions become especially exclusive in
the presence of competition, which helps more
advantaged students cluster in these institutions,
to the extent that academic qualiﬁcations are correlated with SES. On the adaptation side, competition causes parents to adapt their cultivation
processes because it means they must work
harder; in particular, high competition implies a
lower probability of entering a prestigious college, and therefore parents must cultivate their
children’s academics more in order to reach a
satisfactory probability of prestigious college
enrollment. Since advantaged parents are better
equipped to adapt, increased adaptation implies
increased inequality.
Alon (2009) shows that US higher education is
in a time of high competition. The number of
applications to prestigious colleges has dramatically outpaced the growth in available seats.
Meanwhile, the mean SAT score of collegebound high school seniors has been increasing
since the 1980s. In harmony with Alon’s theory,
this competition has coincided with an increase in
exclusion and adaptation. Selective institutions
have continued to put more weight on test scores
and grades in admissions, leading to increases in
sorting across institutions based on secondary
school academic achievement. All the while,
socioeconomically advantaged parents have
adapted and helped widen the gap between their
children’s academic achievement and that of disadvantaged children. In sum, Alon’s framework
of the competition-exclusion-adaptation relationship ﬁts very well with the current state of American higher education.
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Empirically Observed Mechanisms
Academic Achievement Precollege academic
achievement is a partial mediator of the relationship between social origins and institutional selectivity (Bastedo and Jaquette 2011). Therefore,
horizontal stratiﬁcation can be explained in part
by the fact that higher-SES students have better
precollege credentials on average. Because the
achievement gap between the wealthy and the
poor has grown (Reardon 2011), there is reason
to believe that disparities in academic achievement have become stronger drivers of horizontal
stratiﬁcation over time.
Information and Application Behavior Advantaged and disadvantaged K-12 students are
exposed to different information about college in
terms of both quantity and quality. The information that advantaged students receive from their
families, guidance counselors, teachers, and
social networks is generally more conducive to
application and admission to college, especially to
selective colleges. High-SES parents tend to
counsel their children on how to conduct a college
search, what colleges desire in applicants, and
how to obtain those desirable characteristics
(Radford 2013; Mullen 2010). Low-SES parents’
skill sets usually do not contain this type of
counseling. Radford (2013) suggests that highachieving, disadvantaged high schoolers are
more likely than their more advantaged peers to
overestimate the net price of selective private
schools, which deters them from applying.
Grodsky and Jones (2007), on the other hand,
ﬁnd little evidence of social gradients in the quality of parents’ estimates of the sticker price of
college, but allow that (a) biased estimates may
be more consequential to disadvantaged students
and (b) uniform bias in estimates of sticker price
need not equate to uniform estimates in bias on net
price.
Advantaged high schoolers have access to higherquality guidance counseling (Radford 2013; Mullen 2010; Stevens 2009; McDonough 1997).
Advantaged youth are overrepresented in private
and college preparatory high schools, which have
better-qualiﬁed guidance counselors with lighter
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caseloads (Alon 2009; Cookson and Persell 1985;
Weis et al. 2014). Given the labyrinthine nature of
selective college admissions (Stevens 2009), an
attentive guidance counselor is likely a great
advantage. Further compounding this disparity,
many advantaged students describe gleaning
knowledge about selective colleges from other
people in their networks, including their parents’
friends (Radford 2013; Mullen 2010; Hossler
et al. 1999).
Disadvantaged students’ lack of information
not only dampens their ability to be academically
competitive; it also constrains for these students
the set of colleges to which they consider applying
and the set of colleges to which they ultimately do
apply. Indeed, high-achieving disadvantaged students apply to fewer and less selective colleges
than high-achieving advantaged students
(Radford 2013; Hoxby and Turner 2013; Hoxby
and Avery 2012). Hence, in part due to inequality
in information, horizontal stratiﬁcation presents
itself in students’ application behavior, well
before colleges decide whom to accept. In fact,
experimental research (Hoxby and Turner 2013)
demonstrates that providing high-achieving,
low-income students information about fee
waivers, the application process, and net prices
raises their likelihood of applying to and enrolling
in a selective college (cf. Avery and Kane 2004).
Tastes Horizontal stratiﬁcation in higher education is not solely a matter of disadvantaged students facing a set of obstacles; in the aggregate,
advantaged and disadvantaged students have genuinely different tastes in colleges. One way that
tastes enter the story is that some disadvantaged
students at nonselective colleges prefer studying
there because their peers feel familiar (Mullen
2010). For example, one of Mullen’s disadvantaged interviewees at a nonselective college said,
“I don’t think I could have gone to an Ivy League
school like a Yale. . . I relate better to people from
my own background” (pp. 109–110). Advantaged
students often feel an analogous sense of belonging at selective colleges.
Furthermore, advantaged students and their
families have a taste for prestige in its essence,
but disadvantaged students and their families tend
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to value low price more than high prestige
(Radford 2013). High-achieving, disadvantaged
students regularly cite price as the reason for
applying to nonselective colleges and not applying to selective colleges. Their assessment of net
prices is often misguided, though, since
low-income students’ net prices at selective institutions tend to be lower than net prices at the
nonselective institutions they more often attend
(Hoxby and Turner 2013). Advantaged students
do not seem to share this anxiety. When
advantaged valedictorians are admitted to multiple colleges, they frequently select the one that
they perceive to be most prestigious even when
there are much cheaper options on the table
(Radford 2013). In Britain, too, advantaged students value prestige; for example, in Reay’s interviews (1998, p. 521), one advantaged high school
student stated that “going to a good university is
more important than the subject I study.” A taste
for prestige helps cluster advantaged students in
selective colleges.

Mechanisms in Completion Disparities
Undermatching
High and moderately high-achieving, disadvantaged students often attend colleges where the
average test scores and high school GPAs are
lower than their own (Radford 2013; Bastedo
and Jaquette 2011). This is called undermatching.
Disadvantaged students are more likely to
undermatch than advantaged students (Bastedo
and Jaquette 2011). Furthermore, undermatching
may harm disadvantaged students, as attending a
selective college appears to improve a student’s
probability of completing the degree, especially
for disadvantaged students (Hoxby and Turner
2013; Bastedo and Jaquette 2011). Still, Bastedo
and Jaquette specify that perfect test score
matching of students to institutions would not
help desegregate colleges. Accordingly, they
argue that narrowing the gap in precollege
achievement would be a more fruitful way to get
disadvantaged students in selective colleges than
reducing disadvantaged students’ propensity to
undermatch.
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Conversely, to overmatch is to attend a college
with average test scores and high school GPAs
higher than one’s own. Students with collegeeducated parents (“continuing-generation students”) overmatch at a higher rate, although
there is no difference across family wealth
(Dillon and Smith 2017). To the extent that overmatching increases one’s probability of completion, continuing-generation students’ propensity
to overmatch exacerbates completion disparities.
However, results regarding the effect of overmatching are mixed: observational studies suggest that overmatching either promotes dropout
or is neutral (see Arcidiacono and Lovenheim
2016, for a review), while a natural experiment
indicates that overmatching promotes persistence
to the fourth year of study (Kurlaender and
Grodsky 2013).

Need-Based Grants
A ﬁeld experiment (Goldrick-Rab 2016), a quasiexperiment (Castleman and Long 2016) and a natural experiment (Bettinger 2015) all indicate that
need-based grant aid promotes college completion.
For example, in the aggregate, the low-income
baccalaureate students in Goldrick-Rab’s study
who were randomly selected to receive a moderate
grant were 5 percentage points more likely to complete their degree in 4 years than the control group
(21% vs. 16%), although the ﬁrst-generation subset
of these students saw no 4-year graduation beneﬁt.
Something about grant aid promotes completion,
but several pathways could explain this phenomenon. Since grant aid reduces the marginal cost of
one’s education, the aid could reduce dropout insofar as (1) students rationally discontinue their education only when the marginal costs exceed the
marginal beneﬁts and (2) the marginal beneﬁts are
low enough for a modest grant to tip the scales.
Alternatively, grant aid could allow students more
time on their studies by reducing their tendency to
work extensive hours (Goldrick-Rab 2016),
thereby promoting success (though loan aid should
do the same). It may also be that grant aid promotes
success by giving students access to books and
other supplies that they would have otherwise
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forgone. In any case, grant aid increases
low-income students’ likelihood of completion.

Belonging
There is experimental evidence that raising college
students’ sense of belonging increases their intention to persist (Hausmann et al. 2007) and correlational evidence that disadvantaged college students
are less likely to feel a sense of belonging, at least at
one selective liberal arts college (Ostrove and Long
2007). Sense of belonging is “the psychological
sense that one is a valued member of the college
community” (Hausmann et al. 2007, p. 804). Sense
of belonging may promote persistence directly, or
indirectly, by improving grades and health (Walton
and Cohen 2011). Concisely: disadvantaged students lack a sense of belonging, which causes them
to drop out, which in turn exacerbates completion
disparities.

Conclusion
Recent literature indicates that horizontal stratiﬁcation and disparities in college completion are
now the most central features of stratiﬁcation in
US higher education. Accordingly, interventions
to counteract stratiﬁcation are likely to be most
fruitful if they target the mechanisms behind horizontal stratiﬁcation and completion disparities.
The research indicates that, for the former, these
mechanisms include differences between
advantaged and disadvantaged students in their
prior academic achievement, information about
college applications, and tastes. For the latter,
the mechanisms include differences in their material resources, propensities to undermatch, and
senses of belonging.
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Synonyms
Heterogeneity; Inclusion; Multicultural; Pluralism; Social justice

Definition
The representation and inclusion of individuals
from a broad range of cultural, physical, and psychological categories within postsecondary education, with a particular emphasis on those who
are historically underserved or underrepresented.

What Is Diversity?
Colleges and universities have come to embrace
the notion of diversity. For example, many include
diversity as part of their institutional mission.
Campuses often include a “diversity course” for
students as a requirement to graduate. Advertisements for faculty and professional staff positions
ask applicants to include a statement on their

philosophy of diversity. There are also campuses
that evaluate how faculty engage with diversity as
a criterion for promotion and tenure. However,
there is a general lack of clarity in regard to the
deﬁnition of diversity and what is meant when the
term is used. The dissenting opinion by Clarence
Thomas in the US Supreme Court decision of the
afﬁrmative action case, Grutter v. Bollinger,
(2003) further reinforced the amorphous deﬁnition of diversity, stating that diversity is a “certain
appearance, from the shape of the desks and tables
in its classrooms to the color of the students sitting
in them.” Simply stated, diversity refers to difference and how much individuals and groups from
different backgrounds and social identity groups
are present, are engaging, and feel supported in a
campus community. Most often, conversations
about diversity focus on the representation and
inclusion of historically marginalized groups.
The term diversity is perhaps most often used
in reference to numerical representation. Thus, to
some extent, we can assess campus diversity by
counting the number of individuals from various
social identity groups on campus. For example,
we can look at campus demographics and determine whether or not an environment is diverse by
the percentage of students, faculty, staff, and
administrators embracing different racial/ethnic
identities, faith traditions, or sexual identities.
In the same way, we can look at demographics
across the postsecondary sector to elucidate compositional or numeric diversity; in this way, diversity is not only an institutional consideration but a
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consideration throughout higher education. For
example, we use the US context and race, ethnicity, and gender to demonstrate the current status
and need for increased diversity in postsecondary
education. In 2014 (the most recent year data were
available at time of writing), 58.3% of US resident
undergraduate students identiﬁed as White
(NCES 2015). By 2044, the US Census (Colby
and Ortman 2015) projects that over half of all
Americans will identify with a racial or ethnic
category other than White, non-Hispanic. This
projection suggests that US postsecondary education will also become increasingly more racially
and ethnically diverse, beginning with the undergraduate student population.
Of course, presenting aggregated numeric data
oversimpliﬁes diversity in higher education. This
demographic portrait fails to account for how
student, faculty, staff, and administrative
populations differ across institutional types or
within speciﬁc disciplines. In addition, there is
no consideration for individuals’ intersectional
and interlocking identities. It also does not consider campus climate and systemic issues of racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression that
we discuss in more detail below. However, it does
establish a foundation upon which diversity can
be further explored.
Although not numerically representative of the
US population at large, undergraduate students
are more diverse than other campus groups. In
fact, regarding race and gender, undergraduate
students are more diverse than graduate students;
who are more diverse than nontenure track faculty; who are more diverse than tenure-track assistant professors; who are more diverse than tenuretrack associate professors; who are more diverse
than tenure-track full professors; who are more
diverse than campus leaders, such as department
chairs, deans, provosts, and presidents and chancellors (Hill et al. 2016; NCES 2015). Regarding
women, many argue that this inverse relationship
between diversity and “prestige” is a pipeline
problem (e.g., there are not enough women with
degrees or experience to reach parity). However,
women have been the majority of college students
since the 1970s and now make up the majority of
graduate students.
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Although there has been some numerical progress among certain populations, campuses have
much work to do in regard to cultivating the
actionable dimensions of diversity that the Association of American Medical Colleges (2013)
refers as Diversity 3.0. Growth in diversity in
higher education is predicated on colleges and
universities establishing a campus climate that is
welcoming and inclusive. The importance of campus climate cannot be underestimated; a welcoming and inclusive climate for all should result in
increased diversity not only for racially and ethnically minoritized individuals and women but
also among many other identities, including
those who identify as gender nonconforming;
individuals with disabilities; gay, lesbian, bisexual, and queer individuals; those from low-income
backgrounds; nonnative English speakers; and
individuals born outside the United States to
name a few.

Expanding the Definition
While counts and percentages can provide a
numerical snapshot of an environment, there are
questions that require deeper consideration of
how populations are counted and what measures
would actually indicate that a campus is diverse.
Chang and Yamamura (2006) offer a review of ten
measures to assess levels of diversity, which
include the diversity range, or difference between
the most and least well-represented group, and the
dissimilarity index, which is a more complex
measure of segregation. They found that although
many of these measures are correlated with one
another, they are conceptually distinct, and
scholars and practitioners alike must be mindful
of how they choose to represent the numerical
diversity in their campus communities.
Diversity goes beyond numbers, incorporating
action and the quality of the educational experience on campus. Baez (2004) argued that we must
consider how diversity is operationalized and who
beneﬁts from it. Considering diversity in this way
centers issues of power, oppression, and privilege,
rather than numeric representation. Numbers matter, but having a campus community that is
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committed to confronting oppression and discrimination to create a climate where historically
underrepresented and underserved people feel
welcomed is most critical. Along these lines, the
Association of American Colleges and Universities released a report that deﬁned diversity as
representing “a set of campus-based educational
activities designed to include students from all
backgrounds and to enhance the educational experiences of all students” (Garcia et al. 2001, p. 2).
Gurin et al. (2002) and Milem (2003) also offered
conceptualizations of diversity that include the
integration of diversity-related initiatives, or
activities in and outside of the classroom that
address the experiences of marginalized
populations or provide opportunities to develop
cultural competence. Thus, diversity goes beyond
being an adjective or descriptor for a campus
community to a verb – actions that an institution
is taking to address the experiences and support
students, faculty, and staff from marginalized
backgrounds, creating inclusive campus communities where all can learn.

Who Is Included?
Diversity, as Ahmed (2012) argued, is a transnational concept; however, the ways in which it is
manifested is local. Who and which groups have
been excluded or included will vary across contexts, creating distinctive understandings of what
diversity means across environments. For example, diversity in the United States has historically
focused on race, ethnicity, and gender, expanding
in recent decades to include sexual identity, religion, and physical ability. In India, conversations
about diversity largely address language, religion,
and caste. In Brazil, diversity conversations and
afﬁrmative action policies primarily focus on
Afro-Brazilians and those from low-income backgrounds. Australian diversity and equity policies
address the needs of aboriginal students, those
from low-income backgrounds, and students
from rural areas.
To unpack diversity, we will again rely primarily on examples from the United States, the local
context of the authors. As institutions began to
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attend to issues of diversity in the 1970s and
1980s, campus initiatives focused on increasing
access and meeting the needs of students from
racial and ethnic groups underrepresented in
higher education, speciﬁcally Blacks, Latinos,
and Native Americans (Smith 2009). Institutions
also have emphasized the importance of including
women in higher education, and they have been
central in the diversity discourse. Although
women comprise over half of all undergraduate
and graduate students, diversity initiatives continue to work toward increasing their representation in the sciences, professoriate, and leadership
positions.
Demographic shifts, increased attention to
multiple marginalized social identity groups, and
legal challenges led to broader conceptualizations
of diversity as higher education entered the
twenty-ﬁrst century. Although many campuses
continue to embrace a deﬁnition of diversity that
includes race/ethnicity and gender, an expanded
understanding of marginalization and oppression
has pushed institutions to add sexual orientation
and identity, physical ability, class, and religious
background (Smith 2009). Some have pushed
discussions of diversity even further, making it
synonymous with any kind of difference in background, perspective, or upbringing. In this conceptualization, a campus can be diverse based on
students’ geographic origin, skills and talents,
academic interests, and political perspectives.
As the deﬁnition of diversity has gotten
increasingly broad, some note that it has lost its
power and meaning. Although perhaps more
inclusive in its recognition that all have unique
contributions to make to a college or university
community, the perspective that “each person is
diverse” dilutes the concept of diversity. Such a
perspective diminishes the realities (both historical and current) of racism, sexism, genderism,
heterosexism, homophobia, able-ism, classism,
xenophobia, and other experiences of oppression
and discrimination. Further, by understanding
diversity in this way, the goals of diversity are
no longer about promoting social justice, inclusion, equity, and opportunity. Rather, the sentiment suggests that having freckles or writing
left-handed can be as important to learning and
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living in a global society as being Black or transgender, or understanding and eliminating racism
and genderism.

Working for Diversity
As the concept of diversity has expanded, some
question about its relevance and value (Chang
2005). Some wonder whether intentional efforts
to increase diversity compromise institutional
quality, as they assume programs that target
those from underrepresented backgrounds are
also less qualiﬁed or unqualiﬁed, employment,
promotion, and/or tenure. Some also argue that
these efforts put individuals at risk of failure
because they are not well-matched for the institutions they are attending or at which they work,
because the material is too rigorous, and expectations are too high. It is important to note, however,
that ample social science evidence shows that
programs aimed to increase diversity do not sacriﬁce institutional quality (Smith 2009). For
example, students generally perform better and
are more likely to be retained at more selective
institutions than those they may be overqualiﬁed
to attend (Alon and Tienda 2005).
As the US Supreme Court has considered the
continued need and constitutional basis for raceand gender-based admission policies, there has
been little support for arguments that highlight
the role these policies play in promoting equitable
outcomes and social justice. Rather, the Supreme
Court has supported the “diversity rationale,”
which focuses on how diverse campus communities promote learning and enhance students’ abilities to engage across difference in a global
society. Consistent with this argument, a generation of scholars has found that exposure and
opportunities to engage with those from different
racial and ethnic backgrounds result in positive
learning outcomes (e.g., see antonio et al. 2004;
Chang et al. 2006; Gurin et al. 2002; Milem
2003).
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In addition to the diversity rationale, there are
many other reasons why institutions and their
communities engage in diversity work. For example, some work toward diversity goals because of
a social and/or moral obligation. On the surface,
this is noble; however, if this is the primary motivation, long-term goals, including those
consistant with the diversity rationale, tend to be
unattainable. Speciﬁcally, other motivations may
take precedence over time. For example, when
budgets decline, diversity programs often are
among the ﬁrst to be cut. In addition, doing diversity work as a moral imperative is premised on
those with privilege “helping” those who are less
fortunate, which reafﬁrms the chasm between
those with power and those who are oppressed
(Johnson 2006).
Others work toward diversity goals, or do
diversity work, because it is best for the organization. With this approach, diversity is understood
as a way to stay competitive for the best faculty,
staff, and students. This “business case” for diversity is compelling because it should lead to greater
efﬁciencies and productivity as well. However,
one of the shortcomings of this approach is that
the goal becomes less about diversity and more
about the bottom line. The importance of diversity
can get lost when operating from this perspective.
In addition, like the moral case, the focus tends to
be on short-term outcomes, not long-term changes
(Johnson 2006).
Instead, Johnson (2006) argued that to be successful in doing diversity work and achieving
diversity goals, individuals should have a personal investment in diversity; individuals must
understand the systemic nature of oppression
and privilege and what role they play in perpetuating or interrupting the system that seeks to marginalize, tokenize, and create barriers for true
diversity. Approaching diversity goals in this
way is difﬁcult and can create discord and discomfort. However, to achieve success, diversity
work should not be about managing conﬂict and
dissent (i.e., diversity management). If it is, power

Diversity and Higher Education

and oppression are overlooked, negating what the
true goals of diversity should be (Ahmed 2012).

Cross-References
▶ Equality In Higher Education
▶ Inequality in Higher Education
▶ Stratiﬁcation in Higher Education
▶ Widening Participate
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Higher Education System
Differentiation, Horizontal and
Vertical
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Key Issues in the Diversity Discourse
The key activities within higher education – teaching and learning, research, and possible others, for
example, service – are undertaken within every
higher education system in diverse institutional
“settings” – also called “shapes,” “conﬁgurations,”
or “structures.” And these settings of a higher education system vary substantially between countries.
We note a perennial debate since about the 1960s
about the extent, the major modes, the causes, the
major trends – increasing diversiﬁcation – as well
as the “beneﬁts” or “problems” of the various
diverse institutional settings.
In looking at the institutional settings of higher
education, we refer to the macro-level of society.
A higher education system, as a rule, is understood as comprising all respective institutions
within a country. Although the character of some
academic disciplines is universalistic, international cooperation and exchange is widespread
and many scholars harbor cosmopolitan values;
the actual life in higher education is strongly
shaped by nationally determined modes of supervision and funding, organizational rules,

employment practices of academic and other
staff, curricular practices, etc. Even in a countries,
where the major supervisory powers do not rest on
the national level, but on the level of the individual “state,” “province,” “Land,” “Kanton,” etc.,
patterns tend to be fairly similar across the whole
country (Cortés and Teichler 2010).
The debate on diversity focuses on variations
between institutional segments: This might be
supra-institutional settings, for example, types of
higher education institutions, individual institutions, or subunits within institutions, for example,
departments or study programs.
The most obvious single element of diversity
in higher education, that is, that according to
disciplines – the fact that theories, methods, and
areas of knowledge have their speciﬁc territories
of discourse and are also characterized by varying
organizational arrangements as well as varying
links to society – is so much taken for granted
that it plays a limited role in the diversity discourses. However, institutions of higher education
are often classiﬁed according to their composition
of disciplines (e.g., all major disciplines, individual disciplinary groups, or individual disciplines,
for example, medical universities, normal universities, or technical universities, or ﬁelds combined
by a common conceptual thrust, for example,
“liberal arts” colleges).
Some studies on institutional diversity are not
conﬁned to structural settings but also include
other elements, such as organizational differences
(see Birnbaum 1983; Huisman 1995), the
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supervisory or ﬁnancial regime of institutions
(e.g., public vs. private higher education), and
modes of education delivery (such as distance
education institutions). Moreover, a widespread
discourse on “diversity of higher education”
centers around the composition of students
(e.g., according to socioeconomic background,
gender, ethnicity) within higher education in general or in certain segments as compared to the
population at large, thereby discussing the interaction of preservation of traditional privileges,
meritocratic principles, and equity policies
(cf. ▶ Diversity and Higher Education, in this
encyclopedia).

Major Classifications
Descriptions of higher systems employ a bewildering variety of concepts, terms, and descriptors.
Notably, the naming and the borderlines of the
overall “system” vary as well as the formal elements of institutional patterns emphasized, the
extent to which formal or informal elements are
considered salient, and what notions of “vertical”
vs. “horizontal” diversity guide the interpretations
(see Teichler 2007, 2010).
Till 1950, “university” was in the center of
discourses, and other somewhat similar institutions
tended to be named only in passing (colleges,
“Hochschulen,” academies, schools, etc.). The
term “higher education” became popular in the
1960s and the 1970s, when the view spread that
other institutions – with less of a research function
and shorter as well as possibly with more applied
study programs – have much in common with
universities. Since the 1980s, “tertiary education”
is often advocated, but not fully accepted in many
countries; it underscores that students beyond secondary education can be viewed to have something
in common irrespective of variations as regards
intellectual ambition and the institutional relationships between teaching and research.
Diversity of higher education systems is often
described according to formal elements – that is,
those named and laws and other formal regulations.
Types of institutions or study programs (universities, junior colleges, “Fachhochschulen,” “escuelas

universitarias,” etc.) as well as levels of study
programs (e.g., bachelor and master) are most frequently referred to. Informal classiﬁcations – based
on public opinions or statements by groups of
actors, media, or on public opinion – play an enormous role as well, whereby the terminology
employed varies enormously (“elite” vs. “mass,”
“international” vs. “regional,” “theoretical”
vs. “applied,” etc.).
Notably the informal, but often indirectly the
formal classiﬁcations of higher education systems
put segments of the system on a “map” characterized by a “vertical” and a “horizontal” dimension.
The vertical dimension might be described as
“more” of the most highly reputed activities
(e.g., research, doctoral degree-granting vs. only
bachelor and master program teaching), as high
“quality” or high “reputation,” high hurdles of
access and admission, a high intellectual caliber
of staff and students, and high status and income
rewards for graduates. In contrast, the horizontal
dimension implies substantive variations, for
example, the breadth of disciplines within an institution, the “academic” vs. “professional” thrust,
and the dominant academic “schools” within disciplines. It should be noted, though, that many
terms explicitly naming substantive variations,
as a rule, are interpreted vertically: a “theoretical”
thrust as “higher” than an “applied” thrust or an
“internationally oriented” institution “higher”
than a “regionally oriented” one.
Many analyses of this domain opt for “diversiﬁcation” as the umbrella term. This implies that
higher education experiences a more or less regular trend towards increasing diversity. In some
instances, “differentiation” is the preferred
term – that is, more emphasis being placed on a
common basis of varied features.
The clearly most often named classiﬁcation
was presented as an internationally valid developmental model by the US higher education
researcher Martin Trow (1974). He characterized
higher institution prior to its massive growth as
“elite higher education.” When enrolment rates
surpass about 15%, a second sector – “mass
higher education” – emerges alongside. This
diversiﬁcation is viewed as serving the increasing
variety of motives, talents, and prospective
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graduate careers, whereby the existence of the
latter sector both serves the “new” students and
helps protect the traditional functions of the universities. When enrolment rates eventually surpass 50%, a third sector is expected to emerge:
“universal higher education.” This model, ﬁrst, is
a “functional” one: It points at functional reasons
for diversiﬁcation, without specifying the change
of formal or informal institutional settings. Second, it assumes that the “vertical” dimension of
diversity is the most salient one.

Major Waves of Diversity Discourses and
Policies
Discussions, policies, and measures aimed at the
institutional patterns of higher education tend to
vary substantially across countries as well as at
different moments in history or stages of higher
education development (see Teichler 1988; Meek
et al. 1996; Tadmor 2006). However, international
discourses – notably in economically advanced
countries, but not conﬁned to them – have had
an enormous impact in stimulating four major
waves of discourses and policies (Teichler 2010).
First, the rapid increase of enrolment rates soon
after the recovery from World War II spurred the
conviction predominantly in the 1960s and 1970s
that formal diversiﬁcation was at stake. Notably
spurred by OECD-initiated discussions, a search
began for consolidating institutions and programs
not serving the traditional academic, research, and
“elite” emphasis. Terms such as “non-university”
or “short-cycle” higher education gained prominence (see OECD 1973), but were not generally
accepted. Some countries reinforced levels of
study programs, often deﬁned by the required
length of study, as the major principle of formal
diversity – for example, by adding or extending
2-year programs to existing bachelor and
master level programs. Other countries opted for
the establishment – often through upgrading of
institutions and programs traditionally not viewed
as higher education – of a second institutional type
(“polytechnics,” “IUTs,” “Fachhochschulen,”
“hogescholen,” etc.; see de Moor 1978; Teichler
1988).
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Second, international organizations highly
active in educational policy (UNESCO and
OECD, but also World Bank, Council of Europe
and others) opted in the 1980s for the popularization of the term “tertiary education.” While programs leading at least to a bachelor degree and
respective institutions, as a rule, were coined
“higher
education”
previously,
“tertiary
education” – as employed in international statistics
since that time – comprises also shorter and/or
more “vocational” postsecondary programs (e.g.,
“associate degree” or “foundation degree” programs, and various advanced vocational training
programs). This new understanding became
customary only in some countries (possibly with
different terms, for example, “third-level education”), but nowadays references to international
statistics (e.g., to enrolment quotas) made in policy
contexts often do not make clear distinctions anymore whether “higher” or “tertiary” education is
meant. Actually, this trend towards widening the
borderlines of the sector continued subsequently in
many countries through blurring the boundaries
between tertiary education and vocational training
as well as through increasing the permeability
between these sectors (Ebner et al. 2013).
Third, the ministers of most European countries strive since the late 1990s for the realization
of a “convergent” European system of study programs and degrees according to “cycles.” This
was advocated primarily in order to facilitate
international student mobility – through introducing a degree system across Europe which is
widely customary outside Europe and facilitating
recognition of study achievements abroad for
temporarily mobile students within Europe upon
return. In the so-called Bologna Process, more
than two thirds of study programs were ﬁtted
within a decade into a such a system, whereby
the length of 3 years (or 180 credits according to
the so-called ECTS system) for bachelorequivalent and 2 years for master-equivalent programs was the most frequently chosen option (see
Huisman 2009; Reichert 2009). Thus, levels of
study programs, though possibly varying in
length, actually became the single most important
criteria for formal diversity. However, most countries previously having opted for two or more

4

Higher Education System Differentiation, Horizontal and Vertical

types of higher education institutions and programs actually kept the institutional diversity
(Taylor et al. 2008), whereby labor market
rewards for non-university bachelor degrees
often turned out to be higher than for the new
university bachelor degrees (Schomburg and
Teichler 2011).
Fourth, “rankings” of “world-class universities”
gained momentum. Ranking lists had already an
enormous popularity for decades in Japan (notably
regarding admission to universities and entry to top
employment sectors) and the United States
(notably as regards the academic reputation of
graduate schools), and also had already undertaken
occasionally in various other countries. They got in
the limelight of the international diversiﬁcation
discourse, when a British newspaper, a Chinese
research institute, and an international agency specializing on rankings began to publish annually
ranking lists of a few hundred leading universities
notably successfully according to indicators of
research performance (see Sadlak and Liu 2007;
Kehm and Stensaker 2009). This triggered off
enormous efforts among many institutions to raise
their rank as well as among various governments to
increase support for “elite,” “excellent” or “word
class” institutions in order to contribute to a steeper
informal “vertical” stratiﬁcation (see Shin and
Kehm 2013; Hazelkorn 2015).

Motives, Causes, and Effects of Diversity
Policies and Trends
The ﬁrst international wave of the “diversiﬁcation” discourse was initiated by concerns about
potential “over-education.” The notion was widespread that patterns of the employment system did
not change along higher education expansion and
an increasing number of graduates had to expect
employment in positions traditionally not viewed
to be typical graduate jobs (notably “professional”
and “managerial” occupations). In response,
increased vertical diversity of higher education
was viewed as facilitating absorption into less
privileged jobs. According to widespread conventional wisdom as well as social theories notably in
the domain of “system theory” (see for example

Clark 1983), increased diversity between
institutions – and thereby the preservation of a
certain degree of homogeneity of students within
individual institutions – was expected to be
corresponded to the diversity of students and of
graduates’ job prospects (see ▶ Institutional
Diversity, in this encyclopedia).
For various reasons, though, no consistent
international convergent trend emerged towards
the popular model of a relatively clear distinction
between an “elite higher education” sector with
strong links between teaching and research
(except for “grandes écoles”) and a “mass higher
education” sector with less research-based,
shorter and more applied curricula along “elite
higher education.” Notably, ﬁve developments
and arguments challenged this model see Teichler
2008).
• Already at times, when only a few percentages
of the age group were enrolled, higher education
had been characterized in some countries (e.g.,
the United States) by a steep informal vertical
stratiﬁcation, while it had been fairly homogenous in other countries (e.g., Germany). In the
wake of higher educational expansion, the international “diversiﬁcation” models gained some
popularity worldwide but continued to compete
with beliefs in the strength of national traditions
as well with other policy options, for example,
to foster equality of opportunity and equity, to
facilitate study options for adults, or to provide
many regions and economic sectors with more
or less equal quality of human resources
(Teichler 1988).
• Higher education policies are not necessarily in
favor of an enormously high degree of formal
and informal diversity. Rather, clear structures
of degrees with only a few formal levels of
similar quality tend to be considered
desirable – for example, for ensuring clear
links and transparency between entry qualiﬁcations and careers – often highly appreciated
in the public sector or vis-à-vis independent
professions, for example, medical doctors
(see Jablonska-Skinder and Teichler 1992).
The call for such clear structures and levels is
also seen within the “Bologna Process” in the
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emphasis placed on “cycles” of study programs as reinforcing and facilitating student
mobility.
• The academically less prestigious segments of
the higher education often did not accept the
more diversiﬁed system, even if graduates
from shorter and more applied institutions
and programmed were relatively well
rewarded by the employment system. In
many countries, an “academic drift” (Pratt
and Burgess 1974; Neave 1979) could be
observed, that is, efforts on the part of this
sector to become more similar to the academically most prestigious sector – select signs of
an “vocational drift” of the latter notwithstanding (see Williams 1985).
• While representatives of the world of work and
governments tend to favor both vertical and
horizontal diversity, vertical diversity seems
to dominate the perceptions of the academic
profession as well as of those shaping policies
of higher education institutions. As a consequence, efforts seem to be widespread among
institutions of higher education not rated as
top-ranking to imitate those on higher ranks.
Thus, concern is widely spread that the preoccupation with vertical diversity undermines
desirable horizontal diversity.
• The strong emphasis placed on institutional
rankings since the beginning of the twenty-ﬁrst
century is based on a questionable set of
assumptions as regards factors contributing to
academic quality: a belief that both a high concentration of academic talents within a few
institutions and high degree of vertical stratiﬁcation in terms of resources is beneﬁcial for high
academic quality (see Shin et al. 2011). There
seems to be ample evidence, though, that academic productivity calculated relative to the
population size or the number of researchers is
not lower or even higher in countries with a
relatively ﬂat institutional hierarchy than in
countries with a steep hierarchy (see European
Commission 2011). Also, many highly talented
scholars at institutions “below” those highly
ranked do not seem to be dependent on masses
of highly talented scholars in the same institution in order to be academically successful, but
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often have more privileged conditions and can
serve as “light house,” “ﬂagship,” etc. for their
institution. Moreover, the race for rankings
seems to have led to an environment shaped
by extrinsic motives and overcompetitive race
that some observers fear a loss of creativity
(Teichler 2015).
• In contrast to the widespread advocacy of
“inter-institutional” diversity in the 1960s and
1970s, efforts in favor of intra-institutional
variety could be observed as well: For example, policies in the 1970s in Germany and
Sweden to establish “comprehensive” institutions of higher education rather than clearly
divided sectors (see Teichler 1988). Moreover,
activities increased in the 1990s in some countries to merge diverse institutions within a city
or region (Harman and Meek 2002). Finally,
efforts to reduce inequalities of access to
higher education and of learning within higher
education according to sociobiographic background, gender, ethnicity, etc. have been led by
analyses indicating creative potentials of diversity of the student body within the individual
institutions and departments (see Chang 2005;
Smith 2009), and also by the hope that “diversity management” does not endanger, but
rather foster academic quality (Chang et al.
2006, see also Grifﬁn and Hart, in this
encyclopedia).
These developments and arguments show that
fear of “over-education” did not remain to be the
only trigger for diversiﬁcation (see ▶ Institutional
Diversity, in this encyclopedia). For example, the
assumption of an increasing social and economic
relevance of high-quality research serves for the
advocacy of steeper vertical diversity, and various
arguments in favor of expansion and increasing
intra-institutional diversity are based on the belief
that the “wisdom of the many” will become more
important.
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Conclusion
Trends as regards the institutional patterns of the
higher education system are by no means linear
and consistent. The discourses have remained
controversial and the policies varied across countries and frequently changing. Yet, the scene in the
second decade of the twenty-ﬁrst century seems to
be strongly inﬂuenced by “ranking” preoccupations. Steep vertical stratiﬁcation is supported by
many advocates and reinforced by opportunistic
actors, and it even occupies the minds of many
opponents.
This could be viewed as consistent feature in
the wake of the trend towards higher education
expansion, where the graduation quota already
surpassed 50% in some countries and where a
“knowledge society” is in sight. One could
assume that the growth of knowledge leads to a
“ﬂatter” distribution of knowledge alongside a
persistent relevance of exceptionally high level
of knowledge. As a consequence, competition
for small distinctions might become ﬁercer, and
small “vertical” differences might “matter” as
much as bigger ones in the past.
But, the race for steeper vertical stratiﬁcation
does not dominate the whole scene (see Pritchard
et al. 2015). “Multi-ranks,” that is, a continued
stratiﬁed look at the higher education system
moderated by a set of various criteria, gained
some popularity in Europe (van Vught 2009;
Kováts 2015). Calls for reinforcing more horizontal diversity seem to become stronger and more
powerful.
Beyond this, other scenarios have some plausibility as well. The powers supporting an increasing instrumental values and a “rat race” in favor of
small advantages and privileges might give way to
“postindustrial values” and life concepts. The
enormous increase of enrolment rates – the
OECD (1998) predicted some years ago that a
rate of three quarters can be expected in economically advanced countries to be the norm in economically advanced countries in the twenty-ﬁrst
century – might encourage to explore the opportunities of a “highly educated society” (see
Teichler 2010), where even persons in job with
below-average social rewards have high

intellectual competencies and the call for a steeply
stratiﬁed system might be challenged. Finally,
expectations that higher education ought to contribute substantially to the improvement of international understanding (and to counteract
possibly growing international misunderstanding)
might call for a stronger common philosophy
rather than for emphasis on an enormous heterogeneity of motives, talents, and future prospects.

References
Birnbaum, Robert. 1983. Maintaining diversity in higher
education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Chang, Mitchel. 2005. Reconsidering the diversity rationale. Liberal Education 91(1): 6–13.
Chang, Mitchell, Nida Denson, Victor Saenz, and
Kimberly Misa. 2006. The educational beneﬁts of sustaining cross-racial interaction among undergraduates.
The Journal of Higher Education 77(3): 430–455.
Clark, Burton R. 1983. The higher education system: Academic organization in cross-national perspective.
Berkeley: University of California Press.
Cortés, Mario A.M., and Ulrich Teichler. 2010. Higher
education in federal systems. In International encyclopedia of education, vol. 4, ed. Penelope Petersen, Eva
Baker, and Barry McGaw, 603–608. Oxford: Elsevier.
De Moor, R.A. 1978. Changing tertiary education in modern European society. Strasbourg: Council of Europe.
Ebner, Christian, Lukas Graf, and Rita Nikolai. 2013. New
institutional linkages between dual vocational training
and higher education: A comparative analysis of Germany, Austria and Switzerland. In Integration and
inequality in educational institutions, ed. Michael
Windzio, 281–298. Dordrecht: Springer.
European Commission. 2011. Progress towards the common European objectives in education and training
(2010/2011) – Indicators and benchmarks. Brussels:
European Commission.
Grifﬁn, Kimberly, and Jeni Hart. forthcoming. Diversity
and higher education. In International encyclopaedia
of systems and institutions. Springer.
Harman, Kay, and V. Lynn Meek (eds.). 2002. Special
issue: Merges revisited. Higher Education 44(1).
Hazelkorn, Ellen. 2015. Ranking and the reshaping of
higher education: The battle for world-class excellence, 2nd ed. Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan.
Huisman, Jeroen. 1995. Differentiation, diversity and
dependency in higher education: A theoretical and
empirical analysis. Utrecht: Lemma.
Huisman, Jeroen. 2009. The Bologna Process towards
2020: Institutional diversiﬁcation or convergence? In
The European Higher Education Area: Perspectives on
a moving target, ed. Barbara M. Kehm, Jeroen

Higher Education System Differentiation, Horizontal and Vertical
Huisman, and Bjorn Stensaker, 245–262. Rotterdam:
Sense.
Jablonska-Skinder, Hanna, and Ulrich Teichler. 1992.
Handbook of higher education diplomas in Europe.
Munich: K. G. Saur.
Kehm, Barbara M., and Bjorn Stensaker (eds.). 2009.
University rankings, diversity, and the new landscape
of higher education. Rotterdam: Sense.
Kováts, Gergely. 2015. “New” rankings on the scene: The
U21 ranking of national higher education systems and
U-Multirank. In The European Higher Education Area:
Between
critical
reﬂections
and
future
policies, ed. Adrian Curaj, Liviu Matei, Remus
Pricopie, Jamil Salmi, and Peter Scott, 301–320.
Cham: Springer.
Meek, V. Lynn, Leo Goedegebure, Osmo Kivinen, and
Risto Rinne (eds.). 1996. The Mockers and mocked:
Comparative perspectives of differentiation, convergence and diversity in higher education. Oxford:
Pergamon.
Neave, Guy. 1979. Academic drift: Some views from
Europe. Studies in Higher Education 42(2): 143–159.
OECD (ed.). 1973. Short-cycle higher education. Paris:
OECD.
OECD. 1998. Redeﬁning tertiary education. Paris: OECD.
Pratt, J., and Tyrell Burgess. 1974. Polytechnics: A report.
London: Pitman.
Pritchard, Rosalind M.O., M. Klumpp, and U. Teichler
(eds.). 2015. Diversity and excellence: Can the challenges be reconciled? Rotterdam: Sense.
Reichert, Sybille. 2009. Institutional diversity in European
higher education. Brussels: European University
Association.
Sadlak, Jan, and Nian Cai Liu (eds.). 2007. The world-class
university and rankings: Aiming beyond status. Bucharest: UNESCO-CEPES/Presa Universitara Clujeana.
Schomburg, Harald, and Ulrich Teichler (eds.). 2011.
Employability and mobility of bachelor graduates in
Europe: Key results of the Bologna Process. Rotterdam/Taipei: Sense.

7

Shin, Jung Cheol, and Barbara M. Kehm (eds.). 2013.
Institutionalization of world-class universities in
global completion. Dordrecht: Springer.
Shin, Jung Cheol, Robert K. Toutkoushian, and U. Teichler
(eds.). 2011. University rankings: Theoretical basis,
methodology, and impacts on higher education. Dordrecht: Springer.
Smith, Daryl G. 2009. Diversity’s promise for higher education: Making it work. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press.
Tadmor, Zehev (ed.). 2006. Transition to mass higher
education systems: International comparisons & perspectives. Haifa: S. Neaman Press.
Taylor, James S., José Brites Ferreira, Mara de Lourdes
Machado, and Rui Santiago (eds.). 2008. Nonuniversity higher education in Europe. Dordrecht:
Springer.
Teichler, Ulrich. 1988. Changing patterns of the higher
education system. London: Jessica Kingsley.
Teichler, Ulrich. 2007. Higher education systems: Conceptual frameworks, comparative perspectives, empirical
ﬁndings. Rotterdam/Taipei: Sense.
Teichler, Ulrich. 2008. Diversiﬁcation? Trends and explanations of the shape and size of higher education.
Higher Education 56(3): 349–379.
Teichler, Ulrich. 2010. Diversity of higher education. In
International encyclopedia of education, vol. 4, ed.
Penelope Petersen, Eva Baker, and Barry McGaw,
347–353. Oxford: Elsevier.
Teichler, Ulrich. 2015. Diversity and diversiﬁcation of
higher education: Trends, challenges and opportunities.
Educational Studies (Moscow) 1: 14–38.
Trow, Martin. 1974. Problems in the transition from elite to
mass
education.
In
Policies
for
higher
education, ed. OECD, 51–101. Paris: OECD.
Van Vught, Frans (ed.). 2009. Mapping the higher education landscape: Towards a European classiﬁcation in
higher education. Dordrecht: Springer.
Williams, Gareth. 1985. Graduate employment and vocationalism in higher education. European Journal of
Education 20(2–3): 181–192.

W

World-Class Universities
Jamil Salmi1 and Philip G. Altbach2
1
Diego Portales University, Santiago, Chile
2
Center for International Higher Education,
Boston College, Chestnut Hill, MA, USA

Synonyms
Elite universities; Flagship universities; Topranked universities

Definition
Top universities operating at the cutting edge of
intellectual and scientiﬁc development at the
global level.

Defining World-Class Universities
Within the higher education system, research universities play a critical role in training the professionals, high-level specialists, scientists, and
researchers needed by the economy and in generating new knowledge in support of the national
innovation system (World Bank 2002). In this
context, an increasingly pressing priority of
many governments is to make sure that their top
universities are considered as “world-class,”
meaning that they actually operate at the cutting

edge of intellectual and scientiﬁc development, as
recognized by the global rankings. This discussion focuses exclusively on research-intensive
universities, a small but very important part of
any nation’s higher education system. These universities produce most of the research, are heavily
involved in advanced education at the master’s
and doctoral levels, and are the primary links
between a country’s science establishment and
the global academic community.
The superior results of world-class universities –
highly sought graduates, leading-edge research, and
dynamic technology transfer – can essentially be
attributed to three complementary sets of factors
(Salmi 2009): (i) a high concentration of talent
(students and faculty), (ii) abundant resources
(ﬁnancial and educational), and (iii) favorable governance (supportive regulatory framework, autonomy, vision and leadership, academic freedom)
(Fig. 1).
The ﬁrst and perhaps foremost determinant of
academic excellence is the presence of a critical
mass of top students and outstanding faculty.
World-class universities are able to select the
best students and attract the most qualiﬁed professors and researchers, not only from the country
where they are located but also internationally.
Abundance of resources is the second element
that characterizes world-class universities, in
response to the huge costs involved in running a
complex, research-intensive university. These
universities have four main sources of ﬁnancing:
government budget funding for operational
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World-Class Universities, Fig. 1 Characteristics of a world-class university: alignment of factors

expenditures and research, contract research from
public organizations and private ﬁrms, the ﬁnancial returns generated by endowments and gifts,
and tuition fees.
The third dimension concerns the degree of
academic and managerial autonomy that universities enjoy. World-class universities operate in an
environment that fosters competitiveness, unrestrained scientiﬁc inquiry, critical thinking, innovation, and creativity. Institutions that have
substantial autonomy are also more ﬂexible
because they are not constrained by cumbersome
bureaucracies and externally imposed standards,
even considering the legitimate accountability
mechanisms they bind them. As a result, they
can manage their resources with agility and
quickly respond to the demands of a rapidly
changing global market. These autonomy elements are necessary, though not sufﬁcient, to
establish and maintain world-class universities.
Other crucial governance features are needed,
such as inspiring and persistent leaders, a strong

strategic vision of where the institution is going, a
philosophy of success and excellence, and a culture of constant reﬂection, organizational learning, and change.
It is the combination of these three sets of
features – concentration of talent, abundant
funding, and appropriate governance – that
makes the difference. The vibrant interaction
among these three groups of factors is the
distinguishing characteristic of world-class universities. A recent survey of European universities
conﬁrms that funding and governance inﬂuence
performance together. Its ﬁndings indicate clearly
that the world-class universities tend to enjoy
higher management autonomy, which, in turn,
increases the efﬁciency of spending and results
in higher research productivity (Aghion
et al. 2007). The availability of abundant
resources creates a virtuous circle that allows the
concerned institutions to attract even more top
professors and researchers. However, just
investing money in an institution or making it
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very selective in terms of student admission is not
sufﬁcient to build a world-class university, in the
absence of an appropriate governance framework
at the systemic level that guarantees full autonomy and strong leadership at the institutional level
to provide an audacious vision and rally the academic community around institutional efforts to
achieve excellence.

The Road to Excellence
In the past, the role of government in nurturing the
growth of world-class universities was not a critical factor. Oxford and Cambridge evolved over
the centuries of their own volition, with variable
levels of public funding, but with considerable
autonomy in terms of governance, deﬁnition of
mission, and direction. Similarly, the Ivy League
universities in the United States grew to prominence as a result of incremental progress rather
than deliberate government intervention. Today,
however, it is unlikely that a world-class university can be rapidly created without a favorable
policy environment and direct public initiative
and ﬁnancial support, if only because of the high
costs involved in setting up advanced research
facilities and capacities.
International experience shows that three basic
strategies – not mutually exclusive – can be followed
to establish world-class universities: (i) upgrading a
small number of existing universities that have the
potential of excelling, (ii) encouraging existing institutions to merge and transform into consolidated
universities that would achieve the type of synergies
corresponding to a world-class institution, and (iii)
creating new world-class universities from scratch.
The ﬁrst approach, which is the one that governments most frequently adopt, presents the
advantage of having costs signiﬁcantly lower
than those involved in setting up new institutions
from scratch. This is, for example, the strategy
followed patiently and determinedly by China
since the early 1980s, with a sequence of carefully
targeted reforms and investment programs over
the past two decades (211 program, 985 program,
and now the World-Class 2.0 program, all of
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which invested heavily in the upgrading of more
than 100 key Chinese universities).
The second possible approach for building up a
world-class university consists of promoting
mergers among existing institutions. France and
Denmark are two countries that have diligently
embarked on this path in recent years. In France,
several universities have merged on a regional
basis. In Denmark, the government set up an
Innovation Fund that would reward, among
other things, the combination of similar institutions. Such mergers are difﬁcult to successfully
manage and often do not yield the anticipated
results.
Finally, in countries where institutional habits,
cumbersome governance structures, and bureaucratic management practices prevent traditional
universities from being innovative, creating new
institutions may be the best approach, provided
that it is possible to staff them with people not
inﬂuenced by the culture of traditional universities
and provided that ﬁnancial resources are not a
constraint. New institutions can emerge from the
private sector, or governments can allow new
public institutions to operate under a more favorable regulatory framework. Kazakhstan is a country following this path as it seeks to make its
economy less dependent on oil and more competitive overall. For this purpose, it set up a new
international university in Astana a few years
back, Nazarbayev University. India, when seeking
to upgrade the research and teaching capacity of
its higher education system, has chosen to create
new institutions rather than take on the complex
challenges of reforming existing universities.
Thus, Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi
was established, as were the world-famous Indian
Institutes of Technology in several cities throughout the country.

Factors of Acceleration
Recent policy research has identiﬁed a number of
“accelerating factors” that can play a positive role
in the quest for excellence (Altbach and Salmi
2011). The ﬁrst factor consists in relying extensively on the Diaspora when establishing a new
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institution. As illustrated by the experiences of
Pohang University of Science and Technology in
South Korea and Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, bringing large numbers of
overseas scholars to come back to their country of
origin is an effective way of rapidly building up
the academic strength of an institution in a fairly
rapid manner.
The second factor, using English as the main
language of a university, greatly enhances an institution’s ability to attract highly qualiﬁed foreign
academics and graduate students, as the National
University of Singapore has managed to
accomplish.
Concentrating on niche areas, such as the science and engineering disciplines, is the third suitable manner of achieving a critical mass more
rapidly, as demonstrated by the examples of the
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology and the Pohang University of Science and
Technology. Along the same lines, the Higher
School of Economics in Russia has shown tremendous progress by focusing on the social sciences, following the example of – and in
partnership with – the London School of
Economics.
The fourth approach consists of using
benchmarking as a guide for orienting the institution in its upgrading efforts. Shanghai Jiao Tong
University, for instance, anchored its strategic
planning work in careful comparisons with leading Chinese universities ﬁrst and then moved to
include peer foreign universities in the
benchmarking exercise. Indeed, the now famous
Academic Rankings of World Universities
(known popularly as the Shanghai Rankings)
emerged from such benchmarking efforts.
The ﬁfth factor is the introduction of signiﬁcant
curriculum and pedagogical innovations. Hong
Kong University of Science and Technology, for
example, was the ﬁrst US-style university in Hong
Kong, a feature that made it distinct from the
existing institutions operating according to the
British model. The Higher School of Economics
in Moscow was among the ﬁrst Russian institutions to offer a curriculum that integrates teaching
and research and to establish a supportive digital
library. Those kinds of innovative features – part
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of the “latecomer advantage” – are of great consequence for new institutions that need to be
attractive enough to entice students away from
existing universities and to get them to risk enrolling in an “unknown” program.
The last point worth underlining is the need for
successful institutions to remain vigilant and to
maintain a sense of urgency in order to avoid
complacency. This aspect involves inspired leadership, continuous monitoring, and selfassessment to identify dysfunctions or threats,
the capacity to act quickly to address them, and
the willingness to constantly explore areas for
improvement.

Do Excellence Initiatives Work?
In order to accelerate the transformation process
toward building “world-class” universities
along these acceleration factors, a few governments –
China, Russia, France, Germany, Spain, and South
Korea – have launched the so-called excellence initiatives, consisting of large injections of additional
funding to boost the performance of their university
sector. The selection process used to choose the
beneﬁciary universities and/or centers of excellence
is perhaps the most noteworthy element of excellence initiatives. In the majority of cases, the government’s approach has involved a competition among
eligible universities with a thorough peer review
process to select the best proposals. In most cases,
the peer review process relies on the work of expert
evaluation teams including a mix of national and
international experts.
While the ﬁrst excellence initiatives had more
of an endogenous character, reﬂecting a long-term
policy concern about strengthening the contribution of tertiary education to national economic
development, the most recent wave seems to
have been primarily stimulated by the perception
of a competitive disadvantage relative to the more
stellar performance of foreign universities, as
measured by the global rankings. For instance,
the 2013 excellence initiative in Russia explicitly
aims to place 5 universities in the top 100 by 2020.
Many of these excellence initiatives mark a
signiﬁcant philosophical shift in the funding
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policies of the participating countries, notably in
Western Europe. In France, Germany, and Spain,
for instance, where all public universities have
traditionally been considered to be equally good
in terms of performance, the excellence initiative
has meant a move away from the principle of
uniform budget entitlements toward a substantial
element of competitive, performance-based
funding.
Measuring the effectiveness and impact of
excellence initiatives on the beneﬁciary universities is not an easy task for at least two reasons:
time and attribution. First, upgrading a university
takes many years, 8 to 10 at the very minimum
(Salmi 2009, 2012). Since many excellence initiatives are fairly recent, attempts at measuring success could be premature in most cases. It is indeed
unlikely that the scientiﬁc production of beneﬁciary universities would increase signiﬁcantly
within the ﬁrst few years immediately after the
beginning of an excellence initiative. A thorough
analysis would therefore require looking at a reasonably large sample of institutions for comparison purposes, either within a given country or
across countries, over many years. The second
challenge is related to attribution. Even if a correlation could be identiﬁed on the basis of a large
sample of institutions, establishing how the excellence initiatives actually caused the positive
changes would require an in-depth analysis.
In the absence of impact analyses of the recent
excellence initiatives, comparing the results of the
top universities in the Academic Ranking of
World Universities (Shanghai Ranking) over the
past decade (2004–2014) offers a few insights.
The four countries that have made considerable
progress are China (24 additional universities in
the top 500), Australia (5 additional universities),
and Saudi Arabia and Taiwan (4 additional universities each). All four countries have had one or
more excellence initiatives which have facilitated
sustained investment in support of their top
universities.
At the bottom of the list, the main “losers” are
Japan and the United States, which place, respectively, 15 and 24 universities fewer among the top
500 in 2014 compared to 10 years earlier. In the
case of the United States, it is interesting to note
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the relatively higher proportion of public universities that dropped out of the ranking, which tends
to conﬁrm the adverse impact of the signiﬁcant
reduction in public subsidies since the 2007 ﬁnancial crisis (or even before in some states). In 2014,
the proportion of public universities in the entire
contingent of US universities was 63.7%, down
from 64.5% in 2004. This is a small decrease, but
the trend is signiﬁcant.
To a large extent, Japan’s decline may also be
linked to the ﬁnancial crisis, which prevented the
university sector from receiving the additional
funding expected in the context of the excellence
initiative. Observers also note that Japanese universities have encountered difﬁculties in making
signiﬁcant progress on the internationalization
front (Kakuchi 2015).
At the institutional level, the ﬁve universities
that have climbed most signiﬁcantly in the
ranking – Shanghai Jiao Tao University and
Fudan University in China, King Saud University
in Saudi Arabia, the University of Aix-Marseille
in France, and the Technion-Israel Institute of
Technology – have all received funding from
their respective national excellence initiative.
Besides supporting entire universities in their
improvement efforts, many excellence initiatives
have offered funding to build critical mass by
establishing new centers of excellence or strengthening existing ones, oftentimes with a focus on
multidisciplinary approaches. A recent OECD
review of excellence initiatives found that one of
their major beneﬁts has been to provide funding
for high-impact/high-risk basic research as well as
for interdisciplinary and cooperative research
endeavors (OECD 2014).
Another important ﬁnding is that excellence
initiatives may engender negative behaviors and
carry adverse consequences (Salmi 2016). Policy
makers and university leaders must keep in mind,
in particular, the risk of harmful effects on teaching and learning quality because of the research
emphasis of most excellence initiatives, reduced
equality of opportunities for students from underprivileged groups as universities become more
selective, and diminished institutional diversity.
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Conclusion
The highest-ranked universities are the ones that
make signiﬁcant contributions to the advancement of knowledge through research, teach with
the most innovative curricula and pedagogical
methods, and produce graduates who stand out
because of their success in intensely competitive
arenas during their education and (more important) after graduation.
There is no universal recipe or magic formula
for “making” a world-class university. National
contexts and institutional models vary widely.
Therefore, each country must choose, from
among the various possible pathways, a strategy
that plays to its strengths and resources. International experience provides a few lessons regarding the key features of such universities – high
concentrations of talent, abundance of resources,
and ﬂexible governance arrangements – and successful approaches to move in that direction, from
upgrading or merging existing institutions to creating new institutions altogether.
Furthermore, the transformation of the
university system cannot take place in isolation.
A long-term vision for creating world-class
universities – and its implementation – should be
closely articulated with (a) the country’s overall
economic and social development strategy,
(b) ongoing changes and planned reforms at the
lower levels of the education system, and (c) plans
for the development of other types of tertiary
education institutions to build an integrated system of teaching, research, and technologyoriented institutions.
Although world-class institutions are commonly equated with top research universities,
there are also world-class tertiary education institutions that are neither research focused nor operate as universities in the strictest interpretation of
the term. Olin College of Engineering, launched
10 years ago in the United States as an innovative
undergraduate school of engineering, is an example worth considering in this context. As countries
embark on the task of establishing world-class
universities, they must also consider the need to
create, besides research universities, excellent
alternative institutions to meet the wide range of

World-Class Universities

education and training needs that the tertiary education system is expected to satisfy. The growing
debate on measuring learning outcomes at the
tertiary education level is testimony to the recognition that excellence is not only about achieving
outstanding results with outstanding students but
ought, perhaps, to be also measured in terms of
how much added value is given by institutions in
addressing the speciﬁc learning needs of an
increasingly diverse student population.
Finally, the pressures and momentum behind
the push for world-class universities must be
examined within the proper context, in order to
avoid over-dramatization of the value and importance of world-class institutions and distortions in
resource allocation patterns within national higher
education systems. Even in a global knowledge
economy, where every nation, both industrial and
developing, is seeking to increase its share of the
economic pie, the hype surrounding world-class
institutions far exceeds the need and capacity for
many systems to beneﬁt from such advanced education and research opportunities.
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Definition
The degree to which a system of higher education
meets personal and national needs in an efﬁcient
manner.
The “quality” of a national system of higher
education is a multidimensional concept. Quality
is most frequently measured in terms of outcomes,
but outcomes depend on the input of adequate
resources and favorable public policy –
themselves measures of quality as they signal
government commitment to education. The relationship between inputs and outcomes provides a
measure of value added or efﬁciency that represents a further element of quality. A wellperforming system requires appropriate qualityensuring processes to be in place at both the institutional and national level. Reputation is yet

another dimension of quality. It combines a multitude of measures, but in essence it is a summary
measure of past values of actual performance.
Quality must be evaluated against the missions
of the system. In very general terms, the function
of higher education is to educate and train a
nation’s people, contribute to innovation through
research, and assist industry to raise productivity.
A quality system of higher education is important
for raising income levels and promoting what
might be termed a civil society.
The desirable attributes of a system of higher
education will depend in part on the nation’s level
of economic development. For example, in developing countries the returns from spending on
health and schooling are relatively high, and this
will restrict the availability of resources for higher
education. Thus quality can be measured in absolute terms or relative to a country’s income level.
A nation’s higher education system encompasses a variety of institutions such as researchintensive universities, technical institutes, and
community colleges. This calls for a ﬁt-forpurpose concept of quality, whereby the performance of each type of institution should be judged
according to its speciﬁc mission. Researchintensive universities will place particular emphasis on research publications and their impact, colleges on teaching, and technical institutions on
training. Quality measures of higher education
systems should reﬂect these institution-speciﬁc
missions. But in evaluating the quality of a higher
education system as a whole, it is also necessary to
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include features that are above the responsibilities
of individual institutions. The additional features
include the range of institutions, participation
rates, how well the system meets the national
need for skills and research, the monitoring of
quality across the system, and the access to higher
education by disadvantaged groups. Ideally, a
quality system is one where members of society
can access a form of education appropriate to their
interests and abilities, and that, in turn, is also
beneﬁcial to the nation. A narrow choice of alternative forms of higher education will negate this
aim, and participation rates will be lowered.
A quality system of higher education needs to
be embedded in the wider society (Douglass
2016). Thus, an important group of outcomes
relate to connectivity with industry and government. International connectivity is also important
as it links the nation’s institutions with world’s
best practice and new developments (Altbach
2013). Research connectivity includes joint
research with industry and with international collaborators, and knowledge transfer with industry.
Connectivity in teaching and training includes the
international inward and outward movements of
students, public lectures and media work, and the
take-up of online courses (de Rassenfosse and
Williams 2015).
A system with quality outcomes may still be
inefﬁcient in that it needlessly uses more
resources than are necessary to achieve the outcomes. Productivity at the national level compares
national outcomes with resource inputs. Low
levels of productivity can reﬂect both poor policy
settings and institutional inefﬁciencies. Quality
assurance safeguards are needed to promote efﬁciency and monitor outcomes.

Quality Assurance and Measuring
System Performance
A range of stakeholders may provide quality
assurance measures. The principal responsibility
lies with government and institutions, but professional accreditation bodies are also important.
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Measures are of two interrelated types: those that
aim to ensure that speciﬁed standards are being
met or those whose aim is to improve quality
(Woodhouse 1999). For both aims transparency
of approach improves effectiveness.
The main drivers of government interest in the
performance of higher education are (i) the role
that tertiary institutions play in economic
development and (ii) accountability for government funds allocated to the sector. The internationalization of education has led to an
international convergence of quality practices
(Blanco-Ramirez and Berger 2014) and turned
attention to quality assurance measures for crossborder higher education (OECD 2005).
Governments monitor performance both
directly and indirectly. Direct measures include
control over the registration of institutions, quality
audits of institutions, and performance-based
funding. Some countries adopt a national qualiﬁcations framework (Harvey and Williams 2010a:
10–11). Indirect quality assurance is achieved by
requiring institutions to set up quality control and
reporting systems and monitoring their implementation. The European Standards and Guidelines
(Bologna Process 2009) provide for quality assurance at both the system and institutional level.
At the institutional level, the emphasis is on
measures aimed at improving quality. These
include monitoring of research performance, student and peer evaluation of teaching, continuous
quality improvement management plans, monitoring student retention and engagement, reviews
of management, and external reviews of disciplines (Harvey and Williams 2010b: 81–85).
These quantitative and qualitative data are used
to meet both external reporting requirements and
to support university decision-making and planning. There is a large literature on institutional
policies and procedures that is described generically as institutional research (Webber 2016).
Quality assurance is data dependent. Within
and across countries, there exist various types of
data collection that differ in the extent to which
they are integrated or fragmented. This poses
challenges to evidence-based national policy
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making and international comparisons. National
data are most comprehensive in developed countries with a codiﬁed national system of data collection. Data are less comprehensive in those
federations where collection is the responsibility
of subnational governments. Data for developing
countries is patchy; the most common omission is
information on private expenditure on higher education. Data limitations are a particular problem
for international comparisons although through
the efforts of international organizations such as
the OECD, World Bank, and UNESCO, working
in collaboration with national agencies, the quality, coverage, and comparability are improving
over time.

Empirical Studies
Measurement of quality has traditionally been at
the institutional level, dating from the ﬁrst
U.S. News and World Report in 1983. These
national score cards (van Dyke 2005) are designed
primarily to help students in their choice of institutions, and so the data consist of quality measures
of academic staff, incoming students, undergraduate and graduate programs, and the level of
resources. The more recent international rankings
of universities commenced in 2003 with the work
of the education faculty at Shanghai Jiao Tong
University. Internationally comparable data are
limited for the teaching-learning activities of institutions with the result that the international measures are primarily indicators of research.
However, the OECD’s (2013) Program for the
International Assessment of Adult Competencies
provides data on the competencies and skills of
graduates in participating countries. A wide set of
measures are included in the European Union’s
U-Multirank (www.umultirank.org) project. In an
attempt to control the quality of the rankings
themselves, the Observatory on Academic Ranking and Excellence (IREG) has developed a set of
guidelines for ranking, the so-called Berlin principles, and provides evaluations of rankings
(www.ireg-observatory.org).
The ﬁrst international ranking of systems of
higher education, commissioned by Universitas
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21, an international group of universities,
appeared in 2012 (Williams et al. 2013). Quality
is measured under four headings: two input measures (resources and environment) and two measures of outcomes (connectivity and output). An
auxiliary ranking takes account of differences in
GDP per capita.
There is a growing consensus that the best
performing national tertiary education systems
are those in which governments set the broad
parameters and monitor performance but allow
institutions much internal autonomy (Aghion
et al. 2010; Hoareau et al. 2013; Salmi 2007).
Measures of the extent of institutional autonomy
in four areas (organizational, ﬁnancial, stafﬁng,
and academic) have been compiled by the European University Association (www.universityautonomy.eu). Competition is also an important
spur to improvement. Harvey and Williams
(2010a: 8) note that “[r]esearch has shown that
external quality assurance can stimulate but also
create obstacles for institutional improvement.”
The empirical evidence shows that a range of
policy frameworks can produce quality systems:
the USA and the Nordic countries have highquality systems, but the role of government differs
greatly in jurisdiction and funding (Enders
et al. 2013; Universitas 21 2016). What is clear,
however, is what produces a higher education
system of low quality: strong government control
over the operations of institutions but limited government funding.
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In 1920 an international organization called European Student Relief (ESR) was founded to send
relief to students and academics facing severe hardship across the ruined universities of central
Europe. National committees of students and professors channeled relief through its headquarters in
Geneva. Aid for Russian refugee students who had
left the newly formed Soviet Union to continue
their studies elsewhere, notably in Czechoslovakia,
Yugoslavia, and France, was key. The Czech Government subsidized the education of around 5,000
Russians and Ukrainians (Konstlán and Štrbáňová
2011: 240), while the French Government spent
hundreds of thousands of francs in grants and bursaries (Johnston 1988: 85–6). Refugees were further supported by groups such as the Russian
Student Christian Movement – afﬁliated to the
YMCA – and the American Committee for the
Education of Russian Youth in Exile.
In 1933 the newly created High Commission
for Refugees coming from Germany asked
ESR – now renamed International Student Service
(ISS) – to accept responsibility for student refugees (Brewis 2014). Between 1933 and 1936,
around 7,000 Jewish students were expelled by
the Nazis from the German universities. Of students who managed to emigrate 90% (c. 2,500)

Just 1% of refugees of student age are today in
higher education (UNCHR 2016a). However, in
many of the major refugee crises of the past special assistance for higher education students
formed a signiﬁcant part of overall relief efforts,
and many universities continue to welcome refugees today. Often it is the more highly educated
sections of society that form the majority of refugees, at least in the initial phases of a crisis (IEC
and WUS 1986). The recent Syrian refugee crisis,
in particular, prompted the establishment of a
range of scholarship schemes as well as new initiatives to deal with the problem of students who
cannot document their qualiﬁcations. This entry
offers a historical overview of major international
aid programs for refugee scholars, before
outlining current problems facing refugee students and discussing the huge unmet demand for
higher education among refugees.
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sought help from ISS ofﬁces in Geneva, Paris,
New York, Leiden, and London. Later, aid was
secured for student refugees from Austria and
Czechoslovakia. Organizations including the
Rockefeller Foundation and the Academic Assistance Council (now CARA) worked to save thousands of senior scholars, but as Albert Einstein
noted, help for students “who have not yet made
their names in the world” was a more difﬁcult
but nonetheless still important task (Brewis
2014: 116).
International support for refugee and displaced
students continued during the Second World War.
A World Student Relief program initially focused
on the needs of student refugees and on enabling
over 6,000 British, French, German, Italian, and
Polish prisoners of war to take university examinations while in camps (WUS 1990). Between
1952 and 1958, the Ford Foundation contributed
over $213,000 assistance for students of many
nationalities who were displaced in Germany,
Austria, Belgium, France, Greece, and Turkey
(Ford Foundation 1958). Following the termination of the British Mandate in Palestine, ISS ran a
limited scholarship program, and since 1955 the
United Nations Relief and Works Agency
(UNWRA) has provided access to university education for Palestinian refugees.
The 1956 Hungarian revolution presented
opportunities to help refugee scholars on an
unprecedented scale (Brewis 2014: 166). In
1956–1957 around 20% of the post-secondary
student population of Hungary left for the West,
including 5,000 university students (Hidas 1998).
Hungarian refugees received a more positive
response from receiving nations than had their
counterparts in the 1930s. West Germany, for
example, offered 1,200 state-funded scholarships,
while Austria, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and
the Netherlands aided smaller numbers. The
Ford Foundation donated $1 million for scholarships to be taken up in Europe (Hidas 1998).
Several hundred relocated to Canada, including
200 students and 14 faculty of the Sopron School
of Forestry who migrated en masse to the University of British Columbia.
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During the Cold War, there was a continuous
trickle of academic refugees across the Iron Curtain to Western European or North American universities. For instance, students formed around
7% of the 10,000 of refugees who left Czechoslovakia between 1948 and 1953 (Konstlán and
Štrbáňová 2011: 248). The global World Refugee
Year campaign (1959–1960) drew public attention to the ongoing refugee problem and gained
particular support from university students
(Gatrell 2011; Brewis 2014). From 1966 the provision of scholarships for higher education
became a central plank of the United Nations
High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR)’s education work (Dryden-Peterson 2011: 13).
After the 1960s a growing proportion of refugee
scholars came from what was then known as the
“third world.” It became more common to support
students to remain in their region of origin, with
migration further aﬁeld encouraged only in extreme
cases. In the 1980s WUS International worked to
support students caught up in political conﬂicts in
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras to study in
Mexico, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica (WUS 1990:
7). In 1973 the overthrow of the Allende Government in Chile led to a number of new aid programs,
such as the scheme run by WUS UK that saw £11
million of UK Government money helped 900 Chilean students over a 10-year period (WUS 1986;
Philips 2011). WUS UK also developed schemes
for Ethiopian, Eritrean, and Ugandan Asian students (WUS 1990), while postgraduates and junior
lecturers escaping apartheid South Africa were
supported by the Society for the Protection of Science and Learning (now CARA).
After the end of the Vietnam War in 1975,
thousands of students from Vietnam, Cambodia,
and Laos sought refuge mainly in the USA but
also in Canada, Australia, France, and elsewhere,
as part of wider population movements from
Southeast Asia (Nguyen-Hong-Nhiem and
Halpern 1989). One response to this new crisis
was the establishment in 1978 by WUS Canada of
a new student refugee program, which had
awarded 1,000 scholarships for study in Canada
by 2008 (Peterson 2010).
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During the 1990s there was a shift away from
traditional scholarship schemes, although these
are still encouraged by the UNCHR’s education
strategy 2012–2016 (UNHCR 2012). The largest
program remains the Albert Einstein German
Academic Refugee Initiative Fund administered
by UNHCR and funded by the German Government, which since 1992 has provided 6,000
scholarships.

Recognition of Qualifications
Since summer 2015 the number of people seeking
refuge in Europe has increased dramatically.
Some one million persons claiming refugee status
arrived in Europe by sea in 2015 and more than
200,000 in the ﬁrst 5 months of 2016 (UNHCR
2016b). There are currently some 4.8 million Syrian refugees and 6.5 million internally displaced
Syrians, and approximately half of them are children (World Vision 2016). In spite of the skepticism with which refugees are sometimes met in
Europe, many universities actively welcome refugee students. A Refugees Welcome Map
maintained by the European University Association (EUA 2016) includes more than 200 institutions in 31 countries which have taken measures
ranging from ﬁnancial support through integration measures to facilitating access to higher
education.
The Lisbon Recognition Convention (Council
of Europe/UNESCO 1997) includes provisions
on the recognition of qualiﬁcations held by refugees, internally displaced persons, and persons in
a refugee-like situation (Article VII). A survey of
the implementation of the Convention (Council of
Europe/UNESCO 2015) shows that 70% of the 53
party states have not taken concrete measures to
implement this Article, which was included in the
Convention following the breakup of the former
Yugoslavia.
An important issue is that many refugees for
good reasons cannot document their qualiﬁcations. They may have been unable to take documents with them, institutions may be unwilling to
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help former students who ﬂed, and contacting
institutions may be difﬁcult. Those who cannot
document their qualiﬁcations today may be
unable to do so in the future as archives may
have been destroyed.
Interviews may establish whether refugees are
likely to have the qualiﬁcations they claim but
cannot document these. A project in Norway has
established a qualiﬁcations passport for refugees
on this basis and reports good results (NOKUT
2016). It estimates the cost per passport at 5,000
NOK (approximately 550 Euros) and suggests the
passport be valid for 3 years.
A qualiﬁcations passport is not a diploma or a
formal recognition decision but will provide valuable information to employers and education
institutions on the qualiﬁcations the refugee is
considered to have demonstrated during the interview. A European format, as proposed by the
Norwegian and UK recognition information centers (NOKUT 2016), would make it possible for
refugees to obtain recognition in other European
countries when they cross borders, e.g., under an
EU resettlement scheme, and would make it
unnecessary to reassess qualiﬁcations that have
already been assessed in a previous host country.
Accepting such qualiﬁcations passports will
require modifying legal regulations in some countries and changing practice in many more.
This is, however, essential and the stakes are
high. Access to higher education for refugees
remains limited and is of low priority among
donors today, despite the aspirations of refugee
youth around the world (Dryden-Peterson and
Giles 2011). Yet education is key to providing
the knowledge and skills refugees need to ﬁnd a
meaningful place in their host societies as well as
to enable them to play a role in reconstruction in
their home countries if and when they are able to
return. Refugees who are able to use their qualiﬁcations for further study can come through this
difﬁcult period motivated and with new competences. Refugee students or graduates who are
condemned to passivity can become demotivated
and may lose the qualiﬁcations they already have

4

for lack of practice, and there are fears a minority
may even turn to violent extremism.
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The sociology of higher education (HE) tends to
be dominated by a focus on inequality, meaning
an analysis of disparities in access and resources
across social groups. Throughout the years, this
primary topic of analysis has been complemented
by studies of organizations and other social processes in education. Below we describe two main
strands of research on inequality within the sociology of HE, along with an emerging alternative
strand, and then outline prominent theoretical
statements and empirical studies from each.
The ﬁrst strand consists of research that takes
individual students as its level of analysis, examining upward and lateral ﬂows of students within
HE. Scholars studying “maximally maintained
inequality” (MMI), for example, have focused
on inspecting disparities among types of students
in their ability to gain entry into credential tiers
(Raftery and Hout 1993). Meanwhile, research on
“effectively maintained inequality” (EMI) examines more lateral types of student ﬂows, such as
an individuals’ ability to enter institutions of varying status within any given tier of education

(Lucas 2001). It has also taken into account what
has been termed as “horizontal stratiﬁcation”: the
tendency for individuals to be stratiﬁed by their
chosen disciplinary ﬁelds, which vary substantially in their prestige and economic returns
(Gerber and Cheung 2008). By far, the bulk of
research on inequality in HE focuses on identifying factors that shape the distribution of students
along these dimensions. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
such work has found that background characteristics, such as an individual’s race, gender, and
economic class, are strong predictors of student
trajectories. The extent to which such characteristics matter has been found to vary from one nation
to the next (Arum et al. 2007), due to the different
hierarchical shapes of HE systems, sorting mechanisms at the K-12 level, labor market structures,
and associated cultural norms.
A second strand adopts an organizational level
of analysis and focuses on disparities between different institutions of HE. This work has focused on
system-wide characteristics that shape stratiﬁcation
and has been inﬂuenced by theories from the adjacent ﬁeld of organization studies, including perspectives like new institutionalism, resource
dependency, and network theory. This body of
work is based on several tenets. One is that HE
systems are “differentiated” if they are composed
of a diverse organizational groups. Another tenet is
that high levels of system differentiation often create high levels of structural stratiﬁcation, that is,
populations of organizations that have widely varying amounts of prestige and ﬁnancial resources.
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A ﬁnal tenet is that when students ﬂow into HE
systems characterized by highly stratiﬁed structures, those systems will produce proportionately
disparate individual-level outcomes. Studies within
this second strand have attempted to map a variety
of facets along which organizational populations
differ in HE, including consequential differences in
institutional cultures (Hermanowicz 2005), ﬁnancial resources (Davies and Zarifa 2012), social
networks (Lifschitz et al. 2014), and competitive
strategies (Davies and Pizarro Milian 2016).
An alternative approach combines elements
from these two strands. What we call “organizationally maintained inequality” (OMI) blends
insights from organizational studies with predominant stratiﬁcation approaches. Whereas sociologists of HE have mainly focused on universities
and a limited range of organizational mechanisms
that generate structural stratiﬁcation, OMI aims
for a more holistic account of how institutions
stratify individuals that ﬂow through them. It
aims to capture the full range of organizations in
HE, including small proprietary and community
colleges, and focuses on more organizational
mechanisms than has the second strand described
above. EMI and MMI usefully draw attention to
institutional prestige and credential tiers as primary
structural axes of stratiﬁcation in HE, but OMI
reminds us that, today, rising numbers of students
are entering an increasingly differentiated HE system that is populated by various kinds of nontraditional colleges. Further, those colleges have
many organizational attributes that differ substantially from traditional universities and, as a result,
that institutional-level variation should alert us to
several additional mechanisms of stratiﬁcation at
the organizational level, including links between
institutions and their environments, their network
location, and their organizational symbols.
We next describe prominent theories of inequality in HE that represent classic statements in the
ﬁeld, followed by empirical studies from each of
the three strands of research described above.
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Classic Theories of Inequality in Higher
Education
For many contemporary sociologists, a starting
point for understanding differential access to HE
is structural functionalism, which had a strong
footing in the discipline before the 1970s. For the
past 40 years, this theory has been cited mostly as
a foil for more contemporary approaches. Functionalists (e.g., Clark 1962) saw HE as a crucial
institution for ushering in a new society characterized by greater social mobility and a more
cognitively intensive economy that required
more credentialed experts of various kinds. In
an era in which only a tiny proportion of the
populace had attended any kind of institution of
HE, functionalists focused on ways that education systems could better sort individuals by their
abilities and motivation and select them into colleges and universities, where they would be
trained for society’s most complex occupations
like science and medicine. Writing in the 1960s,
functionalists recognized that most developed
societies were heading into an era of HE expansion, transforming universities and colleges from
small, elite institutions into larger, mass institutions. Exploring whether this expansion was generating greater mobility for youth from workingclass backgrounds, functionalists found that
recruits into universities were still heavily overrepresented by youth from middle-class backgrounds. To explain this continuing disparity,
functionalists focused partly on the role of
money and ﬁnances, reasoning that costs of HE
served to dampen the aspirations of poorer families, and partly on the role of culture, reasoning
that those families had not yet fully embraced the
kinds of achievement values that were needed in
the emerging society (for reviews, see Karabel
and Halsey 1977).
The entire functionalist paradigm was toppled
in the 1970s throughout sociology, replaced by
various Marxist and “conﬂict” approaches. But
for the purposes of understanding inequalities in
access to HE, those new approaches did not really
offer new kinds of data or even explanations as
much as they had a different interpretation. Importantly, these approaches asserted that both K-12
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schools and HE institutions actively created those
disparities, by their very design, and, by doing so,
performed important legitimation functions for
capitalism and/or the upper classes. For instance,
Bowles (1974, p. 109) argued that the expanded
HE system “provided a safety valve for the class
system” by propounding the idea that education
success depended “solely on one’s own achievement,” and thus legitimated the eventual socioeconomic disparities (e.g., salary, prestige), while
also “cooling out” the frustrations of
low-achieving working-class students. Bourdieu
(1977) offered a cultural variant of this “reproduction” thesis, arguing that education curricula, from
primary schools into universities, were heavily
biased in favor of upper middle-class students,
thus granting far greater access to those students.
But these disparities were “misrecognized” as outcomes of natural abilities, Bourdieu contended,
rather than class-based biases that were built into
the curriculum and internalized by teachers.
Finally, another cultural variant emerged in the
form of Willis’ (1977) readaptation of older subcultural approaches into a Marxist framework. He
famously argued that working-class youth fared
more poorly than their middle-class peers because
they “resisted” capitalist schooling and saw HE as
a territory that was utterly foreign to them.
Since the mid-1970s, these lines of reasoning
were extended beyond the original focus on economic class. Fordham and Ogbu (1986), following
various subcultural traditions, advanced the “acting
white” hypothesis to explain the lesser attainments
of African Americans. They argued that Black students who excelled academically were often perceived as inauthentic by their peers and, in turn,
chastised for attempting to mimic what were perceived as white behavioral traits (e.g., studying).
Mullen (2010) has adapted Bourdieu to argue that
students from high-SES backgrounds normally
strive for elite universities like Yale, while
working-class counterparts instead aspire to lesser
state colleges. Class background in both cases
inﬂuences the likelihood of attending HE, as well
as the type of institution attended. Lareau (2011)
has also reﬁned Bourdieu’s theory by describing
how class shapes parenting practices, which in turn
differentially
shape
children’s
academic
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preparation, and is highly consequential to educational outcomes into their college years (Alexander
et al. 2007). Others have adapted various strands of
research to examine how parents and their children
learn to navigate HE structures. Armstrong and
Hamilton’s (2013) work, for example, has shown
that upper-class parents often guide their children’s
selection of colleges and majors, as well as their
subsequent employment trajectories.
In the decades following the founding of the
classic theories, along with their empirical reﬁnements, stratiﬁcation patterns have become
increasingly complex. On the one hand, class
and socioeconomic background remain ﬁrm predictors of access to, placement within, and graduation from HE (Espenshade and Radford 2009).
On the other hand, patterns by gender have largely
reversed, with women overtaking men in their HE
participation rates, though some disparities in key
ﬁelds of study remain (Diprete and Buchmann
2013). In the area of race, there is great variation.
Disadvantaged minorities like African Americans, Latina/Latinos, and Indigenous North
Americans remain underrepresented in HE,
while Asian minorities and certain immigrant
groups are highly overrepresented (Heath
et al. 2008).

Flows of Students into Higher Education:
MMI and EMI Perspectives
The starting observation for the perspective
known as maximally maintained inequality
(MMI) is that despite the massive expansion of
HE, over the twentieth century, differentials in
access persisted. To explain this pattern, Raftery
and Hout (1993) reasoned that as HE systems
expanded and extended new opportunities to
populations that had been previously excluded,
students from privileged backgrounds would be
motivated to pursue their studies in upper credential tiers as a strategy to maintain their competitive
advantage. For instance, once high school graduation was an attainment by the majority of the
population in the 1960s, upper-class students
became increasingly oriented toward reaching
the baccalaureate level. Today, some are
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speculating that the master’s tier has become “the
new BA.” A consequence of this competitive
dynamic is that systems can expand and aggregate
attainments can rise, but relative disparities can
persist. Lucas (2001) extended this logic in his
theory of effectively maintained inequality (EMI),
arguing that, in addition to reaching upper credential tiers, students from privileged backgrounds
are also motivated to migrate to the most prestigious institutions within any tier. So, when
working-class students gained access to universities, students from high-SES backgrounds
adapted by enrolling in the most prestigious universities, allowing them to maintain their competitive advantage when seeking employment. This
dynamic was facilitated by the entry of new institutions into HE during the second half of the
twentieth century, such as community colleges
and for-proﬁt vocational institutions, which tend
to enroll students from less advantaged backgrounds and which also have lesser status in the
ﬁeld of HE.
Contemporary research has extended the logic
of effectively maintained inequality to academic
disciplines (Gerber and Cheung 2008), noting
that, especially in systems with “ﬂatter” institutional hierarchies (Davies and Zarifa 2012), individuals from privileged backgrounds tend to selfselect into disciplines leading to the most lucrative
professions. This process tends to have a strong and
durable gendered component, with women being
underrepresented in some disciplines leading to
lucrative occupations, such as engineering and
computer sciences (Charles and Bradley 2009).

Structural Stratification in Higher
Education
Another literature has focused on disparities at the
institutional level using multiple conceptual and
methodological strategies. Davies and Zarifa
(2012), for example, compared the hierarchies of
Canadian and American universities in terms of
their distributions of ﬁnancial resources ﬁnding
that in both countries, elite universities are increasingly distancing themselves from the rest of the
pack. Hermanowicz (2005), on the other hand,
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used interview data to develop an understanding
of cultural differences across physics departments
at research universities, focusing speciﬁcally on
how professors at institutions with varying levels
of prestige conceptualized professional “success.”
He found that that the “publish or perish” ethos
held great currency at the top of the hierarchy, but
was progressively deemphasized among lowerstatus institutions. Brint et al. (2006) used survey
data in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of the structure of the American 4-year
university sector, ﬁnding that institutions are cate,
gorized by combinations of their status, institutionalized roles and primary source of funding.
Lifschitz et al. (2014) have also examined differences in the network composition of universities
across different tiers of the American HE system,
ﬁnding that high-status networks are more stable
than their lower-status counterparts.

Organizationally Maintained Inequality
Studies of ﬂows of students into HE can be combined with research on structural stratiﬁcation and
organizations to produce a more holistic understanding of inequality. Traditionally, these strands
of inquiry have been separated by intellectual
disagreements. Leading organizational theorists
(Meyer 1986) have lambasted research on
individual-level stratiﬁcation as the study of surface variation, pointing out its many “evidentiary
embarrassments.” This has isolated organization
studies from the broader ﬁeld of educational
research which, especially in the sociology of
education, is predominantly preoccupied with
examining social inequality.
Nonetheless, insights from organizational studies can facilitate a more comprehensive conception
of the kinds of institutional hierarchies into which
individuals enter once in HE. To more fully
understand institutional differentiation in HE, we
argue that scholars must go beyond the two dimensions identiﬁed by the MMI and EMI traditions,
namely, credential tiers and institutional status. We
next present three additional bases of system differentiation that are particularly consequential for
reinforcing institutional hierarchies in HE: stratiﬁed
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connections, network embeddedness, and symbolic
resources. Below, we brieﬂy discuss each of these
bases and then discuss their implications for conventional theories of inequality in HE.
Stratified Connections
Organizational theorizing has identiﬁed varying
types of institution-environment relations across
different ﬁelds. Some scholars point to “loose
coupling,” while others ﬂag “tighter” relationships. We see much variation in these relations
across and within HE. The most prestigious institutions (e.g., Ivy Leagues) are able to sidestep or
push back on environmental pressures, while
low-status institutions (e.g., for-proﬁt universities) are less sheltered from their environments
and must undergo change in order to maximize
their chances of survival. These differential
institution-environment relationships lead to the
formation of contrasting organizational forms.
Elites generally retain traditional features (e.g.,
tenure, liberal arts curriculum) and rituals (e.g.,
sororities, athletics) because they “ooze” prestige
even while making little economic sense. Others,
especially for-proﬁt universities, completely discard these traditions and other academic conventions (e.g., tenure, research leaves, sabbaticals) in
favor of far “leaner” and technically rationalized
practices (e.g., adjunct instructors, online
degrees). These structural differences inﬂuence
not only the educational experiences of individuals but also the value of credentials which institutions grant. Degrees from higher-ranked
universities continue to signal much prestige,
especially in lucrative pockets of the labor market,
ranging from ﬁnance to academia.
Network Embeddedness
Network research within the ﬁeld of organization
studies has long pointed to the beneﬁts of
embeddedness. It has found that strong ties
between organizations can boost their chances of
survival by facilitating the acquisition of
resources, information/learning, and legitimacy
(Uzzi 1996). There is great variation in
embeddedness across and within sectors of
HE. At the top of the institutional hierarchy, elite
universities have strong and durable ties, along
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with a high degree of “homophily” and network
“closure” (Lifschitz et al. 2014). In contrast,
lower-status organizations tend to be “network
isolates.” These mechanisms elongate institutional hierarchies among colleges and universities, facilitating the status projects of prestigious
organizations while limiting that of others.
Symbolic Resources
Old institutionalists (Clark 1986) have pointed to
the role of organizational sagas and the powerful
symbols developed through them as sources of
competitive advantage. They conceive of conﬂict
as a potentially positive process through which
organizations develop stories and symbols by
which past exploits can be “felt” by future organizational members and leveraged in student and
faculty recruitment strategies. Universities seize
most opportunities to emphasize their longstanding traditions through promotional materials. These strategies are successful when they
inspire students and faculty to covet being a part
of institutional traditions. Lower-status counterparts, often being younger and lacking similar
symbolic resources, must opt for alternative strategies. Ontario for-proﬁt colleges, for example,
tend to emphasize their provision of modern
hands-on training in their promotional materials.
Low-status sociology departments in Canada
have also relied more on labor market than academic rhetoric on their websites.

Implications for Linking Structural
Stratification to Individual-Level
Stratification
As far back as Boudon (1974), stratiﬁcation
scholars have linked structural qualities of education systems to family decision-making processes.
Boudon (1974) contended that highly differentiated systems tend to create more social stratiﬁcation, since differentiation generates a greater
number of decision points for families and since
families are unequal in the resources needed to
make optimal choices. MMI and EMI traditions
have since pinpointed two key axes of differentiation that can be pivotal for family decision-
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making: attempting to access advanced credential
tiers and striving to enter prestigious institutions.
But, we think that scholars need to go further to
better understand how structures of HE inﬂuence
family decision-making. Research suggests that
few students choose HE institutions strictly
using rationalized procedures like prestige rankings or cost-beneﬁt thinking. Instead, parents and
youth appear to gather information from a wider
range of sources and make decisions based on a
wider range of criteria (Hemsley-Brown 1999).
Taking this as our cue, we reason that the kinds
of information that families receive about HE
institutions likely circulate through the kinds of
networks and embedded relations discussed by
organizational theorists. Thus, we have attempted
to extend their reasoning of the MMI and EMI
traditions using a more complex conception of the
organizational structures from which students
ﬂow in and out of HE.
For instance, advantaged families may be
motivated not only by bare-bones estimates in
the likely returns they might receive by accessing
different credential tiers and institutions of varying prestige. While such estimates likely play
important roles in their decisions, advantaged
families are probably also motivated by information and emotions generated by the kinds of network ties, embedded relations, and organizational
sagas that characterize different institutions.
Indeed, advantaged families may be likelier to
gather information and make decisions about HE
through these ties, networks, and relations than
through other sources of information such as mass
media rankings. In contrast, working-class families are far less likely to have intricate knowledge
of HE hierarchies and processes (Espenshade and
Radford 2009). Yet, their sensemaking is unlikely
to be entirely uninformed by their context; rather,
it might also bear the imprint of the organizational
attributes of their local colleges and universities.
City and regional institutions, far more than elite
institutions, are likelier to forge network ties to
local employers, offer vocational programs,
advertise in local media, and embed themselves
in their surrounding communities, often using
accommodations like ﬂexible admissions, convenient scheduling and locations, as well as
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affordable costs. More research is needed to
fully understand the multiple connections
between organizational differentiation in HE and
the stratiﬁed ﬂow of individuals into the system. If
we are correct, stratiﬁed institutional networks
and links to environments are serving to organizationally maintain inequality in HE.
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college access is not a sufﬁcient indicator of
increased education levels due to high rates of
attrition, particularly among low-income students.
In recent work, there is much more focus on
whether students complete their intended postsecondary training and the policies that might
support degree completion.

Definitions
Trends
Access refers to whether a student attends higher
education. In other words, it is the question of
whether a student is able to enroll in any postsecondary institution. Choice focuses more on the
student’s particular selection of an institution.
While most students are able to access at least
some colleges for attendance, they may not have
the opportunity to attend any institution (i.e.,
choice) due to barriers, such as affordability and
academic preparation or achievement level (Long
2007). For example, in the United States, ﬁnancial
aid policy and open admissions standards make
public, 2-year colleges accessible to all students,
but not all students are able to attend the more
expensive and selective 4-year universities. While
governments have created policies and programs
to bolster college access, there are growing concerns about barriers to choice due to the fact that
there are differences in resources and outcomes
for students by institution type (Long and
Kurlaender 2009). Also, with better data being
made available to track student persistence in
college over time, there is acknowledgment that

Trends during the last several decades document
that college access has increased substantially in
the United States. The percentage of students who
recently completed high school and enrolled in
college by the October immediately thereafter
increased from 45% in 1960 to 69% in 2015
(US Department of Education 2016). Additional
students choose to enter a postsecondary institution later in life leading to the fact that about threefourths of Americans eventually enter college. In
terms of choice, there is good information on how
college enrollment is split between 4-year colleges and universities, which focus on awarding
bachelor’s and graduate degrees, and 2-year colleges (i.e., community colleges), which primarily
award associate’s degrees and educational certiﬁcates. In 2015, about 25% of recent high school
graduates chose community college, while 44%
enrolled immediately in a 4-year college
(US Department of Education 2016).
College access differs by demographic group
and is reﬂected by gaps in enrollment rates. In
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2015, 69.5% of White, recent high school graduates enrolled in college in comparison to 62.6%
and 67.1% for Black and Hispanic students,
respectively. Meanwhile, Asian students had
higher levels of college enrollment than other
groups, at 86.7% in 2015. There are also major
gaps by family income level. In 2015, 63% of
students from low-income families (deﬁned at
the bottom 20% of the income distribution in the
United States) enrolled in college immediately
following high school graduation in comparison
to 83% of students from high-income families
(deﬁned as the top 20%) (US Department of
Education 2016).

Key Challenges to College Access and
Choice
There are many barriers to college access, especially for low-income and minority students, but
most can be grouped into three major categories:
affordability, academic preparation, and information. The major ﬁrst set of barriers to college
access relates to cost and affordability. During
the 2016–2017 school year, the average total list
tuition and fees at public 4-year colleges and
universities was $9650, with average total charges
amounting to $20,090. Concerns about affordability are even greater at private 4-year colleges and
universities, which charged an average list tuition
price of $33,480, or $45,370 including room and
board. Relative to family incomes, tuition prices
have skyrocketed during the last several decades.
From 2006–2007 to 2016–2017, in-state tuition
and fees at public, 4-year colleges and universities
increased an average of 3.5% per year beyond
inﬂation; in comparison, median family income
in the United States increased only 0.4% per year
from 2005 to 2015 (College Board 2016a).
A second major set of barriers to college access
and choice is academic preparation. Many students do not ﬁnish secondary school adequately
prepared for higher education. Data from the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
indicate that in 2004, only 26.8% of high school
seniors had completed “high-level” academic
coursework, deﬁned as 4 years of English,

3 years of mathematics (including at least 1 year
of a course higher than Algebra II), 3 years of
science, 3 years of social studies, and 2 years of
a single non-English language (Chen et al. 2010).
Furthermore, a lack of alignment between the
K-12 and postsecondary education systems
frequently results in confusing messages to students and their parents about how and what students should do to prepare for college (Venezia
et al. 2003). There are also signiﬁcant gaps in test
scores by background (Jencks and Phillips 1998;
Reeves and Halikias 2017 and Jencks et al. 1998).
Therefore, while academic preparation is a problem for many students, it is a problem that especially affects low-income and minority students.
The third major impediment to college access
for many students is the lack of information and
the complexity of the college enrollment process,
from decisions about preparation to the admissions and ﬁnancial aid application process to college choice and matriculation. Information is a
critical factor in models of higher education
decision-making (Becker 1993), with the amount
and accuracy of information a student has being
important to supporting his or her calculation of
the relative costs and beneﬁts of going to college.
Complexity and lack of information partly explain
some of the challenges related to affordability and
preparation described above. For instance, low
awareness and information about ﬁnancial aid is
a barrier for some students to complete the necessary applications to obtain support to help them
pay for college.

Attempts to Address Barriers and
Lessons for the Future
To help families deal with the expense and
encourage college enrollment, the federal and
state governments spent $54 million on student
grants in 2015–2016. The federal government
also spent $96 million to provide student loans
(College Board 2016b). States are also deeply
involved in providing ﬁnancial subsidies to students, which take the form of appropriations to
public colleges and universities. These funds act
as operational support for public institutions and
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enable them to lower the tuition price for in-state
students. In 2015, state appropriations to public
colleges and universities totaled $78 billion
(SHEEO 2016). After taking into account the
multiple sources of ﬁnancial assistance, the price
paid by students is much lower than the list prices
in college catalogs (College Board 2016a).
The growth in college enrollment during the
last several decades is at least partly explained
by the growth in ﬁnancial aid to students.
Researchers have consistently found that grants
have positive effects on college enrollment
(Deming and Dynarski 2010; Dynarski and
Scott-Clayton 2013). However, policy design is
an important determinant of a program’s effectiveness, with easy-to-understand programs having the largest impact (Long 2010). However,
even with grants, the remaining costs that families
must meet are often substantial, which put into
jeopardy the college access. As a consequence of
unmet ﬁnancial need, students are increasingly
turning to loans to cover their postsecondary
costs. Unfortunately, little is also known about
how the availability of loans affects college
access, because identifying the effect of loans is
empirically challenging due selection issues.
However, many papers highlight concerns,
including the long-term negative repercussions
of an excessive student debt burden.
To address issues of academic preparation,
many colleges and universities have remedial or
developments courses, which target students in
need of material below “college level” with the
purpose of improving students’ abilities to
succeed in college. The bulk of remediation is
provided by nonselective, public institutions, the
point of entry for 80% of 4-year students
and virtually all 2-year students (Bettinger and
Long 2009). In many ways, remediation is what
enables college access for signiﬁcant numbers of
students by allowing them to enroll in higher
education even though they are not fully prepared
for postsecondary course material. Unfortunately,
traditional remediation programs have been found
to have mixed, or even negative, effects on the
outcomes of students (Bettinger and Long 2009;
Calcagno and Long 2008; Martorell and
McFarlin 2011; Boatman and Long forthcoming).
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More recently, there are efforts to reform remedial
courses, sometimes using technology and additional supports, and early results suggest such
reforms produce better results on average
(Boatman 2012). To better meet the needs of
underprepared students, some colleges have also
implemented interventions such as summer
bridge programs, learning communities, academic
counseling, and tutoring in an effort to help students build better study skills (Bettinger et al.
2013; Sommo et al. 2012).
In acknowledgment of how lack of information
limits college access, recent policy efforts have
focused on simplifying forms and procedures for
getting ﬁnancial aid. Evidence suggests interventions that help streamline and provide assistance
to students during the college enrollment process
can have dramatic effects on access. For example,
Bettinger et al. (2012) implemented a program
that used tax information to pre-populate the
ﬁnancial aid form and then streamlined the completion of the rest of the form. They found that the
intervention increased substantially college aid
applications, improved the timeliness of application submission, increased the receipt of needbased grant aid, and ultimately increased the likelihood of college attendance and persistence.
There is a growing body of research that suggests
targeted help at key points in the college enrollment process could support better decisions about
academic preparation and ﬁnancial aid receipt
(Castleman and Page 2016; Long and Bettinger
2017).
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Synonyms
Absolute mobility; Relative mobility; Social ﬂuidity; Social openness

Definition
The impact of participation in tertiary-level education on the movement of individuals up or down
the social class structure from one generation to
the next (intergenerational mobility) or during the
course of a career (intragenerational mobility).
Social mobility refers to the movement of individuals between different positions in the social
structure over time. Closed societies are characterized by ascription, whereby social position is
assigned early in life and is difﬁcult to change.
Contemporary notions of the good society instead
emphasize openness and a shift from ascription to
attainment, whereby social position is not determined by inheritance but rather by ability, effort,
and disposition. Within sociology, studies of
social mobility focus on the association between

tions, typically employing occupational social
class as the key measure.
Globally, the past 150 years have seen expansion of education systems from elite to mass to
universal. While this expansion came later to
higher education than in schooling, similar patterns of massiﬁcation are evident. Across the
twentieth century, global higher education participation rates rose from fewer than one in
100 young people at its beginning to more than
one in ﬁve at its end. In many countries a majority
of young people now enroll in higher education
(Schofer and Meyer 2005). The post-WWII
expansion of higher education coincided with
the rise of the sociological study of social mobility. Education, and especially higher education,
has become pivotal for entry to certain wellrewarded occupations, notably the professions,
meaning that higher education and social mobility
are increasingly intertwined. Indeed Baker (2011)
argues that education now has the “whip hand” of
social mobility, in that social mobility is effectively mediated by education, and this situation
has widespread political legitimacy.
In this entry, we summarize social scientiﬁc
evidence on and explanations of the relationship
between higher education and social mobility. We
review key terms and concepts in the study of
social mobility, before examining pertinent trends
and patterns across time and place. We ﬁnally
introduce major sociological theories which seek
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to explain the mechanisms connecting social
mobility and higher education.

Key Concepts in Social Mobility
In conceiving of social mobility, sociologists typically imply a hierarchy of positions in the social
structure, focusing on “vertical” movement. Thus
social mobility is usually referred to as either
upward or downward. Horizontal mobility (e.g.,
between sections of the upper–middle class such
as professionals and managers) is rarely considered. As well as investigating the direction of
social mobility and calculating the total or absolute rate of mobility in a society, sociologists also
compare the relative chances of reaching various
destinations from different origins, sometimes
referred to as the degree of social ﬂuidity in a
society.
In many Western nations, for instance, the
expansion of white-collar work in the decades
after WWII was accompanied by contraction of
frontline jobs in manufacturing and extractive
industries. Consequently, there was more “room
at the top” and opportunities for those from bluecollar backgrounds to take white-collar work.
This so-called golden age of mobility in the
1950s and 1960s saw substantial rates of absolute
social mobility, a process which has now halted
and, some suggest, begun to reverse in recent
years. However, the chances of being socially
mobile conditional on background – relative
social mobility – appear to have been remarkably
stable during the mid-twentieth century in many
countries, a pattern Erikson and Goldthorpe
(1992) label “the constant ﬂux.” More recent evidence for the last three decades of the twentieth
century, in contrast, suggests that relative social
mobility chances equalized somewhat in France,
Ireland, Sweden, Poland, Hungary, and the Netherlands, though not in Britain or Germany (Breen
2005).
The notion of “social mobility” is increasingly
visible in public policy on higher education. Over
the past half century or so, policy discourse has
shifted from simple expansion (more places),
through increasing diversity and “widening
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participation” to higher education (different people) to explicitly using higher education to engineer social mobility (different outcomes). Despite
this, popular notions of social mobility through
higher education are fuzzy. In some countries
there is widespread use of the term, but imprecision in meaning; elsewhere the term is absent but
the concept appears through ideas such as “positive discrimination.”
Despite such differences in policy and popular
discourses, patterns and trends of social mobility
in relation to higher education show considerable
international comparability. We review these in
the next section.

Trends and Patterns
There is an enduring connection between social
origin, higher education, and destination. We concentrate here on post-WWII patterns, coinciding
with the takeoff in higher education enrollments
(Schofer and Meyer 2005).
The contemporary ﬁeld of social mobility
research comprises both intensive studies focusing on a single national case and extensive studies
which involve numerous countries either through
a single study or alternatively by considering several case-study countries in parallel. Regarding
the relationship between social class origin,
attainment of higher education, and social class
destination, broad conclusions approach consensus. That is, social class origins strongly condition
entry to higher education; and obtaining higher
education is associated with the most lucrative
outcomes. The direct relationship between origin
and destination has thus been largely replaced by
an indirect effect through (higher) education
(Goldthorpe and Jackson 2008). However, there
are important between-country variations which
continue to generate controversy in the ﬁeld. Data
issues relating both to the form of studies (crosssectional or longitudinal, sample size, excluding
women) and the measurement of key concepts
such as socioeconomic class (Breen and Jonsson
2005) confound matters, and many larger studies
have often used essentially historical data collected prior to the “takeoff” in higher education
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enrollments. Further, while the major social
mobility studies have typically focused on the
origin–destination link, research on inequalities
in access to higher education usually omits the
education–destination link. Recent higher education research has begun to address this lacuna.
Perhaps the most prominent debate concerns
the effect of educational expansion on educational
inequalities and hence, by implication, social
mobility. We shall describe salient theoretical
accounts below, but ﬁrst we describe the broad
empirical patterns. In a classic study, Shavit and
Blossfeld (1993) compared changes in the relationship between class background and educational attainment over time in thirteen countries.
They found stability rather than decline in the
strength of association between class of origin
and education, despite expansion, except in two
cases (Sweden and the Netherlands). These ﬁndings have been challenged for speciﬁc countries
and also more generally, particularly in the work
of Breen, who sees some increase in social mobility as a result of educational expansion across the
twentieth century (Breen 2010). An alternative
take is provided by Jerrim and Macmillan (2015)
who point to the “Great Gatsby Curve” identiﬁed
lately by economists and policymakers and which
describes the association of high income inequality and high levels of intergenerational transmission. In short, the more unequal societies tend to
have lower social/income mobility. Jerrim and
Macmillan investigate the place of educational
attainment in mediating this association, ﬁnding
that inequalities in access to education appear
more important than differences in outcomes
between the highly educated and others. Bukodi
and Goldthorpe (2016) propose treating educational attainment as relative rather than
absolute – doing so they ﬁnd, for Britain, that
class inequalities in access and educational
inequalities in destination emerge as stable over
time. The implication is that expansion in higher
education is not likely to generate a dividend in
terms of greater social mobility.
Looking at higher education speciﬁcally, Halsey (1993) reported broad similarities in patterns
of access to higher education across Europe by
social class. In the British case, there was little real
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change in relative rates of entry by social class
despite huge expansion in the absolute participation rate (Boliver 2011). Shavit et al. (2007)
repeated Shavit and Blossfeld’s comparative
case-study approach to consider how diversiﬁcation of institutional types in higher education
affected social class inequality in ﬁfteen countries.
They concluded that it tends to reduce inequality
of access to the tertiary level overall, but inequalities within levels (i.e., between institution types)
tend to increase in parallel. Jerrim and Vignoles
(2015) compared rates of entry by social class
across major Anglophone countries, ﬁnding consistent patterns of class inequality, but clear differences in how pronounced this appears between
England and Canada (high) and the USA and
Australia (low).
To summarize, there is a general international
trend for higher education expansion and continuing social class inequalities in access, but with
cross-national variation in the strength and persistence of these inequalities. As higher education
systems expand, inequalities between levels
within the system begin to emerge.

Theories and Empirical Tests
The idea that the massiﬁcation of higher education
would increase social mobility in both absolute
and relative terms has its roots in modernization
theory. Writing in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
modernization theorists predicted that the technologically dynamic development of industrial societies would require workers to be ever more
highly educated and occupational roles to be allocated increasingly on the basis of achieved rather
than ascribed characteristics (Kerr et al. 1960; Bell
1973). These predictions have not been borne out
in practice, however, prompting new theories to
be formulated to explain how socially advantaged
groups use their continued monopolization of
higher education as a means of passing on advantages to the next generation.
The maximally maintained inequality (MMI)
hypothesis contends that while higher education
expansion has the potential to increase equality of
tertiary access and thereby to promote social
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mobility, in practice those from more advantaged
socioeconomic backgrounds will be the quickest
to take up new educational opportunities afforded
by expansion (Raftery and Hout 1993; Hout
2006). According to the MMI hypothesis, it is
only once the enrollment rate for the most
advantaged socioeconomic group reaches “saturation point” that enrollment rates for those from
lower social class backgrounds will begin to catch
up. This prediction has been found to hold for a
range of countries, including eleven of the ﬁfteen
countries in Shavit et al.’s comparative
study – namely, the USA, Ireland, France, Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands, Switzerland, the
Czech Republic, Russia, Japan, and South Korea
(Shavit et al. 2007) – as well as Britain (Boliver
2011).
Modernization theory’s prediction that higher
education expansion would promote social mobility rests on the assumption that the demand for
highly educated workers is continually growing
and that supply does not outstrip demand. This
notion has been challenged by Collins (1979),
whose concept of credential inﬂation highlights
the tendency for higher education expansion to
generate a surplus of university graduates who
end up in jobs which would historically have
been ﬁlled by those with only secondary educational qualiﬁcations. Credential inﬂation helps
explain why labor market returns to undergraduate higher education have become more variable
in many countries as the number of graduates has
increased – with those from lower social class
background least likely to enjoy a high graduate
earnings premium and least likely to gain a
graduate-level job (Wakeling and Savage 2015;
Britton et al. 2016) – and why members of more
advantaged groups increasingly continue their
educational careers beyond a ﬁrst degree.
The MMI hypothesis is complemented by the
effectively maintained inequality (EMI) hypothesis which contends that as the higher education
enrollment rate increases, those from more
advantaged social backgrounds will increasingly
seek to monopolize the more prestigious educational programs and institutions at that level
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(Lucas 2001). In other words, quantitative
inequalities in the amount of education people
from different social backgrounds acquire are
replaced by qualitative inequalities in access to
“better” forms of education at nominally the
same level. An allied theory known as the “diversion hypothesis” states that those from less
advantaged backgrounds will be steered toward
(by themselves or their advisors) less prestigious
forms of education (Brint and Karabel 1989).
Empirical support for the EMI hypothesis has
been found for a range of countries, including the
USA where those from more advantaged backgrounds disproportionately enroll in more prestigious 4-year (as opposed to 2-year) colleges
(Roksa and Velez 2010). Advantaged class
monopolization of more prestigious higher education institutions was also the predominant ﬁnding of Shavit et al.’s comparative study, including
for the USA, Britain, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, Russia, Israel,
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan (Shavit
et al. 2007). Evidence available for Britain, Australia, and the USA suggests that the predominance of those from more advantaged social
backgrounds in the most elite institutions is the
result of both “primary” and “secondary” effects
of socioeconomic background (Boudon 1974):
members of more advantaged social groups are
more likely to have the necessary qualiﬁcations
for progression to highly academically selective
elite forms of higher education, but they are also
more likely to apply – and be admitted – to elite
institutions than comparably qualiﬁed individuals
from less advantaged social backgrounds (Davies
and Guppy 1997; Boliver 2013; Jerrim
et al. 2015).
By implication the EMI hypothesis predicts
that higher education expansion is unlikely to be
a major driver of social mobility since the kinds of
higher education monopolized by those from
more advantaged backgrounds are also the kinds
leading to the most favorable labor market outcomes. It is clear from empirical research in countries including the USA and the UK that there is a
signiﬁcant wage premium associated with
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attending an elite higher education institution and
with studying certain more prestigious subjects at
degree level (Arcidiacono 2004; Wakeling and
Savage 2015; Britton et al. 2016). One inﬂuential
theory is that, in an era of mass participation in
higher education, the prestige associated with
gaining a degree from a more prestigious institution or in a more traditional discipline acts as a
“signal” (Spence 1973) to employers of the “quality” of potential employees (Jackson et al. 2005).
In conclusion, higher education has been a
prominent feature of the international story of
post-WWII social mobility. Those attaining
higher education have typically enjoyed access
to more prestigious and better-paid occupations.
Huge expansion of higher education systems has
coincided with the growth of “service-class” positions, leading to a sustained, but time-limited
increase in absolute mobility. Many more children
from less privileged backgrounds have been able
to enter higher education and use it as a route for
upward social mobility. However, with some
caveats, relative rates of mobility have been stubbornly resistant to change, despite the mass availability of higher education. More privileged social
classes continue to dominate access to higher
education, especially the highest-status pathways,
advantages which are magniﬁed in the transition
from higher education to the labor market. As the
twenty-ﬁrst century unfolds, higher education
represents both help and hindrance for social
mobility.
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Synonyms
Sex; University

Definition
Issues relating to constructions of gender at
university-level institutions.

Research relating to gender in higher education
has a wide range of foci, ranging from issues of
student participation and achievement, curriculum
and pedagogy, and the recruitment/promotion of
academic staff to engagements with the
‘genderedness’ of academic culture/institutional
life, constructions of the ‘ideal’ or typical student
or academic, and the ways in which such constructions connect to wider social patterns of gendered inequality. Most research in this area is
explicitly feminist in approach, and the development of the ﬁeld has reﬂected major developments/debates in feminist social research more
broadly, including the critiques of ‘second wave’
feminism by women of color, a stress on

intersectionality, and the inﬂuence of the ‘postmodern turn,’ queer theory, and humanist/material
approaches.
Key overarching debates in the ﬁeld include
the gendered impacts of globalization, the
increased casualization of labor, the rising dominance of neoliberalist managerialism, and the
associated framing of what is seen as valuable in
terms of academic work and knowledge (see, e.g.,
Kenway and Langmead 1998; Morley 1999;
Brooks and McKinnon 2001; Currie et al. 2002;
Davies 2003). Researchers have explored the gendered effects and implications of these, noting that
while some aspects of managerialist culture in HE
can arguably beneﬁt gender equality (notably
increased levels of transparency and accountability in academic appointments and promotions),
the increased pressure to ‘perform’ in the academic ‘marketplace’ has contributed to rising
levels of stress and anxiety among academics,
with notable class, ‘raced’ and gendered patternings (see, e.g., Acker and Armenti 2004; Hey
2011).
In relation to student access to HE, women’s
access has improved considerably across many
countries in the world. In most ‘developed’ countries and those in transition, women now form a
numerical majority on university campuses,
although they remain a minority in many countries in sub-Saharan Africa and South, West, and
East Asia (see, e.g., Leathwood and Read 2009;
Malik and Courtney 2011). Especially in the
global North, women’s rising levels of success in
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achievement as well as participation at university
has led to a media/popular concern that these
trends are problematic, and the academy has
become
–
or
is
in
danger
of
becoming – ‘feminized.’ Historians of higher education have provided an important historical perspective to such anxieties, exploring how
women’s entry into HE in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries was often accompanied
by fears of loss of status of the institutions/disciplines they were entering and a fear of the ‘emasculation’ of men (see Dyhouse 2006). Feminist
educationalists have pinpointed similar concerns
in contemporary media/popular discourse, in particular, the fear (a) that women’s success means
that men are inevitably ‘losing out’ and (b) that
higher education is (or must be) becoming less
elite and prestigious.
These arguments have been widely countered
by feminists, who argue ﬁrstly that there remain
considerable gender imbalances in terms of participation and success in many countries and type
of institution across the world (see Leathwood and
Read 2009). For example, Pereira (2007) argues
that issues of prejudice and sexual harassment
contribute to high rates of dropout for women
students in Nigeria (between a third and two thirds
in some disciplines/institutions). Importantly,
issues relating to sexual harassment and violence
against women on campus remain a pressing concern in many countries (see, e.g., Phipps and
Smith 2012).
Patterns of participation and success also vary
hugely by discipline (see, e.g., Torres 2012 in
relation to STEM). Furthermore, simplistic
binary comparisons between men and women
students mask considerably higher disparities of
access and achievement in relation to social class,
‘race’/ethnicity, disability/ability, sexuality, and
age (Mirza 2005; Moreau and Leathwood 2006)
with intersectional studies on nonparticipant, student, and staff experience an important strand of
research (see, e.g., Archer and Hutchings 2000;
Cole and Ahmadi 2003; David et al. 2003; Quinn
2003; Reay et al. 2005, 2010; Santiago et al. 2016;
Taylor and Falconer 2016).
Such research counters the ‘feminization’
argument through an exploration of the continued
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ways in which gender infuses academic cultural
practices in the academy. For example,
researchers have explored gendered cultural
issues underpinning continued inequities in levels
of senior academic appointments and conceptions
of leadership (e.g., Blackmore 2014; Morley
2014), in applications for research funding (see,
e.g., Wenneras and Wold 1997; Leberman
et al. 2016), and practices of speaking, writing,
and ‘presentation of self ’ (Grant and Knowles
2000; Francis et al. 2001; Jackson and Dempster
2009). Finally, a notable area of research involves
the exploration of gendered discourses in knowledge, curriculum, and pedagogy (e.g., Burke and
Crozier 2014), including the enormous possibilities and institutional challenge of Women’s Studies as a subject and the continued impact of
academic feminism across the disciplines (Coate
2006; David 2014).
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Synonyms
Human categorization

Definition
A social construct used to categorize groups of
people based on physical traits, self-identiﬁcation,
and beliefs about ancestry.

Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks
In an increasingly global society where college
campuses are becoming even more diverse,
understanding college students’ social identities
is necessary to meeting their needs. Several
frameworks reviewed here have conceptualized
the role of race in higher education to help
researchers and practitioners better understand
and serve students across different racial and ethnic communities. Although racial identiﬁcation is

a social construct rather than one with biological
categories, racial labels have very real effects in
most societies around the world (Omi and Winant
1994; Smedley and Smedley 2005).
One theoretical framework that is used to
examine the students’ lived experiences is Critical
Race Theory (CRT). Though it ﬁrst emerged in
critical legal scholarship (Crenshaw et al. 1995) as
a critique of the “unrealized promise of [American] civil rights legislation” (Yosso et al. 2009,
p. 662), CRT has been widely applied to understanding race and racism in higher education for
the last 20 years. CRT consists of ﬁve central
tenets: (a) intercentricity of race and racism, the
premise that racism is endemic in society and
intersects with other forms of subordination;
(b) challenge to dominant ideology, the claim
that dominant ideas such as color blindness and
meritocracy actually promote the self-interest of
dominant groups; (c) commitment to social justice, or working towards the elimination of racism
and towards the empowerment of subordinated
groups, (d) centrality of experiential knowledge,
using counter-storytelling methods to collect and
legitimize the experiences of students of color;
and (e) interdisciplinary perspective, analyzing
race and racism across disciplines (Solorzano
1997; Solórzano and Yosso 2002). Research
employing CRT has given value to the knowledge
and wealth present in marginalized racial communities and has identiﬁed types of discrimination
such as racial microaggressions that demonstrate
how race shapes students’ experiences in higher
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education (Solorzano et al. 2000; Yosso 2005).
While the theory was developed and has been
most widely utilized in the United States, research
has demonstrated that CRT can be a useful lens in
other national contexts with pervasive forms of
racism (Chakrabarty et al. 2014; Delgado and
Stefancic 2012).
Acknowledging oppression is important in
CRT and often also plays a role in college students’ racial identity development. Racial identity
development is a life-long process, but it is widely
accepted that the college years tend to be a critical
time during which much change occurs (Astin
1993). Racial identity development models created to understand the process for diverse
populations typically include ﬂuid developmental
stages or orientation types (Cross and FhaghenSmith 2001; Gallegos and Ferdman 2012; Helms
1995). Despite differences in their structure, the
models include similar elements. Most start with
individuals’ low race awareness and eventually
reach a stage during which individuals experience
a heightened salience of race (Hurtado et al.
2015). Oftentimes, this salience and overall
awareness of minority or majority status comes
about through dissonance created by experiences
with discrimination (Jackson 2012). In order to
help students positively adjust and be successful
in the college environment, educators should be
familiar with the types of developmental issues
students from different racial groups may be facing (Torres et al. 2003). Much like CRT, racial
identity development models have mostly been
applied in an American context, though some
have been validated with college students in
other countries such as South Africa (Hocoy
1999).
The Multidimensional Model for Diverse
Learning Environments (MMDLE; Hurtado
et al. 2012) is another framework that brings student identity to the forefront and has been used to
understand the college experiences of different
racial groups (Cuellar 2014; Cuellar and
Johnson-Ahorlu 2016; Hurtado et al. 2015).
Building on a model intended to understand the
campus climate for racial/ethnic diversity
(Hurtado et al. 1998), the MMDLE places student
identity at the center, focuses on the dynamics
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within curricular and cocurricular spheres of interaction with institutional agents and peers, and is
explicit about the multiple contexts at work in
inﬂuencing student outcomes. Though the model
is intended to be inclusive of intersectional identities and different social identity groups, the
description here focuses on its use in the examination of the role of race. The multiple contexts in
the model include ﬁve dimensions of the campus
climate: (a) the historical dimension that considers
whether a campus has a legacy of exclusion of
particular racial groups, (b) the organizational
dimension that acknowledges how structural
aspects of the campus such as institutional policies beneﬁt groups that are not underrepresented,
(c) the compositional dimension that explains
how increasing the number of students from
underrepresented racial groups is a critical initial
step but not enough to reap the beneﬁts of diversity, (d) the psychological dimension that involves
students’ perceptions of racial conﬂict and their
attitudes towards members of other racial and
ethnic groups, and (e) the behavioral dimension
that consists of interactions among students of
different racial backgrounds and the nature of
those interactions. Along with the dimensions of
the climate, the MMDLE conceptualizes that the
larger sociohistorical, policy, institutional, and
community contexts interact with students’ race
to shape how they experience college. A study by
Hurtado and Alvarez (2010) found that Black
students who were underrepresented at their institutions also felt racist incidents were disregarded
by administrators, showing the compositional and
organizational dimensions are linked.
These frameworks highlight the importance of
acknowledging that college students are educated
in distinct racial contexts, the oppression of underrepresented racial groups, and student psychological responses to the racial climate. They also
stress that an examination of the role of race in
higher education should include an examination
of the intersection of race with other social identities. Numerous studies on a variety of racial
groups support the premises that underlie each of
these frameworks in higher education.
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Equity refers to the concept of moral fairness.
A common objective of social and economic policy, the term “equity” is often used to describe the
fair distribution of resources, opportunity, or liability among individuals and groups (DesJardins
2002; Stone 2012). Determining whether a distribution is equitable is an inherently value-laden
assessment because “fairness” is relative (Stone
2012). As a result, conversations about equity in
higher education can be fraught with controversy,
despite near universal agreement that postsecondary educational systems should function
in fair and just ways in the pursuit of democratic
ideals (Labaree 1997).
A classic example of the contested nature of
equity from the ﬁeld of higher education pertains
to the distribution of monetary aid to students to
offset college costs. Some may view merit-based
aid – ﬁnancial support awarded on the basis of a
student’s individual accomplishments and
achievement – as inherently fair. However, others
might see merit-based aid policies as unfair due to
the imperfect and arguably racially and culturally
biased measures of individual academic achievement often relied upon to make such decisions,
such as standardized test scores (Zwick 2007).
Critics of merit-based aid policies also raise legitimate questions about the extent to which these
measures of achievement actually measure an
individual’s knowledge and cognitive abilities
versus the degree to which that individual

Synonyms
Fairness; Justice; Parity

Definition
The term equity in higher education has a critical
dimension and an accountability dimension.
From a critical perspective, equity in higher
education is the recognition that institutional racism (and sexism) is an entrenched characteristic of
colleges and universities that has to be dismantled
with strategies that are color conscious (Appiah
and Gutmann 1998), informed by critical race
theory (Bonilla-Silva 2014; Crenshaw 1995;
Delgado and Stefanic 2001), and systemic.
From an accountability perspective, equity in
higher education is the attainment of proportional
representation of historically marginalized groups
in terms of access, retention, degree completion,
and participation in enriching programs, experiences, and activities that build students’ academic
and cultural capital.
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beneﬁtted from the unequal distribution of social,
economic, and educational opportunity by race,
class, etc. These critics argue that because meritbased distributions of ﬁnancial aid reward the
already advantaged, they are unfair and, thus,
inequitable. In practice, state governments, higher
education institutions, and private organizations
that award ﬁnancial aid most often use a mixture
of merit-based and need-based approaches to navigate the contested nature of equity in this circumstance. Nevertheless, the above example about
ﬁnancial aid illustrates the complex questions
about equity that permeate higher education.
Equity and equality. Though sometimes used
interchangeably, equity and equality are distinct
concepts (Bensimon and Malcom 2012;
DesJardins 2002; Dowd and Bensimon 2015;
Stone 2012). Equality is synonymous with “sameness” and uniform treatment; whereas, equity is
concerned with “fairness” and just treatment.
From a rational perspective, equal treatment is,
by deﬁnition, fair. However, approaching distributive problems from a critical perspective recognizes that equal treatment is often unfair and can
actually exacerbate existing inequalities introduced by oppression, discrimination, exclusion,
and opportunity denial. For example, a study of
economics female and male faculty who were
granted family leave and had their tenure clock
extended showed that the ostensibly gender-equal
policy in fact put men at a greater advantage. Men
used the extra year to amass even more publications disadvantaging women even more because
the greater productivity of the men raised the
tenure bar for women (Wolfers 2016).

Horizontal, Vertical, and Outcome
Equity
There are three primary forms of equity that are
pursued via higher education policy: horizontal
equity, vertical equity, and outcome equity. Horizontal equity is the principle of “equal treatment
of equals,” while vertical equity is the idea of
“unequal treatment of unequals” (DesJardins
2002; Dowd and Bensimon 2015; Stone 2012).
Drawn from economic theory, horizontal and
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vertical equity are related to the Rawlsian concept
of justice as fairness: “All social primary
goods – liberty and opportunity, income and
wealth, and the bases of self-respect – are to be
distributed equally unless an unequal distribution
of any or all of these goods is to the advantage of
the least favored” (Rawls 1971, p. 303). In the
context of higher education, horizontal equity
(i.e., equal educational resources to those with
equal need) is generally accepted as a valid principle to guide policymaking (DesJardins 2002;
Dowd and Bensimon 2015). However, policies
that pursue vertical equity (i.e., greater educational resources to those with greater needs) are
more controversial, particularly when those policies aim to address the greater needs introduced
by structural racism and past discriminatory practices (Dowd and Bensimon 2015). The ongoing
challenges to race-conscious college admissions
policies are a prime example of this.
More recently, discussions around equity in
higher education have broadened to include the
concept of outcome equity, which focuses on educational outputs rather than just inputs (Dowd
2007, 2003; Dowd and Bensimon 2015).
According to this principle, higher education is
said to be equitable if members of different racial,
gender, and socioeconomic groups have about
equal chances of reaching relevant educational
outcomes (Levin 1994). Achieving outcome
equity requires the allocation of unequal educational resources in whatever manner is needed to
produce equal access and outcomes (outputs)
(Dowd 2007, 2003).
Equity in higher education is characterized by
(1) equity in access across stratiﬁed tiers of higher
education, (2) equal successes of all students
across the many types of programs and credentials
within those tiers, and (3) equity in access to the
myriad forms of deep and engaged learning that
prepare students for today’s workforce and society (Witham et al. 2015, p. 8). Thus, equity in
higher education includes aspects of horizontal,
vertical, and outcome equity.
Equity versus diversity. The focus on equal
outcomes distinguishes equity from the concept
of diversity in higher education (Bensimon 2005).
The diversity agenda has focused primarily on
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access and inclusion. Diversity efforts emphasize
increasing the numerical representation of historically underrepresented students within higher
education, encouraging students to interact across
racial, ethnic, cultural, and other forms of difference and promoting intercultural understanding
(Chang 2005; Gurin et al. 2002). Campuses seeking to increase diversity might ask themselves, “in
what ways can we attract more students of color to
our campus?” or “in what ways can we increase
students’ understanding of cultural, racial, and
ethnic differences?” (Bensimon 2005, p. 6).
While diversity is a valuable objective toward
which to strive, focusing on diversity alone will
not redress the persistent inequities in higher education outcomes experienced by minoritized
populations. There are many racially diverse institutions at which African Americans, Latinos, and
Native Americans experience lower retention and
completion rates than their White and Asian peers
(Bensimon and Malcom 2012; Dowd and
Bensimon 2015). In these cases, equity ought to
be the central focus of institutional improvement
efforts. Institutions pursuing equity are guided by
questions such as, “in what ways can we improve
the educational outcomes of historically underrepresented students?” or “in what ways can we – as
faculty members, dean, and counselors – be more
accountable for the outcomes of historically
underrepresented students?” (Bensimon 2005,
p. 6). Critical reﬂection on equity-focused questions, like the preceding, can lead to new knowledge about the ways in which institutional
structures, policies, and practices can be
“remediated” to create equity in higher education
(Bensimon and Malcom 2012; Dowd and
Bensimon 2015).

Equity-Mindedness
The principle of relocating the cause of disparities
in educational outcomes to institutional structures
and policies rather than imagined deﬁcits of students is central to the principle of “equitymindedness” (Bensimon et al. 2007; Bensimon
and Harris 2012). Equity-mindedness is more
than simply being aware of inequities or being
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“equity aware.” Equity-mindedness requires
being deliberately conscious in action and policy
of the sociohistorical contexts of educational
attainment, and reframing inequities in terms of
the institutional practices that perpetuate patterns
of stratiﬁcation rather than assuming that those
patterns are the result of deﬁcits in the abilities
or aspirations of racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic
groups (Bensimon 2007; Bensimon and Harris
2012; Witham et al. 2015).
Researchers at the Center for Urban Education
at the University of Southern California came up
with the term as a counter-schema to deﬁcitminded explanations that practitioners resort to
when they see evidence of unequal educational
outcomes. Practitioners tend to rationalize lower
rates of graduation, credit accumulation, representation in STEM ﬁelds, and other outcomes by
blaming it on students’ cultural, motivational,
educational, and aspirational deﬁcits. In contrast,
equity-minded individuals recognize that stratiﬁed patterns of college access and outcomes are
rooted in the previous and ongoing exclusionary
practices and racism in higher education. Equityminded individuals are also conscious of the ways
in which higher education practices, policies,
expectations, and norms tend to place the responsibility for redressing inequities on members of
marginalized groups instead of on the institutions
and practitioners that have a professional responsibility to remedy equity gaps (Bensimon and
Malcom 2012). Rather than viewing inequalities
as predictable and natural, equity-minded individuals allow for the possibility that they might be
created or exacerbated by taken-for-granted practices and policies. Equity-mindedness is the ability to link unequal educational outcomes to
structures and practices that others see as neutral
and act to transform them (Bensimon and Malcom
2012; Dowd and Bensimon 2015).

Creating Equity Through Equity-Minded
Practice and Policy
Creating equity in higher education requires
that faculty, staff, institutional leaders, and
policymakers engage in their practice in
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equity-minded ways (Bensimon and Malcom
2012; Dowd and Bensimon 2015). Equity-minded
practice and policymaking involve the examination of data disaggregated by race/ethnicity and
calls for practitioner-led inquiry (Bensimon and
Malcom 2012). Examining disaggregated student
outcome data enables practitioners, institutional
leaders, and policymakers to develop awareness
of inequities in educational outcomes and allows
them to come to view race-based educational inequities as a problem of practice rather than a problem of student deﬁciencies (Bensimon and
Malcom 2012; Felix et al. 2015). Inquiry involves
critical reﬂection on educational practice and policy, which permits institutional actors and
policymakers to see the contradictions between
their espoused values of fairness, justice, and
care and the manner in which their current practices reproduce and further inequalities experienced by students from marginalized groups
(Bensimon and Malcom 2012; Dowd and
Bensimon 2015).
The characteristics of equity-minded practitioners. Faculty and staff who aim to engage in
equity-minded practice demonstrate speciﬁc
behaviors and characteristics. In addition to
being willing to examine student outcome data
disaggregated by race and ethnicity, equityminded faculty and staff attribute patterns of
racialized unequal educational outcomes to the
history of exclusion, discrimination, and educational apartheid experienced by minoritized
groups – not to individual students. Related to
this, equity-minded faculty and staff have respect
for the aspirations and struggles of students who
are not well served by the current educational
system. They also possess an awareness that
beliefs, expectations, and practices assumed to
be neutral can produce outcomes that disadvantage marginalized populations. As a result, equityminded practitioners also believe in the fairness of
allocating additional college resources to students
who have greater needs due to systemic shortcomings of our educational system in providing for
them. Faculty and staff who are equity-minded
also recognize that eliminating institutional racism within higher education requires intentional
critical deconstruction of structures, policies,
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practices, norms, and values assumed to be race
neutral (Bensimon and Malcom 2012; Bensimon
2007; Witham et al. 2015).
Equity-minded higher education reform.
Equity-minded practice, as implemented by individual higher education practitioners, can narrow
racialized equity gaps. However, eradicating systemic inequities will also require that higher education reform and change efforts make equity a
central priority. Equity-minded higher education
reform efforts strive to provide clarity and speciﬁcity in language, equity goals, and measures of
effectiveness. Such equity-enhancing change
efforts view higher education institutions, policies, and practices as the “sites” of change and
improvement rather than exclusively focusing on
students. In addition, equity-minded higher education reform is designed to accommodate differences in the context of students’ learning – not to
treat all students the same. Enacting equity
requires a continual process of organizational
learning through the disaggregation of data by
race/ethnicity and by questioning the assumptions
about the relevance and effectiveness of current
practices. Finally, equity-minded higher education reform and change efforts do not relegate
equity to the margins; instead, equity is enacted
as a pervasive institution- and system-wide principle (Witham et al. 2015).
Crafting equity-minded higher education policy. Creating equity in higher education also
necessitates that policymakers are intentional
about reviewing existing policies to determine
the extent to which they are equity enhancing
and that they develop new policies with equity in
mind. Equity-minded policies position the participation and success of students from racial, ethnic,
and indigenous communities historically underserved by higher education as a state and institutional responsibility. In addition to using speciﬁc
language to clearly identify who beneﬁts from the
policy and who is excluded, equity-minded policies do not rest upon biased or stereotypical
assumptions about students within them. Equityminded policies that mandate data collection and
reporting require that those data be disaggregated
by race throughout the planning, implementation,
and evaluation stages. Policymakers who aim to
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craft equity-minded policy should ask themselves
whether the policy could cause disproportionate
impact to speciﬁc groups based on other factors
related to educational disadvantage, such as attendance patterns, residential versus nonresidential,
participation in advanced college-prep curricula,
etc. Finally, equity-minded policies make a compelling evidence-based case for equity on the
basis of economic well-being, demographic
shifts, and/or moral imperative in order to speak
to a broad base of stakeholders across sectors
(Center for Urban Education 2016).

Whither Equity in Higher Education?
Despite decades of well-intentioned efforts to
increase postsecondary educational access for historically marginalized and underrepresented
populations, equity in higher education remains
an elusive goal. Paradoxically, equity gaps in
terms of postsecondary degree attainment have
remained and, in some cases, widened even as
minoritized student enrollment within US higher
education has grown markedly (Witham
et al. 2015). This paradox of increasing access
and decreasing equity is related to several factors,
including the movement away from compensatory higher education policies, the waning emphasis on race as a primary dimension along which
inequity is perpetuated, and the failure of higher
education practitioners and policymakers to
engage in educational practice, reform, and
policymaking in equity-minded ways (Dowd and
Bensimon 2015).
In the USA, equity as a concept and ideal was
the focus of the Civil Rights Movement, and it
was advanced through a variety of policies and
programs aimed at leveling the playing ﬁeld for
racial and ethnic groups that had been excluded
from higher education through Jim Crow policies
and admissions policies that, under the guise of
merit, perpetuated a separate and unequal educational system (Hacker 2003).
In the 1960s, the rationale for racial equity was
moral, and it resulted in compensatory policies
based on a liberal view of educational reparations
to Blacks (and added later Hispanics, Native
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Americans, and women). The major policies produced in the Civil Rights reform were afﬁrmative
action and need-based federal and state ﬁnancial
aid programs. Well into the late 1970s, colleges
and universities pursued equity, particularly racial
equity, by focusing on race-based access and programs that directed resources to targeted racial
and ethnic groups as well as women. The equity
movement in higher education was severely
weakened by a series of legal rulings that determined the consideration of race in admissions was
only justiﬁable as a rationale for diversity
(Ledesma 2015). With the continuing legal challenges to policies of reparation for past injustices
as well as the belief among Whites that the problem of race is behind us, higher education has
replaced equity with diversity as the goal. Instead
of elevating the remediation of racial injustices as
the primary objective, higher education’s pursuit
of diversity qua diversity turned race into one of
many “cultural identities” that contributed to
diversity (Berrey 2011).
Straight talk on race is uncomfortable for
higher education leaders, faculty, as well as
policymakers. Great efforts are made to talk
about it without actually naming race speciﬁcally
(Pollock 2005). More recently the conﬂuence of
events and issues where race ﬁgures prominently
are helping to bring back racial equity into focus.
The educational attainment goals to increase the
percentage of college-educated adults cannot be
achieved without an increasing number of students of color going to and ﬁnishing college. In
states in the West and East with growing
non-White populations, racial equity in higher
education has become an economic and human
capital imperative. Presently, the rationale for
racial equity is what critical race theorists posit
as interest convergence (Crenshaw 1995; Delgado
and Stefanic 2001). More college-educated people of color will protect the standard of living of
Whites, and it will ensure the ﬁnancial viability of
associated social services such as social security,
retirement funds, healthcare, and so on (Myers
2008).
An agenda for racial equity that is driven by the
exigencies of the economy and workforce does
not meet the critical or accountability criteria in
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the equity deﬁnition provided in this entry. An
economic and labor justiﬁcation for racial equity
focuses on efﬁciency and productivity. The concern is not about dismantling institutionalized racism (critical deﬁnition) but about producing
credentials that prepare the growing non-White
population for the jobs of the future. Moreover,
the concern is not about attaining proportionality
(accountability) in access, completion, and
enrichment activities. The focus is on non-White
students earning some kind of degree – a certiﬁcate, an associate’s, or baccalaureate – and not
whether they are overrepresented in certiﬁcates
that lead to low-paying jobs, or whether they are
overrepresented in segregated community colleges, or whether they are underrepresented
among transfers to selective universities, or
whether they are underrepresented among STEM
graduates.
Though equity is increasingly identiﬁed as a
shared goal of higher education practitioners,
leaders, institutions, and policymakers, it continues to be a highly contested concept. Equity
in higher education is contextually determined, its
meaning and nuances shaded by the local social,
historical, cultural, and political contexts. Though
the present discussion of equity in higher education emphasizes racial equity due to the unique
sociohistorical context of the USA (the context of
the authors), in other regions or nations, other
dimensions of identity (e.g., linguistic, cultural,
religious, etc.) may act as the basis for which
postsecondary educational opportunity is granted
or denied. Nevertheless, the conceptual foundations of equity in higher education presented here
are informative and applicable across the globe.
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Access to and Widening Participation perspectives, as well as interconnected policies
in Higher Education
across the public sphere. WP is thus a contested
Penny Jane Burke
Centre of Excellence for Equity in Higher
Education, The University of Newcastle,
Newcastle, NSW, Australia

Widening Access and participation (WP) has
emerged as a major policy concern in a number
of national contexts. It is connected to longer
histories over struggles for the right to higher
education, to concerns for greater fairness in society, and to ensuring that higher education is more
equitable and inclusive. It is also shaped by the
growing diversiﬁcation of student constituencies
that have resulted from higher education expansion over the later decades of the twentieth century. In the English context, during the period of
the New Labour Government (1997–2010), widening participation, often shorthanded as “WP,”
gained discursive hegemony, and this discourse
has gained momentum internationally. However,
the concept of “widening participation” is highly
contested within and across different national contexts, and there is no one agreed deﬁnition.
The different meanings circulating from policies of WP are often implicit, while assumptions
are often made about a common or universal
understanding of the term. The meanings attached
to WP are not only highly contextual but are also
connected to diverse and competing values and

terrain, and there are different perspectives underpinning policy and practice, which have different
outcomes and effects. WP is largely concerned
with redressing the under-representation of certain social groups in higher education. WP is
also connected to wider social movements for
greater educational equality, for example, through
access, enabling, and foundation programs driven
by concerns to develop more socially just higher
education systems. Such approaches to WP aim to
transform educational structures, systems, and
cultures and to create more inclusive institutional
contexts, sometimes characterized as “transformatory” approaches to WP (Burke 2002;
Jones and Thomas 2005).
Although such transformatory approaches are
at play, which are embedded in a social justice
orientation to WP, “utilitarianism” has been identiﬁed as the dominant approach to WP (Jones and
Thomas 2005). A utilitarian approach to WP
might be described as focusing primarily on individual attitudes couched in a compensatory and
remedial framework. This approach is
underpinned by notions of individual deﬁcit and
strongly emphasizes the relationship between
higher education and the economy (Jones and
Thomas 2005: 618), characteristic of neoliberalism. The purpose of HE in the utilitarian, neoliberal framework is reduced to enhancing
employability, entrepreneurialism, and economic
competitiveness (Morley 1999; Thompson 2000;
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Archer et al. 2003). This has arguably led to
greater stratiﬁcation of institutions. Indeed it has
been argued in the British context that “one of the
most pernicious effects of the government’s widening participation strategy could be to solidify
existing hierarchies (of institutions and knowledge) within higher education” (Barr 2008: 36).
Neoliberal perspectives and outcomes underpin
utilitarianism, with a focus on the types of
employability, human capital, development of
skills, and competencies that promote an efﬁcient
and competitive workforce in global knowledge
economies and markets. Neoliberal and utilitarian
discourses of WP have been critiqued for individualizing social inequalities, concealing the social
structures, processes, and discourses that reproduce exclusions and marginalization in and
through higher education systems.
WP policies and strategies include identifying
speciﬁc groups who should be targeted by WP
initiatives and activities. The target groups are
different across different national contexts, are
debated and contested, and might change over
time. The targeting strategies and methods used
by policy makers and institutions aim to ensure
that WP resources, opportunities, and funding are
distributed speciﬁcally to those groups who have
experienced social and educational disadvantages. Without targeting strategies and methods,
it is always possible that WP initiatives and activities might reproduce inequalities by distributing
further resources and opportunities to those individuals, families, and groups who already beneﬁt
signiﬁcantly from social and educational advantages and privileges.
However, targeting strategies are always
potentially problematic in the way they focus on
some groups to the exclusion of other groups and
tend to perpetuate deﬁcit discourses, which are
based in ﬂawed assumptions that students associated with WP target groups lack aspiration, motivation, capability, resilience, and so forth.
Targeting could unintentionally contribute to the
construction of negative stereotypes or to unwittingly pathologizing communities who have
already suffered histories of misrecognition
(Fraser 1997). Furthermore, targeting speciﬁc
groups tends to construct those groups as
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homogenous, as having a singular voice, history,
and a shared set of needs and interests. This fails
to acknowledge that personal and social identities
are complex formations of multiple and
intersecting differences, shaped by deeply embedded structural, economic, and cultural
inequalities.

Excellence and Equity
A key contemporary discourse at play in higher
education is “excellence,” profoundly shaping
possibilities and imaginaries in relation to challenging underrepresentation and exclusion in
HE. The forces of neoliberal globalization have
placed pressure on institutions to strive toward
becoming “global universities” and to position
themselves as “world-class,” competing for the
“best students” in a stratiﬁed market driven by
league table rankings. Institutions attempt to
negotiate the regulatory demands of “excellence”
and “equity,” despite the often contradictory
values attached to each. “Excellence” as part of a
“ranking movement” is “both a manifestation of
the new global competitive environment and a
driver of change in the ﬁeld of HE” (Rostan and
Vaira 2011, p. vii). Although excellence should
not be perceived as in opposition to equity, discourses of “excellence” in higher education institutions (HEIs) often overshadow and/or challenge
discourses of WP (see, e.g., Stevenson
et al. 2014).
Excellence thus poses tensions for the overarching aim of creating greater equity in higher
education. For example, in seeking “excellence,”
processes of selection and differentiation often
become embedded in everyday practices and naturalized, increasingly seen as a necessary and
inevitable dimension of HE. Maher and Tetreault
(2006) argue that discourses of excellence are
associated with struggles for prestige, which compel institutions to participate in competitive practices in the race to be ranked as “world-class.”
Nixon (2013, p. 96) warns that competition for
funds and for students has led to institutional
stratiﬁcation and the self-protective groupings of
institutions, which lobbied intensively for their
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market niche. Within this context, prestige has
itself become a marketable commodity,
reinforcing institutional stratiﬁcation.
What we see are levels of institutional sedimentation that provide the bases for structural inequalities
that deﬁne, restrict and control the horizons of
expectation and possibility. ‘Competition between
and within universities’, as Stromquist (2012) points
out, ‘does not foster equity but instead creates “winners” and “losers.”’ (Nixon 2013, p. 178)

In the US context, Lazerson (2010, p. 23)
argues that HE has expanded in a segmented and
hierarchical fashion in ways that might well be
interpreted as having “preserved the social structure of inequality.” In the Chinese context, the
impact of “excellence” on WP is similarly
observed, with “elitism being reinvigorated”
(Zha and Ding 2007, p. 55).

Raising Aspiration
As a key part of WP strategy, many universities
have developed targeted outreach activities aimed
at raising the aspiration of children and young
people from disadvantaged backgrounds. The
focus on “raising aspirations” has been critiqued
as confusing material poverty with a so-called
poverty of aspiration (Morley 2003; Burke 2012;
Whitty et al. 2016). There are a number of examples emerging from the UK context where
“aspiration-raising” activities have been shown
in fact to reinforce rather than overcome cultural
and socioeconomic divisions and inequalities
(Slack 2003).
The focus on “raising aspirations,” it has been
argued, oversimpliﬁes aspiration-formation,
ignoring the ways that aspirations are formed in
and through complex structural, social, economic,
and cultural inequalities, relations, and identities
(Burke 2012). The problem is not that students
from backgrounds targeted by WP policies lack
aspiration but that they are too often denied access
to the web of social networks, pedagogical opportunities, educational resources, academic practices, and symbolic and material forms of capital
legitimated by institutions such as schools and
universities that facilitate high levels of
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educational attainment and expectation. Some
have highlighted that educational aspiration is
mediated by students’ attachments to locality
and the feelings of belonging and social inclusion
that underpin those attachments (see Ball
et al. 1995; Gewirtz et al. 1995; Reay and Ball
1997). Young children imagine future possibilities in the context of the commitment they have to
their local area, contexts, and communities
(Connolly and Neill 2001). Reay et al. (2001)
similarly observe how HE applicants from
working-class backgrounds often stress the
importance of locality and community in their
decision-making process and the sense of security,
comfort, and familiarity generated through these
localized expressions.
Appadurai (2004) conceptualizes aspiration
formation as a “navigational capacity” (Sellar
and Gale 2011). This draws on insights by sociologists such as Ball and Vincent (1998) who highlight how students from middle-class
backgrounds are able to draw on both the formal
forms of “cold” knowledge available as well as
“hot” knowledge – the knowledge available
through informal social networks. Students from
working-class backgrounds usually do not beneﬁt
from access to “hot” knowledge about higher
education and therefore must rely on ofﬁcial
forms of “cold” knowledge, which might be challenging to access and decipher. In this way, students from historically under-represented
backgrounds “typically have diminished navigational capacities – the result of their limited
archives of experience – with which to negotiate
their way towards their aspirations” (Gale and
Parker 2013).

Diversity
“Diversity” is a key theme of WP, and meeting the
needs of diverse learners has become a central
concern. In some ways, this has helped highlight
the importance of teaching and learning in higher
education, with concerns to develop pedagogical
strategies to address increasingly diverse student
groups. However, diversity is too often reduced to
tokenistic notions, for example, in the marketing
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images of university students from diverse backgrounds (Leathwood and Read 2009) without
ample attention to how diversity raises serious
challenges for admissions, student support, pedagogical, curricula, and assessment strategies in a
highly stratiﬁed system (Stevenson et al. 2014;
Burke et al. 2016). The emphasis of WP policies
on equality of opportunity, through treating all
individuals the same, conceals histories of
inequalities and the signiﬁcance of social differences that are reproduced through educational
systems and structures, as well as differential
familial, social, and cultural habitus and capital.
Such inequalities require an acknowledgement
that WP strategies might at times need a focus
on difference and its intersection with structural
and cultural formations of inequality. This has led
to some heated debate about policies for and practices of afﬁrmative and/or positive action, raising
questions about how to address the tensions
between practices of “fairness” and “equality”
and how to recognize entrenched historical and
social inequalities of different groups who are
differently located and positioned in terms of
access to educational opportunities and outcomes
(Fraser 1997). This has led to a focus on how WP
strategies might be most effective when framed by
both redistribution (e.g., of resources and opportunities) and recognition (e.g., of social and cultural differences), even when these might be in
tension (Burke 2012).
Researchers also point out the need to understand diversity in relation to intersecting social
differences. In the US context, Maher and
Tetreault draw on the concept of diversity to “analyze the challenges to institutional privilege
brought about by the entrance of new groups
into the academy” (Maher and Tetrault 2006: 5).
They understand diversity to mean “people and
ideas that are different from the assumed norm of
White, heterosexual, middle-class and collegeeducated men” (Maher and Tetrault 2006). In
their study of the implications of increased diversity in British higher education, Chris Hockings
and her colleagues argue that diversity extends
beyond the traditional structural divisions of
class, gender, and ethnicity, also encompassing
diverse student entry routes and the different
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ways that students combine life, work, and study
(Hockings et al. 2008). Critiquing the often used
terms of “traditional” and “nontraditional” students in WP policy and practice, they argue that
such terms tend to mask the complexity of diverse
student populations (Hockings et al. 2008). They
examine the ways that difference is used as a
source of diversity, enriching the lives of others,
or as a mechanism of isolation and marginalization of those who are seen as not ﬁtting in or as
“others” (Hockings et al. 2008).

Fair Access
WP policy has been largely preoccupied with
questions of “fair access.” In England, for example, the 2004 report on admissions practices in
HE, chaired by Steven Schwartz, examined “the
options that English higher education institutions
should consider when assessing the merit of applicants for their courses, and to report on the principles underlying these options” (Schwartz 2004,
p. 4). Schwartz asserted that there was no evidence of poor admissions practice in universities
but that there was a need for greater transparency
of entry requirements and selection processes.
This perspective tends to conﬂate “transparency”
and “fairness,” both of which have acquired considerable currency in discourses of HE admission
policy. However, making admission processes
and practices clear and transparent does not render
them “fair” if they continue to discriminate
against groups who have been disadvantaged or
marginalized socially and educationally (Burke
and McManus 2009).
The notion of “fair access” has its roots in
liberal concerns to promote access to HE among
individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds that
are deemed to have high levels of potential and
ability (Kettley 2007, p. 335). This concern has
been expressed at different moments and in different ways throughout the twentieth century. The
seminal Robbins Report in Britain presented the
meritocratic principle that HE should be provided
for all those who have achieved the appropriate
entry qualiﬁcations and who wish to pursue such
courses (Robbins 1963). This underpinning
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principle has not changed in English policy discourses and is echoed in many other contemporary national contexts. For example, Australian
Senator the Hon Simon Birmingham stated that:
We need to ensure that good quality higher education is accessible to all students who have the ability
and well informed motivations to beneﬁt from
it. (Birmingham 2015, p. 9)

This view of “fair access” is strongly framed by
notions of meritocracy (Young 1961). Meritocracy is premised on the belief that all individuals
who work hard, and have the prerequisite ability,
can succeed within a fair and democratic system.
However, such a perspective does not address
differential social positions and power relations,
which provide some social groups with greater
access to the valuable cultural and material
resources necessary to gain institutionally legitimated academic forms of success. This lack of
attention to the social reproduction of inequalities
through cultural, educational, social, and academic forms of capital constructs “success” and
“failure” in terms only of individual effort and
talent. This reinforces ﬂawed explanations of deficit and locates the problem of WP in the individual rather than in inequitable educational and
social structures, cultures, and discourses.
Morley and Lugg (2009) argue that WP might
thus be understood as a technology of differentiation and stratiﬁcation, rather than a social justice
intervention (2009, p. 41). Leyva (2009) traces the
implicit logic behind meritocratic discourses to
the historically entrenched relationship between
social Darwinism and neoliberalism. This logic
tends to naturalize social inequalities on the premise that the socially “ﬁttest” groups, those who
demonstrate economic and educational success,
gained their social advantage through their
evolved ability, intelligence, and merit. Individual
underachievement and nonparticipation in HE are
thus constructed largely as the result of lack of
(cap)ability and/or lack of aspiration.
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Inclusion, Belonging, and Difference
A concern to create inclusive HE cultures in
which a sense of belonging is fostered has been
a major theme of WP debates. The broad aim is to
counter exclusive cultures and elitism and to
develop inclusive teaching and learning practices,
curriculum, and assessment frameworks. However, “inclusion” has been critiqued for placing
responsibility on those students deemed to be
“different” to transform themselves to meet the
dominant and normalized construction of “university student.” Policy discourses of inclusion
emphasize the need to:
include those who are excluded into the dominant
framework/state of being, rather than challenging
existing inequalities within the mainstream system,
or encouraging alternative ways of being. (Archer
2003, p. 23)

Fostering a sense of belonging has been identiﬁed as a strategy to create more inclusive cultures that are not based on a requirement of
students to conform to the dominant framework/
state of being. Rather, belonging is premised on
the recognition and value of difference, including
the different perspectives, histories, and experiences students from underrepresented backgrounds bring to HE. Difference is seen as
central to developing inclusive pedagogies for
equity and social justice (Chawla and Rodriguez
2007; Barnett 2011). Difference should be
embraced:
not as a problem to be regulated for neoliberal
processes of standardization and homogenization
but as a critical resource to reﬂexively develop
collective and ethical participation in pedagogical
spaces. Such collective participation is not based on
a notion that we can overcome power relations, but
an understanding that power is complex and ﬂuid
and an inevitable dimension of pedagogical relations in which difference is and should be part of the
dynamics in which we create meaning and understanding. (Burke 2015, p. 400)

Difference helps to reconceptualize WP as
relational and “constructed within systems of
power” (Brah 1996: 88). Brah argues that it is
important to make a distinction between difference as the “marker of collective histories” and
difference as “codiﬁed in an individual’s
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biography” (Brah 1996: 89). However, both forms
of difference are signiﬁcant in the understanding
of inequalities in access to and participation in HE
and struggles over the right to higher education.
Widening participation in higher education is
fraught with dilemmas and tensions, with multiple
layers, histories, and forms of inequality running
through a range of social and educational contexts
and pedagogical relations. It is caught up in power
struggles, including questions about the purposes
of higher education and who has the right to
higher education (Burke 2012). Critical scholars
have highlighted the ways that contemporary
higher education, a diverse and differentiated
ﬁeld, is increasingly being reframed in relation
to the logics of neoliberalism and a complex web
of intersecting political forces and discourses
(Burke et al. 2016). This raises challenges for
how we understand “widening participation” and
related policies, strategies, and practices.
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Cultural Capital, Social Class,
and Higher Education
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Over recent decades, the number of young people
beneﬁtting from higher education has increased
considerably as the sector has expanded and
“massiﬁed.” However, despite this shift, there
remain – in many countries across the
world – signiﬁcant differences by social class in
access to higher education. For example, of younger adults (i.e., those under 35), OECD data show
that 23 % of those whose parents did not attain
upper secondary education attained tertiary education themselves, compared with 65 % of their
counterparts whose parents had also attained tertiary education (OECD 2015). Furthermore, students from more advantaged backgrounds are also
more likely than their less advantaged peers to
gain access to the most prestigious institutions
(Boliver 2013). Moreover, differences, by social
class, have been widely documented in relation to
students’ experiences of higher education and
their transitions from higher education into
employment.
In explaining these inequalities, which have
endured despite the attempts on the part of governments across the world to “widen participation” among traditionally underrepresented
groups, many scholars have drawn upon the

work of Pierre Bourdieu, in particular, his concept
of cultural reproduction, and the three forms of
capital – economic, social, and cultural – which he
identiﬁed. In his analysis, these forms of capital
do not act independently of one another but are
inextricably linked. Social class positions afford
differential access to the three forms which, in
turn, create different patterns of privilege and
inequality. Economic capital is clearly important
in relation to, for example, the ability of students
and their families to afford tuition fees and travel
to institutions that may be some distance from
home and ensure a high-quality secondary education (to facilitate progression to higher education).
Social capital has also been shown to play a key
role. Indeed, Ball (2003) has distinguished
between the social capital possessed by workingclass students, when making decisions about
higher education, and by their middle-class
peers. He argues that the former was “almost
exclusively very personal and familial and offered
fairly limited descriptive information and bland
recommendations and rarely involved other adults
and certainly not adults who could be of use in
choosing and applying to higher education”
(p.82). In contrast, that invoked by the middleclass students is described by Ball as “effective or
operant, high volume social capital, that is, social
capital realised through social networks providing
direct support and relevant and valued resources”
(ibid.). In this way, he suggests class differences
are perpetuated.
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A large number of studies have focused on the
role played by cultural capital. This, Bourdieu
argued, can exist in three forms: an embodied
state (e.g., long-lasting bodily and/or mental dispositions), an objectiﬁed state (e.g., cultural goods
such as books and pictures), and an institutionalized state (e.g., academic credentials or qualiﬁcations awarded by educational institutions)
(Bourdieu 1997). Bourdieu (ibid.) contended that
educational institutions tend to reinforce social
inequalities by failing to take account of the differing amounts of cultural competence possessed
by their students and their differing levels of
familiarity with the dominant cultural (i.e., their
cultural capital). Firstly, this can be seen to affect
access to higher education – informing decisions
about whether or not to progress to higher education at all and, for those who do decide to go, the
type of institution to which they should apply.
Research has now documented clearly the different assumptions that are made by different class
fractions (e.g., Brooks 2003). While young people
from middle-class families typically do not consider any options on leaving school or college
other than higher education, the decision-making
processes of those from working-class backgrounds are often different. Research has shown
how such students, who have no familial experience of higher education to draw upon, often view
higher education institutions as alien spaces not
suitable for “people like me” (Archer et al. 2003).
When they do go on to higher education, they
often seek out institutions that are believed to be
more welcoming of students from less advantaged
backgrounds (e.g., newer, lower-status institutions), or which are located locally, so enabling
them to live at home and thus maintain their
existing social networks. Indeed, higher education
choices are often made within particular institutional circuits, which correspond closely to familial cultural capital. In the UK, for example, Reay
et al. (2005) have argued that while privately
educated students tend to dominate Oxford and
Cambridge and middle-class students identify
most strongly with older, civic universities, their
working-class counterparts feel most at home in
institutions that gained university status much
more recently. Brooks and Waters (2009) have
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extended this analysis by adding a fourth circuit.
Indeed, they argue that those from the most
privileged backgrounds (across many nation
states) choose within global circuits of higher
education – often preferring to study at elite institutions abroad if they fail to secure access to highstatus universities at home.
Experiences while at university can also be
strongly differentiated by social class. Indeed,
while higher education institutions clearly do
offer the possibility for signiﬁcant cross-cultural
encounter, empirical research has shown that cultural capital can affect interactions between
students – as well as how higher education is
experienced more broadly. Keane (2011), for
example, has shown how, in her research in an
Irish higher education institution, the nontraditional students were aware that they did not
have access to the same cultural (or economic)
capital as their middle-class counterparts. They
were thus worried about being rejected as interlopers and, as a consequence, “refused to engage
in friendship-building with “other” students”
(p.455). For these students, Keane concludes,
feeling subserviently positioned was a common
experience. Similar ﬁndings have emerged from
other countries. For example, Li (2013) has
argued that students from less well-off, rural backgrounds often feel out of place at high-status Chinese universities when compared to their peers
from urban areas – because of their lack of access
to “legitimate” cultural forms and their exclusion
(and self-exclusion) from high-status societies
and social activities. In contrast, however, the
working-class university students in Lehmann’s
(2014) research in Canada came to distance themselves from the (working-class) friends they had
left behind, often claiming that they were narrowminded and illiberal in their views. Lehmann suggests that higher education staff have to take some
responsibility for these attitudes – because of the
way in which many academics tend to elevate
middle-class forms of cultural capital over others
and deny value to working-class lives per
se. Indeed, he contends that “rather than ﬁnishing
university with a more critical understanding of
the structural and cultural conditions of their former lives or those of their parents or old friends,

Cultural Capital, Social Class, and Higher Education

the [working class] students have joined a middleclass chorus that renders working class knowledge and experience deﬁcient if not pathological”
(p.13).
Social class and cultural capital also pattern
transitions from higher education into employment. Although there are some important national
variations, data from many countries indicate that
the way higher education credentials are viewed is
a subjective process and one that often advantages
those in possession of middle-class (or elite)
forms of cultural capital. For example, drawing
on data from graduates in Hong Kong who had
studied for their degree abroad, Waters (2006) has
argued that the perceived value of the degree
depended largely on whether or not the graduate
was a member of an exclusive network of “overseas” students and graduates. Within such networks (but not necessarily outside of them), an
overseas qualiﬁcation was seen to guarantee a
wide range of embodied characteristics including
ﬂuency in English, an innovative approach to
learning (rather than a commitment to rote learning), and better communication skills (by virtue of
having a more “free and open” style). Waters
(2006) thus concludes that the way in which cultural capital was recognized and valued was crucial in explaining transitions into employment,
arguing that “the spatial proximity of a substantial
cohort of overseas-educated graduates within the
ﬁnancial district of Hong Kong. . .enabled the
easy exchange of participants’ cultural capital
into economic capital” (p.187). Similarly,
research on hiring practices in the USA has
shown how the ways in which graduate employers
deﬁned and evaluated merit were strong skewed
in favor of those from economically advantaged
families who exhibited “appropriate” forms of
cultural capital (Rivera 2015). Indeed, Rivera
(ibid.) argues:
. . .employers sought new hires who were not only
capable colleagues but fun and exciting playmates.
They distrusted resumes and often privileged their
own personal feelings of comfort, validation, and
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excitement experienced during face-to-face interviews over identifying candidates with superior
cognitive or technical skills. They did so not only
to reduce uncertainty in a fast-paced, client-service
environment but also to increase their personal
enjoyment at work. In many respects, they hired in
a manner more closely resembling the choice of
friends or romantic partners than one resembling
the rational model that sociologists typically posit.
(p.270)

Thus, it appears that while higher education
has ostensibly become more open and accessible,
with over a third of young people now progressing
to higher education in most countries across the
world (an average of 40 % across OECD countries), inequalities by social class remain and continue to pattern educational decision-making and
the experiences of those who do progress to
higher education and route from higher education
into the labor market. Cultural capital plays a key
role in these processes of social reproduction.
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The Use of Preferences in College
Admissions in the USA

Synonyms
Positive discrimination

Definitions
Afﬁrmative action refers to the use of preferences
favoring individuals in a particular group when
making a choice between candidates. In regards to
higher education, it refers to preferences in admissions decisions, i.e., being more likely to choose
students from a certain group over others, all else
equal. Framed more broadly, afﬁrmative action is
a policy focused on creating differential processes
or applying different standards in order to promote more equal access to higher education
opportunity. The preferences that receive the
most attention are those for speciﬁc racial or ethnic groups, but afﬁrmative action policies could
alternatively be tailored to favor other student
traits, such as low-income status (i.e., “economic”
afﬁrmative action). Additionally, college admissions committees have been shown to show preferences for students with legacy status (having a

Most of the work on afﬁrmative action has
focused on the context of the USA. Although
most American students attend the college of
their choice and 80% of colleges are nonselective,
there has been a great deal of concern about how
admissions decisions are made and the extent to
which preferences are given to certain groups.
This question has become more important as differences in resources, government subsidies, and
returns by level of college selectivity have been
better documented (Hurlburt and Kirshstein 2012;
Hoxby and Long 1999).
It is important to acknowledge that students’
decisions play an important role in determining
the outcomes we observe in higher education. In
other words, afﬁrmative action, or lack thereof,
will not alone determine whether colleges and
universities are racially and ethnically diverse.
Because students’ decisions, as well as their
access to resources and opportunities, are also
important determinants of campus racial and ethnic composition, postsecondary institutions
require more than race-conscious policies in
order to diversify their campuses. Persistent differences by race, income, or gender all along the
educational pipeline, from primary to secondary
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education, imply substantial gaps in college
access even in the face of racial preferences.
Although there is a perception that racial afﬁrmative action is extensive in American higher
education, the true role of race in college admissions is largely unclear. To discern the role of
racial preferences, researchers have often compared the academic characteristics of students of
different races at a particular college. The most
popular indicator has been differences in the test
scores of students of various races and ethnicities
who have been accepted to the college. The
implicit assumption of this approach is that test
scores, often college entrance exams like the SAT
or ACT, are a good measure of preparation for
college and a good predictor of future postsecondary performance. However, research
shows that such tests have limited ability to predict who will do well in college. Research on the
predictive ability of SAT scores on future college
performance suggest older versions of the test
explained only about one-third of a student’s
ﬁrst-year performance in college (Bridgeman
et al. 2000). More recent versions of the SAT,
which has been revised in response to critique
and pressure from colleges, have higher correlations (Shaw 2015). But even these correlations
may overstate the predictive ability of the SAT,
as Rothstein (2004) ﬁnds that, after correcting for
selection issues inherent in studies of predictive
validity, the SAT’s contribution to predictions of
freshman grade point averages are about 20%
smaller than the usual methods imply. Notably,
the predictive power of the SAT varies by student
gender and race, with the exam having a strong
correlation with future performance for some
groups versus others. The test also varies in how
well it predicts future student performance by
institution (Aguinis et al. 2016), and as a result,
the SAT is a better predictive tool for some
schools than others. Research on the predictive
power of the ACT, the other major college
entrance exam in the USA, suggests only two of
the four subtests are good predictors of positive
college outcomes (Bettinger et al. 2013).
Additional critiques of college entrance exams
include the fact that scores are easily inﬂuenced
by test preparation and repeated sittings, which
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are both more prominent activities among more
afﬂuent students (Vigdor and Clotfelter 2003;
Bound et al. 2009) and the assertion that such
exams actually do not capture the material most
often taught in high school or expected in college.
To improve the predictive power of test scores,
most suggest using it in combination with other
academic measures, such as high school GPA.
When determining the extent of preferences in
college admissions, it is important to understand
that test scores are only one of many factors
admissions committees consider in their decisions. Admissions committees in the USA, particularly at selective institutions tasked with
choosing between thousands of applicants, take
into account a wide variety of criteria, including
student essays, recommendations from teachers,
extracurricular activities, and leadership experiences. Also, beyond just using high school GPA,
admissions committees also consider the rigor of
the courses taken. These additional factors are
difﬁcult to quantify in an objective way for the
large-scale analyses needed to discern whether
and how preferences are being used by admissions
committees. For example, Kane (1998) compares
the college application decisions of high school
graduates at elite institutions. Although he ﬁnds
that students of color attended slightly better institutions than white students with similar background characteristics, he notes that this
observation is based only on test score and high
school GPA information. Given the importance of
other factors, a comparison of the mean test scores
of students from different racial or ethnic backgrounds who have been accepted by a college is
not a sufﬁcient way to determine whether and to
what degree racial preferences have been used in
admissions.
Looking beyond the most selective institutions, evidence of racial preferences at large, competitive (mostly public) colleges is stronger based
on the admission processes employed by the institutions. With tens of thousands of applicants,
large, public ﬂagship universities do not have the
time nor the capacity (i.e., admissions staff) to
review millions of pieces of subjective material.
Instead, many assign points to various aspects of
an applicant’s ﬁle and then accept all students
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above a cutoff. The practice of assigning points to
a student based on racial category alone is what
was called into question in Gratz v. Bollinger,
539 US 244 (2003), a case brought forth by a
student against the University of Michigan. It is
unclear how many minority students would have
been accepted without the points awarded for
race. Moreover, without the racial category,
many students of color may have alternatively
received points for being from an underrepresented high school or having what the University
of Michigan deﬁned as socioeconomic disadvantage. However, the court ruled against the university for this speciﬁc practice, and since then,
schools have generally moved towards treating
factors like race, income, or being a ﬁrstgeneration college student as part of a holistic
process rather than explicitly assigning points.

Challenges to Racial Preferences and
Alternatives
In response to the challenges to afﬁrmative action,
several states have eliminated racial preferences in
admissions. Instead of using preferences explicitly in admissions, several states have replaced
afﬁrmative action policies with percentage plans.
Under these policies, the top proportion of a high
school is given admission to some set of public
universities. To understand the effects of these
programs, researchers have compared levels of
diversity before and after enactment. As the oldest
program, Texas has been the focus of much of the
research in this area. Several years after the introduction of the policy, researchers have found that
the black enrollment level is still lower than before
the end of afﬁrmative action (Kain and O’Brien
2003). Quantitative analysis by Horn and Flores
(2003) provide further analysis of the Texas, California, and Florida plans. They conclude that
percentage plans alone do not serve as effective
alternatives to afﬁrmative action. The elimination
of afﬁrmative action in these states certainly had a
chilling effect on the appeal of selective public
colleges for students of color. The number of
applications from minority students fell signiﬁcantly at these schools, and therefore, the level
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of minority acceptances would have fallen even
without the elimination of racial preferences.
Instead, such policies must be coupled with
recruitment, outreach, ﬁnancial aid, and support
programs targeted at underrepresented communities with large minority student populations.
As an alternative to race-based preferences,
some have instead suggested preferences should
be given to students on the basis of income. To
address the paucity of low-income students at the
most selective colleges in the USA, these advocates favor “economic afﬁrmative action.”
Cancian (1998) compares the effects of racebased programs to admissions policies based on
class or economic status. Using the NLSY to
simulate the effects of different admission scenarios, she ﬁnds that doing so would not produce the
same results as programs that target race. Bowen
et al. (2005) also consider the effects of considering economic diversity (i.e., income) in admissions. This research suggests that using
preferences according to student income is not a
good substitute for using racial preferences in
admissions decisions. The reason stems from the
fact that although many students of color are from
low-income backgrounds, there are still many
more white students who are poor and who
would beneﬁt from economic afﬁrmative action.
Bowen et al. (2005) suggest that selective colleges
should to continue race-sensitive admissions policies while also working to enroll more students
from low-income backgrounds.

Affirmative Action Outside of the USA
In the global context, countries beyond the USA
have used afﬁrmative action to promote equity in
their tertiary education systems. For some, their
policies are in response to historical discriminatory policies and practices, such as Apartheid in
South Africa, the differential treatment of persons
of different castes in India, and explicit favoritism
towards white persons as in Brazil (Long and
Kavazanjian 2012). Another justiﬁcation relates
to economics: this argument suggests that helping
disadvantaged people will contribute to the economic efﬁciency of a country (Moses 2010).
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While increased access to tertiary education has
been documented across the world, like in the
USA, low-income, minority, and ﬁrst-generation
college student are the least likely to enroll and
succeed in tertiary education.
Across nations and cultures, countries have
used a diverse set of mechanisms and procedures
in the name of afﬁrmative action. One decision
that must be made is about the approach, or how
the country will designate the beneﬁciaries, which
can be particularly challenging if the country does
not have a good census or way of categorizing and
tracking individuals by group. Countries could
designate beneﬁciaries of redistributive policies
according to membership in established groups
(e.g., South Africa) or construct its own social
categories to determine who is eligible for preferences (e.g., India). The form of afﬁrmative action
can also vary from being a preferential boost in
admissions, which is deﬁned as adding points to
the ratings of a target group. Alternatively, some
countries, like Malaysia and Brazil, use quota
systems that allot a certain number of slots to
members of the target group. For example, a policy in India mandated that 49.5% of seats be
reserved for students and faculty members of
scheduled castes, scheduled tribes, and other
“backward” classes (Deshpande 2006; Gupta
2006). The strength of the policy also varies
across countries. In some places, preference is
only given to the target group in a case of equally
qualiﬁed candidates. Other countries have much
strong policies and exert preferences that result in
choosing the disadvantaged group over other candidates regardless of qualiﬁcations.
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Elite, Mass, and High-Participation
Higher Education
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Definitions
In 1973 the University of California Berkeley
sociologist Martin Trow published an essay titled
“Problems in the transition from elite to mass
higher education.” It became perhaps the most
inﬂuential single work written on modern higher
education. Trow (1973) identiﬁed a “broad pattern
of development of higher education” in “every
advanced society” (p. 1). Higher education was
growing from an “elite” system enrolling less than
15% of the school leaver age group to a “mass”
system with 15–50% and then a “universal” system with over 50%. Higher education was “universal” at 50% because at that stage it was
necessary to enter higher education for the full
exercise of effective citizenship. Trow also noted
that in relation to individual institutions, in what
he called the “universal” phase, elite higher education continued alongside mass and universal
forms.
For the most part, Trow’s distinctions remain
helpful. However, in the more conventional
understanding of “universal,” the term refers to
systems with the entire school leaver age cohort.

Some countries are now approaching that level of
participation. Moreover, to treat 50% participation
as “universal” in 1973 suggests a certain complacency, given that in the United States women,
students from poor families, and nonwhite families were substantially underrepresented. Accordingly, in this entry, systems with over 50% of the
age cohort are referred to as high-participation
systems (HPS) rather than “universal.”

Trow’s Three Phases of Higher Education
For Trow (1973) “elite,” “mass,” and “universal”
higher education were seen both as historical
stages and as practices that existed alongside
each other in the present. As stages of higher
education, they were the basis of a prescient narrative about the changing character of higher education. The purpose of higher education shifted
from “shaping the mind and character of the ruling
class” (elite) to preparing a larger group in professional and technical skills (mass) and to preparing
the whole population in “adaptability” to social
and technological change (universal), when
higher education took in all of society and its
autonomy was diminished. “Distinctions between
learning and life become attenuated” (Trow 1973,
p. 8). Access shifted from a privilege (elite) to a
right (mass) and to an “obligation” (universal) for
at least middle-class families and ultimately for
everyone (pp. 1–2 and pp. 5–20).
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In the elite phase, the student enters directly
after school; in the mass phase, some delay entry
“until after a period of work or travel”; in the
universal phase, “there is much postponement of
entry” and broken attendance, and vocational
training and mixed work/study modes constitute
a larger proportion of higher education. “Emphasis on ‘lifelong learning’ is compatible with a
softening of the boundaries between formal education and other forms of life experience” (Trow
1973, pp. 9–10). The curriculum moves from a
“highly structured” program based on mandatory
intellectual or professional requirements in the
elite phase to a choice-based modular structure
in the mass phase and to the breakdown of
sequencing, structure, and assessment requirements in the universal phase “where no single
conception of higher education obtains” (p. 8).
The pedagogical relationship between student
and teacher moves from personal mentoring
designed to shape individual development in the
elite phase, for example, the Oxford college, to
formal instruction in large classrooms in the mass
phase with emphasis on the transmission of skills
and knowledge, to displacement of the studentteacher relationship in the universal phase amid
correspondence programs, “video cassettes and
TVs,” the “computer, and other technological
aids” (p. 9). Trow anticipates the later tendency
to attenuation of mass education, though the
reduction in teaching intensity by diverse means.
Student community is also attenuated.
Fragmented populations of unlimited size have
merely nominal connections, no longer united by
frequent association, values, or identity
(pp. 10–13).
The internal governance of HEIs is much
changed. Elite institutions are run by small
homogenous groups inside and outside the university, with part-time amateur academic leaders
served by a handful of administrative staff. In the
mass phase, the elite leadership of HEIs is increasingly affected by interest groups and democratic
pressures inside and outside the sector. Academic
administrators are full time and university bureaucracy grows at pace. In the universal phase, ﬁnancial managers and specialist services ﬂourish, and
HEIs function within external relations and the
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public media space, where academic values and
processes appear archaic and are habitually
questioned (pp. 13–15). Massiﬁcation has ambiguous implications for institutional diversity. On
one hand, there is potential for greater diversity.
Elite systems “tend to be highly homogeneous,”
with small institutions resembling each other that
share strong notions of membership, clear boundaries between institution and society, and (“at least
in their meritocratic phase”) high standards. Mass
systems are comprehensive and more diverse in
functions and standards, with institutions of up to
40,000 students and fuzzier and permeable external boundaries. Amid universal access, there is
greater natural diversity and the dissolution of
standards and boundaries, though administrative
standardization of units and functions is enhanced
(p. 16). However, the corporatization of internal
university organization, together with imitating
behavior by the institutions themselves, tend to
reduce the potentials of horizontal diversity of
institutional type, mission, and educational
approach (pp. 51–52).
In relation to the vertical stratiﬁcation of systems, Trow states that “in a mass system, elite
institutions may not only survive but ﬂourish”
(p. 19).
The development of mass higher education does not
necessarily involve the destruction of elite institutions or parts of institutions, or their transformation
into mass institutions. Indeed, elite forms of higher
education continue to perform functions that cannot
be performed as well by mass higher education.
(Trow 1973, p. 15)

Yet in the process of massiﬁcation issues of
social equity is also transformed. Student selection proceeds from the primary use of the criterion
of academic merit in the elite phase to programs
designed to create social equality of opportunity
in the mass phase and then to open access in the
universal phase, because “social inequalities show
everywhere a stubbornly persistent effect on educational achievement” (Trow 1973, pp. 23–24).
As the system expands the new goal of equality,
policy is “to achieve a social, class, ethnic, and
racial distribution in higher education reﬂecting
that of the population at large” (p. 45). However,
“the growth in student numbers at university”
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tends to be “largely made up of an increase in the
proportion of middle class students, who almost
everywhere are the ﬁrst to take advantage of
increases in educational opportunities of every
kind and at every level.” It is especially difﬁcult
to achieve social equality in relation to entry into
elite institutions, because of the association
between educational requirements and middleclass culture. Social advantage is “stubbornly persistent” in meritocratic selection (p. 24).
Sensing the tension between social mobility
and social reproduction in a “democratizing” system (Trow 1973, p. 45), Trow believed that potential mobility should be regulated within a steeply
tiered system, siphoning off popular demand into
the lower tiers without disturbing the position of
middle-class families within the reproduction of
an unequal social order. “The establishment of
different sectors of higher education, reﬂecting
the status hierarchies in the larger society, is a
more effective way of using higher education to
buttress rather than undermine the class structure”
(p. 25). This was and is unattractive to egalitarians, but in the American context, again proved
prescient. In all mass-to-universal systems as they
have emerge, there is unresolved struggle between
those who see more democratic participation in
higher education as a vehicle for building social
equality and solidarity, along Nordic lines
(Välimaa 2011), and perhaps believe a classless
educational meritocracy is within reach and those
who mobilize the instruments of educational competition and meritocratic selection so as to maintain existing patterns of exclusion and familial
reproduction, thereby reducing the “universal” in
universal higher education.
Trow’s essay also explains the tendency of
higher education systems to grow. As he sees it,
expansion is ultimately driven by family aspirations to maintain and improve social position.
This leads him to two insights. First, because
there is no limit to aspirations for social betterment through education, there will be “continued
popular demand for an increase in the number of
places in colleges and universities”. “It seems to
me very unlikely that any advanced industrial
society can or will be able to stabilize the numbers” (Trow 1973, p. 40). Because growth is not
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driven by economic demand for graduates, it is
not governed by economic scarcity. Despite
“loose talk about graduate unemployment or of
an oversupply . . . it is still clear that people who
have gone on to higher education thereby increase
their chances for having more secure, more interesting, and better paid work throughout their
lives.” As more people enter higher education, it
not only becomes “a symbol of rising social status” (p. 41); nonparticipation becomes an individual deﬁciency to be explained. Graduate
unemployment is not a problem due to the “educational inﬂation of occupations.” Graduate jobs
move down the occupational scale. As graduates
increase, they displace those without college,
sometimes enriching the jobs. “What mass higher
education does is to break the old rigid connection
between education and the occupational structure” that prevents graduates from taking what
were nongraduate jobs. Graduates can “seek
employment without loss of dignity wherever
the jobs may exist” (pp. 42–43).
Trow’s second insight is that government policy ultimately has to follow social demand for
higher education, rather than social demand
being a function of policy or funding. Government is under ongoing pressure, especially from
middle-class families, to facilitate the growth of
higher education until saturation is reached, using
both expanded supply and ﬁnancial support for
participation. This was going to happen not only
in California but in all jurisdictions, Trow states
(pp. 5–6, p. 40). It was a bold prediction given that
in 1973 governments outside the United States
were often more concerned to create demand for
higher education than follow it and were enamored of “manpower planning,” as it was called,
using rates of return and employment data to plot
a rational ﬁt between education and the labor
markets (or so they hoped). Yet in the long run,
Trow’s notion of government behavior and the
socially led character of participation growth
have proven correct.
Trow knew something of the pitfalls of comparison but he saw his argument as a universal
script. Though the essay was correct about universal growth and perceptive on generic developments, he did not get it wholly right. For example,
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he underestimated the constraints on diversity in
expanding systems and the extent of national
variations.

The Tendency to Growth in Statistical
Terms
In 1971, just before Trow’s essay was published,
only 19 countries had reached 15%, Trow’s
“mass” higher education level. By 2013 there
were 56 world higher education systems with an
enrolment of 50%, and no less than 110 systems
had reached Trow’s “mass” level of 15% or more
(World Bank 2016). Only about 50 higher education systems, less than one quarter, mostly very
poor, were still below the 15% mark.
Between 1970 and 2013, population multiplied
by 1.93 and real GDP by 3.63, but enrolments in
higher education grew by a factor of 6.12. The
growth of higher education has accelerated.
Between 1972 and 1992, the worldwide gross
tertiary enrolment ratio (GTER) moved modestly
from 10.1% to 14.0%. (The numerator of the
GTER is the total enrolment in 2-year programs
and above; the denominator is the school-leaver
age cohort in the national population.) In the next
two decades, the worldwide GTER was more than
doubled, growing by almost one percentage point
a year and reaching 32.0% in 2012. In 2014,
across all countries one in three young people
entered higher education, three in four across
Europe and North America (UNESCO 2016;
World Bank 2016). Notions that only some people
are capable of higher education are fading. Recurring concerns about “overeducation” and graduate
unemployment do not halt growth. As Trow
(1973) predicted, graduates move down the occupational scale, displacing nongraduates, so that
the earnings and status advantages of degrees are
maintained (Schofer and Meyer 2005; Teichler
2009).
When systems reach GTERs of 50% or more,
they keep growing toward 100%. Between 1992
and 2012, the GTER increased markedly in each
world region except Central Asia. Between 2000
and 2012 alone, the GTER rose by at least 18% in
32 countries. In or before 2012, it exceeded 50%
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across all of Western and Eastern Europe, North
America, much of Latin America, and all East
Asia except China. Nations with GTERs above
50% in 2012 included middle-income Albania,
Armenia, Barbados, Bulgaria, Iran, Jamaica,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Palestine,
Saudi Arabia, Serbia, and Thailand. By 2012 the
GTER reached 90% in each of South Korea
(98.4%), Canada, United States, Finland, Belarus,
and Australia. In Cuba, Denmark, New Zealand,
Puerto Rico, Russia, Slovenia, Spain, and
Ukraine, it had passed 75%. The United States
long had the highest GTER in the world but is
now behind South Korea and Canada.
There are still gaps. In countries with very low
per capita incomes, most states lack the necessary
capacity and time horizon to mount large-scale
tertiary systems. Between 1992 and 2012, the
GTER in sub-Saharan Africa doubled, but in
2012 it was below 15% in all systems for which
data were available. However, the GTER is now
climbing in South Asia. In India between 1992
and 2013, it rose from 6% to 24%. In China the
GTER was 30% in 2013 (UNESCO 2016). The
government target is 40% by 2020.

Explanations for the Expansion of
Participation
What drives this ubiquitous expansion to highparticipation systems of higher education and
beyond? It is often assumed that the number of
higher education students is just a function of state
policy. It is true that in most systems, governments
control the number of subsidized student places in
public higher education institutions and sometimes also in private institutions. In 2012 governments funded 69% of the costs of public and
private tertiary institutions in the OECD countries
(OECD 2014, p. 236). Also, government policy
and funding are highly visible at the time when
national systems move to the mass higher education phase. The state funds the necessary infrastructure and also any research programs.
However, states seem to be less instrumental
once the dynamic of participation growth has
become entrenched, so that it becomes increasing
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more difﬁcult for families to stay out of higher
education. After 15% is reached, signiﬁcant falls
in participation are unusual. Nowhere in the
world, once the HPS dynamic is released, does
any state secure a lasting reversal of growth,
despite the cost pressures of expansion (though
there are many cases of states shifting part of the
cost to families and students).
The public policy world favors explanations in
which states routinely facilitate the economy. In
the standard narrative about higher education,
expansion is shaped by government and/or market
forces in response to the need for educated labor,
human capital. In this narrative, higher education
expands more or less in step with growing
demands for graduate knowledge, skills, and certiﬁed professional competences. Economic
demand is signaled in the labor markets by wage
returns to marginal productivity (Becker 1964).
Students are said to choose courses on the basis of
graduate employability and earnings. According
to this narrative, people (or governments on their
behalf) invest in education, in terms of time,
income forgone, and tuition, to the point where
the lifetime returns to degree holders equal the
costs of investment. Since the 1960s the human
capital theorization, which has been the subject of
tens of thousands of empirical studies, has held
center stage. Economists acknowledge that higher
education can lag behind economic need and can
over-provide graduates (“credentialism”), but
they believe that in the longer run higher education tends to equilibrium with economic demand.
If it does not, then there must be a ﬂaw either in the
higher education itself or in government enrolment policy.
However, sociologists who look closely at the
motors of participation do not agree. In a historical
review, Schofer and Meyer note “the rapid expansion of higher education in the 1960s does not
coincide with especially large historical changes
in occupational structures, job skill requirements,
or labour market demands that would create a
need for massive expansion of higher education”.
Since the 1960s, the apparent association between
economic growth and the growth of participation
has been weaker than in that ﬁrst human capital
decade (Schofer and Meyer 2005, pp. 900, 916).
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Comparative data suggests a moderate association
between economic growth and the growth of student numbers. This does not mean that the expansion of higher education is driven by the
economy: causality could be reversed. Note also
that the surge in participation is associated with a
broad range of economic growth rates. Between
2000 and 2012, economic growth spans from
China at 10.1% per annum, where the GTER
rose 18.9%, to Portugal at 0.2% per annum,
where the GTER rose by 21.3% (World Bank
2016).
Trow’s (1973) argument that growth is driven
by social demand for position and it is this
factor – rather than particular economic conﬁgurations or growth rates – that countries have in
common looks more convincing than explanations based on the state as driver or the economy
as driver. However, nations must achieve both the
initial state-funded infrastructure and a certain
level of development and modernization, especially growth in the urban middle class, to trigger
social demand to mass higher education levels.
Urban growth appears closely associated with
the growth of participation (Marginson 2016a).

Diversity and Stratification in High
Participation Systems
Teichler distinguishes between vertical and horizontal diversity in higher education systems
(Teichler 1996, p. 118). Vertical diversity distinguishes HEIs by “quality, reputation and prospective status of graduates”. Horizontal diversity
refers to “the speciﬁc proﬁle of knowledge, style
of teaching and learning, problem-solving thrust”.
Horizontal diversity may also relate to mission,
governance, or internal organizational culture. In
this book the term “diversity” refers to horizontal
variety in higher education. “Stratiﬁcation” is
used for the vertical dimension. Teichler also
notes that the weightiest distinction between different HEIs derive from comparisons of research
intensity, which are vertically differentiating.
Research standing affects mission and is so important in higher education and so readily
measured – for example, in competitive funding
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rounds and rankings – that the research/nonresearch distinction always has implications for
status position (Teichler 2008, pp. 351–352).
What happens to diversity and stratiﬁcation as
systems grow? van Vught (2008) argues that two
factors shape diversifying behavior by higher education institutions: the level of uniformity in the
systemic environment, especially state-driven
homogenization and the inﬂuence of academic
norms and values which also encourage homogenization (p. 162). He notes that government regulation can facilitate diversity on a planned basis,
citing Hong Kong as his example (p. 165). To
explain tendencies to conformity in higher education, van Vught deploys Darwinian competition,
resource dependency theory, and the institutional
isomorphism perspective, which imagines that
“the survival and success of organisations
depends upon taking account of other organisations in the environment” (p. 161). Why is it that
when free to determine their own strategies institutions prefer to imitate each other rather than
innovate in response to consumer students?
Because higher education is a “good experience,”
students can judge its quality only after they have
been enrolled (p. 167). Institutions are driven not
by consumers but by competition with each other
for prestige.
As participation has expanded, it is likely that
diversity between types of institution has diminished rather than increased. In part this is because
of competition on the basis of a single model of
high prestige university, in an environment in
which rankings have become increasingly important (Hazelkorn 2015). Some nonuniversity sectors have been redesignated as universities, and in
many countries the number and range of specialist
institutions has declined. There has been partial
convergence, in most countries, toward the large
multipurpose multidisciplinary research “multiversity” (Marginson 2016c). Correspondingly,
diversity inside the large multipurpose institutions
has tended to increase.
As higher education systems grow, they also
become increasingly stratiﬁed, unless government
steps in to modify the tendency to stratiﬁcation as
it does in in the Nordic world. The tendency of
growth to foster stratiﬁcation is inherent in the
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structural dynamics of high-participation systems.
All mass and high-participation higher education
systems tend toward bifurcation – the binary division of the system into separate and opposing
subgroups
that
together
constitute
an
interdependent system. The ﬁrst subgroup is the
elite, high-demand HEIs that relate to students as
“selecting” institutions because they have an
excess of applications over places. The second
subgroup of HEIs are the lower demand, lower
value mass institutions that are “selected” by students. Stratiﬁcation is enhanced by growth
because elite places become more scarce as higher
education expands. The tendency to elite/nonelite
bifurcation within systems is associated with the
absolute scarcity of socially valued places. Many
HEIs are a mix between the two ideal types, but
the natural dynamics of higher education systems
pull HEIs toward one type or the other. There is a
range of positions, from almost pure “selecting”
or “selected” HEIs to middle-sector types poised
in an unstable manner between the two. Every
institution can be calibrated on the grid between
elite-selecting HEIs and mass-selected HEIs.
The expansion of participation advances the
boundary of inclusion in each country, moving
down the socioeconomic hierarchy and taking in
geographical regions and members of ethnic
groups previously underrepresented or excluded.
Equity in the form of social inclusion is enhanced.
However, tendencies to stratiﬁcation are magniﬁed by features common (though not universal) in
systems, including intensiﬁed social competition
for the most valuable student places, variable
tuition charges, and/or inter-institutional competition. Though the quality and extent of tendencies
to stratiﬁcation is always affected by systemspeciﬁc conditions, as participation expands in
the high-participation systems phase, the meanings of social inclusion change.
First, the social cost of nonparticipation
increases as systems expand to 50% participation
and beyond, except in Nordic-type systems with
robust alternative pathways and compensating
mechanisms. Those who do not participate in
higher education, whether that is voluntary, circumstantial or imposed, are less well-off than
nonparticipants had been when participation was
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at 15–20% in the early stages of mass higher
education. Even though with expansion the average value of graduate credentials tends to fall, as
they become increasingly numerous, the absence
of credentials, networks, social literacy, conﬁdence, and credentials becomes a growing disadvantage. A shrinking proportion of labor market
positions are accessible to those without qualiﬁcations. In high-inequality societies, which typically exhibit high private returns to graduates
relative to nongraduates, as in the US, the penalties of exclusion from higher education are further
magniﬁed.
Second, in a high-participation system with
more than 50% of the age group, the primary
question about social equity shifts from access to
higher education to the stratiﬁcation of opportunities in higher education and “access to what kind
of higher education?” In “elite” systems in Trow’s
(1973) sense, every place carries a reward, and
equity turns on inclusion/exclusion. In highparticipation systems, with a continuing elite subsector, the binary structure becomes ternary:
(1) high-value inclusion, (2) low-value inclusion,
and (3) exclusion. Nominally, as the GTER
approaches universality, equity as social inclusion
meets equity as social group equality. When all
groups are fully included, underrepresentation
vanishes. But only if inclusion is deﬁned in
terms of the system as a whole. With most families
in higher education but opportunities stratiﬁed by
educational structure and family ﬁnancial capacity, families are very aware of the hierarchy. There
are also continuing issues at the boundary of
inclusion and in relation to social mobility, especially for low socioeconomic status and immigrant families, rural students, students from
underrepresented ethnic and cultural groups, students with disabilities, and others.
Because in the high-participation phase the
growth of participation is associated with
enhanced stratiﬁcation, and intensiﬁed competition at key transition points, all else being equal
(i.e., without compensatory state policy) the
expansion of participation is associated with a
secular tendency to greater social inequality in
the distribution of educational outcomes, meaning
the positional opportunities opened up by higher
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education. Socially advantaged families are normally best placed to access the highest value
opportunities. Further, as participation expands,
new opportunities are more likely to be taken up
by families with superior capacity and resources
to compete. There is rarely improvement in social
access to selective institutions, especially highly
selective ones, and in at least some systems
expansion seems to be associated with reduced
social equality in access to the highest demand
places. Overall would-be egalitarian reformers
face a more difﬁcult task than at a lower level of
participation (Shavit et al. 2007; Lucas 2009;
Marginson 2016b).
However, there are continuing differences
between systems in system structure and political
economy, and the manner in which growth
dynamics play out. Some systems are unitary,
with one mission, the research and teaching university. There are binary systems with two missions, as in Germany and the Netherlands. Some
systems use classiﬁcations to sort different missions, as in the United States and China. Private
sectors play various roles. In some countries, private HEIs are the main medium of growth, for
example, Korea, Hong Kong, Brazil, India and the
Philippines, while in Poland the 1990s growth of
the private sector is reversing. There are also
divergent arrangements concerning student fees
and ﬁnancing. In most systems, the household
carries part of tuition costs. Some systems use
income-contingent tuition loans, which softens
the direct inequitable impact of costs by postponing repayment until the means are available
(Chapman et al. 2014). In Australia and the United
Kingdom, the income contingent repayment
structure has enabled enrolment growth to coincide with high tuition. In some HPS, such as the
Nordic systems and Germany, tuition is free and
ﬁnanced from general taxation. Average fees
exceed US$10,000 per year in English-speaking
countries but are below $2000 in most of Europe
(OECD 2014, pp. 260–76). In East Asia, a universal culture of educational achievement sustains
majority private costs in Korea and Japan, and
there is considerable investment in extra learning
outside school hours even in poor families. In
some but not all systems, and to varying extents,
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governments use ﬁnancial incentives to foster the
extension of participation to marginal, indifferent,
and underrepresented social groups. These differences between HPS in institutional mission, classiﬁcation and ﬁnancing have implications for
variation in the extent and forms of stratiﬁcation
within systems.

Future Directions
Once a nation reaches a threshold level of GDP of
approximately $5000 US per capita, there seems
no end to the process of growth in rates of participation. Within a generation it is likely that more
than half of all young people will enter some kind
of higher education, at 2-year diploma level or
above, as was the case in primary education a
century ago.
Higher education has become as important in
forming people and social relations as churches
and local communities in earlier times. It has
become preeminent as a social differentiator and
allocator. Maintaining a higher education system
is now one of the core duties of states, like airports
and roads, clean water, and a viable banking system. But what kind of society is a highparticipation society, in which HPS higher education is the norm?
All else being equal, the movement toward
near universal higher education constitutes more
capable human agents, formed in common systems of learning, on a massive scale. This conditions many other changes. Higher education is
associated with better health outcomes
(McMahon 2009), though it is unclear to what
extent graduates’ culturally advanced and
longer-lived human agency derives from their
higher education or their social backgrounds. It
provides generic and speciﬁc understanding,
social and scientiﬁc literacy, and above all it
enhances self-efﬁcacy. The graduate is less tightly
gripped by fate than the nongraduate – more at
ease with knowledge, information, and other
reﬂexive tools; more creative and lucid in communication and cross-cultural relations; more
adept dealing with governments, corporations,
and markets; better at planning family and
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household, ﬁnancial management, and security;
and more proactive, ﬂexible, and productive at
work. The spread of higher education within and
between countries also changes the relational
social environment. Experience of higher education is associated with a higher propensity to trust
others, possibly because education forms people
in a homogenizing intellectual and professional
culture. Higher education is also associated with
relatively advanced facility in information and
networked communications technologies (OECD
2014, pp. 46–47). The full implications of highparticipation higher education are unclear. However, there is no doubt that it constitutes a major
change in human affairs.
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the last decades while remaining lower middle
income or upper middle income countries
(World Bank 2016). The experience of these
countries is critical for understanding the higher
education system dynamics in large countries
with limited resources.

Rapid Expansion
Synonyms
Massiﬁcation of higher education

Definition
Growth of higher education system in absolute
and relative numbers; increase of participation in
higher education of relevant age cohort
population.

Introduction
Despite the differences in political, social, economic, and cultural histories, Brazil, Russia,
India, and China share the common characteristics. The BRIC countries are very large in terms of
population, territory, and economy. Each country
has great economic and political inﬂuence in the
regions, as well as dominance in education sphere
(Altbach et al. 2013). They are emerging markets
as their economies have been rapidly growing for

Higher education systems in BRIC are the largest
after the USA. In total four countries accumulate
39% of world’s tertiary enrolment (UNESCO
Institute for Statistics 2016). The increase of students’ number is very rapid in comparison to the
world average. The world’s student population
has increased for 2.9 times since 1990, while
China’s for 8.7 times, India’s for 5.9 times, and
Brazil’s for 4.9 times. The exception is Russia
where the student enrolment has raised less than
the world’s average, only for 1.4 times due to the
very high base.
Figure 1 shows the pace of expansion of higher
education in BRIC. Russia is one of the most
massiﬁed higher education systems in the world.
Expansion has already started since the early
Soviet Union and has increased its pace after
1995. According to UNESCO statistics, gross
enrolment ratio (GER, ratio between overall
enrolment and number of population of relevant
age cohort) in tertiary education is 77% in Russia.
Brazil, China, and India have turned toward
“mass” systems as well. Brazil’s higher education
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Higher Education Expansion in Brazil, Russia, India, and China, Fig. 1 Gross enrolment ratio in BRIC countries,
tertiary, 1970–2012 (Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2016)

expanded from 16% in 1999 to 46% in 2013.
China and India started expansion from the
“elite” system in early 1990s. The pace of expansion is dramatic. China raised participation from
3% in 1990 to 30% in 2013, India from 5% to
23%.
We analyze expansion in BRIC higher education according to four key questions. Firstly, what
are the factors that drive expansion and transformation and changes in higher education in BRIC
countries? Secondly, what are the ﬁnancial
resources of the expansion? Then, how has the
expansion transformed system stratiﬁcation in
terms of institutional and spatial heterogeneity?
And ﬁnally, how do BRIC countries deal with
equality issues in mass higher education systems?

Drivers of Changes
The state plays the inﬂuential role for each
country’s socioeconomic development although
it varies according to the history. Shared communist past in Russia and China is reﬂected in the
formed model of state capitalism, while postcolonial Brazil and India have developed freetrade capitalist system with tendency toward
social democracy (Carnoy et al. 2013).

The state as a central power and four forces are
considered to shape changes in the BRIC higher
education (see also Carnoy et al. 2013). The prevalent role of state in the BRIC countries is
reﬂected in all described below forces, thus making the state the key for exploration of transformations in the BRIC higher education (Carnoy
et al. 2013, pp. 17–26).
Firstly, it is the increase of rates of return to
higher education at individual and national level
that pressures higher education expansion in the
BRIC countries. Knowledge-intensive global
economy promotes high payoff for higher level
of education stimulating governments to expand
number of university graduates.
Secondly, popular demand for higher education is determined by high social mobility, better
employment, and economic success. Different
social groups expect government to increase supply of higher education. As state legitimacy is
associated with population well-being, level of
employment, and economic growth in general,
legitimacy may increase or decrease depending
on results of higher education policy (Ibid).
Furthermore, the need for “global legitimacy”
drives the expansion of higher education (Meyer
et al. 1992). Meyer et al. (ibid) hypothesizes that
every society and every national state goes
through
isomorphic
transformations
in
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accordance with “global norms” and Western perception of progress as a dominant idea. Mass
higher education system is considered as one of
the global norms, and the state expands higher
education system for global legitimacy. Moreover, Carnoy et al. (2013) mentions that ideology
of globalization determines the concept of quality
as well. The “world class” universities race provides an explicit example. Thus, the most inﬂuential rankings promote Anglo-American model of
research universities that stimulate governments
of developing countries to design system and particular universities similarly to the ideal type.
Finally, higher education institutions with their
diverse interest pressure state policies. They are
interested in the growth of the higher education
sector and exercise their inﬂuence to convince the
society and politicians in importance of the
expansion.

Funding of Expansion: Privatization of
Costs
Regarding expansion, one of the most signiﬁcant
peculiarities of the BRIC countries is the scope of
privatization. Tuition fees in public and private
sectors of higher education have been major
sources of expansion. High returns on higher education have determined high demand of population, and growing economy provides abilities for
households to pay for education (Carnoy et al.
2013).
Russia and China, as the most of postcommunist societies, have implemented tuition
fee track as a form of cost-sharing (Johnstone
2004). In addition to establishment of private universities, public higher education institutions
(HEIs) have been allowed to attract not only
state supported students but also tuition fee paying
students. Thus, higher education is appeared to be
free as public good although majority of students
pay for it.
In Russia, the share of students paying tuition
fees in all enrolment has achieved 61% since
1991. In public HEIs, there are only 47% of state
supported students although the number of private
HEIs has enlarged to about 340 out of about
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900 HEIs comprising only 15% of students
(FSA 2015). In China, the government increased
its funding for higher education; however, the
cost-sharing strategy has supported expansion as
well. 700 private HEIs were allowed to offer
4-year degrees, and now the private sector holds
about 22% of the total enrolment (Carnoy et al.
2013, p. 115). According to HEIs’ diversiﬁcation
strategy adopted in 1997, both public and private
HEIs charge all students regulated tuition fee
(Carnoy et al. 2013, pp. 75, 111). Today the
share of HEIs’ revenues from tuition and other
student fees is about 35% (Wang and Yang N.d.).
India and Brazil have chosen another way and
shifted the cost of students in private institutions.
Private sector is growing not only in terms of the
number of HEIs but also in term of share of
enrolment. In India private higher education
plays a key role because private HEIs comprise
about 50–60% of enrolment (Schwartzman 2015,
p. 23).
Brazil had a signiﬁcant role of private HEIs
even in 1970s because 60% of enrolment was in
private sector. In 2013, the share is even higher.
About 75% of students are in private universities
(Ibid, p. 32). Brazil also represents a speciﬁc case
as it has refused to open public universities for
private investments, thus public HEIs are not able
to charge tuition fees. Yet, the private-public ratio
has been changing in Brazil. Though the private
sector growth contributed expansion in the twentieth century, the new federal reform is aimed to
signiﬁcantly increase the student body in public
sector (Verhine and Dantas N.d.). Thus, the diversiﬁcation of ﬁnance resources in BRIC higher
education and shift to students’ payments underlie
the trend to greater diversity at institutional and
regional level.

Regional Differentiation
The higher education expansion is also associated
with the increase of variation between regions “in
terms of the size and structure of regional tertiary
systems, college access, the relative opportunity
to attend elite research universities, and the
funding levels applied to higher education”
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(Wang and Yang N.d.). China is the only nonfederal state within BRIC countries. Yet, all of
them consist of the regions that differ in socioeconomic development, population, and territory.
In general, the size of regional higher education systems reﬂects the variation of wealth and
population within the regions. As Verhine and
Dantas (N.d.) notes, most of the HEIs are located
in the South-eastern regions which have the
highest population and income.
In China, the size of student enrolment also
varies signiﬁcantly. The smallest Tibet system is
50 times smaller than Jiangsu higher education
system that enrols 1.67 million students (Wang
and Yang N.d.). Yet, the main aspect of regional
differentiation is student access variation. In 2014,
the average ratio of students per 100,000 residents
was 2488. In Beijing and Tianjin, it was 5469 and
4346, respectively, while in Qinghai, it is 1162.
According to Wang and Yang (Ibid), regional
inequality of access is indicated by the higher
school students to college students’ ratio. In
14 out of 31 regions, number of high school
students is 1.5 times higher. The highest is in
Qinghai that was 3.1 in 2014.
In India, the enrolment rate varied from 56% in
Chandigarh to below 15% in Chhattisgarh in 2014
(Tilak N.d.). In Brazil, the gap is lower. The enrolment rate varied from 10.8% in the North to
19.6% in the South. While in the Federal District
the enrolment rate is more than 30% (Todos pela
Educação 2015). Russian higher education is concentrated in the central regions and the capital. In
Moscow and Saint-Petersburg, age cohort participation in higher education is two times higher
than average (Froumin and Leshukov N.d.).
In China, the gap between total revenues in the
richest and poorest regional higher education systems was about 30 times in 2013 (Wang and Yang
N.d.). Expenditure per student varied from about
50,000 RMB in Beijing to less than 12,000 RMB
in Anhui, Henan, Gansu, Fujian, Shandong, Heilongjiang, which is lower than the national
standard.
In BRIC countries, leading research universities are not equally distributed. For example, in
Russia there are 20 leading universities out of
45 located in Moscow and Saint-Petersburg. In

China “[t]here is a high concentration of selective
universities in certain regions, which leads to
regional variation in access to high quality tertiary
education. For instance, 13 provinces has only
one ‘Project 211’ institution, two provinces have
two, four provinces have three, four provinces
have four; while Beijing has 26 and Shanghai
has nine ‘Project 211’ institutions” (Wang and
Yang N.d.). In Brazil “in the state of São Paulo,
Brazil’s most populous and economically powerful
state, four of the best regarded public universities
account for nearly 36% of Brazil’s published scientiﬁc articles and enrol nearly 30% of the country’s
Ph.D. students” (Verhine and Dantas N.d.).

Institutional Differentiation: Elite and
Mass Sectors
Higher education expansion brings institutional
differentiation (Trow 1973). System stratiﬁcation
resulted in shaping small groups of elite universities and large mass segment with students with
very different background. Both “natural” forces
(e.g., market) and well-directed government’s
efforts increased institutional diversity in BRIC
higher education.
In BRIC countries, two major factors inﬂuence
the differentiation. On the one hand, the pressure
to develop “world-class” universities results in
most elite universities receiving more subsidies.
On the other hand, the growing demand and the
development of private higher education have
resulted in differentiation.
The subsidized elite sector reﬂects the pressure
too. The elite universities receive several times
higher funding per student than mass HEIs. The
subsidies primarily support research. The noted
examples are excellence initiatives that are aimed
at “world-class” university building in China and
Russia. China’s Project 985, Project 211, Project
2011, and Russia’s 5-top-100 program invest
large funds in support of the small group of elite
universities. In China, this movement is associated with soviet type policy approach that is
“commanding heights strategy”:
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The central authority keeps its control over elite
research universities and key resources for higher
education development, while loosening its grip on
the mass of higher education institutions and
decentralizing them towards local governments
(Wang and Yang N.d.).

The resource gap between mass and elite segments is increasing. In China, 73 elite universities
afﬁliated to the Ministry of Education received
57% higher funding per student in 2011 (Ibid).
In Russia, 35 leading universities received about
43% of all funding on majority of public HEIs in
2015 (Abankina et al. 2016). Such active
investing in elite universities is suggested to be a
result of governments’ belief in inﬂuence of externalities of the elite sector development (Carnoy
et al. 2013).
Also, the gap between mass and elite segments
has increased due to private education expansion.
The differentiation in higher education is determined by the ability to pay and direct ﬁnances of
households. It is a result of two simultaneous
processes. On the one hand, elite private institutions raise the tuition fees as education there is
“better.” Thus, they exclude students that are not
able to pay. On the other hand, mass HEIs accept
students from low social class at low tuition fees.
Hence, the quality of mass sector is considered to
decrease (Carnoy et al. 2013).
Brazil and India also have national leading
universities. For example, in Brazil it is the University of São Paulo. In 2013, this university spent
about 25,000$ per student comparing to federal
universities and municipal HEIs, which spent
about 13,000$ and 5,200$ per student, respectively (Verhine and Dantas N.d.).

Equity in Access to Higher Education
BRIC countries are complicated in terms of social
stratiﬁcation and equality. Besides the high level
of income inequality in BRIC countries, they have
complex ethnicity. Russia is multinational society
with about 200 ethnic groups and 50 minority
languages. There are about 56 ethnic groups and
about 300 languages in China. Brazil has high
level of racial inequality, though there is no clear
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division between ethnic, racial, and linguistic
groups (Schwartzman 2015). It is contrary to
India where social inequalities based on traditional institutions of caste and ethnicity.
Participation in higher education for disadvantaged groups is lower in India. According to
National Sample Survey (2007–2008), gross
enrolment rates in higher education is 11.54%
for scheduled castes (SC), 7.67% for scheduled
tribes (ST), and 14.72 for other backward communities (OBC) (Joshi 2015, p. 133). The government has developed mechanisms of afﬁrmative
action. According to the Constitution, all disadvantaged groups can enrol by the quota
(reservation) in both public and private HEIs.
The central government has implemented reservation of 7.5% in HEIs for STs, 15% for SCs, and
27% in HEIs under central government for OBCs
(Joshi 2015, pp. 135–136). In Brazil, there is a gap
between participation in higher education for different ethnic/racial groups. White students’ net
enrolment is 24%, and non-white students’ net
enrolment is only 10%. Also there is visible
income stratiﬁcation in Brazil’s higher education.
Participation rate in bottom income quartile is 5%,
while in top income quartile is about 40%
(Verhine and Dantas N.d.). The government
implements special measures to overcome access
inequality. According to the law, federal universities have 50% quota for students from minority
groups and low-income families. Moreover, the
“University for All” program has been providing
scholarships for low-income families in private
HEIs since 2002 (Balbachevsky 2015).
China tries to provide equal chances to access
higher education for low-income families, minorities, and rural students. There are special quota,
special institutions, and system of additional
points for the exam (Schwartzman 2015). Nevertheless, the gap between urban and rural student
participation in higher education is very high
(about 5.6 times) (Zhang and Liu 2005).
Although in Russia the average level of participation is very high, the income stratiﬁcation is
evident as well as access inequality through geographical perspective. Urban students had 1.7
times more chances to enrol to a university than
rural students (Dubin et al. 2004).
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Discussion and Further Research
The fast pace of the expansion in BRIC higher
education makes it an important case for investigation of the high participation systems of higher
education (Marginson 2016) (particularly in large
countries). System differentiation, social stratiﬁcation, and socioeconomic outcomes are the
major research issues in emerging high participation systems of higher education. Yet, there are
speciﬁc features of BRIC countries that might
bring insight in higher education research.
Looking at BRIC countries’ legacy and socioeconomic trends, we highlight several important
topics.
Institutional theories of path dependence are
promising areas of focus in comparative research
of Brazil, Russia, India, and China. Paralleling
and opposing colonial past of India and Brazil
and communist legacy of Russia and China help
to explore modern institutes of BRIC socioeconomic systems. It is particularly valuable for
higher education research where trends of convergence are becoming well deﬁned, while national
peculiar properties are more and more disregarded
(see in Carney et al. 2012). Communist and colonial legacy highlights not only public/private balance in higher education but also the role of higher
education as a function for social mobility, relation with labor market, vocational-academic
dichotomy, and other phenomena that shape
“rules of a game” in higher education.
Economic growth and changing labor market
in BRIC countries present an intriguing case for
comparative research of the linkages between the
higher education expansion and economic outcomes from this angle; higher education expansion is tied with economic growth through human
capital concepts (Becker 1962). The debates on
effects of higher education system expansion on
economic system and labor market are not closed.
We mentioned perception of quality of higher
education that in BRIC countries is shaped by
global legitimacy and ranking game (Carnoy
et al. 2013). However, we cannot pass by students’ education outcomes, gained knowledge,
and competence development. In contrast to the
USA and Western European countries, the

research on education outcomes is limited in
BRIC countries. The ﬁrst attempts to assess differences in quality are presented by the study on
engineering education in Russia and China
(Kardanova et al. 2016). The question is not speciﬁc for BRIC countries particularly, although the
focus on engineering education is considered
especially important for BRIC higher education
research (Carnoy et al. 2013).
One of the most important and interesting
questions is the future of higher education in the
world where Anglo-American model is competing with local models and approaches in different
countries. The increasing power of BRIC countries and further expansion of higher education
can challenge the dominant university model. Is
Anglo-American university model sustainable
even when student population in BRIC higher
education exceeds 50% of all world student
body? How further growth of higher education
in BRIC countries will change “global model”?
Answering these questions might bring insights to
the complex research of global convergence and
divergence in higher education and beyond.
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What does demography have to do with higher
education? At least three different things. Firstly,
demographic trends in a country’s population or
worldwide may have an impact on the size, cost,
dynamics, and demographics of higher education
systems and their outputs. Secondly, higher education systems have their own demographic
trends: one can for example be interested in the
size, composition, and dynamics of student, graduate, academic, and administrative staff
populations within the sector for a variety of reasons. Finally, higher education has an impact on
countries’ demographics: not only is educational
attainment one of the criteria that is often studied
in demographic studies, but the share of the tertiary educated group in a population can also have
an impact on countries demographic trends as this
inﬂuences birth and mortality rates, health,
income, etc.
Demography is concerned with both quantity
and quality – two interrelated dimensions of
populations that can be looked at from a variety
of perspectives (age, sex, nationality, socioeconomic background, educational attainment, professional role, etc.). Number of strategic issues for

higher education policy or the management of
higher education institutions relate to these demographic dimensions: the size of higher education
systems, the educational attainment of the population, the composition of the student and faculty
bodies, all these factors relate in some way to the
demography.
What do we know about the relation between
demographic trends and the demography of
higher education? This entry will highlight some
of these dynamics for three populations of interest
to higher education: students, graduates, and
faculty.

The Student Population
Being able to forecast the student population and
understand how it changes is a major challenge to
education policy makers and institution leaders. It
matters for expenditures, faculty recruitment,
facility management, but also the academic supply of institutions and systems.
All other things being equal, demography
directly affects student enrolments in higher education because the size of younger age cohorts is a
partial determinant of the number of students.
Other determinants are the rates of entry to higher
education, dropout (or study interruption) rates,
the average length of study by student, the age
distribution of students, student inbound and outbound international mobility, etc. Given that in
OECD (and most other) countries, around 80%
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of students in higher education on average are
aged less than 25, the relative impact of younger
age cohorts has a major bearing on student enrolment levels. When the size of younger cohorts
decreases, one may expect student enrolments to
decrease, assuming all other things remain equal,
and of course where young cohorts increase in
size, one should expect an increase in the population of higher education students.
Yet the relationship between demography – or
more speciﬁcally the size of the younger age
cohorts – and higher education enrolment levels
is a complex one. Student numbers depend on the
access (or entry) rates of different cohorts in the
population at different ages and, therefore, on the
distribution of admissions over time and the duration of studies irrespective of whether the latter
result in dropout or a graduate qualiﬁcation.
Several factors may offset decreases in cohort
size, such as an increase in rates of access to
higher education or a change in the length of
studies. Where the study structure remains
unchanged, enrolments may increase because of
a fall in drop-out rates, making students staying
longer on average in the system, because of a
growth in part-time student enrolments or an
increase in the general level of education. Access
rates clarify and depend on several factors, including the proportion of persons with the qualiﬁcations required to enter higher education (the
eligibility rate) and the proportion of those eligible
who do indeed enroll, which may be governed by
their own particular aspirations, incentives, and
sometimes the number of places available. The
actual proportion of entrants also depends,
among other things, on the cost of higher education, the ﬁnancial pressures confronting those otherwise eligible, pecuniary (and nonpecuniary)
advantages that they hope to gain from higher
education, and the length of their studies from an
opportunity cost perspective.
The distribution of admissions over time and
the length of studies explain why student enrolment levels to some extent lag behind changes in
the size of younger age cohorts. A big demographic change in the size of these cohorts will
not have a noticeable impact on enrolment for
several years. Consider a situation in which the
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number of young people decreases. When this
decrease gets under way, young people in earlier,
slightly older cohorts will still be entering higher
education, and it will be several years before the
succession of smaller cohorts ﬁnally affects the
system (entering it gradually over a given period):
this corresponds to the continued impact of past
cohorts. The second reason for the time lag stems
from possible changes in entry rates: even if all
students were to enter higher education at the
same time, which is far from the case, some
cohorts (including the younger ones) could have
greater access rates and weigh more than others in
the system.
Let us assume that 30% of a cohort enters the
higher education system each year and that each
student studies for 3 years. If cohorts increase
before decreasing in size, the number of students
will only begin to fall 1 year after the demographic
change and at ﬁrst no more than gradually before
starting to follow the downward slope of the
cohort curve. If entry rates are allowed to increase
regularly by 2% during the ﬁrst 5 years, from 30%
to 40%, before being held constant in subsequent
years, it is clear that 2 years will now elapse before
any fall in enrolments is observed (Fig. 1). This
simple example is intended merely to convey the
persistence of the trends occurring over time.
Real life is more complex: with sometimes
longer courses of study, many different cohorts
entering higher education over an extended
period, and differing dropout rates, etc., these
effects may be more sustained. To illustrate this
point, some enrolment projection for the OECD
area based on different scenarios can be presented
(Vincent-Lancrin 2008a). They have mainly a
heuristic value. According to the UN median
demographic projections (2006 revision), the
main international comparative source to follow
demographic changes, the 18–24 age group was
supposed to fall on average by 9% between 2005
and 2025 in the OECD area (while they would
slightly increase – by 6% – for the world as a
whole). The decrease was supposed to be gradual,
with an increase of the 18–24 age cohort between
2005 and 2015, in 10 countries between 2005 and
2020, and in 7 between 2005 and 2025. Otherwise
stated, in the median population scenario the
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Demography and Higher Education, Fig. 1 The lagging impact of demographic changes on student enrolment
(Source: Vincent-Lancrin (2008a))

younger cohorts were expected to decrease in size
in 23 out of the 30 considered OECD countries
over the period.
Two scenarios on higher education enrolments
were developed to assess the impact on tertiary
education enrolments. A ﬁrst “status quo” scenario kept entry and dropout rates frozen but
allowed gradual entry of each cohort until 28:
according to this scenario, OECD countries
would on average have 3% more students in
2015, with their numbers then falling back, but
just gradually, to the same level in 2020 as in
2005, and then to 2% beneath the 2005 level in
2025. In the second, “trend” scenario, rather than
freezing rates of entry to higher education at their
2004 level the rates were extrapolated linearly on
the basis of the trends in each country between
2000 and 2004, with an 80% ceiling for entry
rates. The evolution of enrolments thus depended
on both the size of young cohorts and evolving
entry rates. In comparison with the ﬁrst scenario,
the situation changes very markedly. On average,
student enrolment levels in countries in 2005
would increase by 13% in 2015 and 2020, and
by 14% in 2025.
Even when the younger cohorts decrease in
size, one may thus nonetheless experience a
sustained increase of enrolments. Of course, this
is not to say that the student population cannot
decrease. In Korea and Japan, the conjunction of
reduced young cohorts, of universal access to
higher education, and relatively little entry or
reentry of older people to higher education has

led to a drop in tertiary education enrolments
between 2005 and 2015. Both countries having
reached “universal” higher education, the size of
the young population becomes an important determinant of the size of the student population.
These rates of increase are small compared to
the growth of enrolments in BRICs countries. In
China, an aging society with young cohorts
decreasing in size, enrolments have increased
from 5.5 million students in 2000 to 26.2 million
in 2015. In India, where the size of the younger
cohorts is still increasing, enrolments have
increased from 8 to 23.7 million between 2000
and 2013. These two examples clearly illustrate
that the rates of increase of the student population
worldwide will clearly depend more on
non-OECD countries in the coming decades, but
also that in these countries, relatively low entry
rates relative to OECD countries make the
increase of the student population relatively independent from the size of young cohorts in the
population.
The student population is not a homogeneous
body, and demographic lenses also allow one to
look at student subpopulations and their evolution
from a variety of perspectives: age, sex, social or
minority background, level of education, ﬁeld of
study, type of study (part time or full time, face to
face, or online), special needs, citizenship, etc.
The evolution of the student population may
actually depend on the dynamics of its subpopulations, for example, minority, female, or international students.
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In the United States, expected changes in the
composition of the population, with a lower proportion of whites and an increase in
minorities
–
and
especially
Hispanic
minorities – among young people, seem to present
the main demographic challenge for the system. In
some US states, the majority of students are from
a minority background. As relatively few Hispanics indeed enter higher education, an effective
drive to increase their entry rates appears essential
to maintain student enrolments and raise the percentage of tertiary graduates in the population.
A similar example relates to gender. While
men were numerically superior by far among students (and graduates) in higher education two or
three decades ago, women are now in the majority
in nearly all OECD countries. Men have continued to increase their access to higher education,
but women have done so at much faster pace, so
that gender inequality in higher education has
reversed. The reversal of inequalities between
the sexes can be attributed to educational, social,
economic, and demographic factors that are not
expected to disappear in the years ahead (VincentLancrin 2008b). Yet there is still signiﬁcant discrimination between the sexes in some academic
subjects, so that the overall picture at the total
enrolment level only gives us a partial view on
the topic.
Another, ﬁnal example pertains to international
(or foreign) students. The number of foreign students has more than tripled since the 1970s, and
more than doubled in the OECD area from 2000 to
2015. In 2015, they represented on average about
10% of enrolments in an OECD country. In some
countries, the share was much higher. This is
clearly one major trend and changes in the composition of the student population in many countries. Yet, the share of foreign students in the total
world enrolments has not increased much over the
past decades – remaining at about 2–3% of total
enrolments. The strong increase of foreign and
international students in the student population
of (mainly OECD) countries is due to a variety
of factors, but mainly to the facts that the number
of students in the world has signiﬁcantly increased
in the past decades, that most international students choose to go to an OECD country when they
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study abroad, and that most OECD countries are
now encouraging the internationalization of their
student body. Here, the evolution is partly due to
what is happening abroad, reminding us of the
interconnectedness of countries and their
populations.

The Graduate Population
One major reason for countries and individuals to
invest in higher education lies in the individual
and social beneﬁts they get from higher education.
Educational attainment is a typical dimension
included in demographic, economic, and other
social studies – and one of the major outcomes
of interest for higher education policy.
The educational attainment of a population is
usually one of these typically slow demographic
trends. Indeed, the educational attainment of a
country’s population depends not only on how
many higher (or tertiary) education students graduate but also on how many have graduated over
the past decades. As noted above, in most countries, higher education credentials are acquired
when people are relatively young, and evolve
only little afterwards in spite of lifelong learning.
Raising educational attainment of one’s population will thus typically take decades.
As higher education has signiﬁcantly
expanded over the past decades in most OECD
countries, older cohorts usually have a lower educational attainment than the younger ones. On
average, this difference in tertiary attainment
between the 55–64 year-olds and the 25–34
year-olds is about 16 percentage points (OECD
2015). Where expansion has started early, for
example, in the United States, there is less difference between the older and younger cohorts.
Interestingly, while tertiary educational attainment seems to have risen everywhere, social standards can still be different. For example, tertiary
educational attainment has plateaued in the
United States: in 2014, 41% of the 55–64 yearolds had a higher education degree, against 46%
for the 25–34 year-olds. Other countries such as
Korea and Canada seem on a much steeper trajectory: 68 and 58% of their 25–34 year-olds have a
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tertiary education degree, so that they will have
much higher tertiary educational attainment than
the United States in a decade or two if trends
continue.
A country’s educational attainment does not
merely depend on how many students access and
complete higher education though. The stock of
tertiary education graduates also depends on ﬂows
of tertiary education graduates in and out of the
country. Migrants with tertiary educational attainment will increase the population educational
attainment while migrants with lower qualiﬁcation will decrease it; and emigration will also have
a similar impact. Depending on the size of the
country, its level of economic development, its
political situation, or its immigration policy,
migration ﬂows may have a more or less important impact. Some countries may signiﬁcantly rely
on foreign graduates to cover the high skills
needed for its scientiﬁc and managerial workforce
(which typically represents a tiny share of the
overall graduate skill needs).
Because of the expansion of tertiary education
in most countries, the population of tertiary education graduates has expanded globally. While
tertiary education graduates have mainly been
concentrated in OECD countries, this may change
quickly. An important demographic consideration
is the size of the age cohorts: because of the
differences in size of the younger age cohorts in
India and China compared to OECD countries,
only a slight increase in higher education participation rates in these countries would be needed to
inject into their economies the same amount of
work performed by graduates in OECD countries
(Willekens 2008).
The graduate population can also be looked at
from multiple perspectives: gender, citizenship,
domain of graduation, and roles in the economy
and society. One dimension that is important
relates to degree level, for example, the share of
doctors, masters, etc. Increasingly, it is possible
that certiﬁcates, badges, and other forms of
credentialing will become important alongside
formal degrees and qualiﬁcations and thus lead
to new perspectives on graduates (or what the
graduate population means).
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The Academic Population
A third population is key to higher education:
faculty. How does it relate to a country’s and its
students’ demography?
While it might be thought that the aging of
academics broadly reﬂects aging among the population as a whole, Willekens (2008) demonstrated how the age pyramid of these staff
depends above all on an employment system
whose hallmark is tenure and on efforts to maintain a ﬁxed student-teacher ratio. Rising student
enrolments are conducive to a relatively stable age
structure, whereas staff are collectively subject to
rapid aging or rejuvenation if student numbers fall
or level out. Aging in the academic teaching profession is not a function of aging among the general population; it is a consequence of the growth
or shrinkage in student enrolments in an employment system typiﬁed by tenure.
While it is aging in some countries and contains only a modest proportion of women, changes
in the profession and the main challenges facing it
are not so much the outcome of demographic
trends, as symptoms of a more fundamental ongoing transformation: the diversiﬁcation of the profession, the restructuring of the relations between
academics and their institutions, along with the
fact that the employment relations of academic
staff are increasingly coming to resemble those
of an employee/employer relationship, mean that
the search for a consensus regarding the essential
nature of the profession will be the top priority for
the future.
Despite the fact that major changes in the academic profession may have more to do with the
way the profession itself develops than with
demographic factors (Enders and Musselin 2008;
Teichler et al. 2013), some demographic factors
can be highlighted: an increased proportion of
women and of foreign faculty, growth in staff,
their differing status, and the emergence of an
international market for academics increasing the
importance of mobility, even though the profession remains conditioned by national circumstances. All these changes are typically the new
characteristics that will allow studying the faculty
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population, its evolution, and the driver of these
changes.

Concluding Remarks
Other types of relationships between demography
and higher education could be and have been
analyzed (OECD 2008). For example, a 2005
international survey identiﬁed the cost of education as the primary reason for Japanese and
Korean families to limit the size of their family,
while this was much less important in the United
States, France, and insigniﬁcant in Sweden
(Yonezawa and Kim 2008). Another question is
the willingness of an aging population to support
public funding in higher education: while the
research on this has mixed ﬁndings, the majority
of studies support the idea that, all other things
being equal, elderly people are less inclined to
support educational expenditures (e.g., Cattaneo
and Wolter 2009; Brunner and Johnson 2016).
Finally, another demographic way to look at
populations is to follow “generations” rather
than age cohorts and see how their attitudes and
aspirations towards higher education shape the
evolution of the system (Heller and D’Ambrosio
2008).
Because demographic dynamics are usually
slow and gradual, they are slow to
reverse – which can be problematic if they have
negative consequences on society. However, and
this is an important point, this view should be
qualiﬁed: demographic trends are often subject
to unforeseeable turning points linked to political
action or technological developments. This is true
for demographic trends in society: political action
or technological changes may suddenly transform
well-established trends or patterns of conduct
(Le Bras 2008).
Two examples may illustrate this point, both
related to political action. In 2011, Sweden introduced tuition fees for its non-EU international
students. This led to a decrease by 33% of its
total number of international students compared
to 2010 and by 60% for those subject to the fee.
Although the numbers are small, this clearly
changed quickly the composition of its
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international student body and, more generally,
the share of international students in its student
population. In 2010, higher education institutions
in England tripled their tuition fees: while this did
apparently not affect much the entry of 18-year
old students, it has led to a signiﬁcant 20%
decrease of older (and often part-time) student
enrolments within the 2 years following the
reform (DBIS 2014).
The various policy responses to changes in the
size of higher education systems may involve
diversiﬁcation of the student population, the faculty population, institutions and courses, or new
cost-sharing arrangements. Yet far from being
determined by demography alone, these policies
will be part of a broader debate on subjects such as
globalization, excellence, or an appropriate match
between higher education and the labor market.
As extrapolation of past demographic trends is
not necessarily foolproof, it is always better to
speculate about the future solely in terms of possible scenarios, which political action and individual strategies in particular may inﬂuence.
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Higher education has expanded during the twentieth century and is continuing to do so, both in the
OECD area and worldwide. In 1900, there were
about 500,000 higher education students worldwide, representing about 1% of the school-leaver
age cohort (Schofer and Meyer 2005). In 2015,
there were about 250 million students in the
world. Most of the expansion happened after
1960, ﬁrst in the OECD area, then in non-OECD
countries, but the trend is still ongoing in most
OECD countries. In 2014, based on recent graduation trends, on average 36% of young people
across OECD countries were expected to graduate
from tertiary education at least once before the age
of 30 (OECD 2016).
These ﬁgures are a good illustration of the
expansion of higher education: increasing numbers of people entering and graduating from
higher education expanded higher education
infrastructures to host them, but also, perhaps,
brought a gradual change in the social norms
(or expectation) about higher education

attendance. At some point, expansion will stop,
either because access to higher education will
have become universal (as is largely the case for
primary and secondary education in most OECD
countries) or will have reached a point of “maximal” expansion (given its noncompulsory nature
for young adults). This is Martin Trow’s idea that
universal higher education system corresponds to
a saturation point in terms of entry (Trow 2010).
After illustrating the expansion of higher education in the OECD area through a few indicators,
the entry will discuss its drivers and point to some
of its challenges.

Measuring the Expansion of Higher
Education
The expansion of higher education in the OECD
area can be demonstrated through several indicators: the population’s tertiary educational attainment, entry and enrolment rates in tertiary
education, and graduation rates. All these indicators relate the expansion to the overall population
of a country or to the “typical” age group that
usually enrols in higher education.
The numbers of tertiary education students, of
graduates, of faculty and staff, and of institutions
represent other indicators of expansion. Absolute
population numbers matter as they give an indicator of the challenges of managing the expansion
of higher education for policymakers and other
higher education stakeholders. However, given
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that demographic phenomena mediate the relationship between relative and absolute indicators,
relative indicators are closer to the idea of expansion. If the size of cohorts increases, there could
be an increase in student numbers even when
participation rates in higher education remain stable, and there is arguably no expansion or, on the
contrary, a decrease in student numbers could
follow a decrease in the size of cohorts, even if
participation in higher education continues to
increase (see “▶ Demography and Higher Education”). Using one type of indicator or the other
really depends on the issues one wants to address.
Population’s tertiary educational attainment is
a powerful indicator of the expansion of higher
education. Comparing it across different age
cohorts tells us whether and how quickly the
completion of higher education has expanded
over time. It gives the best historical overview of
actual expansion (or lack thereof). Typically,
younger cohorts have greater tertiary educational
attainment than the older ones, which demonstrates the expansion of tertiary education over
time. Older people completing a ﬁrst higher education degree also contribute to the expansion of
higher education though. But most people complete their ﬁrst higher education degree when they
are young. However, the educational attainment
of a cohort older than 35 does usually not increase
by more than a few percentage points over time.
In a world where people’s international mobility has increased, the expansion of a country’s
higher education system may not be adequately
captured by its population’s educational attainment: in principle, the indicator could be distorted
by strong imbalances between, on the one hand,
the stock of students who graduated in a country
and now live abroad, and, on the other hand, the
stock of people who graduated abroad and now
live in the country. In practice, these migration
ﬂows of tertiary educated people are usually too
small to make a difference, except perhaps in
small countries with strong migration ﬂows.
Another caveat is that educational attainment
does not capture the fact that people may
re-enter tertiary education several times during
their life – another feature of the expansion of
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higher education that affects student numbers to
some extent.
In 2015, on average 35% of the 25–64 years
old population of an OECD country held a tertiary
education degree. Forty two percent of the 25–34
years old cohort of an OECD country had a tertiary education degree, against 26% for the 55–64
years old cohort. The 16 percentage-point difference between the two cohorts clearly highlights
the expansion of higher education over the past
30 years.
Figure 1 shows the differences across OECD
countries in the scope of expansion and the overall
levels of tertiary educational attainment. In 2015,
countries with the most tertiary educated 25–34
years old population were Korea (69%), Japan
(60%), and Canada (59%). Those with the lowest
levels of tertiary educational attainment were
Mexico (21%), Italy (25%), Chile (27%), Turkey
(28%), and Germany (30%).
Figure 1 also shows that Korea is by far the
OECD country where there has been the greatest
expansion of higher education in the past 30 years,
with an increase by 51 percentage points of the
share of its tertiary educated population. In
Poland, Ireland, Luxembourg, France, Slovenia,
Japan, and Portugal, there is a 20–30 percentagepoint difference between the share of tertiary educated people in the younger and older cohorts.
Conversely, in Israel, Germany, Finland, the
United States, Estonia, and Mexico, the increase
in the share of tertiary graduates between the
younger and older generations has been lower
than 10 percentage points. The latter have the
higher education systems that have expanded the
less over the past 30 years.
One should of course consider the starting
points as well when interpreting these data.
Canada has one of the most tertiary educated
young cohorts, but educational attainment has
increased less than the OECD average. This is
probably partly due to an already high starting
point. In the United States, there has been little
expansion in the past 30 years, but the country still
has a large share of tertiary educated people: its
higher education expanded before most other
OECD countries. In Finland and Estonia, there
has been relatively little change, but the share of
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Countries, Fig. 1 Tertiary educational attainment of different age groups in OECD countries (2015). Note: Countries are ranked in decreasing order of the difference

between the educational attainment of the younger
(25–34) and older (55–64) age cohorts. Korea is the country where the difference between the younger and older
cohort is the greatest, and Israel, the lowest (Source: OECD
Education Database)

tertiary education graduates in the population is at
the OECD average. Finally, Germany is an interesting example where there has been relatively
little expansion of tertiary education and the
share of tertiary educated people is below the
OECD average. In this case, this is because Germany has a so-called dual training system: a signiﬁcant share of its youth pursues its studies in
“post-secondary nontertiary” programs, that is,
programs that are considered to be below higher
education level (but still after secondary school).
Figure 2 presents an indicator of the speed of
expansion of higher education over the past
10 years. The comparison with Fig. 1 shows
where the expansion is slowing down (e.g.,
France with a 23 percentage point increase in the
past 30 years against 5 in the past 10 years) and
where it may be restarting (e.g., the United States,
with a 7 percentage point increase in the past
decade against 5 over the past 30 years). In countries where attainment has become very signiﬁcant (e.g., Korea), expansion will have to slow
down, although we do not know yet what the
threshold for “universal” higher education
is. Figure 2 also shows that expansion has continued in the past decade and that the 25–34 years old
cohort has increased its educational attainment in
every single OECD country between 2005 and

2015 and by 10 percentage points on average.
The expansion of higher education is still
on-going in the OECD area.
Entry rates are another indicator giving a sense
of how expanded higher education systems are.
Entry rates represent the percentage of an age
cohort that is expected to enter a tertiary program
over a lifetime. In 2016, it was estimated that 61%
of young domestic adults in OECD countries
would enter tertiary education at least once during
their lifetime if current patterns of entry continue,
and 51% if only domestic students younger than
25 are considered (OECD 2016). This estimate is
based on the number of new entrants in 2014 and
the age distribution of this group.
Entry rates allow for decomposition by degree
level and give us additional information compared
to educational attainment: some 18% of young
adults across OECD countries are expected to
enter short-cycle programs; on average 59% of
young people will enter a bachelor’s program
during their lifetime, although the rate varies
widely across countries. Around 23% of students
across OECD countries are expected to enter a
master’s program over their lifetime, and 14% of
domestic students are expected to enter such programs before the age of 30. Finally, 2.5% of
young people will enter a doctoral program over
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their lifetime, and 0.9% of all domestic students
are expected to do so before the age of 30. The
expansion of higher education thus mainly concerns the ﬁrst levels of higher education: short
cycles and bachelor’s degrees (OECD 2016).

decades: economic, sociological, and political
drivers come into play.
First, as of 2017, the political will to pursue the
expansion of higher education systems exists in
most, if not all, OECD countries. Many of them
(such as Denmark, France, the United Kingdom,
or the United States) have set themselves the goal
of broadening access or increasing the educational
level of their adult population – often aiming to
ensure that half an age group or more are either
enrolled in or graduate from higher education.
Several countries where a cap on ﬁrst year
enrolments existed removed it in the past years:
this was for example the case in Australia in 2012
and in the United Kingdom in 2015. This political
will is shaping public policies as well as the strategies of higher education institutions and of individuals. It suggests that the provision of higher
education will not be rationed but rather encouraged in the decades to come. This trend can be
seen as a political response to the economic and
social demands for higher education as politicians
try to meet the demands of their electorate, but
also shape policies that meet the perceived needs
of their country’s economy and society.
From a country perspective, there are several
reasons to invest in higher education. A simple
one is that more educated people are supposed to
have a higher productivity, and thus make the

Drivers of the Expansion of Higher
Education
How far may the recent expansion of higher education in the OECD area reasonably be expected
to continue? Continued expansion is in fact beset
by many uncertainties. While countries such as
Japan or Korea demonstrate that virtually universal participation in higher education is possible,
entry rates in other countries such as the United
States have changed little in recent decades so that
it is not unreasonable to suppose that some other
countries might experience the same kind of stability. Continued expansion presupposes that the
individual demand, partly shaped by political,
economic, and social conditions, will continue
with the same outcomes in the decades ahead,
though possibly for other reasons.
There are at least three different ways to think
about what shapes the expansion of higher education and could shape its continuation over the next
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economy more competitive. A second reason is
that economic growth in current OECD economies relies increasingly on innovation, which is
both more easily produced and absorbed by tertiary educated people. Finally, changes in most
OECD economies have favored (and might continue) to favor the most educated people: economists refer to the phenomenon as “skills-biased
technical change.” The share of jobs that require
more education and are better paid has increased
over time (Stiglitz and Greenwald 2015; Goldin
and Katz 2009).
From an individual perspective, holding a
higher education degree still pays off. On average,
tertiary education graduates earned 55% more
than upper secondary education graduates in
2014; they were more likely to be part of the
workforce and less likely to be unemployed
(in 2014, 6.9% of tertiary educated people were
unemployed on average in the OECD area,
against 10% and 9.2% for general and vocational
upper secondary graduates) (OECD 2016). While
this might change in the future, the expansion of
higher education has not led yet to diminishing
advantages for tertiary education graduates in the
OECD area: these have remained very stable in
the past two decades. For example, in 2004, tertiary educated people earned 55% more than
upper secondary education graduates on average.
There are therefore strong economic incentives
for people to graduate so as to increase their
employment prospects and further their chances
of earning a good living. (Moreover, not graduating may come at a penalty as the earnings of the
less educated people have actually decreased over
time in real term in some countries (e.g., the
United States).)
The beneﬁts of higher education are not just
economic though: participation in higher education is associated with many individual and social
beneﬁts such as the acquisition of knowledge and
skills, social prestige, social capital, cultural capital, health, longevity, etc. Students and their families also respond to individual and social
incentives that are not directly related to labor
market and earning prospects. The common
sociological explanation challenging the “economic” one just consists of broadening people’s
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incentives: returns measured by income or
employment criteria are replaced by social prestige, occupational position (as some occupations
may be more prestigious than others even though
they yield similar income), etc. While they may
not care about income, families and students participate in higher education to reach positions that
are associated with greater social prestige in their
community (see Marginson 2016 for a summary
of some of the social arguments).
Expansion of higher education is correlated
with economic development. While the argument
above assume that individuals respond to economic or social incentives that lead them to be
more educated, one could argue that the direction
of causality also goes the other way around. In
afﬂuent countries, people and societies can afford
the “luxury” to invest in higher education and to
fuel a social demand for it. Higher education
could be sought after as a means of selfrealization, regardless of the social and economic
beneﬁts it may lead to.
Finally, the expansion of higher education in
the OECD area may by its very process turn
participation in higher education into a new social
norm, and families and students may just participate in higher education because it has become the
standard and “reasonable” thing to do for middle
class children who are eligible. This trend may
just be the result of peer effects and imitation – or
a new stage of the social division of labor.
There are some critiques to the expansion of
higher education: it is sometimes depicted as
“over-education” or “degree inﬂation.” Two
observations usually support this critique. First,
in some countries, like France, there has been a
decline over time of the returns to higher education. A high educational attainment has beneﬁted
some cohorts more than others. Even in the United
States, where this decline has not been observed,
whether higher education yields enough individual returns is sometimes questioned given the
ﬁnancial investment that students have to make
to pay for their studies. This decrease in returns
mainly relates to the state or the structure of the
economy: there are more vacancies at certain
times than others and especially in managerial
positions (more room at the top). A second,
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related observation points to the increase in education credentials required for similar jobs over
time, which is sometimes interpreted as an “overskilling” of the working population. This is particularly the case where ofﬁcial skill classiﬁcation
frameworks for jobs exist: usually negotiated
between employers and trade unions to guarantee
workers some rights and levels of compensation,
these classiﬁcations can arguably not be considered to set a more accurate level of required education for a job than what is observed in the labor
market. Usually, the required credentials and the
job content actually evolve at the same time.
While falling returns over time or increase in
education requirements for a given job can fuel
the perception of over-education, as long as the
economic and noneconomic returns to tertiary
education are (signiﬁcantly) higher than those to
upper secondary education, people have indeed an
interest to become tertiary educated. And changes
in this gap may come from a relative fall of the
returns to upper secondary education, not necessarily from an absolute increase of the returns to
tertiary education.

Expansion of Higher Education: Selected
Policy Issues
The expansion of higher education systems raises
a series of policy issues for countries. How shall
the expansion of systems be funded? What kinds
of institutions and programs shall meet the diversiﬁed demand of a wider student population? How
to keep the expansion open and inclusive for all
those interested in participating? How to preserve
the quality or at least a minimum level of quality
when higher education provision expands? What
role shall research play in expanded higher education systems? All these questions are multifaceted as they relate to equity, access and
completion, curriculum, teaching, learning, quality, and cost-efﬁciency.
Here is a quick overview of issues related to
expansion and how OECD countries have
addressed them in the past decades:
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• Teaching and learning. One difﬁculty for
teaching and learning in expanded systems
comes from the different levels of academic
preparation of students when they enter higher
education. Students also have more diverse
interests. Compared to a restricted higher education system catering to elite students, who
are usually at the top of the distribution of
learning outcomes in a country, the expansion
of higher education makes it more difﬁcult for
all students to complete their studies in a reasonable time frame. One big challenge is thus
to design programs and support systems for
students who are less well academically prepared, and also to use teaching methods that
are both effective and affordable. This may
entail to give faculty relevant professional
development, which is rarely done.
• Research. The expansion of higher education
has also led to a massiﬁcation of the research
output. The mere increase in the faculty population induced by the expansion has multiplied
countries’ research output. However, research
is also a major driver of cost in higher education, so one issue for policymakers is to preserve research quality while containing overall
research costs. Most countries have developed
a targeted research policy based on some level
of concentration of research funding to some
institutions or to the competitive access to
research funds by higher education faculty.
• Cost and funding. Another dimension of the
expansion of higher education systems is the
cost borne by states and public authorities. The
funding tradition in most OECD countries is to
have a strong public subsidization of higher
education. This is true for research, but also
for education. As of 2017, most European
OECD countries still funded the bulk of the
studies of their students. There was a more
balanced cost sharing in the United States,
while Asian OECD countries and Chile left
students and their families bear most of the
cost of their higher education. As the expansion of higher education drives costs up for the
public purse, new forms of targeted public
support have been put in place, with targeted
grants for less afﬂuent students, the emergence

Expansion of Higher Education, OECD Countries

of loans rather than grants or direct subsidization, and, sometimes, the coexistence of a subsidized and nonsubsidized sector, either within
the public system or through public and private
provision.
• Inequity. Inequity is a major concern for all
higher education systems, both in terms of
access and completion. Sources of inequity
are multiple: the academic preparation (and
eligibility) of different groups, the affordability
of higher education, the aspiration to enter
higher education, discrimination against certain groups, but also the cost of higher education to students and families from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. In most OECD
countries, the expansion of higher education
has led to a reduction of inequalities of access:
students coming from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds or minority groups are more
likely to participate in an expanded than in an
elite higher education system. The gaps
between socioeconomic groups have also
tended to diminish, even though there may be
some counterexamples (Breen et al. 2009;
Shavit et al. 2007; Vincent-Lancrin 2008).
This is of course not to say that the levels of
inequity have become acceptable. While inequity of access matter, there is stronger awareness that there are also inequities of
completion. Moreover, inequity also concerns
the access to the different levels of higher education (there is usually more social inequity in
the higher levels of higher education) and the
access to the most prestigious institutions or
programs.
• Quality. Just because of the increase of the
number of institutions and programs, quality
becomes more difﬁcult to control and to assure
as systems expand. The nature of quality also
diversiﬁes as systems expand and diversify.
Most higher education institutions have put in
place internal mechanism to improve the quality of their education. In recent decades, most
countries have also put in place external quality and/or accreditation procedures that higher
education institutions receiving or willing to
receive public funding have to undergo. This
way of mitigating quality risks by assuring a
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minimum level of quality is one major trend in
higher education in the past decades (Lewis
2009).
Whether it is spontaneous or shaped by higher
education policies, the division of labor between
institutions and programs is a key response to the
expansion of higher education. It allows one to
address in a differing way student demand and
preparation, teaching and research, quality,
and cost.
All higher education systems have a diversity
of institutions, be it ofﬁcially recognized or not.
Unitary systems have one ofﬁcial type of institutions (e.g., England), which does not imply they
have no diversity; binary systems have two types,
usually universities, specialized in general academic domains, and more applied institutions,
often offering shorter vocational courses (e.g.,
Canada, Chile, Denmark, Finland, Germany,
Japan, etc.); diversiﬁed systems have many different types of higher education institutions and
tracks, although at a certain level of generality
they can be considered as binary systems (e.g.,
France and the United States) (Vincent-Lancrin
2008).
Studying in vocational programs and institutions is usually shorter and cheaper than in the
academic general programs, both for the students
and for the public authorities that may subsidize
these institutions. One reason is that these institutions are less research-intensive. The division of
labor between institutions also mirrors different
interests and levels of academic preparation in the
student population, which become more diverse
as higher education expands. The elite model
based on the studies of general academic knowledge is not replicable at a large scale as institutions have to adapt to both students’ interests and
academic preparation.
The emergence of a large private higher education sector in some countries can also be
interpreted in the light of the expansion of higher
education. Here again, private higher education
institutions offer a way to meet the social demand
at a lower public cost. While some systems have
prestigious private higher education institutions
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that were created before the expansion of their
systems, several countries where the public
funding to higher education has not increased as
quickly as the demand for higher education have
seen a rise in their private offering. This is particularly true in some countries where the quick rise
of private provision has been described as
“demand-absorbing” (Altbach and Levy 2005;
Levy 2013).
The division of labor between higher education
programs can also be observed within higher education institutions and not just at the institution
level. This makes it even more complex but highlights the importance of this phenomenon to
understand the implications of the expansion of
higher education.

Cross-References
▶ Demography and Higher education
▶ Elite, Mass, and High-Participation Higher
Education
▶ High Participation in Higher Education, Implications for Funding
▶ Higher Education Expansion and Students
▶ Higher Education System Differentiation, Horizontal and Vertical
▶ Mass Higher Education
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Higher Education Expansion in Africa predominantly extractive economies based on oil
and Middle East
or key minerals (bauxite, diamonds, platinum)
Thierry M Luescher
University of the Free State, Mangaung, South
Africa

The MEA region covers 54 countries in Africa
(Algeria, Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina
Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Central
African Republic, Chad, Comoros, DR Congo,
Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia,
Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast,
Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Libya, Madagascar,
Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Morocco,
Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda,
Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Seychelles,
Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, South
Sudan, Sudan, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe) and 14 in
the Middle East (Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Syria, United Arab Emirates, and
Yemen (excluding Turkey)) which in 2015 comprised a total population of 1.4 billion. The region
is generally characterized by high population
growth and a very young population whereby
the majority of the population in three-quarters
of the countries of the region is under the age of
24 (UIS 2016a). Most countries of the Middle
East and several countries in Africa have

and agricultural products. They have beneﬁted
from strong economic growth in the last two
decades and come under increasing pressure to
reform their public sector and diversify their economies. Several countries in sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA) are among the poorest in the world, and
the MEA region is the most fragile and conﬂictridden region in the world. In the midst of this
complex context, higher education is booming: it
is expanding faster in MEA than in any other
world region while facing a diverse set of challenges for its future development and that of the
region.
Africa in particular has seen the fastest expansion of higher education anywhere in the world
from very low levels of provision in the 1970s to a
point where there are now several national systems that have achieved massiﬁcation. In 2015,
systems with a GER over 15 % were found in
Benin, Botswana, Cape Verde, Ghana, Mauritius,
and South Africa, as well as in all North African
states except Mauritania. Massiﬁcation was
achieved in Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia well before
the 2000s and in the following decade in Algeria,
Morocco, and Sudan (UIS 2016a). In SSA, continued high growth rates of up to 30 % have
ensured a rapid expansion; in the extreme cases
of Portuguese-speaking countries like Angola and
Mozambique, the expansion has been nothing
short of dramatic in the last two decades (Langa
2013). Despite this, the rate of expansion in the
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majority of African countries and the GER in SSA
overall is still lower than in other world regions,
and there persist a number of national systems that
only serve the tiniest of elites. Conversely, the
largest national higher education systems in
Africa are found in Egypt and Nigeria with estimated enrolments of 2.5 million and 2.3 million
students, respectively, followed by Algeria
(1.5 million students) and South Africa (just
over a million students) (UIS 2016a).
In the Middle East, most countries achieved
massiﬁcation before the 2000s and have reached
levels of universal higher education of a GER of
50 % or above before 2015. The ﬁrst country in
the Middle East to do so was Israel, followed by
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Palestine, and ﬁnally Jordan
(UIS 2016a). Comparably low enrolments can be
found in Yemen and at a higher level (and rapidly
growing) in Qatar, Kuwait, and the United Arab
Emirates. By far the largest system in 2015 was
Iran with over 4.5 million students, followed by
Saudi Arabia (1.5 million), Syria, and Israel (with
approx. 650,000 students each) (UIS 2016a).
The MEA region is also one of high outbound
international student mobility, especially students
from SSA who are the second most mobile in the
world (after those from Central Asia). Moreover, a
number of countries in the region are successfully
attracting inbound students: South Africa, for
instance, is the preferred destination of mobile
students from SSA alongside traditional student
destinations like France, the United Kingdom, and
the United States, and Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and
the United Arab Emirates are actively seeking to
recruit more international students (UIS 2010,
2016b).
Higher education expansion has gone hand in
hand with a privatization of provision. Especially
in SSA in the last two decades, this has principally
taken two forms: the more or less regulated
mushrooming of private higher education providers and increased enrolments in existing public
institutions, especially by instituting cost-sharing
measures and introducing fee-paying (private)
students in previously fee-free public universities.
A number of countries, such as Ghana and Nigeria, have made signiﬁcant public investments in
building new institutions like polytechnics;
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however, Africa’s experience of rapid expansion
is predominantly one of “institutional
massiﬁcation,” whereby much of the growth is
absorbed by a small number of fast-growing universities leading to “overcrowded elite systems”
rather than system massiﬁcation (Mohamedbhai
2014; Cloete and Maassen 2015). Private institutions tend to be established either by foreign universities to operate akin to multinationals, in
collaboration with existing institutions, or by religious groups typically as Islamic or Christian
universities (Varghese 2006).
The expansion of higher education in MEA is
also creating so-called “mega-universities” like
the Islamic Azad University of Iran, a private
university founded in 1982, which enrolls over
1.7 million students. Other mega-universities in
the region include Payame Noor University
(800,000 students) in Iran, the University of
South Africa with over 350,000 students, Cairo
University in Egypt (250,000 students), and King
Abdulaziz University in Saudi Arabia (180,000
students). In addition, Nigeria decided in 2013 to
grow six of its federal universities into mega institutions of 150–200,000 students each as a way of
expanding public provision (Nigeria plans. . .
2013).
Many countries nurture the aspiration to
develop one or several national ﬂagship universities into high-ranking, world-class research universities. Yet, by 2016, only the University of
Cape Town and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem ranked in the top 200 of the THES World
University Rankings. In addition, only a small a
number of institutions made it into the top
500 including the University of the Witwatersrand,
South Africa; King Abdulaziz University in Saudi
Arabia; the Technion – Israel Institute of Technology; Makerere University, Uganda; and the Iran
University of Science and Technology, among
others (Times Higher Education 2016).
The expansion of higher education in the MEA
region involves not only changes in the institutional landscape; the region faces challenges at
multiple levels including the quality, equity, and
relevance of provision. Especially in North Africa
and the Middle East, graduate unemployment has
become a serious problem. Massiﬁed if not
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universal provision paired with low quality and
relevance has resulted in a situation whereby
higher education in the Middle East and North
Africa now offers the lowest private rate of return
of any world region (8.9). In stark contrast, in
SSA, where expansion still lags, higher education
offers the highest rate of return (21.9)
(Montenegro and Patrinos 2014). Neither of
these polar opposites is desirable: they signal
social problems of unemployment and inequality,
respectively, which result in escalating youth dissatisfaction with the political, educational, and
economic systems that give rise to them. Within
and beyond higher education institutions, the
results are escalating levels of student and youth
activism (Luescher 2016).
Higher education in the MEA region thus
requires incisive reforms and innovation at different levels, including an appropriate differentiation
between institutions, the establishment of new
institutions, improved regulation of private provision, and programs that serve speciﬁc sectors of
the growing economies and reﬂect the aspirations
of new kinds of students. Even in some of the
massiﬁed systems in the region, higher education
continues to provide disproportionally access
(and success) for male students and students
from well-to-do backgrounds. Sector-level
reforms will also need to address the status of
the academic profession along with a
reconceptualization of the relationship between
government and university and improving the
quality of teaching and learning and research
(Altbach 2011). Current and future investment in
higher education, in general, R&D capacity, and
the development of research universities, in particular, must therefore be part of a broader strategy
of binding the sector into a “development pact” to
leapfrog in the social and economic dimensions
(Cloete et al. 2015). Promising policy pronouncements to this ends are contained in the 2014 Arab
Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation,
the African Union’s Agenda 2063, and the related
Declaration and Action Plan of the African
Higher Education Summit of 2015.
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According to most international organizations,
there are nineteen countries which integrate the
region of Latin America, and its selection is based
mostly on culture and language. Two different
colonial powers conquered this region: Spain and
Portugal. Both colonies had different approaches
regarding higher education; while the Spaniards
decided to establish universities practically along
with the churches, the Portuguese were more
contained and decided to educate their elites
when it was needed, in Europe, and not at the
new colonies like the Spaniards (Perkin 1991).
This chapter offers analysis of the increase in
higher education enrollment in Latin America, the
main trends and main characteristics of this growth.
The information used for this section comes
mainly from United Nations Educational, Scientiﬁc
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO’s) Institute
for Statistics, which is the most relevant source
that includes most Latin-American countries.
Despite the fact that the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and development (OECD) has but

two Latin-American members (Chile and Mexico)
and only sometimes includes data from Brazil, it
was also included as a source. In the same manner,
information produced by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC), the Latin American Information System
and Educational Tendencies
(SITEAL for its Spanish acronym), and other
ofﬁcial websites was used. The downside from
using most of these sources is that the origin of
this information is the governments, which do not
always have updated nor reliable data.
According to the Economic Commission for
Latin America (ECLA 2015) in 1965, there were
231 million inhabitants in the region, and 50 years
later it had increased to 619 million. However, the
population growth has diminished considerable
from 14.73 % in 1960–1965 to only 5.86 % in
2010–2015 (Chart 1). The traditional collegeaged population (from 20 to 24 years of age)
was 47.3 million students in 2000 and 51.3 million
students 10 years later; this represents 9 % of the
total population in Latin America. In fact, there is
an estimate that in the year 2020, this group will
have risen to 52.4 million, representing about 8 %
of the total population (1 % less than the previous
decade) (ECLA 2015).

Higher Education Access
UNESCO (2016) points out that higher education
enrollment in Latin America represents only 12 %
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of the enrollment worldwide – coming in at number 4 on a global scale, which represents 24 million students from a total of 199 million
worldwide in 2013. The top region is the Asian
Paciﬁc which represents about 31 % of the enrollment worldwide with 60.6 million students.
Higher education gross enrollment in Latin
America has gone from 22.8 % in year 2000 to
43.8 % in 2013. This means that only four out of
ten individuals (from ages 20 to 24) are enrolled in
a higher education institution. This percentage is
low in comparison to other developed countries
such as the USA, the UK, or Germany, where their
higher education gross enrollment is higher than
75 % (UNESCO 2016). Nonetheless, these numbers should be analyzed per country. For example,
in 2013, the countries with the highest gross
enrollment in the region were Chile (84 %) and
Argentina (80 %), while Guatemala (18 %) and
Honduras (21 %) have the lowest in Latin America. In Africa, the countries which have the lowest
reported numbers are Burkina Faso (4.7 %) and
Angola (9.9 %).
From 2000 to 2013, the higher education
enrollment in Latin America has grown in average
5.77 %, barely above the worldwide average
which was 5.54 % in the same period. The latter

information presented in contrast with information from other countries which are closer to an
overall satisfaction of the higher education
demand (i.e., North America and Europe with a
2.13 % growth or Asia with an impressive 9.45 %
growth) shows there is still a large margin of
growth to be developed in Latin America.
We know that the enrollment to higher education doubled in 10 years, going from 11.48 million
students in the year 2000 to 23.6 million students
in 2013. However, Chart 2 contrasts the growth
rate of the population versus the higher education
enrollment growth rate in order to show that while
there is a demographic stagnation in Latin America, it does not correspond to the unstable evolution of higher education enrollment.

Gender
Since the year 2000, women’s enrollment in
higher education in Latin America has been
higher than men, and in fact, this gap is growing
(worldwide tendencies). In 2000, there were
5.79 million women in higher education in Latin
America and 4.99 million men in the same condition. In 2013, the number of women went up to
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13.15 million versus 10.44 from the men’s side.
The number of women enrolled in higher education in the region almost doubled. In terms of the
cases per country, the largest economies in the
region – Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and
Mexico – reﬂect this tendency except for Mexico,
where the men’s enrollment is still higher. However, it is very possible that in the following years,
women’s enrollment will represent more than
50 %, thus following the tendency of the other
nations (Chart 3).

Institutional Expansion
In the year 2000, Latin America reported about
8500 higher education institutions with an increase
to 13,000 in the year 2013. It is important to mention that the diversiﬁcation of the higher education
system took place, particularly, during this decade.
As it has been reported before (Maldonado 2012),
Mexico is the country with more higher education
institutions in the region with almost 3059 (SEP
2015). Behind Mexico, Brazil has 2368 (INEP
2016) and Argentina reported 2,335 (MINEDU
2016). The majority of the higher education students in Latin America are enrolled in public

institutions; however, the vast majority of higher
education institutions are private. There are several
prestigious private institutions in the region; nonetheless, there are also a large number of private
institutions which take advantage from the lack of
government regulations/accreditations and from
the low cost some of these institutions have. Nevertheless, this is not the tendency for the whole
region, and there are countries with a very small
or none private higher education sector such as
Cuba, Uruguay, and other countries where the governmental policies (or the absence of regulation)
tend to privatize the higher education sector such as
Brazil and Chile.

Financing
According to data presented by the UNESCO, the
average amount of public ﬁnancing given to
higher education in Latin America went from
1214 USD per student in 2000 to 1620 USD in
2012. This represents an increase of only
400 USD in more than a decade (Chart 4). Nevertheless, the expenditure by student in higher
education in 2012 represented twice as much of
what was invested in primary education
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(UNESCO 2014). With the exception of Mexico,
this tendency is the same for the main economies
in the region, where Brazil showcases the most
signiﬁcant reduction in their public ﬁnancing,
almost cutting in half their higher education
expenditure per student in a 12-year period
(from 2000 to 2012).

Inequity
Another characteristic of the Latin-American
higher education expansion is that the access at
this educational level has not really changed for
the lower-income groups. In a region where inequity is one of its main features, it is not a surprise
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to see the same effect in access to higher education. From 2000 to 2013, access of the less
privileged population to higher education
increased in only 7 %. On the contrary, the more
privileged population increased its access to
higher education in 6 % in the same period
(SITEAL 2015) (Chart 5).
This data shows that despite the fact that the
higher education enrollment in Latin America has
grown, the inequity gap has not been reduced. It is
not a surprise to mention that the largest majority
of the higher education enrollment is happening in
the more privileged groups and that the years of
schooling for both socioeconomic sectors
(privileged and underprivileged) went from a difference of 13.6 years to 19.2 years from 2000 to
2013. This is a clear example of how the increase
in access has not meant a reduction in inequity. As
Carnoy et al. (2013) suggest, the Brazilian government has also taken steps to expand elite higher
education enrollments relatively fast during the last
decade; meanwhile, the programs to compensate
inequity have not been very successful, and this is
only one case in the region. Generally speaking,
this is bad news for the region, and it shows what
issues need to be solved in the coming years. The
expansion of higher education itself does not solve
the historical and contextual problems that Latin
America has to face sooner than later.
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The turn of the twenty-ﬁrst century has seen a
worldwide expansion of higher education hurled
forward by the discourse of globalization and
knowledge economics. This is especially true in
the Asia-Paciﬁc region which has become a major
driver of the global economy and where higher
education is expected to produce talent to sustain
the region’s rising leadership (Shin et al. 2015).
The Asia-Paciﬁc region is far from monolithic
with its vast diversity of languages, religions,
economies, and political systems. We can classify
Asia-Paciﬁc higher education systems into three
groups. First are those universal access systems
with over 60 % enrolment, including South
Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Second
are those mass access systems that have reached
30 % enrolment, including China, Singapore,
Malaysia, Mongolia, Philippines, and Thailand.
Others systems like Vietnam, Macao, and Indonesia are approaching 30 % enrolments but are classiﬁed with the low-enrolment elite systems of
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Timor-Leste, and
other small island systems (Vargese 2015).
In the lead are the so-called chopstick societies
including China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, South

Korea, Singapore, and Vietnam with high proportions of students in the STEM ﬁelds, widely considered essential for innovation and economic
growth. For example, China’s two thousand plus
colleges and universities already produced ﬁve
times more (over 2.5 m) graduates in the STEM
ﬁelds (science, technology, engineering, mathematics) than the United States (McKinsey and
Co 2015).
Asia’s top-tier research universities have
begun to stun the academic world. According to
the Times Higher Education, almost one-eighth
(24) of the world’s top 200 are Asian universities,
most with Confucian heritages. This could rise to
one-quarter by 2050 (Postiglione 2015a). Unlike
Hong Kong and Singapore which have small
highly selective systems that use English and are
anchored in service economies, the other three
industrial giants (Japan, Korea, and China)
received enormous ﬁnancial support from their
governments in the form of projects to build
world-class universities such as Japan’s COE21,
Brain Korea, and China’s 985 Project. Such government initiatives, largely in northeast Asia, have
given a jump start to their top universities in the
world rankings while also bestowing prestige,
building conﬁdence, and attracting investment.
Southeast Asia is a different story. With the
exception of Singapore, and possibly Malaysia,
few Southeast Asian universities are situated to
join the ranks of the world-class club. There is less
of an orientation to the global knowledge economy, as there is in the northeast. There are no
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excellence initiatives of the sort initiated in Japan,
Korea, and China for strengthening research universities. Finally, in general, internationalization
in higher education is weak, except in Singapore.
Malaysia has branch campuses of Australian universities and its International Islamic University.
While it is virtually impossible to generalize
about the region’s higher education systems,
top-tier universities are inevitably state universities, while the private sector occupies the second
and third tier (ADB 2012). With few exceptions,
their quality is questionable. Private institutions
are a new initiative in many places. Cambodia was
ﬁnally allowed to set them up in 1997 (Chealy
2006). They only become legal in Lao People’s
Democratic Republic in 1995, Malaysia in 1996,
Thailand in 2003, and Vietnam in 2005 (Vargese
2015). China promulgated a private education law
in 2002.
Private higher education in Asia is the fastestgrowing sector, with about 40 % of all students
(Levy 2010). Foreign universities have been welcomed to establish degree programs and branch
campuses to help absorb the demand that local
institutions are unable to provide. Singapore has
the most international branch campuses in the
region, with China and Malaysia close behind.
There are several major challenges facing
higher education in the Asia-Paciﬁc region. Perhaps the greatest challenge for the higher education systems in the Asia-Paciﬁc region is how to
provide the rapidly increasing number of students
with a quality education. While there are some
top-tier universities, most systems have inadequate budgets to support an enabling environment
for quality higher learning. Problems include low
salaries, unqualiﬁed teachers, poor working conditions, rising student-teacher ratios, and inadequate library and laboratory facilities. Few
academics in second- and third-tier universities
have advanced research degrees or employ innovative teaching methods. As higher education
expansion increases, academics are expected to
do research and publish for tenure and promotion,
with the result that teaching quality often suffers
in the process. Reducing costs has meant a greater
and greater use of online instruction. Asia has
become a leader in this respect. More than
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70 universities deliver instruction via online
courses exclusively (ADB 2011).
A second challenge is that the transition to
mass higher education has transformed secondary
schools into preparatory institutions for passing
entrance examinations to enter college and university. Low-performing schools have few students able to pass entrance examinations. The
growing popularity of shadow education and
cram schools in the Asia-Paciﬁc has done little
to prepare students for the nature of higher learning. Moreover, there is a rising gap in accessibility
among different social groups. Advantages are
normally in favor of those from urban areas,
better-off families, and mainstream ethnic groups.
While women are gaining greater access to higher
education, men still fare much better after graduation in securing a job.
A third challenge brought on by the rapid
expansion of higher education in the Asia-Paciﬁc
has been the creation of a growing mismatch
between what is learned at college and university
and what is required in a changing and more
globalized workplace (ADB 2013). In places like
China, between seven and eight million university
students graduate each year. Governments in the
Asia-Paciﬁc region are concerned that talented
university graduates are put to work for economic
and social development, rather than societal instability. Graduate unemployment and underemployment have become a challenge in many countries
around the world. It is a newer challenge in the
Asia-Paciﬁc region. Further complicating the
access issue is that some Asian countries, notably
Japan, Korea, and China, are experiencing a
demographic shift to an older population.
A fourth challenge concerns highly bureaucratic institutional governance, especially where
there is a tradition of academic staff and administrators being considered as part of the civil service. Moreover, institutional autonomy and
academic freedom are protected in some countries
and lacking in most. Student activism is also on
the rise and has challenged university governance
in several Asian countries, and institutional governance may sometimes be plagued by academic
corruption.
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A sixth challenge requires Asia-Paciﬁc university systems to balance international partnerships.
Most partnerships reﬂect a traditional preference
toward Western systems. As the regional economy comes to dominate global trade, business,
and commerce, there is a need to begin a shift
toward a framework that strengthens capacity,
quality assurance, and the Asia-Paciﬁc’s intraregion partnerships.
Finally, there is the challenge of creating a
consensus of common purpose in a world whose
higher education systems are becoming regionally
integrated. Leading universities in systems of
Japan, Korea, and China in the northeast are gradually building common frameworks, but they are
a long way from a uniﬁed regional framework like
that found in European higher education. The
same is true for Southeast Asia.
Although not all higher education systems of
the Asia-Paciﬁc are rooted in Confucian tradition,
it is safe to say that such a tradition has been a
major force in at more than a handful of systems
and has already begun to have a spillover effect
through the mobility of students, staff, and institutional practices. However, whether there is a
Chinese or Asian model of higher education
remains a hotly debated topic. The dynamism of
Asian economics and rapid expansion of their
higher education systems, including world-class
research universities, have emboldened intellectual debate on this issue. Altbach and other
scholars doubt there is an Asian model, only
hybrids of the Western one (Altbach 1989).
Marginson (2011) and Shin (2012) analyze it in
terms of Western ideas, economic development,
and Confucian culture. The debate is especially
intense in China. Hayhoe and other scholars
(1996) have emphasized China’s historical tradition of academies from the Tang and subsequent
dynasties – as part of the intellectual heritage that
is the hallmark of Chinese civilization. The
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massive area of China and its growing global
inﬂuence make it a potentially signiﬁcant trendsetter in the higher education systems of the AsiaPaciﬁc and beyond (Postiglione 2015b).
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Many people associate the massiﬁcation of higher
education, which has become an inherent part to
the educational landscape of many countries in the
past decades (Schofer and Meyer 2005), primarily
with the increase in enrolment rates. Indeed,
according to Ulrich Teichler, “the term ‘mass
higher education’ was traditionally employed to
describe the growth of enrolment beyond the level
of academic reproduction and training for a small
number of occupations requiring this education
for demanding professions and privileged social
positions” (Teichler 1998, P. 19). At the same
time, the impact of the massiﬁcation goes beyond
a mere growth in the number of young people with
a higher education diploma. Massiﬁcation has a
signiﬁcant effect on the academic profession, its
substance, and, of course, the people who represent universities’ academic core.
What are the underlying factors behind this
effect, and what does it mean in practice?
First of all, student numbers are growing. Faculty is expanding too but at a slower pace (Coates
et al. 2009). As a result, university expenditures
per student are often going down, while the students per teacher ratio and faculty members’

workload are increasing. All these induce a forced
shift toward such educational technologies that
allow faculty to work with numerous students
simultaneously: lectures for large student groups,
standardized tests, and use of online elements.
Faculty members are confronted with the challenge of mass teaching, which is replacing individual approach in education.
Secondly, the growth in student numbers is not
only important from a quantitative point of view.
Universities encounter students with a completely
new social status, different motivations (usually
far from a desire to build an academic career), and
varying entry levels (Beerkens-Soo and
Vossensteyn 2009). Faculty members have to
explore new methods of working with such a
heterogeneous and less well-prepared student
audience.
Student needs regarding higher education,
which many of them treat as an investment that
should yield returns on the labor market, are
changing too. They have a more market-oriented
view on the competencies they are gaining. Students, as well as other stakeholders, are increasingly seen as customers whose interests in
universities have to take into account (Kwiek
2009; Schmidtlein and Berdahl 2011). On the
whole, the academic system is switching from
internal accountability to external (Van Valey
2001).
Thirdly, it is becoming clear that the diversity
of demand on behalf of those entering the higher
education system inevitably deﬁnes the
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diversiﬁcation of higher education institutions
(Guri-Rosenblit et al. 2007). Various types of
HEIs emerge; they have different mandates and
serve different market segments. New HEIs aimed
at delivering professional training that matches
labor market needs emerge in addition to traditional research universities. Therefore, the conditions and scope of work of faculty employed at
HEIs of different types vary dramatically too
(on changing working conditions in academic in
comparative perspectives, see Altbach et al. 2012;
Altbach et al. 2013).
Consequently, there is a shift away from the
traditional research-focused tenure model, which
implies that each faculty member does both
research and teaching and takes part in university
governance too. Varying working conditions and
a substantial expansion in the scope of work lead
to the fact that an academic career can nowadays
be associated with an array of contract types.
However, they share one key feature: that is,
they are losing the fundamental elements of a
traditional academic contract, such as guaranteed
regular employment, right to academic freedom,
and right to peer evaluation of one’s professional
performance. There are temporary contracts
emerging (Gumport et al. 1997; Finkelstein et al.
2016) – contracts aimed at a particular aspect of
academic work and structurally and substantively
similar to wage worker contracts.
There is a desacralization of the academic profession going on. It is no longer domain of the
elites, its borders are becoming blurred, and the
distance between members of the academic guild
and traditional wage workers is getting smaller.
This comes with a partial loss of autonomy
(Altbach 2011; Shimank 2005). University academics’ professional status is weakening (Kwiek
2009). As Ulrich Teichler puts it, “higher education is in the grip of a strong feeling of loss of
social exclusiveness. Academic careers lose their
glamour in terms of social status, income, superior
knowledge and professional self-control”
(Teichler 2001, P. 5). The fact that different faculty groups are employed under different types of
contracts leads to further stratiﬁcation of the academic profession, which carries important negative implications (Kwiek 2009). For example,
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faculty working on a temporary contract and
adjunct professors usually get a smaller remuneration, are confronted with a higher workload, and
are less loyal to their university. They have a less
clear understanding of its institutional goals and
are to a smaller degree integrated into university
life. Since they are treated like wage workers, they
take only modest part in the processes of academic
governance. Therefore, the faculty no longer represents a homogeneous group of academics who
share the same values, equally invest their interests and efforts in university life, and enjoy the
same guarantees.
Growing academic stratiﬁcation between faculty members and differentiation of HEIs causes
more competition on the elite research universities’ labor market. In the US universities, for
example, the share of young tenured faculty is
constantly going down (including both entry
tenure-track positions and real tenured positions),
which is increasingly stressful for young academics (Altbach 2011; Altbach 2015).
The decline of the professional status of university faculty coincides with the processes of
authority shift from the academic community to
professional administrators (Whitchurch and Gordon 2010) and the emergence of new forms of
control over academic activities (Musselin 2007).
The existing system of faculty evaluation and
remuneration, which implies a holistic approach
to academic work, is no longer valid in the situation of fragmented academic activities (Mcfarlane
2011). Fragmentation comes along with the formalization of monitoring systems and the introduction of peculiar reporting formats. Peer
evaluation is no longer secondary to academic
work; instead it is becoming a separate process
that requires both faculties’ and administrators’
efforts and time. Faculty members view external
reporting as an infringement of academic freedom, which causes extra stress: faculties, who
used to “own” the university, are becoming just
employees who are subordinate to professional
administrators and have to implement the latter’s
decisions.
Thus, the massiﬁcation of higher education
implies a whole range of consequences for the
academic profession, most of which are caused
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by structural changes on the higher education
market. To sum up, we can quote Marek Kwiek:
“Massiﬁed
educational
systems
(and
corresponding an increasingly massiﬁed academic profession) unavoidably lead towards various new forms of differentiation, diversiﬁcation
and stratiﬁcation” (Kwiek 2009, P. 116).
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How higher education is funded and who pays for
higher education lie at the core of any higher
education system. Perhaps of all aspects of higher
education, this has become the most politicized,
emotive, and contested. Across the globe, changes
or proposed reforms in funding and student
ﬁnances have led to the downfall of governments
and mass student protests.
Since the 1960s higher education systems
globally have expanded rapidly. How this expansion is funded and who bears the costs are paramount to the long-term ﬁnancial sustainability of
higher education. Both the growing number and
size of higher education institutions alongside the
increasing proportion of young people participating in higher education have contributed to rising
costs and questions about who should pay for
them. As Martin Trow presciently observed in
the early 1970s before widespread massiﬁcation,
“In every advanced society the problems of higher
education are problems associated with growth
(1973, p. 1). Trow poses the dilemma of how an
expanding HE system can maintain its quality and
be affordable while also safeguarding equal

access to higher education. “No society, no matter
how rich, can afford a system of higher education
or 20 or 30 percent of the age grade at the cost
levels of the elite higher education that it formally
provided for 5 percent of the population” (Trow
1973, p. 36). He suggests that either unit costs
have to be levelled down, potentially at the
expense of quality and standards, or expansion
restricted at the expense of equity. Others argue
that increasing higher education’s resources
through greater cost sharing is a potential solution
to these dilemmas (McMahon 2009; Johnstone
and Marcucci 2010).
This entry will explain what cost sharing is,
how and why it has become part of the higher
education policy landscape including the ideas
informing cost-sharing policies, and the key
cost-sharing policies and their implications, especially for students.

What Is Cost Sharing?
One way of ﬁnancing higher education is by sharing its costs. There are two sets of costs related to
students: tuition and their living costs while studying. Johnstone and Marcucci (2010), key advocates of cost sharing, assert that higher education
costs can be borne principally by four groups: the
government/state/taxpayers, students and/or graduates, their families, and individual or institutional
donors or philanthropists. They deﬁne costsharing policies as those that shift “some of the
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higher education costs burden from government,
or taxpayers, to parents and students” (Johnstone
and Marcucci 2010, p. 2).
The policy challenges are deciding how tuition
and maintenance costs, and which of these costs,
are divided between these four parties, and the
appropriate balance of ﬁnancial contributions
from each group, especially the share of contributions from the public purse and from private individuals. Next are choices about the policy tools
used to allocate the costs and their intended and
unintended consequences. They involve decisions
about tuition fees and the levels, targets, and
forms of ﬁnancial aid. Essentially, these are ideological and political judgements, as well as economic and pragmatic ones. Funding policies are
shaped largely by the ideological persuasions of
politicians and legislators and the particular histories and cultures of a country. They tend to be less
the result of rational cost/beneﬁt analyses and
purely economic and pragmatic considerations
and more the outcome of negotiations between
stakeholders with competing interests who hold
varying levels of inﬂuence and power.

The Rise of Cost Sharing
The sharing of higher education costs has a long
history – it is not new. For instance, public and
private funds have comingled since the establishment of Oxford and Cambridge in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries in England. Until the 1973
economic crisis, as higher education expanded,
public expenditure on higher education rose
throughout Europe, Australasia, Canada, and in
many other developed economies. These systems
and instruction costs were mostly funded through
public expenditure with limited contributions
from students or their families. The exception
was the USA, but even here the federal and especially state governments played an important role
in the funding of public universities and community colleges and in providing student ﬁnancial
support.
The policy shift whereby a greater share of the
costs of tuition, and to a lesser extent student
maintenance, is transferred to students and away

from government and taxpayers emerges in the
1980s. It is associated with profound changes in
political attitudes toward public expenditure. The
post-World War II consensus concerning the role
of the state in the funding of public services,
including higher education, accompanied by
high taxation policies to pay for these services,
began to collapse. Such thinking is connected to
the reemergence of neoliberalism. It is marked by
the election of the Thatcher Conservative government in the UK and by the Regan Republican
government in the USA. The shift is further
strengthened by the collapse of the Soviet Union
and state socialism in Eastern Europe.
With these developments came signiﬁcant
ideological changes in how higher education was
viewed and in attitudes toward the funding of
higher education among governments globally
(Altbach 1999). There was a move away from
the dominant idea that higher education is primarily a public good beneﬁting society as a whole –
that everyone gains from higher education – and
so should be paid for by society. Higher education
is central to economic growth, development, and
innovation and produces the high-level skills
required for the labor market in a knowledge
economy. Society gains from the economic
growth and greater labor market ﬂexibility
derived from graduates’ skills and the higher
taxes they pay and other positive social externalities such as greater social cohesion, political stability, and crime and poverty reduction. Thus, an
individual’s efforts to educate themselves also
beneﬁts those around them. This emphasis on
the social beneﬁts and positive externalities justiﬁes substantial government intervention. Consequently, society should, and did, bear most of the
costs of higher education.
However, from the 1980s higher education
becomes characterized primarily as a private
good beneﬁting the individual more than society
and so should be paid for by its key beneﬁciaries –
students. This reﬂected the ascendancy and popularization of human capital theory. Human capital theory views expenditure on education as an
investment which earns a positive return for students in the form of greater earnings (Becker
1993). So higher education participation is
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viewed as a private investment for private returns.
Graduates, when compared to those without a
university degree, tend to have increased productivity and higher lifetime earnings, less exposure
to unemployment plus greater prestige, status and
sociopolitical inﬂuence. These high private rates
of return to higher education provide the economic evidence and rationale for charging more
of the cost of higher education to the beneﬁciaries,
and are a justiﬁcation for cost-sharing policies.
“Who beneﬁts pays” became the mantra underpinning cost-sharing policies.
Clearly higher education produces both societal and individual beneﬁts. But the debate as to
whether higher education is predominately a private or public good continues today, as does questions about the optimum balance of public and
private contributions to higher education to
match these public and private beneﬁts
(McMahon 2009).
The emergence of cost-sharing policies is associated with other factors. First, as discussed, the
expansion of higher education and the growing
importance of, and demand for, higher education
in a globalized knowledge economy. Second,
associated with this is governments’ desire for
higher participation rates. Third is the rising
costs of higher education driven by its expansion,
the growth of postgraduate education, and
increasing demand for higher education. Even
without this expansion, the costs of teaching and
per-student costs constantly rise above inﬂation
because higher education is a labor-intensive service industry, and technological advances tend to
increase costs in higher education rather than cut
them, unlike many other industries (Archibald and
Feldman 2011). Fourth, faltering and falling government revenues and the inability, or unwillingness, of governments to meet higher education’s
increasing costs through public funds for economic, political, and/or ideological reasons. This
leads to ﬁnancial austerity which has repercussion
for the ﬁnancial sustainability of higher education
and the sector’s ability to provide high-quality
courses and equitable access. Politically, higher
education has to compete for funding with other
public services such compulsory education,
health, welfare services, and national security.
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And when combined with macroeconomic factors, which lead to constraints on overall government revenues, particularly during periods of slow
economic growth, the competition becomes more
acute. The ﬁnal factor driving the growth of cost
sharing is the inadequacy or inability of cost-side
solutions and cost-cutting exercises to solve these
ﬁnancial problems without putting quality and
access at risk. So advocates of cost sharing argue
for additional, non‐government sources of income
to supplement insufﬁcient, and often declining,
government funds.

Cost-Sharing Policies
The main purpose of cost-sharing policies is to
increase the total resources available to higher
education and speciﬁcally, from non‐governmental
or private sources (McMahon 2009; Johnstone
and Marcucci 2010). They aim to reduce public
expenditure on higher education by shifting a
greater share of the costs of both instruction and
student maintenance from government and taxpayers to students and their families.
Cost-sharing policies can take many forms and
include:
1. Tuition fees and administrative charges: their
introduction/reintroduction or large increases.
Administrative fees can include registration
fees, examination fees, or obligatory contributions to student unions.
2. User fees: their introduction or increases, to
recover the expenses of institutionally or government provided, and formerly free or subsidized, student services such as housing,
catering, and transport (e.g., in the 1990s in
Russia and most of Eastern and Central
Europe).
3. Direct grants, bursaries, scholarships, and
social security beneﬁts to students for tuition
and/or maintenance: their abolition, reduction
or freezing (e.g., Russia and many Eastern and
Central European countries in 1990s), and/or
narrowing the eligibility criteria for this aid.
4. Student loans: their introduction to cover
tuition fees and their increasing role in
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replacing student grants, especially for students’ living costs.
Government subsidies on student loans
through changing cost recovery strategies:
their abolition or reduction. These subsidies
vary depending on the design of student loans
systems. They can be achieved, for instance,
by introducing or increasing student loan interest rates and the period of time interest is
charged, lowering the income threshold when
income contingent loan repayments start, and
abolishing debt forgiveness or increasing the
period time before debt forgiveness takes effect
(e.g., Australia 2007, England 2012).
Tax beneﬁts and family allowances to cover
education costs aimed at students’ parents:
their abolition, reduction, or freezing their
value. These tax beneﬁts (e.g., Austria,
Canada, and the USA) and family allowances
(e.g., Czech Republic, France, Germany, and
in about half of all European countries) tend to
be available in those countries where students
are considered ﬁnancial dependants on their
parents.
Block grants to higher education institutions:
reduced or abolished (e.g., England in 2012).
Private higher education: the development or
expansion of unsubsidized or partially subsidized tuition dependent private sector in higher
education systems which historically have
been dominated by a subsidized public sector
(e.g., Brazil, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, the Philippines, and other Latin American countries).

The Rise of Tuition Fees in Public Sector
Higher Education
Tuition fees and administrative charges to cover
instruction costs are by far the most common form
of cost-sharing globally and are justiﬁed by the
high private rates of returns of higher education.
Tuition fees within the public higher education
sector can be found across the world’s continents
(Marcucci 2013). They have a long history in the
private higher education sector, and in the public
sector in countries like the USA. But many countries, especially in Europe, abandoned tuition fees

following World War II. However, since the late
1980s, tuition fees in public sector higher education have become more widespread and their
levels have risen, sometime quite dramatically.
They were introduced or reintroduced, for
instance, in Australia in 1989, New Zealand in
1990, Hungary in 1994, England in 1998, China
in 1998, and Austria in 2001. Between 1995 and
2010, 14 out of 25 OECD countries increased
their tuition fees, and ten countries reformed
them between 2010 and 2014 (OECD 2016). By
contrast, most European countries charge no or
low tuition fees (except the Netherlands, Ireland,
Switzerland), while Nordic countries charge no
tuition fees.
The average amount of tuition fees charged for
a bachelor’s degree or equivalent by public universities varies between and within countries. The
amount can depend for instance, on a student’s:
level of education, ﬁeld of study, socioeconomic
background, prior academic attainment, mode of
study, and domicile. Therefore, the proportion of
students paying tuition fees and how much they
pay also differs across and within countries.
Today, England has the highest average undergraduate tuition fees in the world at over
$11,000 per annum, and all students have to pay
these tuition fees (OECD 2016, Fig. B5.2).

The Rise of Student Loans
The increasing use of government-sponsored student loans to fund higher education students’
tuition fees and maintenance is another global
phenomenon and popular cost-sharing policy
(Heller and Callender 2013). Loans seek to tackle
both liquidity and affordability constraints so
even the poorest can access higher education and
“pay” for their higher education. Loans can generate more income for universities while simultaneously facilitating and making more politically
and socially acceptable, tuition fee increases. But
not all countries with student loans have high
tuition fees. For instance, Nordic countries have
no tuition fees but have generous loans for students’ living costs. Loans have to be repaid by
students and so are a private cost, unlike non‐
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repayable grants which are a direct subsidy to
students and funded 100% by government. But
grants increasingly are being replaced by loans.
Loans, like tuition fees, transfer more higher education costs to students and are predicated on the
high private returns of higher education. It is
assumed that students/graduates can afford to
take out loans and repay them because of their
higher graduate earnings.
Most OECD countries have introduced their
student loan systems since the late 1980s. The
general trend is toward more students taking out
loans with increasing proportions being dependent on loans to fund their studies. Between
2004/2005 and 2014/2015, the number of students in most OECD countries taking out loans
increased by 40% or more (OECD 2016). However, this trend masks very important differences
across countries. These countries use of loans, the
type of loans available, and the penetration of
loans for tuition, maintenance, or both varies considerably. Similarly loan eligibility criteria, how
much students can borrow, the terms and conditions attached to their loans such as loan repayments, interest rates charged, and debt
forgiveness, also differ widely across and within
countries. Consequently, the proportion of students taking out loans and the value of their
loans varies. Generally across OECD countries,
the higher the proportion of students beneﬁtting
from loans, the larger the average amount of loan
(OECD 2016, Table B5.4). For instance, in
England in 2014/2015, 93% of students had
taken out a loan for tuition and 89% for maintenance, and students starting their studies in that
year can expect to leave university with average
loan debts of over $57,000 (Callender and Mason
2017).

The Implications of Cost-Sharing
Policies, Especially for Students
Both tuition fees and student loans have stimulated higher education expansion, but there are
concerns about the extent to which they impede
access to higher education and undermine efforts
to widen participation. If countries put the burden
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of tuition and maintenance costs entirely on the
shoulders of students and their families, they risk
attracting the wealthiest students but not the
brightest, which means not making the most out
of their country’s talent, perpetuating inequalities,
and impeding social mobility. As research shows
“students from more disadvantaged backgrounds
are more sensitive to net price changes” (Santiago
et al. 2008, p. 182) than those from wealthier
backgrounds.
This equity argument is frequently used in
those countries with low or no tuition. It is also a
key reason for the provision of student ﬁnancial
support to defray these and other higher education
costs. Research repeatedly demonstrates that raising tuition fees without increasing loans and/or
grants by at least the same value depresses higher
education participation, especially among those
from lower socioeconomic groups. But the type
and mix of aid is important. Overall, grants offer a
stronger and more direct incentive for access
among low-income students than loans. However,
research ﬁndings are contradictory with some evidence that neither tuition fee increases nor loans
affect enrolments, especially among students from
disadvantaged backgrounds with appropriate university entry qualiﬁcations (Baum et al. 2008;
London Economics 2010; Dynarski and ScottClayton 2013).
On the other hand, supporters of cost sharing
suggest that tuition fees and loans are more equitable than paying for higher education out of
general taxation. They argue that students reap a
range of private individual beneﬁts from their
higher education qualiﬁcation, while those without such a qualiﬁcation do not despite the fact that
they, and all taxpayers, contribute toward the costs
of government-subsidized higher education.
Importantly, the main beneﬁciaries of higher education, those mostly likely to participate, are people
from
middleand
higher-income
backgrounds. Thus, a tax is imposed on lowincome individuals to privilege an already
privileged group. In essence, public subsidies are
being used to redistribute wealth from people who
are less well-off to those who are better-off. This is
considered unfair and inequitable (Glennester
et al. 1995).
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As a direct result of the rise of tuition fees and
student loans, more students are graduating with
growing levels of debt. Countries with high
tuition fees are also those with the highest levels
of graduate debt. How much of a problem this is
depends mainly on the amount of debt, the uncertainty of graduates’ earnings and employment
prospects, and the loan repayment conditions.
For instance, in the USA, the highest default
rates are found among those with relatively low
levels of borrowing and this is because they have
low-paid jobs on graduation – reminding us that
not all graduates gain well paid jobs as assumed in
cost-sharing policies (Dynarski 2014). Research
also shows that student loan debt can have adverse
effects on graduates’ ﬁnancial, physical, and emotional well-being (e.g., Fry 2014; Dwyer et al.
2011). Also debt aversion can deter prospective
students from applying to university, especially
those from low-income backgrounds (Callender
and Mason 2017). High default rates and poor
repayment rates arising from low graduate earnings are a problem for governments too because
they increase the costs of providing loans.
Another dynamic of both tuition fees and loans
is that when introduced within the context of the
marketization of higher education and greater provider competition, they encourage the notion of
higher education as a consumer good to be bought
and sold – undermining the very essence of higher
education, students’ learning experiences, and the
co‐production of knowledge (Barnett 2013).
In conclusion, cost-sharing policies, especially
tuition fees and loans, are now an established
feature of the global higher education funding
landscape, both fuelled by and fuelling further
expansion. They seek to change the balance of
public and private contributions to higher education so that more higher education’s costs are
borne by students. The emergence of cost sharing
policies in the 1980s is associated with profound
political and ideological shifts in attitudes toward
public expenditure including the funding of
higher education. Speciﬁcally, higher education
was no longer viewed primarily as a public good
beneﬁting all in society, but as a private good
mostly beneﬁting the individual. “Who beneﬁts
pays” became the mantra underpinning cost-

sharing policies. Other forces boosting cost-sharing’s ascendency were the rising costs of higher
education, declining government revenues, and
the failure of cost-side solutions to meet these
increasing costs.
Overall, cost-sharing policies have increased
the total resource available to higher education
and prompted a shift in the share of income from
public to private sources. However, as Johnstone
and Marcucci (2010) caution “Cost-sharing is no
miracle cure” (p. 282). They continue “. . .our
advocacy of cost-sharing is always an advocacy
for its ability to supplement and augment government revenues, never to replace it.” (p. 283). Yet
there is already evidence of such substitution. And
all these policies may well may be at the cost of
more widely drawn notions of equity.
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In a competitive market, consumers exert discipline on producers, ensuring that the latter produce
efﬁciently, meeting the former’s requirements as
regards both quality and price. In the case of
products that have the characteristic of being experience goods – where the quality of what is on
offer can only be evaluated by sampling it, and
where the product is bought infrequently – discipline of this kind is not well provided by the free
market. While competition exists between producers, the information ﬂows that enable this to
produce an efﬁcient outcome are highly imperfect.
This is further complicated in the instance of
higher education by the highly complex nature of
universities – productive organizations that by
deﬁnition convert numerous highly heterogeneous
inputs into equally heterogeneous outputs. Good
performance on one dimension of activity does not
necessarily imply good performance on others.
The imperfections of the market in this context
have two pertinent implications: ﬁrst, because
markets work imperfectly, universities typically
receive much of their income from the government; secondly, market disciplines cannot be
assumed to operate in a way that guarantees that

universities are efﬁcient. Governments, as funders
of higher education, have thus quite naturally
developed an interest in how efﬁcient institutions
are, and how their efﬁciency can be enhanced.
A key consideration in promoting efﬁciency is
the scale of operation of the unit of production.
Much production in higher education is nonrival;
for instance, attendance at a lecture by one student
does not preclude attendance by another. Higher
education thus has the characteristic of a “club”
good, and production of output of this kind is
characterized by, often substantial, economies of
scale. Efﬁcient production requires that scale efﬁciencies should be exploited. Likewise synergies,
or economies of scope, are likely to exist as universities draw upon a common pool of expertise to
produce both teaching and research, and as overlap between academic disciplines offers advantages to locating the delivery of a multiplicity of
subjects in one place.
Equally important, however, is the requirement
that production should be technically efﬁcient.
Technical efﬁciency implies that producers are
producing on their cost curves; technical inefﬁciency implies that they are producing at higher
cost than is achievable, given the scale of operation, and given quality (see the article “▶ Quality
of Higher Education Systems” by R. Williams and
G. de Rassenfosse, this volume.).
Following early work by Farrell (1957) and
Leibenstein (1966), two distinct approaches have
emerged as means of evaluating technical efﬁciency. The ﬁrst is the parametric, statistical,
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approach of stochastic frontier analysis (Aigner
et al. 1977), in which the familiar line of best ﬁt
method used to estimate the parameters of a cost
function is modiﬁed by the addition of an asymmetric error term to the regression equation; this
shifts the cost function down so that it reﬂects the
relationship between output and costs that would
be observed for a producer that is technically
efﬁcient. The producer-speciﬁc values of this
asymmetric error can then be retrieved using the
method of Jondrow et al. (1982), providing measures of how efﬁcient each producer is, relative to
the best currently attainable performance. The
second method eschews the statistical approach
in preference of a nonparametric analysis – this is
known as data envelopment analysis (Charnes
et al. 1978). Linear programming methods are
used to establish the production possibility frontier faced by each producer, subject to certain
constraints. Importantly, this method allows the
producer-speciﬁc weights on inputs and outputs to
be chosen so as to maximize that producer’s efﬁciency score, subject to the constraint that, using
those same weights, no other producer could
achieve a score in excess of 100%. There are
numerous variants of both stochastic frontier analysis and data envelopment analysis (Johnes
2004). State-of-the-art applications of stochastic
frontier analysis often use panel data, accommodating unobserved heterogeneity across universities by estimating the model with either random
parameters (Tsionas 2002) or latent classes
(Greene 2005). Data envelopment analysis, meanwhile, has been extended to accommodate measures of scale efﬁciency (Banker et al. 1984) and
to provide conﬁdence intervals for the efﬁciency
measures (Simar and Wilson 2004).
The focus of the present article is on how these
methods have been applied in the context of
higher education. Rather than review the plethora
of studies in existence, a small selection of recent
papers typical of the literature is reviewed.
Consider ﬁrst applications of stochastic frontier analysis. A recent study focusing on higher
education institutions in England is typical
(Johnes and Johnes 2016). In this paper a stochastic frontier latent class model of university costs is
developed. This involves estimation of a
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statistical expression in which costs (excluding
“hotel” costs such as residences and catering) are
taken to be a function of teaching and research
outputs. Teaching activity is disaggregated by
broad subject area and by level of delivery
(undergraduate versus postgraduate). Disaggregation by subject area is important, with studies
typically ﬁnding that tuition in laboratory-based
subjects imposes higher average incremental costs
than in other subjects. Some studies (for example,
Thanassoulis et al. 2011) address the costs of
“third mission” activities including knowledge
transfer and other services to society, in addition
to the primary missions of teaching and research.
Following the pioneering work of Baumol
et al. (1982) and Cohn et al. (1989), a quadratic
functional form is imposed in these analyses,
thereby accommodating the possible existence of
economies and diseconomies of both scale and
scope. Thus the model is capable of rationalizing
the shape of the higher education sector – why
many institutions exist, why they typically produce multiple outputs rather than specializing, and
why they tend to be large (with many thousands of
students). By examining the asymmetric error
term within each of the latent classes, the authors
are able to evaluate the efﬁciency of each institution. This turns out to be high – with no institution
achieving an efﬁciency score lower than 90%.
Now consider applications of data envelopment analysis. Several recent studies have used
this method to compare the efﬁciency of institutions of higher education across a number of
countries. One such study is that of WolszczakDerlacz and Parteka (2011) who compare institutions across seven European countries by using a
constant returns to scale model with three inputs
and two outputs. The inputs are numbers of academic staff, student numbers, and total revenue;
the outputs are the number of students graduating
and the number of scientiﬁc publications. The
ﬁndings suggest a high degree of variability in
efﬁciency scores both within and across countries,
with a mean score across all universities, countries, and years of some 65%. This is considerably
lower than that found by Johnes and Johnes
(2016) in the stochastic frontier study examined
above – but it should be emphasized that that
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study concerns universities in just one country and
makes allowance for unobserved heterogeneity.
While the two main approaches considered
above – stochastic frontier and data envelopment
analysis – both allow measures of institutional
efﬁciency to be obtained, they differ in detail.
The former is a parametric technique that assumes
that the weights attached to inputs and outputs are
common across observations. This allows conﬁdence intervals to be evaluated for those weights,
making available the full range of tools of statistical inference. Where these weights can be
interpreted as prices, and where the nature of the
market is such that prices can reasonably be
assumed constant across providers, this seems a
sensible approach. The alternative, nonparametric, approach does not impose such a condition.
Indeed, a major advantage of data envelopment
analysis is that it allows comparison of providers
that operate in ill-deﬁned markets and that pursue
different objectives from one another. This gives
the method obvious appeal in the context of
higher education research. A downside of this
approach, however, is that it does not naturally
lend itself to statistical inference.
As noted earlier, the quality of provision is a
key consideration when evaluating efﬁciency
(Williams and Rassenfosse 2017). In particular,
when comparing efﬁciency across time, it is critical that allowance should be made for qualitative
changes that affect the integrity of output measures. The problem of grade inﬂation in the context of efﬁciency models has been examined by
Johnes and Soo (2017).
While the above examples show how efﬁciency can be evaluated, some important caveats
should be made. First, regardless of the method
used, efﬁciency is evaluated by reference to current practice. But the most efﬁcient institutions
may not be efﬁcient in an absolute sense; greater
efﬁciency may be feasible even within current
constraints. Moreover, technological improvements should allow the frontier to shift over
time, allowing efﬁciency gains to be made. Secondly, users should bear in mind the fact that the
evaluation of efﬁciency necessarily involves making subjective judgements concerning which
inputs and outputs should be included in the
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exercise. An ancient university, for example,
might appear to be either efﬁcient or inefﬁcient
depending on whether or not the cultural value of
its historic buildings is considered as an output.
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Synonyms
Faculty; Key profession; Scholars

Definition
persons professionally active in the generation,
discussion, preservation and dissemination of systematic knowledge through teaching and research
within the frame of higher education Institutions
and research institutes.

Terms and Concepts
Scholars are conceived to be persons characterized by a high intellectual caliber, being active in
the generation, discussion, preservation, and dissemination of systematic knowledge. The somewhat narrower term “academic profession”
suggests that these activities are undertaken for
most of the period of the adult life-span, are distinct from those in the center of other occupations,
and as a rule serve to secure livelihood. Finally,

these activities are assumed to be undertaken as a
rule in the framework of universities or – more
widely deﬁned – institutions of higher or tertiary
education.
Generation and dissemination knowledge as
well as its utilization in various ways are the
tasks of many occupations. Scholars at institutions
of higher education, though, are conceived to do
this in the most intellectual demanding and systematic way, as core activities of their profession
named research and (academic) teaching. They
are considered to be the carriers of knowledge in
all areas, often called disciplines, and to shape
also the knowledge of experts working in various
professional areas (e.g., academics of the discipline law shaping the knowledge of judges or
lawyers, academics of engineering shaping that
of engineers). The social historian Harold Perkin
(1969) called the academic profession “key profession” in order to characterize their centrality in
knowledge systems and high societal prestige.
For various reasons, the delineation of the academic profession is vague. First in terms of institutional settings: Those in charge of teaching and
research at universities and other institutions of
higher education are viewed as belonging to the
academic profession. In the United States of
America, even the term “faculty” is employed
for the academic profession, i.e., term depicting
university departments in Europe. Views vary
though, whether those active at research institutes
outside higher education and those working at
other institutions of “tertiary” education should
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be included as well, and those involved in
“research and development (R&D)” in industry
or in charge of the generation and dissemination
of systematic knowledge in other organization are
rarely viewed as members of the academic profession. As regards research activities, however, the
term “researchers” is often viewed as most comprehensive, and national and international
research statistics deﬁne academics as one subcategory of researchers.
Second in terms of dominant functions: Persons primarily in charge of teaching and/or
research at the abovementioned named institutions are viewed as academics. Customs and
legal regulations vary, though, whether those
with managerial functions (“rectors,” “presidents,” “deans”) are deﬁned as academics who
happens to be involved in coordination functions
or as administrators. Similarly, professionals at
higher education institutions primarily in charge
of service and management-support activities
(occasionally named “higher educational professionals,” “middle-level managers,” etc.) are often
deﬁned as administrators, in various instances
though as academics.
Third in terms of employment status: Deﬁnitions employed in major comparative surveys
suggest that those are viewed undoubtedly as
members of the academic profession who are
employed for the respective purposes at least halftime. Views vary, though, whether those should be
included as well, who are employed for less than
halftime, who are contracted on honorarium basis
for individual courses or other work units, who
work in this domain without ﬁnancial compensation (for example, a “Honorar-Professor” in Germany), or who are retired and continue to be
active in academia.
Fourth in terms of stages of career and work:
The title “professor” is most common to depict the
mature academic. Those named professors often
tend to be assured of the highest pay and stable
employment conditions, and they often have
supervisory functions regarding academics
viewed as not fully matured. Academics having
not – yet – reached the professoriate undergo a
long process, which is initially characterized by a
dominance of learning but gradually shifts toward
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productive work: This can be characterized as
“formative years” of academic work (Teichler
2006). Thereby, deﬁnitions vary as regards the
ﬁrst stage of the academic career. The term doctoral “student” is customary in some countries,
while terms such as doctoral “candidate” or similarly are preferred in other countries. In some
countries, more than half of the doctoral candidates are employees at higher education institutions, while in others study without pay, support
by means of fellowships, or the status of ‘auxiliary’ staff prevails (Gokhberg et al. 2016).

Characteristics of the Academic
Profession
Reviews of the characteristics of the academic
profession have to take into account that certain
features of the knowledge system might be universal and that certain elements of the institutional
fabrique of higher education are arranged similarly worldwide. However, many features of
career, employment, job descriptions, and coordination are regulated nationally or on lower levels
(regionally or institutionally; see Clark 1984;
Teichler et al. 2013). Yet, though the details
might vary, three features can be observed all
over the world.
Obviously, the academic profession ideally is
characterized by a close link between research and
teaching. This link is applicable to academics at
institutions called “universities” in Europe and
otherwise “research universities” or “researchoriented universities.” According to some analyses, teaching is historically the key function of
higher education only supplemented during the
recent two centuries in some sectors by research
(Altbach 1991). The terms “university teacher” or
“higher education teacher” are employed – at
times legally, often in statistics, often informally –
to characterize the academic profession. Other
analyses, in contrast, underscore research as
most strongly shaping the identity of the academic
profession (Enders 2006). Actually, the notion of
“unity of research and teaching,” coined by
Wilhelm von Humboldt with reference to the
foundation of the University of Berlin in 1810, is
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most frequently named the core idea of the modern university. Detailed accounts, however, suggest that most academics in some countries
understand this as dominance of research which
is taken up in teaching, and those in some other
countries strive for a balance between research
and teaching, while ﬁnally others take a dominance of teaching for granted (Arimoto 2014).
Teaching tends to dominate in other higher education institutions, which in most instances have
no right to award doctoral degrees, often have an
applied educational thrust and often offer shorter
study programs. It should be added that additional
functions of the academic professions are depicted
with terms such as “administration,” “services,”
“knowledge transfer,” “third mission,” “civic
engagement,” etc. This indicates partly additional
activities within the academic system, e.g., academic self-administration or evaluation and
assessment activities, and externally directed
activities such as transfer knowledge to society
or academics’ active involvement in other life
spheres (see Jongbloed et al. 2008).
Further, the academic profession is characterized by a very long process of learning and maturation. In most countries, academics eventually
appointed to professorial positions at about
40 years are only considered full-ﬂedged members of the academic profession when they reach
this stage. In most other professions, though, a
stable inﬂuential position is reached at an earlier
stage and is not so clearly segmented in titles,
functions, and inter-professional power. The
junior career path is highly selective in many
countries. In economically advanced countries,
less than one tenth of persons having been
awarded a ﬁrst higher education degree eventually
reach a doctorate, and in most countries with
relatively high rates of doctorate, less than one
ﬁfth of doctorate holders eventually reach senior
academic positions. Moreover, part-time and
short-term employment are far more frequent
among junior than among senior academics in
most countries (see Galaz-Fontes et al. 2016).
Irrespective of the duration and selectivity of
junior academic careers stages: A substantial
divide between senior academics – often called
the professoriate – and junior academics holds
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true in many countries. In Germany, for example,
even not a common term of academic profession
exists for senior academics, ofﬁcially called
“higher education teachers,” and junior academics
called “academic coworkers.” The former tend to
be privileged as regards reputation, access to
resources for research, as well as inﬂuence in
internal decision-making, and they often have
supervisory functions as regards junior academics’ work. This raises the question whether
there is a single or various academic professions –
according to status, as discussed here, or to the
extent of involvement in research or according to
institutional types, as discussed below (Teichler
2010).
Finally, the academic profession enjoys a
higher degree of disposition in determining its
work tasks than other professions do as a rule.
“Academic freedom” is considered necessary to
generate new knowledge and to prepare students
for indeterminate work tasks (Shils 1991). In
some countries, “academic freedom” is reinforced
by a high degree of institutional “autonomy,”
whereby academics, notably professors – often,
but not consistently – have substantial inﬂuence
on administrative matters of their higher education institution.

Changing Contexts, Expectations, and
Activities
The academic profession experienced substantial
changes in recent decades regarding its context
and societal expectations directed to it, and academics themselves changed in many respects their
views and activities – often in response to changing environments. Expansion of higher education
(Altbach 1996), increasing managerial power,
growing expectations regarding the relevance of
academic work, and internationalization of academia and society are the most important trends
addressed in this framework (Höhle and Teichler
2013).
Expansion of higher education: The proportion
of the respective age group enrolling in higher
education as students from less than one tenth on
average in economically advanced countries in
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the 1950s to more than half ﬁve decades later
reﬂects a growing importance of higher education.
But the concurrent growth of the academic profession did not necessarily lead to an increased
pride as regards the importance of the knowledge
system.
Rather, expansion triggered diversiﬁcation of
higher education, whereby the top of system could
persist with moderate chances, while less
privileged sectors experienced substantial
changes, e.g., the establishment of institutions
the academics of which were solely in charge of
teaching or had limited research tasks. Moreover,
teaching and research in those sectors were
expected to have an applied approach rather than
the absolute freedom of exploring new territories
of knowledge. While some academics in these
sectors were satisﬁed with the other proﬁle of
their institutions and work assignments, others
felt themselves as inferior to the reputation of
universities and the traditional professoriate and,
in response, reinforced “academic drift” toward
the traditional model.
Altogether, the view seems to have spread
among academics in the wake of higher education
expansion that they are a profession under
pressure – not only loosing social exclusivity but
also facing deteriorating employment and work
conditions. According to various surveys, the percentage even of senior academics employed shortterm or part-time increased as well as of those in
lower income categories. Yet concurrently, access
to academia increased of hitherto underprivileged
socio-biographic groups, i.e., women (see Eggins
2017), academics with parents of lower educational backgrounds, and academics from various
ethnic groups and foreigners (Finkelstein et al.
1998). Interpretations, however, varied about the
extent to which greater success of traditionally
underrepresented groups was attributable to a
loss of privileges as a whole or an indication of a
more meritocratic career system.
Increasing managerial power: In many countries, institutional leadership has moved since
about the 1980s from moderate power in predominantly collegial settings toward powerful professional management. Regulatory systems got
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tighter, allocation of resources became a tool of
management, and mechanisms of evaluation and
performance assessment spread. Many analyses
show that mechanisms of “marketization” and
“entrepreneurialism” are closely linked to managerial regimes (Enders 2001). While this often
was hailed as increasing institutional “autonomy”
vis-à-vis government and other stakeholders as
well as strengthened effectiveness and efﬁciency,
attempts of introducing such changes often met
with skepticism and resistance on the part of academics. Fear seemed to be widespread that this
restricts the potentials of academics to strive for
unexpected insight.
Growing managerial power often is linked to
efforts to underscore speciﬁc characteristics of
individual higher education institutions and to
strengthen the notion of belonging to an institution or even of institution-based identity. This has
been reinforced in recent years by strong attention
being paid to “rankings” of individual universities. Most studies on academic views and activities, however, have shown that academics vary
enormously according to disciplines (Becher
1989) and that they feel most strongly committed
to their discipline and possibly to their unit of
teaching and research and less – if at all – to
their higher education institution (Altbach 1996;
Teichler et al. 2013).
Growing expectation of relevance: The
increasing popularity of terms such as “knowledge society” or even “knowledge economy” do
not merely suggest that systematic knowledge
moves toward increasing inﬂuence on economic
and societal developments but also that higher
education aims at contributing in a more targeted
way to these developments (see Cummings and
Teichler 2015). This is often underscored by
growing involvement of external “stakeholder”
in higher education, increasing calls for raising
funds from sources outside academia, calling for
greater concern of graduates’ “employability’ in
study programs, and underscoring the measurement of “impact” in evaluation activities. This
also meets with skeptical views in academia,
many of whom being concerned that academic
quality might be sacriﬁced for relevance, and
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others that universities might be driven to serve
only the external expectations of powerful and
inﬂuential stakeholders.
Internationalization: Although the academic
profession traditionally strives for borderless collection of knowledge, is mobile across borders,
appreciates international reputation, and often
harbors cosmopolitan values, experts note a recent
trend toward internationalization of higher education. Notably, physical mobility of student and
academics is supported in a more targeted manner
and increases substantially, and international
research collaboration notably is increasingly
viewed as beneﬁcial. Worldwide virtual communication becomes more important in teaching and
research. Academics seem to adapt to these challenges more readily than to those named above;
thus, more than one tenth of academics on average
of economically advanced countries work abroad,
about one ﬁfth are awarded a doctoral degree
abroad, and more than half of academics have
substantial international experiences in the course
of their career (see Cavalli and Teichler 2015).
Yet, problems of internationalization are pointed
out as well – i.e., loss of talents notably on the part
of economically and academically disadvantaged
regions (“brain drain”), labor market barriers,
quality loss due to disparities of academic experiences, and lack of language skills or of
intercultural understanding.
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however, suggests that the majority of academics
accommodates to features, which are in part
viewed as questionable and dangerous, and altogether continue to consider their professional setting as satisfactory. Satisfaction with the overall
professional situation even is on the rise (Teichler
et al. 2013).
Most characterizations, however, have those in
economically advanced countries in mind. In
other parts of the world, we frequently note on
the one hand constraints of working conditions,
more infringements of academic freedom, and
often restrictions as regards research that it even
was characterized as “endangered species”
(Vessuri and Teichler 2008). On the other hand,
successful moves of “catching up” with economically advanced countries can be seen in some
instances (see UNESCO 2010). The variety of
observations, thus, calls for being cautious in general statements about the academic profession and
for taking note of variations across countries, disciplines, institutions, and status groups.

Cross-References
▶ Academic Careers
▶ Chair System in Higher Education
▶ Recruitment
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Definition
Academic evaluation is a social process taking
place in different arenas in which values, worths,
virtues, or meanings are produced, diffused,
assessed, legitimated, or institutionalized with
respect to academic products and their producers.

Introduction
The world of academia is permeated with evaluations. Academic processes of evaluation play a
central role in both the production and reception
of scholarly work as well as for the status of
academic entities like scholars, departments, or
universities. Some of these evaluations are largely
informal, taking place, for example, in small-

group interactions. But there is also a wide array
of evaluations in academia that are fairly formalized, such as letters of recommendation and peer
reviews of journal manuscripts. Rankings of universities according to research performance are
among the most standardized forms of evaluation.
Evaluation has a central place in academia
because of the crucial role recognition plays in
academic ﬁelds. Modern academic disciplines are
fundamentally status economies. They revolve
around the construction and stabilization of recognition via symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1988).
Scholars produce knowledge in the pursuit of
recognition from their peers, and recognition, in
turn, is the basis for the construction of academic
careers. Thus, as a process that ascribes worth,
evaluation is also a boundary practice that negotiates, for example, disciplinary turfs, and signals
which scholars and ideas are integrated into or
excluded from a ﬁeld (Gieryn 1983; Lamont and
Molnár 2002). While the study of evaluation processes in academia has traditionally been the purview of the sociology of science (cf. Merton
1973), it is increasingly studied using analytical
tools from the nascent ﬁeld of the sociology of
evaluation and valuation (Lamont 2012;
Zuckerman 2012).
In this article, we ﬁrst map out the diversity of
academic evaluations, before discussing different
analytical perspectives that scholars have drawn
on to study evaluation processes in academia. In a
fourth section, we discuss scholarship that has
pointed to variation in scholarly evaluations
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across disciplines. Lastly, we put to changes in the
social organization of academic evaluation that
are the result of recent changes in the governance
of academic work as well as technological
changes.

Academic Evaluation: A Variety of
Practices and Arenas
Academic evaluation aims at a variety of objects,
it is accomplished through a multitude of practices, and it is performed by different actors. Considering this diversity, it is striking that we can
identify a number of forms and arenas of evaluation that exist across communities and disciplines.
All academic communities and disciplines are
affected by higher education governance regimes
that try to assess and audit the output of departments and universities in terms of research performance and societal impact (Martin 2011).
Although this kind of evaluation is becoming
increasingly inﬂuential in many countries, it is
not typically the center of attention of scholarship
on academic evaluation. We will discuss some of
the effects of this systematic, policy-oriented evaluation toward the end of our article. But then of
course, scholars are not only evaluated from the
outside. Positioning discourses across all disciplines locate and anchor scholars in knowledgebased communities as well as in bureaucratic
positions in institutions (Angermuller 2013),
thereby straddling different logics of academic
worlds. The ascription of values and worth in
academia largely operates through peer review.
This is evident across a number of different institutionalized arenas of evaluation.
Among these arenas are, for example, funding
panels. Not only do funding panels exist in all
disciplines, often enough several disciplines are
congregated in one panel. In order to evaluate
proposals for fellowships and research grants
(Lamont 2009), they rank submissions according
to criteria of excellence, thus facing the challenge
of agreeing on what criteria like “clarity,” “originality,” or “impact” actually mean (cf. Derrick and
Samuel 2016). Furthermore, there are different
arenas in which publications are evaluated. Before
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publication, editors assess manuscripts for their
journals (cf. the overview by Meruane et al.
2016). Editorial judgments can be understood as
a result of the intellectual milieus the editors are
situated in, the impressions the editors gained by
reading a manuscript, and the discussions in
which they rationalize their judgments toward
the editorial committee (Hirschauer 2010). After
publication, editors judge articles in case of minor
and major errors that need to be met with errata or
retractions (Hesselmann et al. 2016), while book
reviews provide a critical assessment of newly
published books (Riley and Spreitzer 1970).
They examine whether books contribute new
knowledge to the ﬁeld, thus providing an important source of orientation in the face of an everincreasing stock of academic publications
(Nicolaisen 2002).
Although funding and publications are vital
resources in all communities and disciplines, evaluative practices and arenas go far beyond that.
Appointments of professors, for example, are a
consequential arena of academic evaluation where
national traditions (Musselin 2009) inﬂuence how
different academic criteria like networks and publications (Combes et al. 2008) intertwine with
various non-academic criteria like gender (van
den Brink and Benschop 2012). Academic obituaries are another example for a widely neglected
arena of evaluation that consecrates deceased colleagues and demonstrates the customary rules
according to which academic life-time achievements are narrated and assessed (Hamann 2016a;
Macfarlane and Chan 2014).
Last but not least, processes of evaluation also
play a crucial role in the very production of scholarly knowledge. While philosophers of science
have developed varying accounts of how scientiﬁc knowledge is produced and evolves –
whether describing an incremental progression
toward objective knowledge (Popper 1972), a
conservative authority that prevents change
(Feyerabend 1975), or a mediator for
interchanging stages of revolutionary and normal
science (Kuhn 1962) – their theories all acknowledge that scientiﬁc inquiry is centrally dependent
on the evaluation of epistemic claims. This notion
of an intimate connection between evaluation and
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epistemology has also been conﬁrmed and
highlighted by science studies of actual scientiﬁc
practices (Knorr Cetina 1999; Latour 1988).

Analytical Perspectives on Academic
Evaluation
Existing scholarship has examined academic evaluation from a number of analytical perspectives.
These perspectives are far from distinct and mutually exclusive, but we want to suggest ﬁve tentative strands. First, academic evaluations can be
examined from a functionalist perspective, focusing on how well evaluative procedures serve their
purposes. Research using this perspective examines, among other things, the validity, reliability,
and fairness of judgments (Armstrong 1997;
Bornmann and Daniel 2005; Reinhart 2009) and
studies possible biases (Cole et al. 1981;
Roumbanis 2016). Power-analytical approaches
complement functionalist approaches with a second perspective on academic evaluation. This
perspective focuses on dysfunctional effects in
terms of structural inequalities like, for example,
nepotism in peer review (Sandström and Hällsten
2008) or unequal opportunities of resource accumulation that follow from it (Hamann 2016b).
The critical intention of this literature is shared
by a third perspective that is concerned with the
performativity of evaluations and evaluative
devices. Scholarship using this analytical perspective has drawn attention to how journal peer
review exerts discipline over scholarship (Siler
and Strang 2016; Strang and Siler 2015;
Teplitskiy 2016), how rankings trigger organizational change (Sauder and Espeland 2009), or how
indicators incite strategic behavior or lead to goal
displacement (see the overview in de Rijcke et al.
2015). Fourth, academic evaluations have been
studied from a social-constructivist perspective,
emphasizing that ideas and personas can be positioned and evaluated differently in various social
and historical contexts (Angermuller 2015; Baert
2012). This has been illustrated for conceptions of
merit and originality (Guetzkow et al. 2004; Tsay
et al. 2003), for philosophical ideas (Collins
2000), or for thinkers like Jacques Derrida
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(Lamont 1987) and Richard Rorty (Gross 2008).
Related to this, and ﬁfth, there is a pragmatist
perspective on academic evaluation that focuses
on the practices reviewers perform to actually
reach a consensus on, for example, “quality”
(Hirschauer 2010; Lamont 2009). Pragmatist perspectives emphasize the situatedness of evaluative
practices, highlighting that evaluations are
accomplished in concrete contexts and interactions. However, academic communities and disciplines are also important explanatory factors for
evaluative practices. This brings us to the next
section.

Disciplinarity and Academic Evaluation
While above we have discussed how most forms
and arenas of academic evaluation are institutionalized across all disciplines, we want to emphasize
in this section that the criteria of evaluation can
differ substantially between and within scholarly
communities. We will discuss, ﬁrst, intradisciplinary aspects of evaluation criteria within
disciplines; second, interdisciplinary aspects of
evaluation criteria between disciplines; and third,
transdisciplinary aspects of evaluation criteria
across disciplines.
To begin with, academic communities and disciplines vary on an intradisciplinary spectrum
with respect to their internal diversity of evaluation criteria. Members of a discipline can widely
agree on the core questions, methods, and theories, or they can be characterized by a plurality of
notions of what is relevant, “good” research. Usually, this continuum spans from the natural sciences, where scholars share most evaluation
criteria, over the less paradigmatic social sciences
to the even less consensual humanities (Cole
1983; Evans et al. 2016). The degree to which
disciplines share evaluation criteria has become
a marker for their value. From Kuhn (1962), who
remarkably equals paradigmatic closure with a
discipline’s maturity, has evolved a powerful symbolic boundary that distinguishes “hard,” paradigmatic, and thus more “valuable” sciences from
“soft,” pre-paradigmatic, and thus less “valuable”
sciences (Peterson 2015; Smith et al. 2000). The
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paradigmaticness and scholarly consensus on
evaluation criteria can, in turn, inﬂuence journal
rejection rates (Hargens 1988).
The diversity of interdisciplinary evaluation
criteria, and especially their contestation between
different communities and disciplines, has been
studied for the social sciences and humanities.
One important difference between the two disciplinary clusters is the value of subjectivity in the
pursuit of knowledge. Humanists and those social
scientists that are inﬂuenced by the cultural turn
ﬁnd subjectivity and interpretative skills to be
vital for research that is “good” in terms of
being, for example, “fascinating.” Many social
scientists, especially in the quantitative strands,
prefer validity and reliability in order to produce
research that is “good” in terms of being “true”
(Lamont 2009). This ﬁnding applies not only to
the funding panels studied by Lamont but also, for
example, to book reviews. Reviews in most
humanities and social science disciplines have
been found to be not only longer and more discursive than in the natural sciences but also to
be critical of both content and style of argument
e.g., by valuing the quality and detail of exposition over demonstration and proof (East 2011;
Hyland 2004). Furthermore, interdisciplinary differences also become apparent in graduate school
admission committees, where economists believe
that excellence inheres in what is being evaluated,
while philosophers see it as an ideal that reviewers
socially construct (Posselt 2015).
Transdisciplinary differences are illustrated,
for example, by varying deﬁnitions of the evaluative criteria of “originality” between social sciences and humanities. Both disciplinary clusters
employ a broad deﬁnition of “originality” that
includes new perspectives, methods, questions,
and arguments. But there are signiﬁcant differences between the disciplinary clusters. In humanities and history, the most important aspect of
originality is an innovative approach, while
humanists also value original data. In comparison,
social scientists privilege originality with respect
to methods and also theories and research topics
(Guetzkow et al. 2004).
Arguably, intra-, inter-, and transdisciplinary
differences are linked to distinct epistemological
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cultures (Knorr Cetina 1981), tribal afﬁliations
and belongings (Becher and Trowler 2001), and
disciplinary rhetoric (Bazerman 1981). Arenas of
evaluation that have to deal with this pluralism
illustrate not only the challenges that come with
this but also strategies to overcome them. For
instance, interdisciplinary panels do not merely
draw on a combination of disciplinary criteria.
Rather, hybrid criteria and standards emerge
from practices and deliberations between evaluators (Lamont 2009). Transdisciplinary evaluation
is characterized by respect for disciplinary sovereignty and deference to expertise. The respective
arenas rely on trust between reviewers of different
expertise that their respective judgments are unbiased and disinterested (Lamont et al. 2006). Procedures that are supposed to facilitate outcomes
perceived as fair include either the application of
the same set of general evaluation criteria to different, say, proposals (cf. Collins and Evans 2002)
or the application of criteria that seem appropriate
to each proposal in terms of being most relevant to
the discipline from which the proposal emanates
(Mallard et al. 2009). In turn, an obstacle for fair
judgments could be that evaluations also have a
boundary function. Evaluators use their judgments to reproduce or redeﬁne the boundaries of
their respective ﬁelds (Posselt 2016). Evaluative
practices that establish fair judgments are not only
inﬂuenced by the disciplinary composition of
panels. Other questions that have an inﬂuence
include, for example, whether panelists rate or
rank proposals or whether they have an advisory
or a decisional role (Lamont and Huutoniemi
2011).
Apart from the rather deliberative strategies
described up to this point, there are also more
comprehensive strategies to conceptualize and
measure academic quality and research performance by drawing on quantitative techniques.
These approaches are increasingly mindful of disciplinary differences. Nonetheless, since criteria
for “good” research and publication practices vary
markedly across communities and disciplines,
quantitative techniques have been proven to be
less appropriate – and less acknowledged – in
the social sciences and humanities (Mustajoki
2013; Ochsner et al. 2016). For example,
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customary methods of research performance evaluation are not appropriate for the humanities
(Moed et al. 2002; Nederhof 2006). Alternative
metrics, based on data from the social web and
designed to assess non-academic criteria like popularity or media impact, share these limitations
(Hammarfelt 2014). While the academic literature
on research quality and performance assessments
is distinctly aware of these restrictions, higher
education policies do not always share this
insight. Most large-scale audits famously ignore
and overlook disciplinary differences. We discuss
their attempts of academic evaluation in the following section.

Recent Developments in the
Organization of Academic Evaluation
The linchpin of academic evaluation has long
rested on the notion of academic autonomy and
self-governance (Whitley 1984). According to
this idea, the work of academics is ﬁrst and foremost evaluated by other scholars. Thus, the primary form of recognition that counts in the world
of academia is peer recognition. This is echoed
not only in the more classical literature from Popper to Bourdieu that we have cited throughout this
contribution. The vital role of peer recognition is
also reﬂected by the central role that peer review
has in academic disciplines, whether it is deployed
for the distribution of research grants, the allocation of journal space, or the determination of
winners of scholarly prizes and awards.
In the last 10–20 years, however, there has
been a series of developments that have weakened
the relative autonomy of academic ﬁelds and that
have added new dominant evaluative procedures
and institutions. The most important factor contributing to this trend has probably been the rise of
new public management, changing how higher
education and its members are governed in many
countries across the globe. The main thrust of this
new form of governance has been to reduce government funding and introduce more market-like
competition in higher education (e.g., for the case
of the United Kingdom, see Deem et al. 2008).
Additionally, new public management initiatives
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have also sought to increase the accountability of
universities and its members (Strathern 2000).
These developments have gone hand in hand
with a stronger emphasis on external standards of
evaluation in the assessment of scholarly work.
One important example is the rise of rankings of
academic departments and entire universities, promoted by both media corporations and government agencies (Collins and Park 2016; Espeland
and Sauder 2016; Hazelkorn 2014). Another central concomitant has been the growing reliance on
quantitative indicators to measure and track scholarly productivity and quality (Burrows 2012;
de Rijcke et al. 2015). Taking the form of
bibliometrics and citation indexes, these indicators have rapidly diffused into the scientiﬁc community, particularly the natural sciences, in part
due to changes in the capability of information
technology. Research shows that the growing reliance on such indicators has had a host of feedback
effects on the content and organization of scholarship (Fochler et al. 2016; Hamann 2016b).
While many scholars have been very critical of
indicators, arguing that they render academic
evaluation more mechanical and numerical
(Lorenz 2012), new evaluative procedures and
institutions seem to have become an established
part of the wide range of academic evaluations.

Cross-References
▶ Admission Processes
▶ Evaluative State
▶ Peer Review, Higher Education
▶ Performance Indicators, Higher Education
▶ Recruitment of Academics
▶ Values and Beliefs, Higher Education

References
Angermuller, Johannes. 2013. How to become an academic philosopher. Academic discourse as multileveled positioning practice. Sociología Histórica
2013: 263–289.
Angermuller, Johannes. 2015. The moment of theory. The
rise and decline of structuralism in France and beyond.
London: Continuum.

6
Armstrong, J. Scott. 1997. Peer review for journals: Evidence on quality control, fairness, and innovation. Science and Engineering Ethics 3: 63–84.
Baert, Patrick. 2012. Positioning theory and intellectual
interventions. Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 42: 304–324.
Bazerman, Charles. 1981. What written knowledge does:
Three examples of academic discourse. Philosophy of
the Social Sciences 11: 361–388.
Becher, Tony, and Paul Trowler. 2001. Academic tribes
and territories: Intellectual enquiry and the cultures
of disciplines. Philadelphia: Open University Press.
Bornmann, Lutz, and Hans-Dieter Daniel. 2005. Selection
of research fellowship recipients by committee peer
review: Analysis of reliability, fairness and predictive
validity of Board of Trustees’ decisions. Scientometrics
63: 297–320.
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1988. Homo Academicus. Cambridge:
Polity Press.
van den Brink, Marieke, and Yvonne Benschop. 2012.
Gender practices in the construction of academic excellence: Sheep with ﬁve legs. Organization 19: 507–524.
Burrows, Roger. 2012. Living with the h-index? Metric
assemblages in the contemporary academy. The Sociological Review 60: 355–372.
Cole, Stephen. 1983. The hierarchy of the sciences? American Journal of Sociology 89: 111–139.
Cole, Stephen, Jonathan R. Cole, and Gary A. Simon.
1981. Chance and consensus in peer review. Science
214: 881–886.
Collins, Randall. 2000. The sociology of philosophies:
A global theory of intellectual change. Harvard: Harvard University Press.
Collins, Harry H., and Robert Evans. 2002. The third wave
of science studies: Studies of expertise and experience.
Social Studies of Science 32: 235–296.
Collins, Francis L., and Gil-Sung Park. 2016. Ranking and
the multiplication of reputation: Reﬂections from the
frontier of globalizing higher education. Higher Education 72: 115–129.
Combes, Pierre-Philippe, Laurent Linnemer, and Michael
Visser. 2008. Publish or peer-rich? The role of skills
and networks in hiring economics professors. Labour
Economics 15: 423–441.
Deem, Rosemary, Sam Hillyard, and Mike Reed. 2008.
Knowledge, higher education, and the new
managerialism: The changing management of UK universities. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Derrick, Gemma E., and Gabrielle N. Samuel. 2016. The
evaluation scale: Exploring decisions about societal
impact in peer review panels. Minerva 54: 75–97.
East, John W. 2011. The scholarly book review in the
humanities. An academic cinderella? Journal of Scholarly Publishing 43: 52–67.
Espeland, Wendy N., and Michael Sauder. 2016. Engines of
anxiety. Rankings, reputation, and accountability in a
quantiﬁed world. New York: Russel Sage Foundation.
Evans, Eliza D., Charles J. Gomez, and Daniel
A. McFarland. 2016. Measuring paradigmaticness of

Academic Evaluation in Higher Education
disciplines using text. Sociological Science 2016:
757–778.
Feyerabend, Paul. 1975. Against method: Outline of an anarchist theory of knowledge. New York: New Left Books.
Fochler, Maximilian, Ulrike Felt, and Ruth Müller. 2016.
Unsustainable growth, hyper-competition, and worth in
life science research: Narrowing evaluative repertoires
in doctoral and postdoctoral scientists’ work and lives.
Minerva 54: 175–200.
Gieryn, Thomas F. 1983. Boundary-work and the demarcation of science from non-science: Strains and interests in professional ideologies of scientists. American
Sociological Review 48: 781–795.
Gross, Neil. 2008. Richard Rorty: The making of an American philosopher. Chicago: Chicago University Press.
Guetzkow, Joshua, Michèle Lamont, and Grégoire Mallard. 2004. What is originality in the humanities and the
social sciences? American Sociological Review 69:
190–212.
Hamann, Julian. 2016a. ‘Let us salute one of our kind’.
How academic obituaries consecrate research biographies. Poetics 56: 1–14.
Hamann, Julian. 2016b. The visible hand of research performance assessment. Higher Education 72: 761–779.
Hammarfelt, Björn. 2014. Using altmetrics for assessing
research impact in the humanities. Scientometrics 101:
1419–1430.
Hargens, Lowell L. 1988. Scholarly consensus and journal
rejection rates. American Sociological Review 53:
139–151.
Hazelkorn, Ellen. 2014. Rankings and the global reputation
race. New Directions for Higher Education 2014: 13–26.
Hesselmann, Felicitas, Verena Graf, Marion Schmidt, and
Martin Reinhart. 2016. The visibility of scientiﬁc misconduct: A review of the literature on retracted journal
articles. Current Sociology online ﬁrst: 1–32.
Hirschauer, Stefan. 2010. Editorial judgements:
A praxeology of ‘voting’ in peer review. Social Studies
of Science 40: 71–103.
Hyland, Ken. 2004. Disciplinary discourses. Social interactions in academic writing. Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press.
Knorr Cetina, Karin. 1981. The manufacture of knowledge.
An essay on the constructivist and contextual nature of
science. Oxford: Pergamon Press.
Knorr Cetina, Karin. 1999. Epistemic cultures. How the
sciences make knowledge. Harvard: Harvard University Press.
Kuhn, Thomas S. 1962. The structure of scientiﬁc revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Lamont, Michèle. 1987. How to become a dominant
French philosopher: The case of Jacques Derrida. The
American Journal of Sociology 93: 584–622.
Lamont, Michèle. 2009. How professors think. Inside the
curious world of academic judgement. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.
Lamont, Michèle. 2012. Toward a comparative sociology
of valuation and evaluation. Annual Review of Sociology 38: 201–221.

Academic Evaluation in Higher Education
Lamont, Michèle, and Katri Huutoniemi. 2011. Comparing
customary rules of fairness: Evaluative practices in
various types of peer review panels. In Social knowledge in the making, ed. Charles Camic, Neil Gross, and
Michèle Lamont, 209–232. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.
Lamont, Michèle, and Virág Molnár. 2002. The study of
boundaries in the social sciences. Annual Review of
Sociology 28: 167–195.
Lamont, Michèle, Grégoire Mallard, and Joshua
Guetzkow. 2006. Beyond blind faith: Overcoming the
obstacles to interdisciplinary evaluation. Research
Evaluation 15: 43–55.
Latour, Bruno. 1988. Science in action. How to follow
scientists and engineers through society. Harvard: Harvard University Press.
Lorenz, Chris. 2012. If you’re so smart, why are you under
surveillance? Universities, neoliberalism, and new public management. Critical Inquiry 38: 599–629.
Macfarlane, Bruce, and Roy Y. Chan. 2014. The last judgement: Exploring intellectual leadership in higher education through academic obituaries. Studies in Higher
Education 39: 294–306.
Mallard, Grégoire, Michèle Lamont, and Joshua
Guetzkow. 2009. Fairness as appropriateness: Negotiating epistemological differences in peer review. Science, Technology, and Human Values 34: 573–606.
Martin, Ben R. 2011. The research excellence framework
and the ‘impact agenda’: Are we creating a Frankenstein monster? Research Evaluation 20: 247–254.
Merton, Robert K. 1973. The sociology of science. Theoretical and empirical investigations. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Meruane, Omar Sabaj, Carlos Gonzáles Vergara, and
Álvaro Pina-Stranger. 2016. What we still don’t know
about peer review. Journal of Scholarly Publishing 47:
180–212.
Moed, Henk F., Marc Luwel, and Anton J. Nederhof. 2002.
Towards research performance in the humanities.
Library Trends 50: 498–520.
Musselin, Christine. 2009. The market for academics.
New York: Routledge.
Mustajoki, Arto. 2013. Measuring excellence in social
sciences and humanities: Limitations and opportunities. In Global university rankings. Challenges for
European higher education, ed. Tero Erkkilä,
147–165. Houndmills: Palgrave MacMillan.
Nederhof, Anton J. 2006. Bibliometric monitoring of
research performance in the social sciences and the
humanities: A review. Scientometrics 66: 81–100.
Nicolaisen, Jeppe. 2002. The scholarliness of published
peer reviews: A bibliometric study of book reviews in
selected social science ﬁelds. Research Evaluation 11:
129–140.
Ochsner, Michael, Sven E. Hug, and Hans-Dieter Daniel,
eds. 2016. Research assessment in the humanities.
Towards criteria and procedures. Dordrecht: Springer.

7
Peterson, David. 2015. All that is solid. Bench-building at
the frontiers of two experimental sciences. American
Sociological Review 80: 1201–1225.
Popper, Karl R. 1972. Objective knowledge. An evolutionary approach. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Posselt, Julie R. 2015. Disciplinary logics in doctoral
admissions: Understanding patterns of faculty evaluation. The Journal of Higher Education 86: 807–833.
Posselt, Julie R. 2016. Inside graduate admissions. Merit,
diversity, and faculty gatekeeping. Harvard: Harvard
University Press.
Reinhart, Martin. 2009. Peer review of grant applications
in biology and medicine: Reliability, fairness, and
validity. Scientometrics 81: 789–909.
de Rijcke, Sarah, Paul Wouters, Alex D. Rushforth,
Thomas P. Franssen, and Björn Hammarfelt. 2015.
Evaluation practices and effects of indicator use –
A literature review. Research Evaluation 25: 161–169.
Riley, Lawrence E., and Elmer A. Spreitzer. 1970. Book
reviewing in the social sciences. The American Sociologist 5: 358–363.
Roumbanis, Lambros. 2016. Academic judgments under
uncertainty: A study of collective anchoring effects in
Swedish Research Council panel groups. Social Studies
of Science, online ﬁrst.
Sandström, Ulf, and Martin Hällsten. 2008. Persistent nepotism in peer-review. Scientometrics 74: 175–189.
Sauder, Michael, and Wendy N. Espeland. 2009. The Discipline of rankings: Tight coupling and organizational
change. American Sociological Review 74: 63–82.
Siler, Kyle, and David Strang. 2016. Peer review and
scholarly originality. Let 1,000 ﬂowers bloom, but
don’t step on any. Science, Technology, and Human
Values 42: 29–61.
Smith, Laurence D., Lisa A. Best, Alan D. Stubbs, John
Johnston, and Andrea B. Archibald. 2000. Scientiﬁc
graphs and the hierarchy of the sciences: A Latourian
survey of inscription practices. Social Studies of Science 30: 73–94.
Strang, David, and Kyle Siler. 2015. Revising as
reframing. Original submissions versus published
papers in administrative science quarterly, 2005 to
2009. Sociological Theory 33: 71–96.
Strathern, Marilyn. 2000. The tyranny of transparency.
British Educational Research Journal 26: 309–321.
Teplitskiy, Misha. 2016. Frame search and re-search: How
quantitative sociological articles change during peer
review. The American Sociologist 47: 264–288.
Tsay, Angela, Michèle Lamont, Andrew Abbott, and
Joshua Guetzkow. 2003. From character to intellect:
Changing conceptions of merit in the social sciences
and humanities, 1951–1971. Poetics 2003: 23–49.
Whitley, Richard D. 1984. The intellectual and social
organization of the sciences. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Zuckerman, Ezra W. 2012. Construction, concentration,
and (dis)continuities in social valuations. Annual
Review of Sociology 38: 223–245.

D

Doctoral Student Socialization
Catherine M. Johnson1, Kelly A. Ward2 and
Susan K. Gardner3
1
Montana State University, Bozeman, MT, USA
2
Washington State University, Pullman, WA,
USA
3
University of Maine, Orono, ME, USA

Synonyms
Development; Graduate professionalization; Professional identity; Training

Definition
The most widely used deﬁnition of doctoral student socialization refers to the process as one in
which an individual interacts, integrates, and
learns the values, skills, attitudes, norms, and
knowledge to effectively take part in a group
(Merton et al. 1957; Brim 1966; Bragg 1976;
Baird 1990; Weidman et al. 2001; Austin 2002;
Weidman and Stein 2003). The internalization of
membership happens informally and formally,
ultimately resulting in integration, role commitment to the member group, and role acquisition in
the chosen group or organization. Doctoral student socialization takes place throughout the graduate career and facilitates the students’ integration
into professional, department, and disciplinary

networks, thereby socializing the student to graduate school and to the chosen professional
pathway.

Historical Aspects
Socialization theory is a common and valuable
theoretical framework for understanding and
shaping research on graduate students’ professionalization in all its complexity (Antony 2002;
Austin 2002; Clark and Corcoran 1986; Gardner
2007; Weidman et al. 2001). The frequency of the
use of socialization theory as a theoretical framework to research graduate students’ experiences
can be attributed to its sociological foundations.
The application of socialization theory to understand graduate studies can be traced to Merton’s
(1957) work on reference group theory and the
sociology of medical education. In this research,
medical students’ attitudes toward their studies,
faculty, patients, medical profession, and specialization were empirically investigated (Merton
et al. 1957; Merton 1957). Socialization is deﬁned
by Merton et al. as “the processes through which
[a person] develops [a sense of] professional self,
with its characteristic values, attitudes, knowledge
and skills ... which govern [his or her] behavior in
a wide variety of professional situations” (1957,
287).
In relation to higher education, Bragg (1976)
emphasized the crucial role the socialization process plays in learning, “because it is the
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socialization process that allows education to
achieve its goals.” (p. 3). The socialization process comprehensively engages all aspects of
learning, both affective and cognitive. Building
upon Brim’s (1966) work and speciﬁc to graduate
education, Weidman et al. (2001) deﬁned socialization as “the processes through which individuals gain the knowledge, skills, and values
necessary for successful entry into a professional
career requiring an advanced level of specialized
knowledge and skills” (p. iii). As the degree process comes to completion, students should be able
to answer these questions, “(1) What do I do with
the skills I have learned? (2) What am I supposed
to look like and act like in my professional ﬁeld?
and (3) What do I, as a professional, look like to
other professionals as I perform my new roles?”
(p. 6). How one acts, how one perceives the profession and one’s place in it, and how one are
regarded by others in the ﬁeld upon entry is critical as graduate students learn to mold themselves
to the expected role and behavior patterns of the
profession and learning is internalized (Austin
and McDaniels 2006, 400).

Key Principles and Concepts
Over the last 50 years, socialization theory has
been adapted in many ways to explain the professionalization process of doctoral students. Theoretical arguments about doctoral student
socialization range from sociology and the modernist perspective to postmodern interpretations
from higher education scholars (Merton 1957;
Tierney 1997). In the frequently cited monograph
on graduate student socialization, Weidman et al.
(2001) adopted the sociological idea of role acquisition theory to theorize on graduate student
socialization. They adapted the four stages of
passage to role acquisition originally described
by Thornton and Nardi (1975), which include
anticipatory, formal, informal, and personal
stages, for the graduate school context. At each
stage students engage in the academic culture,
assume greater academic responsibility, and experience increased academic identity and commitment for the roles and responsibilities associated
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with the profession. The stages involve core elements including knowledge acquisition, investment, and involvement whereby students
become more active and engaged in their roles
and responsibilities as graduate students and as
emerging experts in the chosen academic ﬁeld or
discipline. These elements of engagement can
occur throughout the students’ academic and
social experiences. Further, students can reside
in multiple stages at any one time during their
education depending on the students’ level of
understanding, cultural learning, skill development, and role expectations and familiarity.
A central concept of doctoral student socialization
concerns organizational aspects of professionalization including occupational or professional settings, such as time and place and where the work/
training occurs.

Disciplinary Influences
As graduate students adjust to their current role in
a department and institution, they are also in training for their future roles in a speciﬁc ﬁeld with its
own cultural norms, values, and habits of mind.
Even though a large portion of the literature
grasps doctoral student socialization as a “monolithic enterprise,” there is signiﬁcant variation
regarding how doctoral students experience the
socialization process (Gardner 2007). There are
distinct disciplinary differences in the ways
socialization transpires and developmental
aspects to consider. Empirically based studies on
doctoral education discuss and disaggregate the
distinct differences across disciplines and social
groups to better describe the socialization processes in doctoral education across disciplines
and time to degree (Gardner 2007; Golde 1998).
Socialization can vary signiﬁcantly by whom is
being socialized, who is doing the socialization,
and in what setting.
Although socialization may occur at the institutional and departmental levels of an organization, the department and discipline may be the
most inﬂuential context of graduate student
socialization as it is the primary locus for where
the students’ experiences occur (Golde 2005;
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Gardner 2010a, b; Austin et al. 2012). The academic department establishes the disciplinary
context where implicit and explicit norms are
expressed and programmatic opportunities are
created to facilitate students’ socialization into
the profession. This locus of control at the departmental level may pose an additional challenge for
students in graduate education who may be parttime students and are therefore not well integrated
into the departmental culture or for students who
may have interdisciplinary degree programs spanning multiple cultures.
Several studies have shown that inadequate
socialization may be associated with graduate student attrition (Gardner 2007; Golde 1998; Lovitts
2001). There are many other seminal studies that
have explored the issue of graduate student socialization in the context of researcher independence
(Gardner 2008), disciplinary context (Gardner
2007, 2010c), professional service (Ward 2010),
and preparation of future faculty (Austin 2002).
This line of research holds much promise as
socialization has been characterized as a nonlinear, dynamic, interactive process (Ward 2010;
Kraus 2012) that can occur at multiple levels and
within distinct contexts in graduate education
(Gardner 2007).

Future Directions
A major area of critique in the current literature on
graduate student socialization is that the process
has not accounted for individual student differences (Antony 2002), and has been underexplored for culturally diverse students and other
student subpopulations (Gardner 2007). In
looking at power relationships, equity issues
race/ethnicity, gender, and citizenship/internationalization may also be at play and merit further
attention (Gopaul 2011; Gardner and Gopaul
2012; Felder et al. 2014). Future research needs
to more fully consider how identity and
intersectionality of one’s multiple identities
shape doctoral student socialization.
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Origins
The university chair system has its roots in the
earliest European universities established
between the thirteenth and sixteenth century.
Ever since, it has taken on various context-speciﬁc
forms both in Europe and beyond. The term
“chair” is derived from the Greek and Latin
word catheda which was originally translated
into German as Lesestuhl (reading chair). Later
the term evolved into the German word Lehrstuhl
(teaching chair) which described a high position
of a teaching professor or professor ordinarius at a
university. Originally, university chairs were a
reﬂection of the guild-like internal structure of
the ﬁrst European universities (e.g., Bologna,
Paris, Florence), in which research and teaching
activities were centered in small units specializing
in a highly speciﬁc area of inquiry. These units
were headed by a master, or maestro in Italian,
who had highly specialized knowledge (Clark
1983). He directed and oversaw the research
activities of small groups of “pupils” or “apprentices,” i.e., students wishing to become acquainted
with his ﬁeld of inquiry based on his guidance.

The university reforms in Prussia under
Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767–1835) resulted in
the further institutionalization of the chair system
as a model of academic governance, both in Germany and far beyond. In university systems which
initially followed the Humboldtian tradition,
teaching and research were inseparably
intertwined and structurally concentrated in the
individual professorial chairs (Froese 2013). The
chairholders became the central decision-making
units in university governance, while academic
senates consisting nearly exclusively of professorial chairholders cemented their collective power.
This system of governance became predominant
in much of pre-communist Central and Eastern
Europe (in particular Poland, the Czech Republic,
and Baltics), Italy, Austria, the Netherlands, and
Scandinavia as well as several Japanese universities during the age of German scientiﬁc dominance (Cutts 1997). Numerous research-oriented
American and British universities also introduced
professorial chairs in certain instances, although
their meaning later took on different connotations
(see below).
In systems highly inﬂuenced by the German
model, professorial chairholders generally came
to enjoy not only civil servant status but were also
in most cases appointed for life. Although the
chairholders formally operated in the service of
society and science as a whole, they were generally most committed to their speciﬁc scientiﬁc
discipline. Along these lines, it was assumed that
chairholding professors could not be effectively
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steered or controlled by governments or markets.
This form of governance was reinstated in postwar Germany (Burtscheidt 2010) and several
leading research universities in Japan as well
(Cutts 1997). In the United States, Great Britain,
and other English-speaking countries, by contrast,
academic departments became the main decisionmaking units (see below).

Functional Logic of the Chair System and
Critique Thereof
In chair-based systems, university governance is
highly compartmentalized, as each chair usually
enjoys a supreme degree of autonomy, not least
due to their highly speciﬁc foci of research and
teaching. This results in a decentralized, collegially organized structure, in which overarching
university governance can be viewed as the aggregation of the often highly heterogeneous preferences of individual chairholders. According to
Clark (1987: 64), professorial chairholders operate within their own academic “dominions,” constituting bastions of authority at the microlevel
(1983: 40) or “small monopolies in thousand
parts.” (1983: 140). This institutional setup has
concrete ramiﬁcations for all dimensions of university governance. For example, in many chairbased systems funding is generally streamlined
directly from the government (sometimes via university management) to the individual chairs
(Froese 2013). This allows them extensive leeway
in the selection of academic staff. Historically,
chairholders have unilaterally chosen their
research staff and doctoral candidates. In the German and Polish cases, this even applies to postdoctoral academics seeking a habilitation. This
has traditionally put aspiring researchers in a
state of direct subordination to and dependence
on chairholders (Enders 2001), hence frequently
limiting their autonomy over the content and substance of their own research projects. In such
constellations academic advancement is often the
function of the personal, individual relationship
between the professor and his/her doctoral candidates, making research a highly personal experience, heavily inﬂuenced by the character,
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personality, and individual demands of the
chairholder. In some chair systems, such as Italy,
attachment to a professorial chairholder is seen as
essentially the only strategy for career advancement (Martinotti and Giasanti 1977).
The chair system in many ways constitutes a
pyramid-like structure, in which academic power,
prestige, and autonomy are concentrated in individual chairs – at the bottom of the pyramid, while
other subordinate academics often remain in a
state of limbo and uncertainty. This is frequently
reﬂected by their limited work contracts, weak
leverage over university governance, and, subsequently, a high degree of professional inequality
within universities (Enders 2001). This pyramid
structure also directly impacts the internal governance of universities, as the highly specialized
chairs often may hinder the creation of overarching university policy. In other words, the institutional fragmentation resulting from the disciplinespeciﬁc chairs may undermine the capacity for
institutional leadership (Dobbins et al. 2011).
Thus university management has little leverage
over the setup, orientation, and everyday research
and teaching activities of individual chairs. The
frequent informal “nonaggression pacts” between
chairs may lead to situations in which all
chairholders can expect there to be no decisions
which infringe upon their collective interests.
Thus, individual professors are often averse to
making uncooperative decisions, which would
undermine majority positions, as this might lead
to later punishment. Hence, there is a strong status
quo bias, which in the German case is frequently
viewed as the reason for the lacking capacity for
reform (see Schimank 2005: 8).
This does not go to say that there is no competition in chair systems. In fact, chairholders ﬁnd
themselves in a state of permanent competition for
third-party funds, qualiﬁed student assistants, and
doctoral candidates, while extreme competition
among postgraduates over limited research positions at relevant research chairs often exists. Nevertheless, the chair system generally has been
associated
with
institutional
immobility
(Burtscheidt 2010: 106), protection of privilege
(Clark 1987: 153), and low job satisfaction among
nonprofessorial academics. Recent research has
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shown that chair systems tend to be more sluggish
in implementing what is viewed as “modern” or
“market-oriented” higher education policy (e.g.,
entrepreneurial university management, socioeconomic accountability, extensive quality assurance) (see Dobbins 2011). Along these lines,
scholars have pointed out further purported weaknesses. For example, in chair systems, there are
often signiﬁcant difﬁculties in reconciling heterogeneous professorial preferences in the recruitment of new high-ranking staff or professors.
This often results in the nomination of “compromise candidates” despite their weaker qualiﬁcations (Färber and Spangenberg 2008) or even the
breakdown of recruitment processes due to the
inability of the chairholders to reach an agreement
and the lacking means of intervention of university management. Froese (2013) has also
lamented the constraints that the chair structure
imposes on efforts for academic departments to
pursue joint scientiﬁc aims. Thus, the cellular
structure of the chair system may be seen as barrier to scientiﬁc innovation.

Decline or Renaissance of the Chair
Model?
If one exclusively focused on the higher education
systems of industrialized western countries as
well as those of South America and Africa, one
could justiﬁably argue that the chair model is in a
state of decline or has already died out. In the
United States, weaker governmental regulation
of higher education has enabled greater structural
diversity at universities. In general though, most
American universities – including those heavily
inﬂuenced by the Humboldtian model – moved to
department-based structures in the twentieth century. Interestingly, the department structure was
largely the result of the transfer of the Germanbased chair model to American graduate schools.
The import of the chair system soon prompted
scholars and administrators to analyze its various
weaknesses as described above. Subsequently,
most graduate schools sought to elevate the
department to the main decision-making unit and
break down the segmented chair-based structures

3

(Ben-David 1984). This development coincided
with the expansion of higher education and an
overall drive to dismantle elitist, class-based
structures in education. From an academic perspective, the department was seen as more conducive to the bundling of scientiﬁc expertise and also
catering to a broader and more diverse student
clientele. In fact, the term “chair” took on a different connotation in the American context and
now designates the head of the department, i.e.,
department chair, to whom all department members are to some degree responsible.
In Scandinavia, Belgium and the Netherlands,
the chair model also remained prominent until the
1960s, in particular in the social sciences and
humanities. However, these systems gradually
adopted department-like structures and nowadays
frequently exhibit various hybrid forms
in-between the German chair system and the US
department system, with a tendency toward the
department model (Röbken 2004). Even in Germany, where the chair model was the most deeply
entrenched, numerous leading universities (e.g.,
Freiburg, Heidelberg) have shifted toward the
department- or faculty-based structures, while
some other German (and Austrian) universities
have at least nominally replaced the chairs
(Lehrstühle)
with
the
Professuren
(professorships). In Canada, the United States,
Great Britain, and several western European
countries (e.g., Belgium, the Netherlands), universities have frequently introduced the so-called
endowed chairs based on large ﬁnancial contributions from leading enterprises (e.g., the Bombardier Chairs in Canada) or named after
distinguished scholars, often for a limited time
period. One prominent example in the United
Kingdom, which also largely shifted to department structures, is the prestigious Lucasian
Chair of Mathematics at the University of Cambridge (UK). It was named after its endower
Henry Lucas (1610–1663) and has been held by
internationally renowned scholars such as Isaac
Newton and Stephen Hawking.
By contrast, many post-communist countries
have countered the trend toward the abolishment
or structural adaptation of the chair model. In
particular, Poland and the Czech Republic, and
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also (historically less Humboldt-oriented) Romania and Bulgaria, drew heavily on the chair system
existing in the prewar era or during the AustriaHungary Empire. The chair structure, buffered off
by numerous new intermediate bodies (e.g., academic senates, rectors’ conferences) was seen as
the most effective means of protecting collective
academic interests against the state (Neave 2003).
This structural compartmentalization of the university was largely motivated by extreme sensitivities of the academic community toward any
kind of external intervention after decades of communist rule (Scott 2002; Dobbins 2011). Thus the
chair system and related institutions of academic
self-administration were regarded as the form of
governance which best represented democracy. It
remains to be seen in the coming years whether
this one last strong bastion of the traditional chair
model will remain entrenched amid large-scale
higher education expansion and globalization or
whether post-communist democracies will also
gradually shift toward department-oriented or
other hybrid governance structures.
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Definition
Professional staff working in higher education.

Synonyms

and management roles, both in academic departments and schools and in specialist areas such as
ﬁnance, human resources, and estates. The picture
has been further complicated in recent years by
the emergence of staff with non-academic contracts undertaking roles that are likely to involve
academic elements such as writing research grant
applications, teaching study skills, and
establishing online learning platforms. Because
professional staff identities are not easily deﬁned,
there have been misconceptions about their roles,
reﬂected, for instance, in the UK Dearing Report
(Thomas 1998).

Higher education professionals; Third space
professionals

The Emergence of Professional Identities
Introduction
The literature on professional staff identities as a
discrete entity began to develop in the late 1990s
and early 2000s, although this group has long
suffered from problems of nomenclature. The
lack of a vocabulary with which to provide a
more precise perspective on them is illustrated
by the range of terms that have been used to
describe them, including “non-academic staff”,
“academic-related staff ”, “general staff ”, “support staff ”, “managerial professionals”, and
“para-academics”. It was not until the mid-2000s
that “professional staff” became commonly used

Early work on professional identities focused
mainly on a process of professionalization via
the development of skills and good practice, a
movement from “administration” or “service”
towards “management”, and the relationship
between academic and professional staff. Warner
and Palfreyman (1996) offered the most comprehensive account at that point in time. In turn,
Holmes (1998) considers a shift from administrative service to more management-oriented
approaches. Allen and Newcomb (1999) go on
to describe a professionalization process, and
Skinner (2001) describes moves to codify a body
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of knowledge and promote an integrated set of
core values and characteristics.
In response to changing conditions, internal
responsibilities have tended to become more dispersed as both professional and academic managers have become more accountable at local
level for the performance of their schools, faculties, and departments in devolved institutional
structures. This also applies at the level of program teams. More individuals are therefore
gaining management experience at an earlier
stage of their careers. They may even have responsibility for the activities of people who are senior
to them, for instance, educational technology professionals may be required to advise professors on
how best to adapt their programs for online delivery. Furthermore, as activities geared towards
institutional development have assumed greater
priority, the shift from administration towards
management can be seen in terms of the replacement of “process knowledge” by “propositional
knowledge” (Eraut 1994). While the former
emphasizes the maintenance of processes and
standards, the latter is more likely to emphasize
a critical analysis of data in ways that inform
choices and decisions. This is reﬂected in a
decline in so-called “clerical” roles and a rise in
“professional, managerial, and technical” roles
(Hogan 2014).

A Perceived “Binary” Between Academic
and Professional Staff
Much of the literature on academic identities is
framed in terms of a binary division between
academic and professional staff, although in practice they are likely to work together in areas such
as student services. McInnis (1998), Hare and
Hare (2002), Dobson and Conway (2003), and
Middlehurst (2010) describe an emerging partnership between academic and professional staff and
point to the need for a clearer recognition of
professional roles. There has also tended to be a
mismatch between a local and implicit appreciation of the roles of individuals, who work alongside academic colleagues, and of professional
staff as a collective, perceived in the abstract as
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“management” and as pursuing agendas that are
separate from those of academics (for instance,
Lewis and Altbach 1996; Rhoades 1998). Hence
a misreading of Gordon and Whitchurch (2010),
which is quoted as implying that professional staff
have a stronger inﬂuence than academic staff:
“The decline of the professional status of university faculty coincides with the processes of authority shift from the academic community to
professional administrators (Gordon and
Whitchurch 2010)” (Yudkevich 2017). It is also
the case that individuals who become too aligned
with, for instance, the aspirations of a school or
faculty may be seen as “going native” by an
institution’s senior management team. In practice,
therefore, perceptions may be more signiﬁcant
than actual allegiances, notwithstanding the fact
that individual professionals are likely to see
themselves as being neutral and impartial. Such
perceptions are likely to be a contributing cause of
tensions among rank-and-ﬁle professional and
academic staff, as described by Szekeres (2011).

The Extension and Diversification of
Roles
Lauwerys (2002) was prescient in looking forward to ways in which the roles of professional
staff were likely to change in the future to cope
with more complex environments, including the
development of multiprofessional teams and portfolio career patterns. In an early study by
Whitchurch (2008a), changes in professional
staff identities were conceptualized in relation to
the institutional structures and boundaries
encountered by individuals and according to
whether they adopted “bounded”, “crossboundary”, or “unbounded” approaches to their
roles (Whitchurch 2008a). The latter two involved
greater agency on the part of the individual in
relation to broadly based projects such as widening participation that were emerging across the
university, as opposed to the implementation of
existing systems and processes within given
structures.
The literature has continued to reﬂect the
extension and diversiﬁcation of roles of
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professional staff. The contributions of Deem
(2010), Graham (2009, 2012), Rhoades et al.
(2008), and Macfarlane (2010) have included,
for instance, the contribution of professional
staff to research management, widening participation, the student experience, educational development, and learning technology, thereby helping to
shape and deliver research and teaching. The new
roles that have been created in response to contemporary agendas may be clustered in different
ways in different institutions, but can be summarized as follows:
• Learning development and academic practice
in support of the student experience, such as
tutoring, program design, study skills, and academic literacy.
• Community and business partnership to support and develop regional links and roles, such
as civic and employer engagement, workplace
learning, schools and further education relationships, outreach, campus visits, and family
liaison.
• Online learning to meet demands for distance
education and also mixed mode teaching, such
as the design, development and adaptation of
web-based programs, and the use of social
media.
• Knowledge exchange to extend the institutional interface with business, industry, and
public agencies, such as the preparation of
bids for funding, management of startup and
incubation facilities, and the development of
bespoke education and training programs.
• Institutional research to inform institutional
planning and decision-making such as analysis
of student recruitment, outcomes and employability, and benchmarking with other
institutions.

Breaking Down the Binary
As a result of this extension of activity, there is
evidence that the traditional “binary” between
academic and professional roles is breaking
down and that formal employment categories of
“academic” and “professional” no longer reﬂect
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reality. Moreover, terms such as “non-academic”
and “support” staff, implying that professional
groups are an adjunct to academic colleagues,
have become increasingly contested (Szekeres
2011; Graham 2012; Sebalj et al. 2012;
Whitchurch 2013). In turn, some academic staff
may move, to a greater or lesser extent, into roles
delivering current agendas such as widening participation and employability, while retaining
teaching and research responsibilities. The two
groups are likely not only to work side-by-side,
but also to be integrated within mixed teams
(Locke et al. 2016; Whitchurch and Gordon
2017). Some individuals may have similar qualiﬁcations and roles to academic colleagues but be
distinguished by their formal contracts of employment. This is seen as anomalous in that those with
professional contracts may have doctorates and be
involved in producing pedagogic research and
publications. It has also been pointed out that the
generic skills acquired during a research training
are also likely to be utilized in roles that are not
formally categorized as academic (Berman and
Pitman 2010). Issues of recognition, conﬁdence,
and professional value are therefore increasingly
being raised (Duncan 2014; Lewis 2014), along
with issues around appropriate professional development (Birds 2014).

The Emergence of Third Space
Professionals
Whitchurch’s work (Whitchurch 2008b, 2009,
2013) demonstrates that the complexity of individual and collective identities does not justify a
simple, binary division of academic and professional staff and develops understandings about
those who see themselves as working in a permeable “Third Space” between academic and professional domains. Their identities are described in
terms of the spaces they occupy, the knowledges
they develop, the relationships they form, and the
legitimacies and sources of authority that they
develop. Their credibility and indeed authenticity
derives from these sources of identity, and in
particular their ability to cope with ambiguities
that derive from their positioning. This in turn

4

has led to a literature on a range of professionals
seen as operating in Third Space, for instance
(Veles and Carter 2016), and more particularly,
information technologists (Graham 2013;
Botterill 2017), educational designers (Bisset
2017), research managers (Knight and Lightowler
2010; Shelley 2010; Trindade and Agostinho
2014; Vidal et al. 2015), teaching and learning
professionals (Bennett et al. 2016; Silvey et al.
2017; Hallett 2017), and institutional researchers
(Calderon and Webber 2013).
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This in turn has implications for succession planning, for both institutions and line managers.

Cross-References
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Synonyms
Administrators; Managers; Support professionals;
Third space professionals

Definition
Higher education professionals (HEPROs) are
highly qualiﬁed persons in universities who are
neither top managers nor in charge of the academic functions of teaching, research and teaching and who are hinges of academic and
administrative structures and processes in
universities.
Higher education professionals (HEPROs) are
deﬁned as a group of mainly university-trained
personnel who do not ﬁt the binary status system
of academic and administrative personnel in universities. Teichler (2003, 183) deﬁnes HEPROs as
“highly qualiﬁed persons in universities who are
neither top managers nor in charge of the academic functions of teaching, research, etc.” and
who are hinges of academic and administrative

structures and processes in universities. In their
functions HEPROs support university (academic)
management, academics, and students in fulﬁlling
the three university functions of teaching,
research, and knowledge and technology transfer
(KTT), sometimes also referred to as services to
the public. The tasks of HEPROs comprise
counseling, organizing, planning, management,
budgeting, ﬁnances, staff development, public
relations, institutional research, report writing,
and cooperations with people and organizations
external to universities. HEPROs work in areas
such as quality assurance and development planning, student counseling and services, internationalization and mobility, KTT ofﬁces, and research
management. HEPROs are in positions of head or
deputy head of units in central university administration, of departmental coordinators and managers, and of assistants to presidents, vice-rectors,
and deans. The rough overview of the functions,
positions, and tasks shows that HEPROs are a
heterogeneous group: some HEPROs have only
one denomination, especially in large universities
and units, but the majority of HEPROs are
employed fulﬁlling a mix of different tasks, especially in smaller universities and at departmental
level (Schneijderberg et al. 2013).
In
a
substantial
literature
review,
Schneijderberg and Merkator (2012) have shown
that research in countries such as Australia, Norway, the United Kingdom (UK), and the United
States of America (USA) ﬁrst addressed the quantitative growth of staff positions for administrative
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and clerical personnel in universities. Referring
only to the quantitative growth of positions in
university administration, authors like Gornitzka
et al. (1998) deﬁned this as the bureaucratization
of universities. Around the millennium the
research focus was amended by a more qualitative
approach which brought forward a restructuring
and professionalization of administrative personnel in universities, most notably of personnel
which has been deﬁned as HEPROs in the beginning of this article. Building on their earlier publication Gornitzka et al. (1998), Gornitzka and
Larsen (2004) further elaborated the shift from
lower to higher positions among administrative
personnel; they also found no evidence for an
expansion of administrative positions in comparison to academic positions. Similar ﬁndings have
been found in Germany. Krücken et al. (2013)
analyzed the growth of university personnel for
the period 1992–2007. The overall increase of
numbers of university personnel in Germany is
mainly due to a growth of academic personnel by
28%, while administrative personnel increased by
only 1%. From 1992 to 2007, among administrative personnel a shift from lower to higher grades
becomes evident with administrative personnel in
the higher grade (höherer Dienst) and with primarily administrative (and management) functions increased by 90%. Within the
administrative personnel category, personnel
with primarily administrative functions increased
from 55% to 67%, while other administrative staff
positions decreased, including in the area of
library (from 14% to 10%), technical (from 22%
to 15%), and other personnel (from 9% to 8%).
The previous examples from Germany and Norway provide a number of characteristics of professionals (e.g., Abbott 1988; Larson 1977), with
HEPROs holding (full-time) and salaried positions in universities, being included in the universities’ hierarchy, power, and promotion structures,
and having designated professional duties. The
ﬁndings also hold true for many other countries,
such as the UK and the USA (Schneijderberg and
Merkator 2012).
The term HEPRO is not only used in Germany
(Hochschulprofession) but also in other countries
(e.g., Whitchurch 2017). Though, Schneijderberg
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and Merkator (2012) show that different terms are
used for the same group of professionals working
in universities, sometimes even within the same
country. Whitchurch (2013) refers to them as
“third space professionals” who have developed
their own professional identity (see ▶ Professional Staff Identities in Higher Education),
which is distinct from the administrative and academic personnel (see also Whitchurch and
Schneijderberg 2017). Alternatively, Deem
(1998) uses the term “nonacademic managers.”
In the US context, Rhoades (1998) calls them
administrators or managerial professionals in one
publication. In another publication about student
services, Rhoades (2001, 628) deﬁnes them as
“support professionals.” And in a third publication, Rhoades and Sporn (2002, 385) introduce
the term “nonacademic professionals.” The examples from the UK and the USA show that the
phenomenon of an emergent and growing profession is being approached from different angles,
e.g., focusing on work, identity, and management
of organizations. But – most importantly – despite
the differences in terminology and/or approach,
most of the studies cited address the phenomenon
of HEPROs as the emergence of a new professional group of university personnel.
HEPROs as professionals are regarded as a
second group of professionals in addition to the
academic profession making universities “multiprofessional organizations” (Henkel 2005, 163).
As designed in the overlap model (see ▶ Overlap
Model; Schneijderberg and Merkator 2012, 80),
HEPROs are situated in between the academic
and administrative personnel, with whom
HEPROs – in a varying mix of task sharing
– bear the responsibility of running the organization and functions of a university. Bound together
in the organization of the university, the institutional logics (Boltanksi and Thévenot 2006) of
professionalization and bureaucracy (see
▶ Bureaucracy) do co-affect the evolution of
organizational structures and processes of professionalization of HEPROs. Both bureaucratization
and professionalization are deﬁned by Weber
([1921] 1978) as social aspects of rationalization.
Ritzer (1975, 631) names ten joint characteristics
of a bureaucracy and a profession (see
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▶ Academic Profession): power (and hierarchies),
systematic knowledge, rational training, vocational qualiﬁcations, specialization, full-time
occupation, existence of a clientele, salaries, promotions, and professional duties. Deconstructing
the rigid, mostly sociological theories of professions, Larson (1977) combines the ideas of the
bureaucratic organization and professionalization
as co-constitutive for new professionalism.
Larson (1977, 184) argues that the bureaucratic
organization provides a matrix for occupational
specialization of new professionals. Focusing on
the actual working situations of new professionals
in the organization, Larson (1977, 186) deﬁnes
new professionals as “organizational professionals” or “public service organizational professionals.” Adopting the concept of HEPROs as
organizational professionals from Larson (1977),
the evolution of the speciﬁc professionalism of
HEPROs in the context of a university will be
explained in the following, illustrated by examples mainly from Germany.
Looking ﬁrst at the education and training of
HEPROs, not only in Anglo-American countries
but also in Germany, a university degree is considered the minimum requirement of credentials
to becoming a HEPRO (Schneijderberg and
Merkator 2012). In Germany, nine out of ten
HEPROs have a degree minimum at master level
(Schneijderberg et al. 2013; Schneijderberg
2015). Among those almost 40% of the HEPROs
hold a PhD, and 4% completed a habilitation. This
is remarkable because in Germany the career into
university administration, especially for clerical
positions, traditionally came via vocational training. The formal (disciplinary) training, vocational
or craft qualiﬁcations and possible specializations, set the “cognitive and technical basis”
(Larson 1977, 180) for becoming a professional.
And HEPROs with a PhD add the (inter-/multi-)
disciplinary social basis to the cognitive and technical basis. According to the respondents, holding
a PhD is very important for the recognition of
HEPROs by academics (Schneijderberg et al.
2013). Also having the same background of studies is considered very useful for understanding the
cultural background and ways of thinking of academic personnel by HEPROs. Nevertheless,
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HEPROs responses about where they did acquire
the necessary or “special skill” (Abbott 1988, 7)
– independent of it being professional (e.g., theories and methods), cognitive (e.g., learning and
understanding), transfer (e.g., problem-solving),
socio-communicative additional (e.g., legal and
economic knowledge), or skills for selforganization and self-management – the learning
on the job was considered most important. Skills
based on previous working experience, studying,
individual studies, and additional training are
regarded as being of minor importance by
HEPROs.
This means that the systematic knowledge of
HEPROs – about their professional day-to-daywork, about their university and/or their department, about the numerous committees, and about
other people around them – is developed over an
extended period of working on the job. But the
knowledge acquired is an individual expertise
which would need to be transferred into organizational knowledge stock by knowledge management systems. The systematic or expert
knowledge deﬁnes the way how HEPROs deal,
e.g., with a particular individual problem of a
student. According to Abbott (1988, 49) student
counseling can be understood as inferential work,
with inference being deﬁned as a process “when
the connection between diagnosis and treatment is
obscure” to the client and the client needs to have
trust in the professional. Also the “capacity to
claim esoteric knowledge and identiﬁable skills
– that is, to create and control a cognitive and
technical basis” (Larson 1977, 180) is important
for HEPROs, e.g., for the initiation and support of
a new process in quality assurance or to provide a
solution for organizational change. Larson (1977,
180) continues: “The claim of expertise aims at
gaining social recognition and collective prestige
which, in turn, are implicitly used by the individual to assert authority and demand respect in the
context of everyday transactions within a speciﬁc
role-sets.” Schneijderberg (2015) found that the
special skill or social, cognitive and technical
basis of HEPROs can be narrowed down to two
roles: (1) management and (2) support and services or the generalist combination of the two
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roles, adopting both in varying degrees depending
on the professional duties to be performed.
The two roles of management and support and
services constitute the professionalism of
HEPROs. The esoteric knowledge and identiﬁable skills of HEPROs align with the tasks
HEPROs are expected to deal with in varying
and variable professional duties in universities.
Historically, Larson (1977, 184) analyzes two
major incidents to be the triggers for the emergence of organizational professionals in the USA:
the primacy of science-based management practices of corporate capitalism and the outsourcing
of state functions or decreasing direct control of
institutions, e.g., in the health and (tertiary) education sectors. Nowadays, on a global level, the
ongoing evolution initiated by these two incidents
can be witnessed in universities becoming more
autonomous (see ▶ Autonomous), which is an
evolution of varying speed and adoptions
depending on speciﬁcs of the different national
university systems, of course. Along with universities becoming more autonomous organizations
comes a growing amount of task of organizing,
planning, reporting, administering, etc. inside
universities – task which have been previously
been performed by government ofﬁcials, not
only in public university systems. The context
and drive for the professionalization of HEPROs
are also to be witnessed in other areas which are
subject to public management reforms and
economization trends:
Professionals have become part of large-scale organizational systems, with cost control; targets; indicators; quality models; and market mechanisms,
prices, and competition. Professionalization has
two major objectives. Occupational domains try to
establish professional control ([. . .] cf. Freidson
2001), as well as occupational closure ([. . .] Abbott
1988), so that professional workers can govern
themselves and outside interference is mitigated Professionals are forced to adapt to social changes,
capitalist pressures, and consumerist tendencies
that resist autonomous, closed-off occupational
spheres. Professionals must prove their added
value. In addition, professionals are forced to adapt
to organizational and bureaucratic realities; instead
of status professions, modern professions have
turned into occupational professions ([. . .] Elliott
1972; Freidson 1983) and perhaps into organizational professions ([. . .] cf. Larson 1977) that

primarily face organizational control. (Noordegraaf
2007, 764)

Altering Noordegraaf’s (2007) analysis,
Schneijderberg et al. (2013) consider HEPROs
as organizational professionals with HEPROs
being an umbrella term for the occupational professionals. The occupational professionals work
in areas such as quality assurance, development
planning, student counseling and services, internationalization and mobility, KTT ofﬁces, and
research management. In a study about HEPROs
in Germany, Schneijderberg et al. (2013) found
only few occupational groups, especially in student counseling and development planning, have
relatively closed-off occupational spheres. The
majority of HEPROs perform a variety of professional duties. For example, almost two thirds of
respondents named counseling and services to
students as part of their job description, one third
nominated activities related to international relations and staff and student mobility, and one third
nominated (routine) administration, creating a
working overlap with clerks and others in university administration. The variety of tasks also
depends on the positions of HEPROs. For
instance, compared to HEPROs not holding a
leading position, HEPROs being head or deputy
head of a unit in central university administration
or managing director in a department are more
frequently involved in tasks like budgeting,
ﬁnances, staff development, public relations, and
cooperations with people external to the university. In addition to the potentially contested and
overlapping areas of work of HEPROs with other
HEPROs and university routine administration,
HEPROs fulﬁll tasks supporting academics and
tasks of planning, coordinating, and organizing
research, teaching, and KTT. Despite the formally
clear-cut differentiation of tasks among HEPROs
and academics in actual everyday work, the
boundaries blur, especially in research management and coordination of studies and study programs. Also, double assignments of HEPRO and
academic work are found. A considerable amount
of HEPROs, mainly involved in student counseling and services, are employed part time as
HEPROs and part time as academics with
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teaching assignments and research obligation
(e.g., for a dissertation, see also Schneijderberg
(2015)). Accounts of designated and blurred
occupational arenas can be also found in the writings by Whitchurch (2009), who describes the
four types of “bounded professionals,” “crossboundary professionals,” “unbounded professionals,” and “blended professionals” in
Australia, the UK, and the USA.
With the organization being core to the professionalism of HEPROs and only some HEPROs
being occupied with closed-off spheres of professional duties, Schneijderberg and Teichler (2013)
regard the emerging and growing group of
HEPROs being a modal type of universityfocused professionals – in the words of Abbott
(1988), this could be described as the emerging
work
jurisdiction
of
the
university.
Schneijderberg and Teichler (2013, 395 f.) summarize the current and future challenges of
HEPROs as modal type to:
• Find creative power and satisfaction with work
as generalists, i.e., as virtuosi of the indeterminate and unsettled in university organization
and never-ending ﬂow of human interaction
related to the functions of research, teaching,
and KTT.
• Embrace everyday work as being characterized
by management and support and services tasks
with basically unknown individual and organizational requirements, both with regard to ﬁnding (problem-related) solutions and to deﬁning
(problem-related) goals.
• Embrace everyday work as consisting only of a
limited number of regular, possibly slowly
evolving and professional duties due to a varying mix of multiple tasks (exception: e.g., fulltime student counseling).
• Deal with expert work of curiosity-driven and
innovative refection, searching, organizing,
problem-solving, etc. – in analogy to academic
work – as formally powerless facilitators of the
scientiﬁc endeavor in universities.
• Function in a position which is ﬂuid on a
continuum in between academic and administrative personnel, resulting in a stabilization of
an intermediary function sui generis.
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In 2017, it is difﬁcult to make a deﬁnite statement about the stage of professionalism of
HEPROs as a process of professionalization is
generally of long(er), possibly inﬁnite duration
and subject to continuing modiﬁcations due to
social, cultural, economic, and political changes
and requirements inside and outside of universities. Future research will have to show if HEPROs
succeed as organizational professionals of the
university in their bridging function in between
academic and administrative personnel and
work – as proof of their added value – or if the
rigid status system of the university is further
differentiated: adding to academic and to administrative differences and hierarchies a third power
structure of management and support and services
professionals.

Cross-References
▶ Autonomy
▶ Bureaucracy
▶ Overlap Model
▶ Academic Profession
▶ Professional Staff Identities in Higher Education
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Bureaucratization Process in Higher
Education
Christian Schneijderberg
International Centre for Higher Education
Research, University of Kassel, Kassel, Germany

Synonyms
Administration; Authority; Red tape

Definition
Bureaucratization is about 1) a deﬁned set of
regular activities and ofﬁcial duties, 2) stable and
rule led with communication channels based on
written documents assuring communication and
attainment of goals, and 3) employment of qualiﬁed personnel with attributed duties and rights.
Universities are bureaucratic organizations. By
law research, teaching and knowledge and technology transfer are deﬁned as the functions of
universities. Formal regulations exist for
employing professors, structuring academic and
administrative work, and ﬁling student enrolment,
progress, and examinations. In addition to the
examples of traditional bureaucracy, if you wish,
new(er) bureaucratization processes like standardized reporting of indicators, provision of information to university rankings and ratings, application

of ISO-standards for university products and services, teaching reports, and auditing, accreditation, and evaluations procedures of (almost)
every aspect of university life continuously
enlarges the bureaucratization of universities.
The new(er) bureaucratization processes are
prominent in the new public management (see
▶ New Public Management) and governance
(see ▶ Governance) discourse about organizational accountability and public transparency of
universities. In countries like Germany (see
▶ Germany), the bureaucratization of universities
is part of universities becoming more independent
from the state, with the state creating functional
equivalents to what previously was directly controlled and steered by the ministries responsible
for higher education and research.
Research about bureaucracy was prominent
roughly in the period from 1950 to 1980, when
bureaucratic, organizational, and work processes
were widely studied (e.g., van de Ven et al. 1976).
Most, if not all, research builds on the basic ideas
of bureaucracy formulated by Max Weber in
Economy and Society (1978), ﬁrst published in
German in 1921. According to Weber modern
bureaucracies follow a speciﬁc manner: “There
is the principle of ﬁxed and ofﬁcial jurisdictional
areas, which are generally ordered by rules [. . .]
by laws or administrative regulations” (Weber
1978: 956). The principle differentiates:
1. A deﬁned set of regular activities and ofﬁcial
duties.
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2. Stable and rule led with communication channels based on written documents (“the ﬁles”)
assuring that goals are communicated, e.g., to
subordinates, and that these goals are reached.
3. Employment of qualiﬁed personnel with attribution of corresponding duties and rights; the
explicit and implicit knowledge of these rules
are deﬁned as a special technical learning, e.g.,
of legal, business, and management issues.
Weber (1978: 957) makes a distinction
between the state sphere, where “these three elements constitute bureaucratic agency,” and the
private economic sphere, where “they constitute
a bureaucratic enterprise.” Weber notes
concerning public agency and private enterprise
that in Continental Europe a strict distinction is
made, whereas in Anglo-American and Asian
countries the distinction of public and private is
rather blurred. Bureaucratic agency and enterprise
are regarded as rational and efﬁcient mechanisms
for the achievement of goals and services of and
inside universities. Bureaucratic agency and
enterprise are also regarded as an “instrument of
power, of exercising control over people and over
different spheres of life, and of continuous expansion of such power either in the interests of the
bureaucracy itself or in the interests of some (often
sinister) masters” (Eisenstadt 1959: 303), e.g., in
university and departmental administration and
management.
Several approaches to studying and measuring
bureaucratization can be found in the literature,
mostly related to administration and organization
theory. Among others, Pugh et al. (1968) use a
multidimensional grid for the analysis of bureaucracy in organizations. The ﬁve distinct but interrelated dimensions are:
1. Specialization has three point of reference:
division of labor within the organization, functional distribution of ofﬁcial duties, and
numerous full-time positions requiring specialized training.
2. Standardization refers to regular events ranging from decision-making and management
processes to teaching of students and doing
research. Primarily teaching and research
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legitimize the organization, and decisionmaking and management processes award
legitimacy to universities being run well.
3. Formalization tackles the extent to which rules
of enrolment, procedures of promotion,
instructions for employees, and communications about job descriptions or informationpassing documents like decisions by the university presidency are spelled out in
written form.
4. Centralization addresses management and
decision-making in universities, especially
hierarchical levels, authorization of executive
action, and jurisdictions of committees like the
academic senate. Depending on the tradition of
the higher education system and the size of
organizations also decentralized management
and decision-making in departments by deans,
faculty committees, etc. have to be taken into
consideration.
5. Conﬁguration can be understood as an allencompassing organizational chart of the university deﬁning every role, hierarchical interrelatedness and workﬂow, and outcome
control. In centralized and decentralized university, management and administration conﬁguration inﬂuences the role structure, e.g., of
academics controlling administrators who are
controlling clerks.
The ﬁve dimensions can be high on one or
more dimension and low on one or more other
dimensions. Pugh et al. (1968) also stress that
ﬂexibility and traditions can inﬂuence bureaucratic processes in organizations.
Though, bureaucracy being high or low does
not only depend on its basic or extended dimensions as described by Weber (1978) and Pugh
et al. (1968). For instance, van de Ven et al.
(1976: 323) show that (bureaucratic and) processual work activities or tasks can be coordinated
by programming (impersonal mode), e.g., via
rules, plans, schedules, policies, procedures, and
information systems, and feedback, using vertical
and/or horizontal channels of communication for
the information of individuals (personal mode) or
groups (group mode). Both, individuals and
groups, can be informed in scheduled and
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unscheduled occasions. Van de Ven et al. (1976)
ﬁnd that task uncertainty, task interdependence,
and group size are valuable predictors for a more
or less bureaucratic coordination of work in organizations: Growing size of a group has an
impersonalizing effect on the coordination of
work; the more task interdependence and task
uncertainty exists, the more impersonal and
group modes of coordination are effective; person
modes of coordination are used in addition to
impersonal modes, except for programmed coordination of work. In a recent study Walsh and Lee
(2015) show that the work organization in large
research groups in science becomes more bureaucratized. Large groups have a clear division of
tasks between academic ranks and tasks at hand,
e.g., doing research, training of pre- and postdoctoral candidates, and publishing. Task uncertainty
in interdisciplinary research groups is met by clear
division of work. Walsh and Lee (2015: 1597) ﬁnd
that for the technology of production
“interdependence has signiﬁcant effects on
bureaucratic structuring, distinct from the effects
of size, including negative effects on division of
labor, but positive effects of standardization.
Looking further, the effect of size on bureaucratization, especially division of labor, is larger in
high
interdependency
than
in
low
interdependency work settings.”
In higher education studies bureaucratization is
often addressed to discuss the organization of
academic work (e.g., Blau 1994). Weber (1978)
conceptualizes bureaucratization and professionalization as social aspects of rationalization.
Ritzer (1975) points out that bureaucracy and
profession (see ▶ Profession) are not antithetical
and share common features. In Weber’s writing,
Ritzer (1975: 631) identiﬁes ten characteristics of
a profession which are power, systematic knowledge, rational training, vocational qualiﬁcations,
specialization, full-time occupation, existence of a
clientele, salaries, promotions, and professional
duties. Already an early study by Hall (1968)
suggests that professionals working in an organization affect the structure of the organization, and,
at the same time, the organizational structure does
affect the process of professionalization.
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On the one side, the process of bureaucratization is regarded as compromising the academic
profession from inside, what Kogan (2007)
labeled as the bureaucratization of the collegium,
and from outside with professors becoming managed professionals by administrators (Rhoades
1998). On the other side, bureaucratization
secures professional control in universities, evaluation of quality, etc. (Kogan 2007). The tension
of professional and bureaucratic organization can
be pinpointed by referring to mechanisms of
mediation or control (Ouchi 1980): Bureaucracies
are found to be efﬁcient, when both goal incongruence and performance ambiguity are moderately high, what applies to the organization of
research, teaching, and knowledge and technology transfer in universities; professions, academic
communities, or clans are efﬁcient when goal
incongruence is low, e.g., primacy of research,
and performance ambiguity is high, e.g., judged
by peer review (see ▶ Peer Review). Acknowledging this, it can be concluded that “a stable
service-oriented bureaucracy (the type of bureaucracy depicted in the Weberian ideal type of
bureaucracy) is based on the existence of some
equilibrium or modus vivendi between professional autonomy and societal (or political) control” (Eisenstadt 1959: 313).

Cross-References
▶ Academic Profession, Higher Education
▶ Germany
▶ Governance
▶ New Public Management
▶ New Public Management and the Academic
Profession
▶ Peer Review
▶ Profession
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Overlap Model of Roles and Tasks in
University Organizations
Christian Schneijderberg
International Centre for Higher Education
Research, University of Kassel, Kassel, Germany

Synonyms
Contested zones; Arena of the workplace

Definition
The overlap model provides an analytic framework for the analysis of roles and tasks of academic, of management, and of administrative
work in universities.
The overlap model was ﬁrst presented in a
literature review about The New Higher Education Professionals (HEPROs) (see “▶ Higher
Education Professionals (HEPROs)”) by
Schneijderberg and Merkator (2012). The overlap
model consists of an analytic continuum of roles
of university personnel ranging from academic
personnel via HEPROs to administrative personnel (see “▶ Academic Profession”). The term personnel is used to refer to the legal status of
academic and administrative staff. In between
the groups of academic personnel and of HEPROs
the “academic overlap” deals with the tasks differentiating the university functions or missions of

research, of teaching, and of knowledge and technology transfer. In between the groups of
HEPROs and of administrative personnel the
“administrative overlap” is formed. The “academic overlap” and “administrative overlap” are
contested organizational “arenas” (Abbott 1988:
59) of new professionalism in universities, transgressing traditional professional borders. The
schematic differentiation of the academic and
administrative overlap is not clearly delineated
in every-day working reality, which is indicated
by the arrow below the overlap boxes in Graph 1.
The focus on roles and tasks of the overlap model
also can help bring to the front the evolution of
tasks and alternation of roles in university organizations. The roles and overlapping tasks form a
multidimensional grid for the analysis of academic, of management, and of administrative
work in universities.
Traditionally, academic personnel are in charge
of doing research, teaching students, and transferring knowledge and technology to society at large,
the economy, etc. Traditionally all nonacademic
personnel are supposed to support academic personnel in organizing and administering the three
functions of a university. Among other reasons,
the distinct specialized socializations processes
and trainings of academic and nonacademic university personnel constituted academic and nonacademic jurisdictions (Abbott 1988). For
instance, Hanson (2001) presents in the
interacting spheres model a conﬂict zone in
between the administrators and school teacher’s
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Overlap Model of Roles
and Tasks in University
Organizations, Graph
1 Overlap model (Source:
Schneijderberg and
Merkator 2012: 80)
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zone. Analyzing new management approaches in
and of schools, the characteristics of bureaucratic,
social system, and open system models are
reﬂected by Hanson (2001). The teacher’s zone
is deﬁned by a ﬂexible environment, classroom
decisions, and pockets of autonomy, power, and
sub-coalitions. The administrative zone is constituted by quasi-rational environments, schoolwide decisions, relative autonomy, authority, and
sub-coalitions. Both teachers and administrators
at the same time inﬂuence the other zone while
defending their own zone. As a result, in the
contested zone a negotiation order, mechanisms
for conﬂict resolution, and various sub-coalitions
of teachers and administrators are organizing the
interaction. In all three zones positive and negative effects of bureaucratization processes (see
“▶ Bureaucratization Processes”) can occur.
Unlike in Hanson’s (2001) interacting spheres
model with two spheres, one conﬂict or overlapping zone, and one function of teaching, the
overlap model grasps the roles of three groups and
two overlaps in between the personnel groups
organizing the three functions research, teaching,
and knowledge and technology transfer of the
organization university. Of course, also academic
and administrative personnel have an overlap of
work – as sketched by the conﬂict zone – which
remained in the background in the literature
review focusing on HEPROs.
HEPROs break through the traditional division
of academic and nonacademic personnel: First,
the vast majority of HEPROs hold academic
credentials – quite a number of them even

Administrative
Personnel

Administrative
Overlap

PhDs – and HEPROs are hired to organizing
academic, management, and administrative work
of the organization university. Second, the roles or
role bundles of HEPROs as development planners, study counselors, research managers,
etc. unite academic and administrative tasks in
proportions varying depending on the speciﬁc
role or bundle of roles of HEPROs. And, third,
the mere existences of HEPROs break open the
binary division of academic and administrative
work in universities. The overlap model can be
used as a conceptual tool to analyze how a conﬂict
zone either in the “academic overlap” or “administrative overlap” is enlarged by coordinating
work among more than two groups with speciﬁc
professionalism.
Due to the growing managerial tasks within the
university as an organization (e.g., Kruecken et al.
2013), Schneijderberg et al. (2013) suggest
amending both overlaps to become the “academic
(and management) overlap” in between the
groups of academic personnel and HEPROs and
the “administration (and management) overlap” in
between administrative personnel and higher
HEPROs. Adding management in brackets point
to the fact that in the university organization
administration work is altered or enlarged by managerial task performed by HEPROs, and sometime even by administrative personnel, formerly
only executing routine work (see “▶ Middle Management”). The “academic (and management)
overlap” acknowledges that research, especially
in larger research groups, is amended by management tasks, mostly executed by senior academics

Overlap Model of Roles and Tasks in University Organizations
Overlap Model of Roles
and Tasks in University
Organizations, Graph
2 Modiﬁed overlap model
of roles and tasks in
university organizations
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Academic (and
Management) Overlap

Administrative
Personnel

(Musselin 2007). The focus on role(s) and tasks of
the overlap model also raises the question of how
to deal with full-time academic managers of universities and university departments? Presidents,
vice-rectors, deans, etc. as “academic turned managers” (Deem 2006) might be academics in the
rank of a professor but their tasks are clearly
focused on the management and administration
of universities and/or university departments (see
“▶ Leadership in Higher Education”). When dealing with administrative personnel, the overlap has
to be altered to “management and administrative
overlap,” and, when dealing with academic personnel, the “management and academic overlap”
is addressed from their perspective. It should
become clear that despite their status as professors
their roles are not academic roles (anymore).
Accordingly, intra-professional tensions and new
clans (Ouchi 1980) of academic turned managers
might rise, transgressing academic tribes and territories (Becher and Trowler 2001). The analysis
using the overlap model points to the fact of roles
and tasks in university organizations being in
motion. This led Schneijderberg and Teichler
(2013) to describing HEPROs as the modal type
of new professionals working in university
organizations.

Administrative
Personnel

University
Managers

Academic
Personnel

Summing up what was written before, a modiﬁcation of the overlap model is suggested in
Graph 2.
Due to legal regulations, the status groups of
academic and administrative personnel remain as
poles of a continuum with HEPROs situated in
between them. Unlike HEPROs, presidents, vicerectors, deans, etc. are formalized positions with
designated roles and tasks. Acknowledging that as
leaders of universities and university departments,
they might or might not be academics presidents,
vice-rectors, deans, etc. are situated on a continuum with the poles of academic and administrative personnel. As university managers former
academics are in-between professionals, like
HEPROs. With the second roles continuum the
potential conﬂict zones in the “academic (and
management) overlap” and “administrative (and
management) overlap” of academic and administrative personnel become explicit in the overlap
model. Vested interests and training-based specializations securing power, supported by structures and processes, make administrative
personnel having a greater say in the “administrative (and management) overlap” and academic
personnel in the “academic (and management)
overlap.” Depending on the research question
and/or the university setting and system in a
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speciﬁc country, the groups of professionals need
to be adjusted. In the names of the overlaps, management is written in brackets to emphasize that,
e.g., in the “academic (and management) overlap”
research, teaching, and knowledge and technology transfer are the distinguished activities and
that the management of research, teaching, and
knowledge and technology transfer by the university organization is a necessary but secondary
activity, at most.

Cross-References
▶ Academic Profession
▶ Bureaucratization Processes
▶ Higher Education Professionals (HEPROs)
▶ Leadership in Higher Education
▶ Middle Management
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New Managerialism in Higher
Education
Rosemary Deem
Royal Holloway University of London, London,
UK

Synonyms
New public management

Definition
An ideological conﬁguration of ideas and practices about the restructuring and reconﬁguring of
the processes of organizational management and
regulation of employee behavior that can be found
in public service organizations.

What Is New Managerialism?
Like many social science concepts, new
managerialism has been extensively used by
many academics, with varying deﬁnitions, in relation to the management regimes, rhetorics, and
practices found in a number of different public
services, from health to higher education (Ferlie
et al. 1996; Deem 1998, 2004; Ferlie 2003), in a
wide range of countries. This extends beyond the
global north because versions of new

managerialism have been imposed on public services in developing countries by bodies like the
World Bank and the OECD. New managerialism
has connections to and is sometimes used interchangeably with another concept, that of new
public management (NPM). NPM certainly overlaps with new managerialism, although it can be
argued that there are subtle but important differences between the two concepts (Deem and
Brehony 2005), including new public management’s very close association with public choice
theory which focuses on reshaping public service
organizations by making them more marketoriented, while new managerialism itself does
not refer to public choice theory. New
managerialism can best be described as an ideological conﬁguration of ideas and practices about
the restructuring and reconﬁguring of the processes of organizational management and regulation of employee behavior found in public service
organizations (and in the past, also in private
sector organizations, although this has long since
disappeared or been signiﬁcantly diluted) particularly in education and health.
New managerialism is usually imposed by
governments or transnational bodies, either
directly, usually through funding or policy mechanisms, or indirectly as in the concept of “steering
at a distance”(Kickert 1995), whereby governments convey the impression to universities that
it is institutions not government that is calling the
shots, even though this is rarely the case. New
managerialism is seen by its proponents as
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inherently political rather than just a technical
orthodoxy common to many public service organizations run under governments of many different political hues. The technical orthodoxy is a
description more accurately attributed to new public management. New managerialism has gradually replaced public bureaucracies where those
described as bureau-professionals exercise
power over service users (Mintzberg 1983), with
new practices, narratives, and ways of doing
things, though ironically, new managerialism
often leads to greater government imposed
bureaucracy and regulation than before (Pollitt
1993; Deem 1994), while seeming to suggest
that bureaucracy is fading away.
Managerialism has evolved more slowly than
some authors might suggest. If we look at the
work of Reed (2007) on higher education, he has
distinguished between three forms of
managerialism, which he sees as closely
interlinked to new public management. The three
stages are: corporatist, neo-liberal, and neotechnocratic (Reed 2007). The ﬁrst form, corporatist, has arguably been around in various forms
from the post-World War II decades of the twentieth century onwards in some Western societies.
Reed suggests it was about maintaining a social
settlement between producers and providers
which existed in a climate of Keynesian economics and Fordist management practices. At that
time, public services already had some elements
of management activities, for example, in higher
education these related to the organization of
teaching and research. Toward the later decades
of the twentieth century, processes of globalization and ﬁscal crises arising in some Western
nation states challenged the corporatist interpretation of managerialism and saw a shift toward neoliberal managerialism. This form, Reed contends,
critiqued corporatist managerialism and instead
adopted pro-market, pro-consumer, and sometimes pro-network values which were antistate,
anti-producer, and anti-bureaucracy. Market
approaches to services were reworked and an
emphasis placed on efﬁciency and effectiveness
and the destruction of professional hierarchies and
elites. By the late 1990s, Reed argues, neo-liberal
managerialism itself was also being challenged
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and instead public service modernization, drawing on what Reed calls neo-technocratic
managerialism (which could be characterized as
new public management), began to focus on such
things as personalization (a form of service aimed
at and tailored toward individual needs, rather
than just the public as an amorphous mass),
empowerment of service users rather than regulation or control by professionals, and localization
(whereby the local context/situation was emphasized). In this third phase, professional staff, Reed
suggests, were reinvented as reﬂexive practitioners who advised rather than told their clients
what to do. We can begin to see from Reed’s
(2007) work that managerialism per se is far
from new, though his suggested recent links
between managerialism and public service modernization plans which more thoroughly take into
account service users as individuals tend to position that neo-technocratic form as more closely
resembling a form of new public management
than it does new managerialism.
Other researchers have tried to distinguish
between hard and soft forms of managerialism in
relation to different dimensions of the phenomenon (Magalhães et al. 2017), particularly applying
this to examining changing forms, practices, and
narratives of higher education governance, in this
instance exploring the different views of academics and professional administrative staff
about perceived changes to and features of
recently reformed governance in Portuguese universities. Hard forms of managerialism according
to Magalhães et al. (2017) typically include a
focus on developing and retaining managerial
hierarchies. Organizational objectives are made
to relate to measurable phenomena such as outputs; there is considerable emphasis on competition both between and within organizations and
performance indicators are regarded as an important measure of organizational success or failure.
The idea of “command and control” efﬁciency
and commodiﬁcation of activities are paramount,
and there is considerable emphasis on the importance of management skills as key processes
which carry both organizational and governance
modernization forward. Soft managerialism
(Paradeise et al. 2009), by contrast, say Magalhães

New Managerialism in Higher Education

et al., puts much more emphasis on distributed
leadership and interpersonal networks rather than
hierarchies, focuses on the relationship of organizational goals to organizational mission statements, stresses collaboration and co-operation
between and within organizations, uses “light
touch” systems such as negotiation and persuasion, and emphasizes a range of empowerment
and enablement skills such as modulation and
orchestration (Magalhães et al. 2017) (Table. 1).

How Did New Managerialism Get into
Higher Education?
Although most researchers in the ﬁeld agree that
beyond the general effects of globalization and
internationalization of higher education (Deem
2001; Kwiek 2001; King et al. 2013), the main
source of new managerialism’s spread is through
government policies and rhetoric and for some
countries, an emphasis on the primacy of management in public service organizations by transnational bodies such as OECD and the World Bank,
it is entirely possible that other sources may have
reinforced the spread of new managerialism.
These include the transfer of senior staff from
one sector (for example, from social housing,
health, or social services) to another (Kirkpatrick
et al. 2005). For example, in the UK, the move of
nursing into universities as an entirely graduate
profession via Project 2000 at the end of the
twentieth century may have been an important
source of the spread of new managerialism and
new public management, since major National
Health Service reforms had preceded the shift of
nurse training into higher education (though the
NHS in the UK has many other older links with
universities, including the training of doctors). It
has also been argued that management consultants
may have played a key role in accelerating the
spread of new managerialism and NPM, particularly in the UK and Canada, where management
consultancy has a much longer history and
embeddedness in public services than it has in a
country like France (Saint-Martin 1998) where
new managerialism and NPM permeated higher
education and other public services much more
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slowly. Eraut’s work on informal learning in professions also notes that an additional source of
organizational change is the movement of professional employees from one organization to
another (Eraut 2000, 2004). In the case of universities, such learning in relation to new
managerialism is more likely to be from senior
administrative and management personnel than
from academics, who tend to be more resistant to
it but of course in many countries including much
of mainland Europe, elected internal leaders and
manager-academics are common place so mobility of managers is very limited. A variant of
Eraut’s theory is offered by Meyer, who argues
that new managerialism is not really about those
in leadership positions in educational organizations responding to new environments in conditions of uncertainty or an instance of the spread of
corporate capitalism and market environments
into educational settings but rather is an organizational learning response by educational managers
to the limitations of bureaucracies in a turbulent
climate (Meyer 2002). However, the evidence of
the link between new managerialism and governments’ and transnational bodies’ policies regarding the way public services are run in many
countries is considerable, and though undoubtedly organizational informal learning is a factor
in the transmission of new managerialism, it is
almost certainly not the key factor in that process.

Why Does New Managerialism Matter in
Higher Education?
There are a number of reasons why it matters.
Firstly, emphasizing the primacy of management
is one of a number of organizational and wider
environment changes to HE, which also includes
massiﬁcation of access to universities, globalization, and the growth of an audit culture in both
research and teaching (Power 1997; Strathern
2000; Cheng 2009), all of which underlay the
gradual shift away from academic collegiality in
higher education institutions toward the power of
managers (and perhaps also lay governors) to
make decisions on behalf of and about academics.
As research in New Zealand has demonstrated, a
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culture of managerialism and neoliberalism
emphasis of markets can lead to university managers making problematic decisions such as signiﬁcantly casualizing the academic workforce,
which affects the lives, ﬁnances, and careers of
early stage academics and also affects the quality
of teaching that students get from tutors juggling
several temporary and badly paid jobs in different
locations (Shore and Davidson 2014). Secondly,
new managerialism is closely linked to changes in
governance regimes and practices, with increased
emphasis placed on the role and importance of
external stakeholders with experience of the corporate world. Such stakeholders may start off with
roles as “imaginary friends” to rectors and their
senior teams (Magalhães et al. 2016) but move
over time to being more engaged and perhaps
more effective actors in governance matters, thus
further reducing academic autonomy. This shift
also brings about a change in governance praxis
which Veiga et al. refer to as “boardism,” which is
embedded in an enhanced role for governing bodies in higher education institutions (Veiga
et al. 2015).
A shift to new managerialism may also raise
issues about whether temporary and internally
elected senior management roles are still appropriate in contemporary universities and perhaps
also place a greater emphasis on training and
development of academics and other professionals who have never previously undergone
management training of any kind (Deem et al.
2007). New managerialism, in emphasizing the
signiﬁcance of management, may also see those
who become managers as what has been termed
(on the basis of research in Ireland) “care-less
workers,” that is people, usually men, who have
no caring or other domestic responsibilities to
distract them from their all-consuming jobs
(Grummell et al. 2009). While some women managers have thrived on new managerialism, performance management, and market-oriented
regimes, other female academics may ﬁnd them
problematic and resist taking on roles such as
Head of Department or Dean (Deem 2003). But
as Morley has noted, the problem lies not simply
in changing women’s aspirations but also in
changing organizations and the knowledge base
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of higher education institutions (Morley 2013),
which has not proved very compatible with new
managerialism. Blackmore’s work on leadership
in Australia also reveals the extent to which
women academics are rejecting leadership and
management
roles
in
contexts
where
managerialism and neo-liberalism have come to
dominate the organizational climate (Blackmore
2013; Blackmore and Sawers 2015).

How Has New Managerialism Been
Researched?
A wide range of approaches have been used to
study new managerialism, from policy and documentary analysis to surveys of internal and external stakeholders and interviews and focus groups
with university staff, students, and external
respondents. Approaches informed by ethnography have also been utilized (Deem et al. 2007).
Historical approaches can be helpful as they are a
way of exploring the antecedents of
managerialism in previous management and governance regimes and organizational cultures
(Bundy 2004). The challenges of researching
something as amorphous as new managerialism
are considerable and qualitative case studies and
system-wide surveys are popular as ways to combine depth and breadth. Much also depends on the
interpretation of new managerialism used by different researchers. Sometimes new managerialism
has been used as a rather elastic term covering
anything linked to any kind of emphasis on the
role of management, which does not really help to
deﬁne the extent of its permeation of higher education institutions. Assessing whether whole systems have a considerable component of new
managerialism is challenging since reliance on
one-off or dual case studies can be misleading,
while survey results depend a good deal on the
veracity of the sample selection, a reasonably high
response rate, and the validity of the questions
asked. Comparing different public services is
very helpful in deciding what is sector speciﬁc
and what is general (Ferlie and Fitzgerald 2002;
Newman 2002; Carvalho and Bruckmann 2014a).
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Doing research on a highly political topic also
raises important questions about the values
researchers hold and the extent to which “taking
sides” affects interpretation of ﬁndings. This is
posed in relation to Howard Becker’s classic
work “Whose Side Are We On?” (Becker 1967)
by a recent piece reﬂecting on policy work, about
what it means to do that analysis (Warren and
Garthwaite 2015), the value conﬂicts that may
result, and also questioning for what audiences
we are writing policy analyses.
A recent addition to the literature on
researching new managerialism is an article
which suggests that we could approach our investigations by establishing an ideal type of new
managerialism that would allow us to compare
different manifestations of it (Shepherd 2017).
Of course, comparing features of organizations
has a long history, and there are many different
ways of doing it. As with other forms of
researching new managerialism, much depends
on the deﬁnition. It is hard to come up with an
ideal type of something which appears in so many
different forms, from trilingualism (having several different beliefs and discourse used according
to whom the individual is with) to organizational
structures, cultures, and ways of being. What
Shepherd’s ideal type does is to elicit a series of
statements about management such as “Management is generic and universally applicable” (p 6)
and “Private sector methods are superior” (p 7).
Leaving aside the point that it is not that private
sector methods are superior per se but that they are
believed to be so by some political factions, Shepherd’s statements are very useful pointers but perhaps do not fully capture the spirit of new
managerialism. Instead, they read rather like a
survey where the respondent is asked to agree or
disagree with a series of statements. Indeed, that is
clearly what is intended as the use of the ideal type
is illustrated by reference to a study of Vice Rectors and how appointments were made
(particularly, whether appointing in open competition rather than selecting internally is an indication of managerialism). Possibly what else needs
to be taken into account is that phenomena like
new managerialism change over time rather than
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being static. But maybe new managerialism is not
universal anyway?

Does New Managerialism Exist
Everywhere?
One of the distinctive features of new
managerialism that has been emphasized is that
it is ideological in character. Unlike the technical
orthodoxy of new public management, we should
not necessarily expect to ﬁnd new managerialism
everywhere. On the other hand, globalizing forces
and international mobility of some senior managers may spread practices from higher education
institutions in one country to another even without
the interference of governments, transnational
bodies, or policy borrowing from one to another.
But Martin has argued, using interviews with tenure track academics from a comprehensive university and a research-intensive university in
California, that although there are traces of new
managerialism in US higher education, there are
far less indications of its presence than in many
other countries (Martin et al. 2016). Using new
institutional theory, Martin claims that despite
some signs of new managerialism’s permeation
of the US higher education system such as
decreased faculty autonomy, academic capitalism
in research intensive universities, and resource
dependency in comprehensive public universities,
there is much less evidence of the emergence of a
managerial class in universities than in many
other Western societies and various institutional
logics come and go. Her point is that though
managerial tendencies are referred to in narratives
of respondents at both universities, in the
research-intensive university there were no
reports of the existence of a managerial class and
traditional academic logics and governance by
academics seemed to be persisting (Martin
2016). Thus though widespread, not every university or every higher education institution shows
traces of new managerialism and some of those
that do may not display those traces forever.
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Synonyms

persistence, academic success, and study completion. It is now appreciated that institutions need to
provide educational processes and programs that
are inclusive for all students. Inclusive approaches
are premised on acknowledging the range of backgrounds and experiences of all students in processes and services such as institutional discourse,
student services, and educational programs.
Importantly, inclusive approaches mobilize the
range of perspectives, experiences, and viewpoints of all students in the educational setting,
laying the foundations for a rich educational experience and academic success.

Student retention; Attrition; Student diversity;
Institutional responsibility; Inclusive approaches

Introduction
Definition
Retaining students in their higher education studies is a longstanding issue that has received
increased attention in more recent times. The
impetus for the concern is the large-scale changes
that have occurred in higher education over the
past few decades and resulted in increased diversity in the cultural and educational backgrounds of
participating students. In earlier times when the
student proﬁle was more homogenous, academic
success and study completion were seen as the
responsibility of the students themselves. Currently in the context of diverse student cohorts,
higher education institutions are seen to share
responsibility with students for their study

The retention of students in their higher education
studies has been a topic of interest since the establishment of formal education systems (Aljahani
2016). Students withdrawing from their studies
before completion is costly for the higher education system overall, the individual students and
their families, and for their societies. Despite its
longstanding nature and propelled by the largescale changes that have occurred in higher education over recent decades, student retention is currently receiving increased attention globally. The
changes in higher education have led to a focus on
the quality, impact and outcomes of higher education systems.
Retaining students in their studies until completion, rather than them “dropping out,” is seen
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as a signiﬁcant measure of the effectiveness of
academic programs and processes. An example
of the impact of the issue is the Australian setting
where in 2002 the higher education attrition rate
for all students, domestic and international, was
close to one in ﬁve (van Stalk et al. 2007). While
in earlier times it can be argued that the responsibility for achieving in and completing their studies
was placed on the students themselves (Crosling
and Webb 2002), more recently however, the onus
has shifted. It is now seen that institutions also
have responsibility to ensure that academic programs and the student experience are shaped in
ways that provide the opportunity for study success for all students, regardless of their entering
backgrounds and experiences. In this shared
responsibility, students are required to be committed and study seriously so as to underpin their
success; at the same time, institutions need to be
dynamic and student responsive, recognizing and
addressing the varying needs of students as they
impact on academic studies and the student experience. That is, rather than only the students having to assimilate into the established academic
system, institutions need to adjust their programs
and processes to accommodate differing student
cohorts (Rendon et al. 2004). The institution’s role
in contributing to student retention is the focus of
this paper.
It is important to point out that deﬁnitions of
retention and rates of retention vary across countries (Heagney 2008), with some countries including, or not including, in attrition ﬁgures students
who change institutions or academic programs
within the same institution or who complete their
studies within a particular timeframe. Despite
these deﬁnitional variations, institutions cannot
ignore the fact that students leaving their studies
before completion is not an optimal situation and
that they need to work toward an environment
where all students have the best opportunity for
study success and completion.
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Changes in Higher Education and
Student Retention
The changes in the higher education system over
the past decades have seen increased diversity in
the educational and cultural backgrounds of participating students. Higher education has moved
from an elite system catering for a small percentage of national populations to a massiﬁed and, in
some countries, a universal system, with much
larger percentages of national populations enrolling in higher education studies (Trow 1974). The
outcome is that students from some backgrounds
where there is limited or different societal and
family experience of higher education may be
less attuned initially to the academic value systems and processes that underpin academic success. These backgrounds include low-income or
economic status groups, mature aged students,
students who are ﬁrst in their families to attend
higher education, people with disabilities, and
people from minority groups and refugees
(Heagney 2008). The intensiﬁcation of the internationalization of the higher education system
over the last few decades has also contributed
strongly to student diversity. As students, academic programs, and institutions cross national
boundaries, students bring to their studies varying
educational, cultural, and language backgrounds
and possibly greater initial divergence between
their and the institution’s expectations and academic values. The situation of students such as
these can be compared with their classmates who
have background experiences and expectations
that are more aligned to the values of academia
and who are consequently better positioned for
academic success.
Another interrelated factor that has prompted
the current focus on student retention and added to
student diversity is that nations recognize the need
for tertiary-educated populations to cope with the
demands of the technologically driven knowledge
society (Schendel and McCowan 2016;
McCowan 2016). With the consequent increased
demand for higher education, some nations, such
as Malaysia, have opened up to private higher
education for which students pay full fees, or, as
occurs in countries such as Australia with largely
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a public education system for local students,
attending students must contribute to the costs of
their studies. Consequently, governments and
their educational quality assurance agencies are
demanding that higher education institutions are
accountable for the quality of their educational
programs, and ﬁgures of student retention are
integral to such measures and accountability.
Some commentators have maintained that the
widening of participation in higher education and
the participation of students from diverse backgrounds has led to a decline in academic standards
(Thomas 2002). From this perspective, student
dropout is attributed to student deﬁciency and
shortcomings in attitude, aptitude, or ability,
reﬂected in incorrect program selection, poor
work attitudes, and poor approach (Aljahani
2016; Rendon et al. 2004). But as Thomas
(2002) states, it is erroneous to connect the wider
participation of sections of society to declining
standards because of such students’ poor preparation or lack of academic ability. In Tight’s (1998)
words, this is victim blaming. Again citing
Thomas (2002), in today’s higher education
world, the blame for students not succeeding in
their studies needs to be shared by the institution.

Student Departure from Study Before
Completion
If responsibility for student retention or attrition in
their studies is to be shared, institutions need to be
aware of the reasons for attrition and address these
proactively. While research has provided a range
of reasons why students leave, a signiﬁcant ﬁnding is that while it occurs because of both institutional and external factors (Thomas 2002), there is
rarely no one motivating factor for departure; in
most cases, a combination of interrelated factors is
implicated (Crosling et al. 2008a). Along these
lines, Tinto’s (2007) model of student retention
includes psychological, sociological, organizational, environmental, interaction, and economic
platforms that inﬂuence students’ study persistence or departure. More particularly, preemptors
for study departure include poor preparation for
higher education, a weak match between the
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student and the institution and/or their study program, leading to an incongruity between the institution’s and student’s values, the student’s lack of
study commitment, unsatisfactory academic experience, and social integration. Other reasons
include ﬁnancial issues and personal circumstances (Long et al. 2006). Maher and Macallister
(2013) state that an insufﬁcient ﬁt between secondary and university education as seen in insufﬁcient preparation for higher education studies is
a major contributing factor.
Overriding these matters though, there is evidence that the mismatch between a student’s and
the institution’s values is a broad issue, as
Bourdieu (1988) pointed out, and concerns cultural capital; the notion is that systems replicate
themselves by appealing to and providing a place
for those who hold similar values. Thus, cultural
capital refers to the capital students hold because
they share a world view with the institution based
on common experiences and interactions
(Braxton and Lien 2000). Importantly, cultural
capital, or lack of it, impacts on the suitability of
strategies that students bring to bear on their studies. In the earlier times of a more “elite” higher
education system, attending students largely came
from a section of society where there existed an
alignment of values and world view with the
institution, minimizing incongruence, maximizing the students’ ability to more readily integrate
into the institution and apply academic strategies
that are more likely to lead to success (Braxton
and Lien 2000; Astin (1993), cited in Aljahani
(2016). With the diverse student cohorts of today
that include students from a range of socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, such an alignment cannot be assumed.
For greater alignment, both the institution and
the students must share responsibility for adjustment and contribution to better approaches and
processes to improve retention and the academic
experience for all students, regardless of their
backgrounds. However, because the habitus, or
culture, of a higher education institution permeates the institution’s organizational approach, the
institution has a prime responsibility to accommodate students from diverse backgrounds, to assist
their integration. This covers admission and
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enrollment processes, the institution’s social organization, and the academic subsystem. It thus
impacts on the nature and design of curriculum,
the role of developmental classes, pedagogic strategies, expected classroom behaviors, types of academic support, studying norms, and the nature of
faculty contact. Students experiencing disjuncture
with the values and expectations that underpin
these approaches may have to compromise their
previously held values, and this is part of the
educational transformational approach for all students as they undertake their studies. However, if
the disjuncture if too great and if students are not
supported in this transformation, it can lead to
tension and possible withdrawal from study.

Institutional Actions to Improve Student
Retention
As student numbers have increased and cohorts
have diversiﬁed, institutions have often needed to
make transformational shifts to maintain the quality of their educational offerings and outcomes
and consequently to improve retention ﬁgures
(Schendel and McCowan 2016). The domains
requiring shifts are broad and include governance,
curriculum development, teaching, learning and
classroom approaches, student services and faculty and staff composition, ﬁnancial arrangements
and support, and even timetabling of classes
(Rendon et al. 2004). For institutions that are
focusing on improving student retention, Tinto’s
(2007) call for an increased focus on what works
emphasizes that practical, effective measures are
required, rather than only theoretical viewpoints.
But what is it that works in improving student
retention? Institutional efforts can be directed
toward providing a bridge between students’
prior experiences and expectations with the aim
to assist students’ integration into the institution,
which in turn will support their academic success.
This is because it is well accepted that if students
from diverse groups access higher education, they
also need to have the opportunity for academic
success (Thomas 2002), and gaining a place is an
empty experience if not accompanied by study
success. Providing a bridge means appreciating
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the intellectual, social, and emotional levels of
students when they enter the institution and beginning at these levels (Johnson 2000). It should be
pointed out, though, that practical adjustments to
academic processes and systems do not aim to
weaken standards and academic rigor, but to
share in responsibility for student success. However, as Aljahani (2016) states, improving student
retention is a challenging task.
Researchers have put forward strategies that
enhance the possibility of academic success for
students from diverse backgrounds. Central to
these is the notion that it is important to recognize
and acknowledge these students and the diversity
that they bring to their studies. According to
Stephenson (2016), students from diverse groups
need to ﬁnd a safe and welcoming space in the
institution, because as Johnson (2000, p. 221)
explains, “minority students see campus as alien
territory.” For instance, in relation to students who
are ﬁrst in their family to attend higher education,
O’Shea (2016) outlines ways that diversity can be
used proactively. O’Shea (2016) stresses that the
ﬁrst point is to adopt a strength-based approach,
recognizing and celebrating what such students
bring to their studies rather than deﬁning diverse
cohorts in terms of lack or deﬁcit. Again in relation to ﬁrst in their family participants, O’Shea
(2016) explains that attending higher education is
a triumphant achievement for these students and
their families and the stories of students from
diverse backgrounds should be included more
speciﬁcally in institutional language and discussion. It is also important to “normalize” the presence of students from diverse groups in the
institution (O’Shea 2016), and this can be
achieved through including in institutional discourse the key role of higher education in today’s
world and the need for highly educated national
populations which include students from many
sectors of society. Most importantly, as O’Shea
(2016) suggests, the experiential capital of individuals through their varying prior life experiences needs to be recognized and built into
curriculum and program structures.
The need for inclusive educational environments is also recognized by researchers. For
example, Stephenson (2016) highlights the
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signiﬁcant role of student services in ensuring
inclusive approaches in areas such as residences,
athletic centers, and provisions for less physically
abled students. Stephenson (2016) also points out
the value of the simple gesture of academic staff
correctly pronouncing the names of students from
different cultures. Thomas (2002) adds that in
relating to students, staff should attempt to reduce
academic and social distance so that students feel
valued and validated and have conﬁdence to seek
guidance when required.
Student diversity should also be acknowledged
and drawn on in academic programs, and again,
such students need “teachers, tasks and pedagogies that afﬁrm who they are” (Johnson 2000,
p. 221). Crosling et al. (2008b) expand on academic strategies that can support students from
diverse backgrounds as they adjust to the expectations of higher education and at the same time
acknowledge their backgrounds and experiences
in the educational program. These strategies can
be categorized as the development of studentresponsive curriculum and alternative learning,
teaching, and assessment approaches, which aim
to develop close meshing between the student, the
institution, and the academic program.
Some suitable strategies outlined by Crosling
et al. (2008b) are restructuring large lectures into
smaller, more interactive classes. The focus
moves from the teacher to the students as the
students are engaged actively in problem-solving
activities, often in a teamwork situation with fellow students, applying their subject’s theory to the
resolution of issues. These can be seen as small
group learning clusters, where the students are
responsible to devise solutions to problems,
which can be commented on by their peers as
well as the teacher. This approach encourages
students to be active rather than passive learners,
helping them to develop independence in learning
whereby they do not rely solely on their teachers
as the only source of knowledge.
Increasing the relevance of the curriculum to
the students’ previous experiences and future
aspirations is another strategy to enmesh students
in their study (Crosling et al. 2008b). As well as
providing credibility for the experiences of students from diverse groups, the inclusion of
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differing views in the academic program
strengthens understandings and broadens the academic experience for all students. For instance,
differing situations and world views can be utilized in class discussion of the subject’s theories,
concepts, and issues.
Assessment procedures can be modiﬁed so that
students complete small-scale assessment tasks at
regular intervals in their subject, providing them
with feedback on their level of understanding and
achievement. Combined with targeted academic
support, students are able to ﬁll the gaps in their
understandings and knowledge (Crosling
et al. 2008b).
Induction processes are vital for all commencing students in higher education, but especially for
students from diverse backgrounds who may have
little understanding of academic processes such as
the roles of lectures and tutorials and the expected
approach to learning which relies less on rote
learning and more on understanding of disciplinary theories and principles and application of
these to solve problems. The process of making
explicit such expectations prepares students to
appreciate the learning approach that underpins
academic success. Combined with effective
induction processes, study skills support should
be integrated closely into students’ study, so that
issues can be addressed in ways that are relevant
to particular disciplines and subjects (Crosling
et al. 2008b).

Conclusion
This paper has explored the retention of students
in higher education studies. It recognizes that
while there are a number of reasons why students
leave their studies before completion, an overriding understanding in the ﬁeld is that students’
study persistence is supported if they are integrated into the institution. Integration is an even
more pressing issue for students from diverse
backgrounds, for whom there may be wide gaps
in their understandings and expectations vis-à-vis
those of the institution. While the onus is on
students to take responsibility for their learning,
be committed to their studies, and strive for
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success, institutions also need to consider ways
that they can adjust their educational processes
and programs so that students from diverse backgrounds are included and acknowledged. Importantly, the participation in higher education of
students with a range of backgrounds and experiences brings to the educational experience a richness in perspectives that can be mobilized for the
beneﬁt of all students. That is, institutional transformations to support student diversity and hence
student retention enhance the educational experience for all students, regardless of their previous
experiences and backgrounds.
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Synonyms
Assessment; Evaluation; Expert examination;
Referee

Definition
Striving for the identiﬁcation of high quality of
research, teaching, etc., peer review relies on
expert judgment. Peer review is the core steering
mechanism for the distribution of resources and
for granting prestige in science.

Peer Review in Science
The principle of peer review is widely used in
science for the assessment and evaluation
(▶ Academic Evaluation) of research (e.g., manuscripts and grant proposals), people (e.g., jobs,
promotion, and scholarships), and structures and
procedures (e.g., organizations and programs).
Despite the great variety of applications, research
about peer review mostly focuses on research and

the peer review of journal manuscripts (e.g.,
Hirschauer 2010) and research grants (e.g.,
Lamont 2009). Relying on expert judgment, peer
review has become the core steering mechanism
for the distribution of resources and for granting
prestige in science. Studies about peer review
address issues such as assessment and assessment
bias (e.g., Lee et al. 2013), frameworks of evaluation processes (e.g., Lamont 2009), disciplinary
differences (e.g., Mallard et al. 2009), and interaction effects in review groups (e.g., Olbrecht and
Bornmann 2010). The study of peer review is
mainly characterized by single case studies and
has generated inconsistent results (Bornmann
2011). Many studies discuss the various cognitive
and social problems of peer review. The critique
of peer review addresses issues such as the subjectivity of the judgments of reviewers, the transparency of editorial reviews and decisions,
support for mainstream research, and corruption
of disciplinary diversity (Gl€aser and Laudel
2005). Quantitative studies investigating the quality criteria of reviewer evaluations showed that
peer review is neither statistically valid nor reliable (e.g., Bornmann 2011).
Despite persistent vigorous criticism, peer
review is regarded as an irreplaceable “principal
mechanism for quality control in most scientiﬁc
disciplines” (Bornmann 2011, p. 199). Also, peer
review is regarded as highly legitimate in the
academic profession (e.g., Gl€aser and Laudel
2005). Due to its high legitimacy, peer review is
also used for policy evaluations (e.g., Musselin

© Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2017
J.C. Shin, P. Teixeira (eds.), Encyclopedia of International Higher Education Systems and Institutions,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-017-9553-1_318-1

2

2013), and the accreditation (▶ Accreditation)
and evaluation of study programs, teaching, and
quality assurance systems of universities (e.g.,
Bornmann et al. 2006; Langfeldt et al. 2010;
▶ Quality Assurance). In a way the actual legitimacy of peer review is stunning given the strong
critiques of primarily negative research results
about decision-making and interaction effects of
peer review described above. Therefore, peer
review could be considered double-edged: the
beneﬁts of expert judgment and high legitimacy
come with the drawback of peer review being a
highly normative social arena. As will be shown,
this tension seems to be a constant companion of
the different forms of peer review and theoretical
approaches to peer review.
Just as peer review has been used for a range of
purposes, such as the evaluation of research,
teaching and policy, so its various forms must be
differentiated and understood. First, a basic distinction is made between individuals doing peer
review, especially of manuscripts submitted to
journals, and an assessment by a group. Compared to individual forms of peer review, especially for journal publications, open-panel peer
review is less studied (Olbrecht and Bornmann
2010, p. 301).
A second basic distinction is made between
open, closed, and blind peer review. In open peer
review, the identity of the person submitting a
paper or grant proposal and the person evaluating
it are known. Open peer review is less used than
closed forms of peer review (e.g., Lee et al. 2013).
“Closed peer review is a system where either the
identities of at least one of the parties in the review
process – usually the reviewers – are not
disclosed.” (Lee et al. 2013, p. 3) Closed peer
review needs to be distinguished from blind peer
review. In blind peer review, the identity of neither
the party submitting nor the party evaluating a
manuscript or proposal is disclosed. Blind peer
review exists in the forms of single- and doubleblind peer review, with the latter using at least two
or more reviewers. Compared to other forms of
peer review the single-blind evaluation is the most
widely used form for peer review requiring the
least amount of resources of time and effort by all
parties concerned (Lee et al. 2013, p. 10),
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although academics consider double-blind peer
review as valuable for the evaluation of journal
articles (Mulligan et al. 2013, p. 138).
A third differentiation needs to be made about
the material reviewers are asked to evaluate. Peer
review of manuscripts is found to focus on the
argument and quality of research results. Contrary
to manuscript evaluations, panel peer review
assessing the quality of grants and fellowships
are “principally an evaluation of the potential of
the proposed research” (Bornmann 2011, p. 230).
Despite the objective of identifying excellence in
research, peer review is found to be especially
suitable for assuring minimum quality standards
(Bornmann 2011, p. 208). The study of the individual quality assessment is rather difﬁcult as the
decision-making process of reviewers and editors
is not made explicit. Studying panel peer review
enables researchers actually to observe how
reviewers assess a grant proposal and negotiate
evaluation criteria. Research has shown that disciplinary judgments can prevail when evaluating
interdisciplinary grant proposals (Mallard et al.
2009, p. 31), and although the evaluation process
need not necessarily be highly interactive, it can
be undermined by task sharing and tactical
compromising of reviewers (Huutoniemi 2012,
p. 899).
The theoretical basis of the study of peer
review is a combination of the sociology of
knowledge and of science (Gl€aser and Laudel
2005). The classic study of peer review by
Zuckerman and Merton (1971) deﬁned peer
review as a cognitive scientiﬁc activity. Based on
the Mertonian norms of science “peer review
should be free of nepotism, personal inﬂuence,
and afﬁliations to institutions or schools”
(Hirschauer 2010, p. 72). Tackling the perception
of rational decision-making based on objective
criteria a constructivist approach deﬁned peer
review as a process of collective knowledge production: “authors and applicants anticipate peer
review while writing, and reviewers’ and editors’
respective funding agencies contribute demands
and suggestions that co-shape the outcome of the
review process” (Gl€aser and Laudel 2005, p. 187).
Peer review is not considered to be objective
because the perspectives of individual researchers
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are the basis of evaluation, “which are shaped by
their individual research biographies, interpretations of the existing knowledge, personal networks, and local working environments.”
(Gl€aser and Laudel 2005, p. 187)
Lamont (2012) builds on the constructivist
view by deﬁning the sociology of evaluation as
the sociology of valuation – in short: (e)valuation.
The (e)valuation practice by reviewers can by
analyzed as (a) a social and cultural process,
(b) a negotiation process of criteria, and (c) a
value process. The social and cultural process is
dominated by disciplinary differences, “institutional and cultural conditions” (Lamont 2012,
p. 214). The process through which criteria are
deﬁned is characterized as an emotional and interactive negotiation process based on reviewers’
disciplinary background, epistemological styles,
norms, professional self-perception, and cognitive
perspectives (e.g., Mallard et al. 2009). According
to Hirschauer (2010, p. 76) “‘criteria’ are also
rhetorical resources and are contaminated by strategy: they are mobilized or kept secret, emphatically maintained or downplayed.” The value
process is best deﬁned by problematizing
reviewers as “normative agents” (Musselin 2013,
p. 1169). The constructivist approach of the sociology of (e)valuation – the study of valuation in
evaluation – is gaining momentum in current science and higher education studies. The sociology
of (e)valuation is a ﬁrst step toward a theoretical
foundation of research about peer review, previously deﬁned by empirical studies lacking a theoretical basis (e.g., Hirschauer 2010, p. 94).

Cross-References
▶ Academic Evaluation
▶ Accreditation
▶ Quality Assurance
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Synonyms
Diversity; Equity in higher education; Inclusion;
Widening participation

Definition
Widening access to higher education (HE) aims to
redress the historical underrepresentation of some
social groups in HE. It is addressed in many
international contexts through policies and practices aimed at overcoming the barriers faced by
students identiﬁed as coming from socially disadvantaged backgrounds.

having the potential and/or ability to beneﬁt from
HE. Policy attention to “fair access” has led to an
emphasis of policy and practice on providing
advice, guidance, and information to support student aspirations and choices. Increasingly, there
has been attention on student experiences of participation in HE, often expressed in terms of student retention, progress and degree completion, as
well as transitions into and through university
degrees. Some attention has been paid to equitable
access to and participation in postgraduate
degrees, although this is relatively underresearched. There has also been some (albeit limited) attention to transitions out of university and
into the graduate labor market, perhaps driven by
concerns about graduate preparedness, desired
partnership of universities with business and
industry, access to the professions and notions of
employability. A key theme has been the different
“barriers” that limit educational opportunities.

Barriers to Accessing Higher Education
Introduction
Widening access to higher education is a major
strand of higher education (HE) policy internationally, connected to discourses of equity and
widening participation. Debates tend to focus on
providing access to undergraduate studies for
those students who come from socially

Widening access to HE has often been considered
in relation to the metaphor of the “barriers” that
block students from gaining access to university
study. Gorard et al. (2007) identify two main
issues in relation to understanding the barriers to
accessing HE: individual and social. The ﬁrst is
identiﬁed as individual decision-making:
“because educational participation has beneﬁts
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for society as a whole, these beneﬁts must be
internalized into each individual’s decision-making” (Gorard et al. 2007, p. 51). The second issue
they identify is the broader social and/or institutional barriers “which prevent people from participating in education who would beneﬁt from
doing so” arguing for the removal of such barriers
(ibid.) The move in many countries toward the
substitution of public funds with individual fees
(Carpentier 2010) has highlighted that the cost of
university study is likely to be an ongoing barrier
for those from economically poorer backgrounds
(e.g., Van Dyke et al. 2005). This has also raised
concerns about access to graduate employment as
evidence reveals that female graduates and those
from lower socioeconomic and minority ethnic
backgrounds continue to earn signiﬁcantly less
than average (Milburn 2009).
It has been suggested that as well as these
ﬁnancial barriers, other barriers might include:
time and travel, motivation and institutional barriers (Gorard et al. 2007). Barriers of time might
include the differential demands on women in the
domestic sphere, which evidence shows continues
to be unequal when compared to the demands on
men’s time (Park et al. 2013; Craig et al. 2016).
Transportation is another key barrier that affects
those students who are travelling long distances to
access their courses (Burke et al. 2017b). Such
barriers might be eased by ﬂexible learning provision such as local learning centers (Gorard et al.
2007, p. 61) or online learning provision (Stone
2017). Institutional barriers identiﬁed by Gorard
et al. (2007) include institutional procedures such
as marketing, entry procedures, timing and scale
of provision and level of ﬂexibility (Gorard et al.
2007, p. 63). Gorard et al. also argue that “barriers
of any kind are harder for the less motivated
prospective student” and that the “inﬂuence of
lack of motivation to learn may be underestimated
by literature concentrating on the more easily
visible barriers such as cost and entry qualiﬁcations” (Gorard et al. 2007, p. 62). This focus on
motivation as a barrier has been problematized as
reinforcing deﬁcit discourses that locate the problem of access to HE in the individual student’s
attitudes rather than in the structures, relations,
and cultures that sustain inequalities:
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The appropriate practices of ‘motivation’ are not
simply straightforward self-expressions of desire
and aspiration. Rather, practices of motivation are
tied in with access to privileged forms of knowledge
and knowing, including knowing the ways that selfmotivation might be recognized by those who have
the institutional position to recognize it. This is tied
in with complex formations of identity, which are
embodied and performative; motivation must be
‘done’ in the ‘right’ ways by the ‘right’ kinds of
bodily and academic practices in order to gain
access to (high-status) HE. This requires particular
forms of being a person, and is tied in with middleclass, white subjectivities and dispositions. The
power to be recognized as a ‘motivated student’
does not reside entirely with the individual because
the recognition of ‘motivation’ is always tied to
social practices and embodied identities. The concept of ‘barriers’ is unable to speak to such complexities and therefore masks the complicated
processes by which inequalities are reproduced
and, ultimately, the right to higher education denied.
(Burke 2012, p. 142).

Furthermore, although poor attainment has
been identiﬁed as a signiﬁcant barrier to accessing
HE, research suggests that this is not a straightforward barrier either. For example, education
systems with strong divisions between academic
and vocational, as well as different school leaving
qualiﬁcations or grade hierarchies, provide differential access pathways that hold unequal levels of
status and esteem (Crozier and Reay 2008;
Bathmaker 2015). Thus, raising attainment does
not necessarily level the playing ﬁeld between
social groups in any straightforward way. In her
detailed analysis of the processes of applying to
the highest status universities in Britain, Boliver
(2013) uncovers the inadequacy of simply thinking in terms of eliminating barriers in relation to
attainment levels and the ways applications are
treated differently across different social groups:
Importantly, unfair access is shown to take different
forms for different social groups. For those from
lower social class backgrounds, the unfairness
appears to be largely to do with barriers of some
kind to application to Russell Group universities
given application to university at all. In contrast,
for those from Black, Pakistani and Bangladeshi
backgrounds, the unfairness seems to stem entirely
from some form of differential treatment during the
admissions process by Russell Group universities.
For those from state schools, however, unfair access
to Russell Group universities seems to operate
equally in relation to both application and
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admission. These ﬁndings highlight the inadequacy
of national policy on ‘fair access’ which focuses
almost exclusively on eliminating barriers to university application (DFES 2003, 2004; BIS 2011b,
c; OFFA 2012) when clearly what is needed is a
policy that promotes not only equality of opportunity to apply but also equality of treatment in admissions. (Boliver 2013, pp. 358–359)

“Barriers” is a helpful way to consider some of
the material and/or structural inequalities that
work to exclude persons from historically underrepresented backgrounds from accessing
HE. However, research suggests that we need to
think beyond the metaphor of “barriers” to
uncover the ways that inequalities are connected
to differential treatment as well as the symbolic,
cultural, and affective levels of taken for granted
practices, values, and experiences. Other conceptual insights, beyond “barriers,” are helpful to
capture those more insidious forms of inequality
at play.

Widening Access and Student Choice
There has been extensive work that goes beyond
the notion of barriers to consider the complex
processes of choice-making that students engage
in relation to accessing HE. Although students
from socially disadvantaged backgrounds do not
suffer from impoverished aspirations, they are less
likely to have access to the resources, opportunities, or networks of people to support their aspirations, choices, and navigational capacity (Gale
and Parker 2013). Appadurai (2004) describes
these as “brittle aspirations” with sparse nodes of
experience, social networks, reﬂexivity, and
awareness to realize their aspirational journey.
Ball and Vincent (1998) draw on the work of
Bourdieu to identify the advantages of those
with access to “hot knowledge” from networks
who are “in the know,” thus providing students
from middle- class backgrounds with advantages
as they navigate key transitions in their lives
(Webb et al. 2017). Drawing on Fraser’s (1997)
multidimensional social justice framework, Burke
(2012) illuminates how the dynamics of maldistribution (of resources and opportunities) and
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misrecognition (of potential and capability) perpetuate enduring inequalities in and beyond
HE. This includes differential and unequal levels
of risk. It has been argued that many young people
are compelled into risk-minimizing “choices” and
yet are unequally located in navigating their aspirational journeys in precarious and volatile labor
markets (Harrison 2017). Research has
questioned some of the taken-for-granted assumptions about how best to support students and in
particular has challenged both “aspiration raising”
(Burke 2012; Berrington et al. 2016) and “information giving” (Harrison 2017; Brynin 2017) as
effective widening participation practices.
For example, Diane Reay (2001) and her colleagues (2001, 2005) have explored (in the British
context) the contradictions that working-class students experience in terms of access to HE. Their
analysis suggests that working-class students
often experience confusion and ambiguities
about “the sort of self they are seeking,” with a
“delicate balance between realizing potential and
maintaining a sense of authentic self.” Reay
(2001) draws on Bourdieu’s concept of “pretention” as “the recognition of distinction that is
afﬁrmed in the effort to possess it” (Bourdieu
1986, p. 251) to explore the ambiguity connected
to “being aspirational”:
Almost by deﬁnition, aspirant working classness is
pretentious – a hankering after “the Other” rather
than an acceptance of the self. (Reay 2001, p. 338.

Reay’s research suggests that students make
choices in “an attempt to match the habitus of
the home to the habitus of the university” (Reay
2001, p. 338). Drawing further on Bourdieu, she
illuminates how student choices become “transformed into a practical anticipation of objective
limits,” which lead to processes of self-exclusion
(Reay et al. 2001, p. 11) because choices are
governed by what it is reasonable to expect
(Bourdieu and Passeron 1977, p. 226) and a person’s sense of their “proper place in the world”
(Bourdieu 1984, p. 474). This includes the ways it
is entangled with identity formation. Archer and
Leathwood (2003) discuss the implications of
“identity change” in relation to working-class participation in HE. They highlight how HE
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participation of working-class groups is often
framed in WP policy as being partly about achieving changes such as “becoming more educated,
skilled, afﬂuent, socially mobile, ‘civilized’ and
(implicitly) middle class” (Archer and Leathwood
2003, p. 176). They found in their research that
there was widespread resistance to the possibilities of identity change, although some workingclass students embraced “becoming middle class”
in terms of taste and accent. Students often “drew
clear boundaries between themselves and the
middle-class institution, positioning themselves
as able to beneﬁt from participation while not
belonging to, or feeling ownership of, the institution” (Archer and Leathwood 2003, p. 177).
Research has also shown though that students
seek to ﬁnd a place to study where they might
feel a sense of belonging or “ﬁtting in” (Burke
et al. 2017a).
Despite such illuminating research, “choice” is
often understood as simply the exercise of individual agency. Individuals are seen to make free
“choices” about whether or not to participate in
HE, and the decision not to pursue a pathway
toward university is often misframed as indicating
deﬁcit and attitudinal problems such as lack of
motivation or aspiration. Research reveals that
choice-making is far more complex than this and
is deeply shaped by a person’s social position,
background and history, as well as the different
resources available. Researchers drawing on
Bourdieu’s concept of illusio, for example,
explain that:
In thinking about the struggles that young people
face in post-school transitions, rather than rendering
peoples’ actions as evidence of unenlightened and
dispirited practices, these concepts add to the
structure-agency conundrum by stressing how the
interplay between individual dispositions and the
possible positions in social space one may occupy
are mutually constituted. Illusio and social gravity
both rely on double meanings to explain why individuals invest their practice, invest themselves – in
speciﬁc ﬁelds. Bourdieu describes illusio as a way
of understanding the intertwined nature of individual interests and social institutions where illusio is
both the socially constructed stakes and the rewards
of a ﬁeld. When young people invest in their lives

by taking speciﬁc trajectories, they become
cognisant of the ‘gravity’ of the situation, while at
the same time they are pushed and pulled by forces
beyond their control (Hage 2011). As they make
decisions about their lives and invest in those
choices, the gravity of their situation thickens.
A sequence of choices creates a trajectory. Once a
trajectory has momentum, it is much more difﬁcult
for the young person to get off that path just by
making different choices. Rather than understanding this process solely through the analytic tool of
habitus as an indicator of constraint through setting
‘horizons for action’ (Hodkinson and Sparkes
1997), a more comprehensive approach that interconnects habitus to the concept of ﬁeld and the
multiscalar concepts of illusio and social gravity
surpass emphasis on agency and structure. The
employment of this enlarged toolkit has the potential to show how ‘choice’ creates trajectories, which
gather momentum, leaving the young person oriented towards future investment, despite previous
ambivalent or even harmful consequences. (France
and Threadgold 2015; Webb et al. 2017.

Harrison (2017) draws on Simon’s concept of
“bounded rationality” to think through the uncertainties students experience as they make choices
about university study. He examines student
choice-making as a complex interaction between
the individual who analyzes the particular situation and the social environment more broadly and
the ways that intuition and emotion are key in
such interactions. This uncovers the riskiness
involved in choice-making in wider social terms,
moving away from explanations that overemphasize individual rationality and overlook
the intersections between social, cultural, and
symbolic inequalities, micro- and macrolevel
power relations, and the affective dimensions of
emotion across different social and institutional
spaces. Due to the focus on individual choices,
widening participation policy and practice has
tended to reproduce certain assumptions about
what is important, such as raising aspiration and
providing advice, guidance, and information to
support students to make the “right” kinds of
choices. Harrison exposes the problematic nature
of such assumptions and illuminates the complexity of choice-making processes in the context of
social inequalities, differential risk and riskiness,
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and the relationship between internal and external
processes and subjectivities.

Widening Participation in Higher
Education
Much research on access, equity, and widening
participation has focused on admissions, rather
than focusing on students’ experiences once they
have gained entry to HE. Although participation is
a key dimension of access and equity policy, there
has been a dearth of work that engages a critique
of “participation” and what that means. Some
scholars through have drawn explicitly on theoretical frameworks that foreground participation.
For example, Burke et al. (2017a) draw on
Fraser’s (2003) concept of “parity of participation” to reconceptualize “widening participation”
through exploring questions of redistribution, recognition, and representation in pedagogical
spaces. Indeed, increasingly researchers are
shifting attention to themes of participation in
relation to student transitions, pedagogical experiences, and epistemic forms of access.
Transitions in, Through, and Beyond Higher
Education
A growing body of work in the ﬁeld helps shed
light on student transitions across the multiple –
and sometimes contesting – pathways in, through,
and beyond HE participation. Transitions as a
concept has been helpful to think not only about
students’ experiences as they move from one context to another, but also to consider the institutional systems and structures that support, enable,
and/or constrain students’ transitional processes.
Such thinking has also brought to the fore the
ways that transitions and identity formation are
intimately connected. Scott et al. (2014) critique
assumptions about transition that foreground
acculturation or assimilation of dominant practices or modes of being, which tend to pathologize
the capacity of students from historically underrepresented backgrounds and construct transition
as a linear and unproblematic process. Transitions
involve change; a person thinking, acquiring a
skill, or developing a disposition that is
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conceptually different from before. However,
transitional processes might present a tension
between the ofﬁcial form of change anticipated
and the student’s understanding or preferred view
of the transition (Scott et al. 2014, p. 39).
Transitional experiences are key to understanding students’ progression through their university
studies. This helps to deepen engagement with the
complexity of such processes. For example, the
increasing focus on student “resilience” tends to
place the onus of successful progress from one
course to another, or what is often termed as
“retention” or “persistence,” as simply about an
individual student’s attitude, behavior, or disposition. Retention is perceived as either about the
student’s “ability” to get through the program of
study by completing units or modules or about the
quality of teaching or learning. Although both are
important, student transition needs to be thought
of at the systemic and structural levels and in
relation to multiple forms of resource, networks,
support available, or what Stevenson terms “protectors” that enable the development of “academic
buoyancy” (Stevenson 2016). This relates not
only to institutional “protectors” but also to the
opportunities and structures of support available
beyond the university, including familial
resources, wider networks, and other forms of
capital that are available to students or not,
depending on their social circumstances. The differential position of students might impact students’ transitions out of university as well,
including for example securing work placements,
internships,
and
graduate
employment
opportunities.
Pedagogical Relations and Participation
Much of the policy and practice of widening participation has been focused on providing remedial
forms of support for students to improve retention
and progression. This might include study skills,
time management, and counselling, provided as
additional support outside of a student’s main
program of study. Although such support mechanisms might be helpful to students in developing
their skills and understanding, such approaches
are also limited and tend to reduce complex processes to sets of techniques or skills. Furthermore,
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support such as study skills constructs key practices
such
as
academic
writing
as
decontextualized sets of mechanical skills rather
than embedded in particular disciplinary communities of practice. This misrepresents widening
participation as an individual problem (i.e., the
individual student who lacks study skills) and
reinforces institutional structures that disconnect
students’ pedagogical experiences within their
courses from their development of a range of
academic practices and literacies. This arguably
reproduces the mystiﬁcation and codiﬁcation of
esoteric practices, which are misrepresented as
techniques and skills rather than contextualized,
social and cultural practices (Lillis 2001).
Research illuminating these complex issues of
access and participation has increased levels of
attention to inclusive teaching and learning in
HE (e.g., Gale and Mills 2013; Leibowitz and
Bozalek 2016). Social justice scholars interested
in questions of teaching and pedagogical relations
have developed rich dialogue and critique in the
ﬁeld to understand questions of diversity and difference through research that explores students’
complex experiences of participating in
HE. Shifting the focus from the individual to the
relational, such scholars have illuminated that students’ pedagogical participation is tied to the politics of identity formation, in which sensibilities of
conﬁdence, potential, and capability are produced
(Burke et al. 2017a). Students are often misrecognized in such processes, which are tied to
relations of power, so that in order to be identiﬁed
as being an appropriate participant, the student
must perform the self according to a range of
coded practices. These might include, for example, articulating an argument in particular ways,
“being critical,” and demonstrating a rational and
logical line of reasoning (Lillis 2001). This also
might involve demonstrating attributes such as
being conﬁdent, motivated, competitive, independent, and resilient. Critical scholars have shed
light on the gendered, classed, and racialized
nature of such attributes and the ways these are
constructed as normalized so that many students
from “Other” backgrounds are excluded in pedagogical spaces (Leathwood and Read 2009). Such
practices which appear to be fair are tied in with
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the politics of “misrecognition” and shame, in
which unworthiness is seen to be located in the
individual herself, rather than in the structures and
systems that recognize and reward particular
kinds of attributes and practices (Burke et al.
2017a). It has been argued that the appropriate
forms of participation in pedagogical spaces,
whether this is a lecture, seminar, tutorial, online
exchange, and so forth, are not made explicit, so
that those unfamiliar with HE are seen to be
lacking (Burke et al. 2017a). Such work has also
considered the kinds of teaching and learning
practices that might open up more socially just
relations between pedagogical participants
(teachers and students) and challenge the reproduction of inequalities. This work has explored
questions of difference, othering, care (Chawla
and Rodriguez 2007; Barnett 2011; Harlap 2014;
Burke 2015; Moreau and Kerner 2015), as well as
epistemic access.
Epistemic Access
Research on widening access to HE has looked
beyond entry to HE to thinking through questions
of epistemic access. This focus brings to the fore
not only the pedagogical approaches that might be
marginalizing to some students, but also the
nature of curriculum and wider attention to the
politics of and access to knowledge. This includes
considering what counts as knowledge and whose
knowledge counts, how knowledge is legitimated
and by whom and what forms of knowledge carry
power (Burke and Jackson 2007). These are crucial questions in relation to access to and widening
participation as the knowledge associated with
those groups who have historically been underrepresented in HE are often marginalized from the
mainstream curriculum. This has led to concerns
in many countries to decolonize the curriculum
and to reframe the problem in terms of access to
knowledge and the politics of knowledge production and claims to “truth” (Luckett 2016). A focus
on decolonization makes visible the exploitative
and violent histories of colonialism, which are
often “concealed by the grand narratives of development and modernization” (Luckett 2016,
p. 417). The agenda to decolonize curriculum
goes beyond compensatory approaches that
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focus on adding in material. Although this is an
important aspect of challenging (neo)colonial
and/or western canons, it is also imperative to
seek methods for reading and thinking against
the hegemonic order; to create opportunities for
sustained critique of dominant discourses, perspectives, and assumptions. The absence of material that is representative of those groups of people
who have been marginalized by mainstream curricula has profound effects on the legitimation of
knowledge produced by powerful groups. Feminist scholars for example have brought attention
to this in relation to the “hidden curriculum.”
Through the absence of women in curricula, the
notion that women’s knowledge is less socially
and/or culturally valuable is powerfully transmitted (see for example Abbas et al. 2016).
The tensions between challenging hegemonic
bodies of knowledge and recognizing knowledge
that has been historically marginalized across HE
curricula have been examined by a range of
scholars from different perspectives. Michael
Young (2008) has questioned the shift toward
“generic knowledge,” which he describes as
constructed and distributed outside of disciplinary
traditions and argues that “powerful knowledge”
must be protected. However, Shay and Peseta
(2016, p. 361) argue for engaging more critically
with the notion of “powerful knowledge”:
The point that there are more or less valuable forms
of knowledge is accepted. Beyond formal access to
HE, curricula must provide students with epistemic
access, that is, access to ‘better and more reliable
explanations of the world and abstract ways of
thinking’ (Clegg 2016). But is it possible that this
notion of powerful knowledge has its own ‘blind
spot’? Maton (2014) puts it succinctly – knowledge
is always about something and by someone. The
social realists in their zeal to defend (and rightly so)
the ‘about something’ have perhaps occluded the
‘by someone’. Following on from Fraser, the ‘who’
(not just the ‘what’) raises the political dimension of
justice – who is representing whom in the design
and delivery of our curricula. The question of
whose knowledge is important after all and not
inconsequential to notions of powerful knowledge.
(Shay and Peseta 2016, p. 364.

Burke (2012) has suggested the value in creating pedagogical spaces in which forms of knowledge that carry social esteem and power become
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accessible to those groups who have been historically underrepresented in HE. At the same time
this might open up “possibilities for other ways of
doing, thinking, studying and knowing” with a
“focus on developing HE in ways that nurture,
enrich and fully recognize the importance of
diverse forms of knowledge, subjectivity and
practice” (Burke 2012, p. 195).

Reconceptualizing Widening Access to
Higher Education
In light of the above debates, discussions and
insights, some critical scholars have argued for
the reconceptualization of widening access to
and participation in HE. This stems from a critique
of the problematic construction of access, equity,
and widening participation as a neoliberal project
of individual social mobility. The individualization of widening participation reproduces social
inequalities by locating the problem at the level of
individual attitudes and constructing damaging
and marginalizing notions of deﬁcit (Jones and
Thomas 2005). This fails to acknowledge and
redress deeply entrenched historical and structural
inequalities as well as the discursive, cultural, and
symbolic dimensions of educational disadvantages. In short, widening access to and participation in HE has a history of misframing (Fraser
2008, p. 280), in which those who have been
targeted by equity policies have often been misrepresented through deﬁcit and pathologizing discourses (Leathwood and O’Connell 2003).
The focus on reconceptualizing access and
equity shifts attention away from a largely utilitarian, individualistic, and instrumental agenda,
driven predominately by economic imperatives,
to a broader project underpinned by social justice
principles and concerns. Such a reframing is
shaped by critical analysis that brings to light the
multiple, contextual, and complex layers of
power, difference, and inequality and the ways
these are often narrowly shaped by problematic
assumptions and the representation of the values
of socially privileged groups as universal and/or
neutral.
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The notion that all those with potential and
ability to beneﬁt from HE should aspire to study
at university is based on a set of particular values
and assumptions. This takes for granted what
counts as potential and ability and who has the
power to judge this (Southgate and Bennett 2014;
Burke et al. 2016). The effect is to reinforce “the
notion that people simply possess capability or
not, without addressing various social and structural forms of advantage and disadvantage which
determine cap(abilities), and deﬁne what it is to be
cap(able) in the ﬁrst place” (Southgate and
Bennett 2014, p. 29). This has implications both
for how identity is formed and a person might see
themselves/be seen as a potential or legitimate
university student. Research has also shown that
contestations over what counts as “capability” has
implications in terms of forming positive pedagogical relationships, experiences, and outcomes
and that notions of capability profoundly shape
sensibilities of belonging and connection in HE
(Burke et al. 2016).
It has been argued that access, equity, and
widening participation might be reframed through
praxis-based approaches guided by critical reﬂexivity and the dialogic relationship between
reﬂection-action and action-reﬂection (Freire
1972). Such an approach acknowledges the crucial importance of bringing together research, theory, and practice to challenge insidious
inequalities, exclusions, and misrecognitions in
different HE institutions and contexts (Burke
2012, p. 173). This approach reconceptualizes
access and widening participation as a project of
transforming educational cultures, practices, and
structures and understanding the complex nature
of the reproduction of social inequalities in,
through, and beyond HE. Such understanding
then should be drawn on to reshape widening
access and equity policy and practice.
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Introduction
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South Africa

Although e-learning is broadly comprehended as
the use of electronic technologies in teaching and
learning that involves instructional delivery and
achieving educational or training needs and objectives, many deﬁnitions coexist that arise from the
dominant paradigm of the practitioners or advocates and include e-learning as a:

Synonyms
Computer-assisted learning; Computer-based
learning; Educational technology; ICT for education (ICT4E); ICT for learning; Instructional technology; Learning technology; Online learning;
Technology-enhanced learning (TEL); Webbased learning

Definition
E-learning is broadly deﬁned as the use of electronic technologies in teaching and learning. But
rivalrous views of e-learning as a technological
artifact, a mode of delivery learning, a multidomain transformation of teaching and learning,
or an apocalyptic “new wave” affect its use and
success in higher education, because they deﬁne
among others the attributes of effectiveness, use
of research and theory, the beneﬁts, the quality
and measures of quality, and the choice of technologies to use.

(a) Technological artifacts: The technology used
in e-learning is central to the deﬁnitions which
emphasize the technological artifacts used to
deliver learning or instructional materials (See
for example Liaw et al. 2007; Macpherson
et al. 2004; Wagner et al. 2008). These technologies are seen to include the Internet, computers, handheld devices, audio- and video
devices, radio broadcast, interactive TV, and
satellite broadcast among others. Following
this argument, the attributes of the technology
that would enable high-quality learning experience are extolled. These attributes include
ubiquity, interoperability, interactivity, modularity, and support for different media and
content among others.
(b) Mode of educational delivery: This view
often contrasts the face to face (traditional)
and e-learning (modern) and blended learning
(mix of traditional and modern). In this view,
e-learning is seen as an extension of the pace,
space, time, and sequence of learning using
the technologies from the traditional setup
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(Bolldén 2016; Gros 2016; Sinclair et al.
2016). Here, synchronous or asynchronous
delivery of learning or instructional material
is discussed – usually to deﬁne the spatial and
temporal distances between the provider of
the learning content, the content, the learning
facilitator, and the learner. It also focuses on
the design of the learning spaces and
contexts – which includes adaptation to personalized learning environments (Gros 2016).
(c) The transformation process: This is multidomain and seeks to use “tools, techniques,
theories, and methods” to efﬁciently and effectively impact all aspects of learning while at the
same time transforming education systems and
practices for the better of society (Luppicini
2005) – (See also MacKeogh and Fox 2009).
In this view, there is more drive for scientiﬁc
certainty and reliability that allows for predeﬁned processes and systems that improve
the educational outcome and processes through
the use of e-learning (Latchem 2014).
(d) Prophetic/apocalyptic discourse: E-learning is
presented as a “new wave” of learning strategy that should be adopted to avoid obsolesce
of the teaching and learning, and of the higher
education institutions (see Turner and
Stylianou 2004). This view gives e-learning
some mystic powers that promises progress
and success in higher education regardless of
whether it contributes to the teaching and
learning processes, and the achievement of
the educational and learning outcomes within
higher education (Njenga and Fourie 2010).
Recently, the focus has been more on the learning and less on the technology which is also
explained by the nomenclature that adopts “learning” at its core (e.g., computer-assisted learning,
online learning, web-based learning, ICT for
learning, computer-based learning, learning technology, technology-enhanced learning (TEL)).

Key Issues
As with the many views of e-learning, there are
also a number of key issues facing researchers and
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practitioners in the ﬁeld of e-learning in higher
education. These issues include the effectiveness
of e-learning in higher education, the role of theory and practice in e-learning, the dwindling gap
between formal and informal learning as well as
the vast amount of information available, the
developments in the Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOCs), and the push towards more
personalized learning experiences in e-learning
among others.
Effectiveness and measures of effectiveness of
e-learning remain as an issue broadly because of
the various views of e-learning (Noesgaard and
Ørngreen 2015) and the need to move from comparing e-learning with face-to-face offering. The
shift from the comparison is informed by the fact
that differences in “effectiveness” of e-learning
compared to the face-to-face provision could be
attributed to the instructional design and pedagogic principles used in both, and not necessarily
as a result of the differences in the delivery methodology. In fact, studies on these differences are
either inconclusive or contradictory. As broad as
the measures of e-learning effectiveness are, there
seem to be some consensus that the effectiveness
of e-learning and its measures should cover
aspects of technology, pedagogy, characteristics
of e-learning, the learning process, individual students’ learning, and the teachers’ perspectives. In
addition, when measuring these aspects there
should be awareness of their complexity and interrelatedness. For example, even using the best
instructional and pedagogical strategies in the
development of an e-learning course requires an
appropriate choice of technology or the delivery
process to ensure the course’s effectiveness.
Despite the developments in the ﬁeld of
e-learning in terms of theory and practice on one
hand, and the available technologies on the other,
the general acceptance, adoption, and use of
e-learning in higher education is still a challenge
if the amount of research in these topics is something to go by. In addition, although the many
studies have increased understanding on the factors of e-learning acceptance and adoption in
higher education, the complexity alluded to earlier
explain why no universal factors can be identiﬁed.
Indeed, the diversity of the factors of sustaining the
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adoption of e-learning arise from: (a) the evolving
and dynamic sociotechnical systems at play, and in
some instances, as mentioned below, some parts of
these systems evolve faster or in different directions from others; (b) the diversity of deﬁnitions
which presents a potential ambiguity of goals or
outcomes of both research on adoption of
e-learning, and the use of e-learning which seems
to always create a chasm among the interrelated
sociotechnical elements of technology, pedagogy,
and the higher education organizations and their
stakeholders; (c) the pressures to adopt e-learning
could be coming from different sources, some with
interests that are not in line with the academic or
educational interests in higher education, or coming from the ambiguity in the goals or outcomes.
In addition to the difﬁculties of eliciting
institutional-speciﬁc factors of e-learning adoption from the diversity of factors, there are also
challenges in determining factors of quality in
e-learning. Indeed, coming up with evaluationspeciﬁc processes that deal with the aspects of
the e-learning being evaluated is difﬁcult. A lot
has been done on the processes of quality
evaluation – often focusing on e-learning stakeholder satisfaction, e-learning technology evaluation, and organizational goals or outcomes, while
there is very little that combines the other quality
indicators that involve the technology, the organization, and the pedagogy and theory together. In
addition, any form of evaluation of e-learning
would be incomplete or insufﬁcient without a
holistic evaluation of the educational outcome or
goal. That is, in doing quality evaluation of
e-learning, the focus should be on much more
than speciﬁc processes, but also on the cumulative
activities and experiences that lead to the realization of the educational goal or outcome. Consequently, and for higher education, there is no
meaningful evaluation of e-learning without an
evaluation of the other processes that cumulatively contribute to the intended educational outcome (Inglis 2008). Some of the educational
outcomes could be the learners’ overall
experience – but where the transformative view
of e-learning is used, the goal could be transformation and change in society. With this, an additional complexity of time is introduced.
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E-learning in HE has been attributed to the
blurring of the difference between formal and
informal learning. This has its proponents in the
constructivists’ view of learning, where the informal networks created using electronic means are
used to access tacit knowledge from peers – by
relating what they are learning with their past
experiences through a social construction process.
This is further reinforced by the notion that
e-learning use is predicated by reﬂection and
development of technological consciousness that
is formed and shaped by exposure to technology,
and not where e-learning alone shapes consciousness. That is, there needs to be a dialogic approach
on how the achievement of educational and learning outcomes should shape e-learning technologies and not leaving technological developments
to shape e-learning use in higher education. Consequently, these demands a move towards an
understanding of the extent of informality contingent on the social media and its effects on the
overall achievement of the teaching and learning
goal in higher education.
The emergence of Massive Open Online
Course (MOOC) with their offer of free access
to open educational resources has seen extensions
of course offering beyond the traditional university settings (Kinshuk et al. 2016). While
reporting on their success is varied, they do offer
some distinct lessons of higher education. First,
educators are able to mine useful information on
students’ access of the MOOCs which they are
using to improve the MOOCs. Secondly, MOOCs
present a very good opportunity for down schooling where potential university graduates would
enroll in the MOOCs in preparation for attending
university or even where lower level educators
would enroll to better prepare their learners for
university later. However, there are still a number
of concerns key among them the quality of the
MOOCs, their economic viability, measuring of
learning outcomes for optimal support of the
intended learning objectives (Manca and Ranieri
2016), as well as questions of credentials and
access to prestigious alumni networks that are
offered by traditional universities’ brick and mortar education.
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Somewhat, and in contradiction to the MOOCs
move, is the push for personalization and adaptation of learning materials and contexts to match an
individual’s needs (Gros 2016). The proponents
of this view claim that there cannot be a one size
ﬁts all and future e-learning content designs
should support and guide individual learners in
their learning process. While learning is best when
it is contextualized and individualized, some of
the beneﬁts touted for e-learning in higher education will largely remain unrealized due to
resources and expertise challenges and also
because of the inherent challenges of articulate
each learner’s individual needs.

Future Directions
There are arguments that social media concepts
and initiatives derive from social networking like
connected MOOCs (cMOOCs) are bridging the
alumni and networking gap in e-learning. More
focus now is on how the use of technology promotes the connections and relationships among
the different stakeholders and also among the
stakeholders and learning resources (Scott et al.
2016). Indeed, the widening and varying information and learning resources, and expertise available in the social media could prove to be valuable
if fully exploited (Manca and Ranieri 2016).
Despite the high use of social media among
university-age people, there are still concerns
about the sophistication required for meaningful
educational use (Greenhow and Lewin 2016).
More research and practice is required to inform
and build a case for social media concepts and
tools in achieving educational goals or outcomes.
There have been advances in students’ assessments and learning assessments made possible by
e-learning – including increased range of assessments, automatic grading and feedback, the mix of
assessment technologies, and students-assessmentcontent interactions. In addition, effective assessments in e-learning have potential of providing
both students and teachers the experience and
opportunity to collaboratively identify, and device
mechanisms of meeting learning needs. Viewed this
way, assessments form part of creating effective and

E-Learning in Higher Education

motivating learning (Gikandi et al. 2011). Despite
these advances, the e-learning assessments require
an amount of sophistication to ensure that an individual’s higher level cognitive and affective skills
and applicability of the knowledge across contexts
are measured (Kinshuk et al. 2016). Therein lies the
challenge due to among others the efforts and digital
literacies required by both students and educators;
concerns of plagiarisms, validity, and reliability; and
the lack of sophisticated assessment technologies to
match these requirements (Gikandi et al. 2011). As
long as these concerns remain, higher education
should continue looking for both theoretical and
technological solutions to overcome them.
The advances in theory and practice of teaching and learning have not been in tandem with the
speed of e-learning technologies (Falloon 2016).
Indeed, there is need to develop theory on how
social media among other revolutionary technological innovations can be used in a learning situation. However, this is realistically unlikely as the
rate of learning and educational theory development lags desperately the speed of electronic
innovations. Acknowledging that technology is
ubiquitous and perhaps focusing on achieving
education and learning outcomes would help to
mitigate the risk of, as well as, to reduce the lag
between theory development and technological
development. Certainly, seeing technology on
one side, and education and learning on the other
as a co-created and inseparable duality could aid
in reducing their complexities. Of course, the
assumption here is that technology, and learning
and education are both ways of searching for
meaning and meeting human needs. Research on
e-learning should therefore focus on creating
meaning of (a) the development and use of the
technologies, (b) the development of learning and
education, and at the same time (c) the advancement of the theory of e-learning.
Most of the research and proposition for the
use of e-learning has focused on the technology
aspects (using models for example the technology
acceptance model, uniﬁed theory of acceptance,
and use of technology among others), with very
little focus on the intended educational outcome
of the use of e-learning. The view of these propositions often assume that either the technology is
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an artifact or a set of neutral entities for achieving
learning independent of the social context and
process of use. Even though the intentionality
and perception measures in some of these models
could imply a focus on the educational outcome,
the view of technological assumptions on
e-learning trumps e-learning’s view as a means to
an educational outcome that is socially
constructed. To magnify the effect of technology
on the achievement of the educational outcome,
more efforts should now be geared on the promotion of reﬂection on how the technology inﬂuences
education, and also how the educational society
can inﬂuence the technologies in use (Kirkwood
2014). That is, continued attainment of educational
goals in the use of e-learning requires an understanding of what these goals are, and more importantly which technologies and in what
conﬁgurations the technologies can be used in
attaining these goals, and the theoretical explanations informing the processes. Kirkwood (2014)
suggests a move to academic development programs for HE educators that emphasizes on the
how teaching and learning should happen through
e-learning rather than the what should be taught.
That is, the sole reason of using e-learning in HE
should be to improve learning and therefore the
discussion on e-learning should be on new pedagogical approaches necessitated by technologies,
or using pedagogical approaches to shape the technologies and their use.
All these should take place in higher education
within the limitations of among others funding,
inadequate understanding of the impact of
e-learning, insufﬁcient information literacy, time,
resources, rapid technological and social changes,
extent/scope of use of e-learning, and the fears of
unnecessary control and surveillance on the use of
technologies. The success of e-learning initiatives
in higher education is pegged on the right and well
calculated focus simultaneously overcoming
these limitations.
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Synonyms
Distance education; Distance higher education
institutions; Distance teaching institutions; Open
universities

Definition
Distance teaching universities are higher education institutions that provide academic studies to
off-campus students scattered in diverse locations
both within national boundaries and beyond.

Introduction
Millions of students study today in different-type
distance teaching institutions throughout the
world (Bates 2015; Garrett 2016; Guri-Rosenblit
2016). Higher education institutions offering
studies through distance teaching methods vary
enormously in how they were initiated, the clienteles that they aim to serve, how they are funded,
and the kinds of programs they offer. Distance
education as a form of higher education offered
by universities exists since the second half of the

nineteenth century. The University of London is
considered to be the ﬁrst university to offer distance higher education (Bell and Tight 1993). The
University of London opened in 1858 all of its
nonmedical examinations, from matriculation
level upwards, to candidates anywhere in the
world. The University of South Africa (UNISA)
is held to be the ﬁrst full-ﬂedged autonomous
distance teaching university (DTU). Established
in 1873 as the University of Cape of Good Hope,
it was based on the model of the University of
London as an external examining board. It started
teaching at a distance in 1946, after all of its
eleven constituent colleges had gradually developed into autonomous degree granting institutions. In 1962 it was ofﬁcially established as a
DTU through a government decree (Boucher
1973). The establishment of the UK Open University (UKOU) in 1969 constituted a landmark
occasion, one that gave distance education a new
legitimacy and opened up new prospects. The
UKOU has inspired the establishment of many
large-scale DTUs worldwide. The emergence of
the digital technologies in the 1990s encouraged a
growing number of traditional campus-based universities to offer online courses and degrees to offcampus students, as well as boosted the foundation of many new online providers, both private
and public (Allen and Seaman 2015; Bates 2015;
Bates and Sangra 2011; Branch et al. 2015;
Garrett 2016).
Distance teaching at university level is provided nowadays through a variety of higher
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education institutions. The most prominent modes
of distance teaching institutions until the 1990s
were the single-mode distance teaching universities, the dual-mode universities that teach concurrently on- and off-campus students, and the
extensions in US universities. The digital technologies have prompted the emergence of many new
distance education providers. Some are totally
new institutions while others are operated by veteran campus-based universities. A few are public
institutions whereas many are for-proﬁt private
ventures. The major modes of universities offering distance higher education are brieﬂy outlined
below.

Single-Mode Distance Teaching
Universities
Most of the large single-mode DTUs were
established in many national jurisdictions since
the early 1970s, following the model of the
UKOU. The establishment of the UKOU in
1969 marked a new era in distance higher education and gave rise to a new brand of DTUs. Many
heralded the new DTUs as the most important
development in higher education in recent
decades, as a radical challenge to the concept of
a university, as a new species of university, and as
one of the marvels of higher education (Daniel
1996; Garrett 2016; Guri-Rosenblit 1999, 2016;
Holmberg 1986; Keegan and Rumble 1982;
Perraton 2000; Perry 1977; Reddy 1988; Rumble
and Harry 1982). One conspicuous characteristic
that distinguishes most of these universities from
their early predecessors is their being a product of
a top-down governmental planning to fulﬁll
national missions. The main mission of the autonomous large-scale DTUS has been to broaden
access to higher education by offering highquality education at a lower cost, particularly to
second-chance students, who for a variety of reasons could not have attended a traditional university. There are currently over thirty single-mode
DTUs in various parts of the world (GuriRosenblit 2016).
The single-mode DTUs are treated in the relevant literature as a generic group, but they differ
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from each other in many respects (Guri-Rosenblit
1999, 2016). Some are operating as national universities, while others function on a limited provincial level. Few of the DTUs adopted an open
admission policy (like the UKOU, Athabasca
University in Canada, The Open University of
Israel), while most others require the same entry
requirements as their conventional counterparts.
Some are huge mega universities teaching millions of students whereas others teach a few thousand students. Indira Gandhi National University
is considered to be the largest university in the
world, teaching in 2014 over 4 million students.
The Open University of China had in 2014 over
2.7 million students and Anadolu University in
Turkey – 1.9 million students (Guri-Rosenblit
2016). Most of the huge single-mode DTUs are
still based mainly on printed materials, satellite, or
radio and television broadcast, while a few operate as online universities.
Many of the veteran DTUs are based on the
industrial model of producing printed self-study
materials, while others use the mass media as their
main delivery method. For instance, The Open
University of China that was established in 1979
as China Central Radio and TV University, and
has been renamed as The Open University of
China in 2012, uses to this date the mass media
as its main delivery method, and so does The
Open University of Japan, which was established
in 1981 as The University of the Air, and has been
renamed in 2007 as the Open University of Japan.
One of the main areas in which the singlemode distance teaching universities, based on
the industrial model of the UKOU, choose to
excel is the development of high-quality study
materials, produced by teams of experts and
designed to stimulate and improve self-study
(Bates 2015; Daniel 1996; Guri-Rosenblit 1999;
Holmberg 1986). The well-articulated study
materials have been used extensively not only by
the DTUs’ students but also by many students at
conventional universities. The production of such
courses is most expensive. But they are developed
by a small number of academics and studied by
large numbers of students. The simple underlying
formula of these DTUs’ is – as the number of
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students increases, the cost per student decreases
(Daniel 1996; Peters 1983, 1994).
The establishment of new single-mode DTUs
has slowed down since the mid-1980s. A few new
single-mode universities were established in the
1990s, like the Universidad Oberta de Catalunya
(The Open University of Catalonia) that was
founded in 1994, and operates as an online university. Many single-mode DTUS have incorporated online provision into their instructional
system in the last two decades (Conole 2014;
Guri-Rosenblit 2010).

Dual-Mode Universities
Dual-mode universities constitute a leading model
in distance education provision. Dual-mode universities teach simultaneously on-campus and offcampus students, and usually the same admission
requirements apply to both categories of students.
The underlying idea behind the dual-mode model
is that the same curricula can be offered to both
on- and off-campus students through appropriate
channels of communication.
Before the digital era, this model has been
activated mainly in Australia and in Canada, as
well as in several Eastern European countries
(Guri-Rosenblit 1999). Distance education at university level has a long history in Australia and in
Canada due to the vastness of their lands and the
huge distances between different cities and
inhabited areas. The sheer size of these two countries has turned the provision of distance teaching
from elementary to tertiary level education to a
must. Australia has deliberately decided not to
establish a single-mode distance teaching university, but rather to distribute responsibility for distance education provision between different
campus universities. In 1989, eight national distance education centers were established in leading Australian universities. Many Canadian
universities offer various forms of distance education to part-time adults since the end of the
nineteenth century. Canada operates both a
single-mode DTU (Athabasca University) and
dual-mode distance teaching universities. In the
former Soviet Union, hundreds of departments
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within conventional universities offered correspondence education since the 1920s (GuriRosenblit 1999; Peters 1983).
Nowadays, the new digital technologies enable
any campus university to reach out to students
outside its residential campus, and offer online
courses to both off-campus and on-campus students. The new technologies have prompted many
higher education institutions to enter the “distance
education business” at various levels of experimentation and application. The digital technologies have actually turned the dual-mode provision
into a leading model in most higher education
systems worldwide, as many conventional universities decided to adopt the advanced technologies
for reaching out to students outside their campus
boundaries (Baggaley and Belawati 2007; Bates
2015; Bates and Sangra 2011; Branch et al. 2015;
Guri-Rosenblit 2010, 2016; Latchem and Jung
2010; Paul 2014).

Extensions
University extensions are mainly an American
model (Rasmussen 1989). The foundation of a
correspondence program at Illinois State University in 1874 can be taken as the start of distance
education at university level in the USA. The
University of Chicago under William Harper
offered the ﬁrst university sponsored correspondence course in 1891, and the University of Wisconsin offered an extension course in 1892 (GuriRosenblit 1999).
Many university extensions have been initiated
by the Smith-Lever Act of 1914. The extension
movement purported to aid in diffusing useful and
practical information on a variety of themes
among the people of the United States by the
land-grant universities. Currently, most of the
American universities, including many of the
leading research universities, have an extension
division, providing courses for adults in a large
variety of subjects (Allen and Seaman 2015;
Bradburn 2002).
Some extensions have turned into autonomous
universities, like the University of Maryland University College (UMUC) that constitutes currently
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the largest public DTU in the USA. It has been
established in 1920s as an extension of The University of Maryland. In 1970 UMUC has become
an autonomous DTU granting academic degrees
from bachelor to PhD.

Blended-Mode Universities
An important impact of the digital technologies
has been the initiation of the blended mode in
higher education, in which face-to-face encounters are combined with online teaching for campus
students. The blended mode can be activated at a
course level (some of the lectures are provided
face-to-face and some online) or at a program
level (some of the courses are taught face-to-face
and some are offered online).
In the last two decades many campus-based
universities, as well as new for-proﬁt providers
of distance higher education, offer a blend of faceto-face interaction with online provision. Many
higher education institutions employ nowadays
the digital technologies in their instructional system (Allen and Seaman 2015; Bates and Sangra
2011; Guri-Rosenblit 2010; Paul 2014). Also,
many DTUs employ the blended mode by
enabling their distant students to meet in face-toface tutorials.

New Online Providers
The digital technologies have prompted the emergence of many new distance education institutions
offering mainly online programs and degrees. The
new distance education providers constitute a
diverse group. Some are totally new institutions,
while many are operated by veteran campusbased universities. Some are public institutions
whereas many others are for-proﬁt private ventures. Some are offering a whole range of academic degrees, whereas many provide a limited
number of professional diplomas and continuing
education courses. Some are stand-alone fully
accredited universities, such as Phoenix University, which is the largest private DTU in the USA,
or Universidad Oberta de Catalunya, which from
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its outset was founded as an online university.
Others are based on partnership between several
universities like The Western Governors University that was established 1997 by the governors of
19 US States (Guri-Rosenblit 2010).
The massive open online courses (MOOCs)
phenomenon is a recent development in distance
education. MOOCs were ﬁrst introduced in 2008
and emerged as a popular mode of learning since
2012. A MOOC is an online course aimed at
unlimited participation and open access via the
web. In addition to traditional course materials
such as ﬁlmed lectures, readings, and problems
sets many MOOCs provide interactive user
forums to support community interactions
among students, professors, and teaching assistants. MOOCs were initiated by elite American
universities, and now many universities around
the world are following suit (Guri-Rosenblit
2016; Lewin 2013; Pappano 2014). In Europe
the MOOCs movement is led by the European
Association of Distance Teaching Universities
(EADTU). EADTU has initiated in January 2014
the HOME project that stands for Higher Education Online: MOOCs the European Way. The aim
of HOME is to develop and strengthen an open
network for European cooperation on open education in general, and MOOCs in particular.
UKOU has initiated in 2012 the FutureLearn venture which is a MOOC platform that it owns as a
commercial subsidiary and develops courses with
72 academic institutions and specialist
organizations.
The open educational resources (OER) movement has also gained momentum in the last
decade, and is led both by DTUs and conventional
universities (Garrett 2016; Guri-Rosenblit 2016).
The open-source movement provides an illuminating example of collaboration among a growing
number of higher education institutions. It holds a
special promise for DTUs and other distance education providers. It has the potential to reduce the
costs of developing high-quality materials, to
bridge over the digital gap between developing
and developed countries and between poor and
rich, and to assist in ensuring quality.
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Future Trends
The major challenge facing today DTUs, particularly the single-mode large-scale DTUs, is the
growing competition from conventional universities, the corporate world and new ventures offering currently courses and programs online. In a
large survey conducted recently by The Observatory on Borderless Higher Education on the state
of DTUs in the Commonwealth, Richard Garrett
concluded that DTUs must prove nowadays their
relevance, since the boundaries between distance
and campus universities are blurred, and the competition between diverse distance education providers is likely to grow (Garrett 2016).
In spite of the growing competition, DTUs still
hold a huge potential for accommodating growing
numbers of diverse student clienteles in the future.
By their very nature, DTUs can expand widely
and be most ﬂexible in catering to the needs of a
wide range of heterogeneous student clienteles.
As demand for higher education surges worldwide, the DTUs mission of accessible, highquality provision of higher education at a lower
cost, as compared to campus universities, still
holds an immense relevance.
It seems that DTUs will accommodate in the
future growing numbers of professionals aiming
to update their knowledge during their career
cycles, as well as lifelong learners wishing to
acquire new knowledge and new skills in a plethora of domains. Lifelong learning has become
today the leitmotif and dominant slogan for most
higher education systems worldwide (Bates and
Sangra 2011; Guri-Rosenblit 2010, 2016). Lifelong learning forms the cornerstone of the idea of
a learning society which encourages its citizens to
study on an ongoing basis, and which should
result, among other things, in the enrichment of
the social fabric and in a collective well-being of
any given society. Bates and Sangra (2011) claim
that lifelong learning has become critical for the
economic development of the knowledge-based
economies, and they predict that lifelong learning
for professional update will grow immensely in
the future and will be at least as great as the market
for students leaving high school for university and
college studies.
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DTUs by their very nature are inclined to create
a closer interface with labor markets and the corporate world. From the outset, many DTUs have
appealed to professional groups, such as teachers,
nurses, engineers, technicians, and public
employees, and have designed a variety of programs geared toward professional upgrading.
Several DTUs have redeﬁned throughout the
years their initial priorities in order to meet
changes in labor markets and societal demands.
Furthermore, international students will constitute in the future a growing component of the
student body of distance education providers. Policy makers of DTUS will have to pay more attention to ways of taking up and adapting to diverse
international markets, by translating study materials, ﬁnding suitable personnel to run special programs designed for transnational students and
designing appropriate support systems. It is most
likely, that DTUs will become most noticeable in
the future among the leading universities that promote globalization, international networks, and
collaborative projects in higher education.
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Synonyms

librarians, etc.). However, the deﬁnition and limits
of DH are subject to lively debates, especially
with respect to who is in and who is out. The
most restrictive deﬁnition of DH refers to a community of people who like to make things (code,
applications, prototypes, digital resources, etc.),
including in a classroom, rather than devote their
time to studying, reading, and writing. In this
sense, DH differs from the research and teaching
associated with the traditional humanities.

Digital resources for the humanities; Humanities
computing; Humanities informatics

History
Definition
Digital humanities (DH) covers a set of disciplines
that cooperate in order to study, edit, teach, and
disseminate social and cultural heritage and
dynamics thanks to digital tools. The most inclusive deﬁnition of the term “humanities” reﬂects
both the human and social sciences (including
media studies) and the corpuses and heritage
they work on. The term “digital” refers to all the
methods and techniques used to transform any
object (text, sound, image, video or artefact) into
digital data, the algorithms used to process these
data (analysis, curation, conservation and edition)
and the techniques used to render the results on a
variety of media (visualization, 3D printing,
acoustic immersion, electronic art, etc.). DH is
an interdisciplinary ﬁeld bringing together a community of scholars and practitioners (archivists,

The crossroads where computer science met with
the humanities dates back to the 1940s with Lexical Text Analysis, Text Encoding, Machine
Translation, and Quantitative Sociology. In
2004, Schreibman et al. introduced the term digital humanities in order to capture the full range of
new digital media (the web, social networks,
video games, etc.) and create what people call
today “the big tent” (the idea of bringing together
researchers from various disciplines and viewpoints; this big tent approach is opposed to scientiﬁc specialization and cohesiveness). Since then,
many research and teaching centers have been
created. In northern countries, these were initially
attached to English departments. It was said that
“Digital Humanities will save the Humanities”
because it would attract new students (digital
natives) and publics, reconcile the two cultures
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(science and humanities), and engage new
teaching.
Indeed, DH programs involve much group
work and assessment as part of projects. DH
encourages edupunk, i.e., a “do-it-yourself”
ethos involving self- and co-learning and a rebellious attitude to mainstream practices as well as
action in favor of open access to culture, learning,
data, scientiﬁc results, and tools. Today, DH is
backed on a growing number of campuses by
computer science departments, digital infrastructures, and big interdisciplinary and international
research projects. This has also led to criticism. It
is said that technology will take over from the
humanities scholars; that the DH community is
predominantly made up of white scholars from a
few English-speaking countries; that DH cannot
lead to good scientiﬁc results in human science;
that DH has rarely stopped to reﬂect on the tools it
is creating; that the ethos of collaboration is
uncritical and neglects political questions relating
to access, equity, ethnicity, gender, and language;
and, ﬁnally, that the promise of DH is false: DH
will not save the humanities after all.
However, DH has established itself (Schnapp
et al. 2008; Schreibman et al. 2004) as a recognizable academic ﬁeld with international conferences, events, books, journals, and supporting
institutions like the Ofﬁce of Digital Humanities
created by the US National Endowment for the
Humanities.
Today, research and teaching programs are visible and expanding across the world, and they are
associated with cultural and historical
transformation.

Diversity in Research and Publication
The DH community mainly comprises scholars
from the USA, Canada, and the UK. DH conferences, lists, associations, academic journals, and
Twitter accounts are dominated by AngloAmerican scholars. DH conference organizers
and reviewers are also predominantly from these
countries and hold leadership positions. English is
apparently the main language for DH publications
whereas research reﬂects different types of
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cultural heritage. Research projects, scientiﬁc
results, teaching, and publications in other countries have been largely invisible owing to the
Anglo-American predominance.
However, since 2010, scholars from other
European countries (e.g., France, Germany, and
Spain), Latin America (a region that is very much
involved in the DH community), the Arab world,
Africa, Australia, and Japan have been gaining
visibility. In fact, there are DH practitioners in
these regions of the world, but they do not necessarily publish their results in English. The Italian
Informatica Umanistica (Fiormonte 2012) has a
long tradition, but this has been largely ignored by
the Anglo-American hegemony. Some scholars
(Clavert 2013) acknowledge this predominance
but note that it is not representative of the very
active French- or Spanish-speaking DH. Today,
geographic and linguistic diversity genuinely
exists in the DH ﬁeld (Dariah 2016; Galina
Russell 2014). Although English is the predominant language, this is because many scholars, who
are not native English speakers, use it as a second
language. Its use in the ﬁeld as a ﬁrst language is
in fact marginal. Hence, the DH community working outside Anglo-American institutions is
underrepresented.
Since 2013, the DH community has expressed
a concern to broaden participation. Through different conferences and associations, scholars are
seeking ways to become more inclusive of underrepresented countries and linguistic backgrounds.

Teaching Programs
Since 2000, many DH departments with graduate
and postgraduate courses have been created. Initially, only a dozen or so came under the heading
of DH. After a few years, the number of specialist
courses, summer schools, Masters and Doctorates
started to grow in the USA, Canada, Europe, but
also in Latin America and Asia (e.g., the DH and
Cultural Informatics program at Jadavpur University, India (http://sctrdhci.wordpress.com/)). DH
teaching programs are developing, especially
through modules offered in a variety of social
sciences and humanities (SSH) departments.

Digital Humanities in and for Higher Education

Most of these courses have only existed for a few
years and do not cover all SSH disciplines. In
some countries like France, the DH label is still
rarely adopted. In the UK, the USA, Italy, and
Spain, scholars in philology, linguistics, literature,
and history were the ﬁrst to develop
DH. However, in French-speaking countries,
major DH initiatives and programs were undertaken with social scientists (e.g., the Lausanne
University master’s degree in DH focusing on
the development of computing skills for SSH
and reﬂexive thinking on digital tools (https://
www.unil.ch/lettres/fr/home/menuinst/master-etspecialisation/master-en-humanites-numeriques.
html)). In a growing number of cases, the initiative to set up programs is being taken by computer
scientists, data scientists, or engineers. This is the
case of the EPFL (Lausanne) Master’s of Science
in DH (http://master.epﬂ.ch/digitalhumanities),
which covers data acquisition and analysis,
audio and image processing, machine learning,
pattern recognition, and data visualization, with
a focus on cultural, historical, and social media
corpora. Sometimes the teaching programs also
cover art and design as in the case of the pan-Irish
Digital Arts and Humanities (DAH) PhD program
(http://dahphd.ie).
Anglo-American departments can usually put
together interdisciplinary courses and programs
with no difﬁculty. The ﬂexibility of the American
higher education system has allowed courses in
computer science for the humanities since the
early 1970s. Sometimes, in order to reduce the
cost of this training, they have linked teaching,
research, and consultancy services as in the King’s
College DH Department (http://www.kcl.ac.uk/
artshums/depts/ddh/study/pgt/madh/index.aspx).
In other countries, setting up interdisciplinary or
interdepartment courses can be more difﬁcult
although many have succeeded: the MA in DH
at the University College of London (UCL), the
MA in digital technology applied to history at the
French École nationale de Chartes, the program in
informatics for SSH at Cologne University, the
MA in Literatura en la Era Digital at the University of Barcelona, and the programs offered by the
Humanities Advanced Technology and Information Institute at the University of Glasgow.
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At the European level, a number of networks
bring together universities involved in teaching
DH: the MA in European Heritage, Digital
Media
and
the
Information
Society
(EUROMACHS), the European Digital Scholarly Edition Initial Training Network (DiXiT), and
DARIAH TEACH where open-source and multilingual teaching materials are developed.

Teaching Focus
The prominent aspect of DH teaching is learning
to use information technology for the digitization
of cultural heritage and its analysis. Since the
1990s in Italy, the university reform has made
the teaching of information technology compulsory in all humanities disciplines. This has contributed to the development of the Italian
DH. Sometimes, the teaching leads humanists to
become technologists, designing tools to serve
their own goals.
Usually, very few SSH students are attracted to
computer science when they start their undergraduate program. However, when they discover the
relevance of computing to their discipline, some
become interested in DH and either need to learn
the basics of computing, even as late as when they
undertake a PhD, or want to become technically
competent in their ﬁrst years at university (Spiro
2011).
Generally, advanced students also like to learn
from one other, exchanging their know-how about
digital tools and their relevance to their discipline.
The pioneering and rebellious style of DH, and
its “do-it-yourself” ethos, has led to co-learning
activities such as The Humanities and Technology
Camp (THATCamp). Such camps are selfgenerated meetings bringing together technologists and SSH scholars but also librarians and
archivists and cultural institution staff. Together,
they learn how to integrate digital technology into
their research, teaching, or cultural activities.
They organize a variety of sessions: talk sessions
to discuss topics such as online publishing, open
access, games, academic blogging, etc.; teach sessions during which participants with different
levels of expertise teach each other a speciﬁc
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skill or how to use a digital tool or digital research
methods and engage in hands-on learning activities
or share experience about speciﬁc know-hows;
make sessions which are hands-on collaborative
working sessions where participants actually produce something such as a piece of software, a
preliminary analysis of a dataset, a best practices
document; and, ﬁnally, demo or play sessions during which participants collaboratively explore new
tools, resources, or prototypes.
DH programs are characterized by this style of
learning, which stimulates collaborative projects,
linking theory and practice and mixing humanities, social science, computing and art and design,
and allowing the participants to engage with
social media.
Many DH departments collaborate with public
sector partners such as museums, archives, libraries and creative institutions. They work on their
problems, resources and data and design solutions
for the visualization and circulation of results. In
Anglo-American countries, library and information sciences play an active role in the development of important digital platforms. Thus, DH has
many driving forces. Humanities departments
appear to be generally reluctant when it comes to
setting up partnerships with the private sector,
creative industry, and businesses, and yet big
ﬁrms, like Google, have largely beneﬁted from
SSH research results (e.g., computational linguistics), developing resources and applications for
the humanities and cultural heritage, and
employing DH graduates.
DH is producing a new HE community by
bringing together scientists and practitioners
from different ﬁelds. The boundaries of this new
ﬁeld are still under debate. Referring to a
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community of people who like to make things
rather than studying, reading, and writing creates
tension for traditional humanities research and
teaching. The future of DH remains an open
question.

Cross-References
▶ Distance Teaching Universities
▶ E-Learning

References
Clavert, Frédérc. 2013. The DH multicultural revolution
did not happen yet. http://www.clavert.net/the-digitalhumanities-multicultural-revolution-did-not-happenyet/. Accessed 29 Jan 2017.
Dariah. 2016. European survey on scholarly practices and
digital needs in the arts and humanities. Dariah-EU.
DiMPO. Oct 2016. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.
260101
Fiormonte, Domenico. 2012. Towards a cultural critique of
the digital humanities. Historical Social Research
37 (3): 59–76.
Galina Russell, Isabel. 2014. Geographical and linguistic
diversity in the digital humanities. Literary and Linguistic Computing 29 (3): 307–316.
Schnapp, Jeffrey, Todd Presner, Peter Lunenfeld, and
Johanna Drucke. 2008. A digital humanities manifesto.
http://manifesto.humanities.ucla.edu/2008/12/15/digitalhumanities-manifesto/. Accessed 29 Jan 2017.
Schreibman, Susan, Ray Siemens, and John
Unsworth, ed. 2004. A companion to digital humanities.
Oxford:
Wiley-Blackwell.
http://www.
digitalhumanities.org/companion/
Spiro, Lisa. 2011. Knowing and doing: Understanding
the digital humanities curriculum. NITLE Labs.
https://digitalscholarship.ﬁles.wordpress.com/2011/06/
spirodheducationpresentation2011-4.pdf.
Accessed
29 Jan 2017.

D

Diploma Devaluation, The Ins
and Outs
Thierry Chevaillier1 and Marie Duru-Bellat2,1
1
Institut de recherche en éducation (IREDU),
Université de Bourgogne, Dijon, France
2
IREDU and OSC, Sciences Po, Paris, France

Synonyms
Credential inﬂation; Overeducation

Definition
“Diploma devaluation” refers to the perception of
a reduction in the value of diplomas and degrees.
When the value of diplomas is assessed in the
labor market, it may be affected by a mismatch
between the qualiﬁcations required by the
employers and the degrees produced by the education system. Such a mismatch may be transitory
until educational institutions adapt to technological changes. It may be structural when the level of
education becomes a tool for access to the best
positions.
The expression “diploma devaluation” carries
a value judgment: diplomas in general, or at least
some of them, have lost the value they used to
have. We will ﬁrst examine what it means and
how it can be assessed. Then, we will make
explicit the reasons why it is generally considered

as a problem. Last, we will evoke the debates
around this phenomenon and the policies that
may be designed to counter it.

What Is It About?
In most countries, wages and status attached to
jobs are higher when employees have achieved
long and prestigious studies, especially in higher
education. Many theoretical models exist among
economists to explain why education and degrees
are valued on the job market. For the human
capital theory (developed by Becker and Mincer
in the 1960s–1970s), employers reward diploma
because education enhances productivity of labor;
each additional year of schooling should bring an
increase in productivity, which should be
rewarded by higher wages. For the signal theory
(developed in the 1970s by Arrow and Spence),
education does not directly increase productivity;
rather it signals productivity potential, linked to
rather unobservable dimensions, such as capacity
to acquire new knowledge, capacity to sustain
efforts, and so on (Spence, 1973). As no direct
information on these dimensions is available to
them, employers rely on degrees as signals of the
value the employees have for them. In the competition for jobs, employers de facto rank job
seekers in a queue, according to criteria they can
observe such as degrees, even if they require other
attributes or skills associated with training. In that
frame, the value of education is relative and
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diplomas bring mainly a positional advantage, so
that students’ interest is to stand the most ahead as
possible in the queue. Whenever access to education is spreading, that will foster “credential
inﬂation.”
The word “inﬂation” suggests that the aggregation of individual strategies may result in the
devaluation of diplomas held. As with monetary
inﬂation, an increase in the number of education
qualiﬁcations in the population would create a
disequilibrium that would lower their economic
value on the labor market and decrease the returns
on education.
The economic or sociological literature more
generally refers to this disequilibrium as “overeducation.” Although, in the context of diploma
devaluation, overeducation may be assessed at the
macroeconomic level, it is also used at the microeconomic level to point to individuals that have
more education than required by their actual or
prospective occupation.

What Is Observed?
While it would be inappropriate to provide ﬁgures
concerning returns to higher education degrees
since they vary both over time and across countries, some global trends may be sketched. In the
USA, what is observed is a trend toward increasing returns associated with tertiary education
(Goldin and Katz 2008). It is not the case in
Europe, where divergent trends are noticed
(Middendorf 2008; Leuven and Osterebeek
2011). In a majority of countries, such as Italy
and France, returns are decreasing for the most
recent cohorts, while the picture is not clear in
countries such as the UK. Discrepancies across
countries (and also variations along time) may be
related to the quality of the match between educational expansion (often dramatic as in Europe in
the 1980s–2000s) and the evolution of the job
structure, generally characterized by an occupational upgrading. In any case, devaluation does
concern more often students leaving school at the
secondary level than after some higher education.
In OECD countries, discourse about the
incoming “knowledge economy” and the
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expected impact of education on growth have
fostered policies of educational expansion. However, it is very difﬁcult to assess precisely whether
the growth of education – with a dramatic upsurge
of HE degrees in some countries – did meet the
promised economic growth (Brown and others
2011). What is admitted today is that above a
certain threshold, notably when the adults’ literacy is already at a certain level, developing education further does not automatically produce
signiﬁcant economic beneﬁts. OECD has recently
expressed some doubt in this respect. In Education at a Glance (2006, p. 157), one reads: “crosscountry growth regressions assume that the
impact of education is linear and constant across
countries. However, research suggests that the
assumption of constant growth effects of education across countries is unfounded. There is also
evidence of diminishing effects on growth above
an average of 7.5 years of education. This is well
below the OECD average of 11.8 years in formal
education.”
However, this remains today a controversial
issue. In most countries, the need for more educated employees is advocated in a context of skillbiased technological change. A model developed
by Vandenbussche et al. (2006) has shown that
skilled labor has a stronger effect on growth for
countries closer to the technological frontier. At
the same time, especially in a global economy, the
job structures associated to theses technological
requisites may vary across countries so that there
may exist some mismatches between the structure
of occupations and the distribution of educational
skills and degrees.
Devaluation is assumed whenever highly educated people ﬁll jobs that were previously held by
less qualiﬁed workers. But such a situation may
reveal an authentic upgrading of the skills
required for the job; in that case, the word “devaluation” is not appropriate, since the new match
observed is justiﬁed. It is the result of an adjustment mechanism, drawn by the ﬁrms (to adapt to
or speed up skill-biased technological changes) or
by the students themselves. But in many case, it is
hard to disentangle what would be a new suitable
match and what would be a result of
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overeducation, i.e., an excess supply of highskilled workers.

Why Is It a Problem?
In any case, students pay the price of such mismatches. They need to get higher qualiﬁcations to
access jobs previously held by less-educated persons. But, while the individuals’ experience of
mismatch on the labor market increases their
level of mistrust, they keep convinced of the utility of their educational investment, since their
situation remains better than that of the less educated. That is because one needs to distinguish
between the absolute and the relative value of
diplomas. While the former is declining in most
countries, the latter is generally preserved. This is
easy to understand, as far as, at least, some part of
the value of education on the labor market is
positional and as the signaling value of a degree
remains: gaining a higher degree always brings
some relative advantage.
The problem is precisely that the absolute
devaluation of degrees goes along with the stability of the relative advantages they provide. This
fosters a self-perpetuating trend: Individuals are
caught in a trap compelling them to study further
and further to get the same returns: This generates
inﬂation and the correlative devaluation of
diploma.
Diploma devaluation raises both economic and
societal problems. From an economic point of
view, any mismatch is a waste of resources, and
it is especially true concerning higher education
when it is delivered by the state as a public good.
Rather than being a source of efﬁciency, a rising
level of education and a rising number of graduates may become a source of rigidity as they
generate what sociologists as Collins (1979)
called “credentialism”: Far from resulting from
increasing skills requirements of jobs themselves,
the steady growth in demand for higher levels of
qualiﬁcation in the labor market turns into a selfdefense strategy and a tool of social closure. Credential inﬂation becomes a strategy (or an “exclusionary tactics”) of the elite for preserving its
advantages in accessing the best occupational
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careers. In that race, children of the most
privileged groups are seeking higher and higher
degrees to keep ahead, and, given their ability to
select the best tracks, they maximize the beneﬁt
drawn from the degrees they achieve.
For sociologists, at the overall level, this
expansionary dynamic and the correlative devaluation of diplomas would explain why the expansion and democratization of education have not
resulted in more social mobility (Hadjar & Becker
2009). It runs counter to the promise of education
as a “great equalizer,” which is a serious difﬁculty
in meritocratic societies (Bernardi & Ballarino
2016). In such societies, where merit is supposed
to govern access to unequal positions, the “value”
of degrees is crucial since diplomas are supposed
to give an objective certiﬁcation of individuals’
merit. Consequently, the strength of the ties
between educational degrees and jobs is a benchmark of the equity of the whole process of social
reproduction or, at least, of a fair allocation to
positions.
However, the ideal of an education-based meritocracy faces the fact that the process of social
reproduction itself is intimately embedded in the
structural frame of the job market and of its evolution. Actually, individuals, whatever their personal attributes, insert themselves in a society
where “places” are predeﬁned, and, even if education is a relatively effective way of accessing the
best positions, the deﬁnition of these places themselves does not fundamentally arise from the operation of the educational system. Similarly, the
educational system has no power upon the effective market value of degrees, which results from
the structural distribution of jobs and the peculiar
relationships that prevail between degrees and
qualiﬁcations. If, as has been observed in many
countries over the last decades, the expansion of
the high end of the social structure has been
slower than the production of suitable graduates,
there should be an adjustment in the form of
devalued credentials. This is an old story, since,
as early as 1978, the French sociologist Bourdieu
had written: “The entering into the race and competition for degrees of young people belonging to
groups who were till now using school in a very
moderate way has pushed those groups whose
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reproduction was mainly achieved by school to
intensify their investment to maintain the relative
scarcity of their degrees and so doing their position in the social structure, so that the degree and
the system delivering it become the main stake in
a competition which generates a broad and continuous growth of the demand for education and
an inﬂation of degrees.”
In the end, the overall intergenerational mobility remains unchanged. Moreover, when investigating the “effects” of the devaluation of
diplomas, one should stress the relevance of the
distinction between two levels: the macro- level at
which structural factors determine the relationships between education and growth and the
microlevel at which education determines the
chances of having access to a given job. At this
level, the difﬁculties faced by graduates generate
true psychological problems, well known especially since the seminal paper of Burris (1983)
on “The social and political consequences of overeducation.” He showed that while the feared
impacts of overeducation on political ideology,
such as increased leftism, were not so widespread
(they were observed only in the most severe cases
of overeducation), job dissatisfaction was much
more common. In France, some research (DuruBellat 2006; Felouzis 2001) describes what is
called a “deceived generation,” who, facing the
gap between their diplomas and the real opportunities on the job market, is bound to adopt a
disillusioned attitude, towards both work and
political life, or even (although less widespread)
a more offensive one leading to protest. This
students’disillusion on entering the labour market
stems also from their utilitarian behaviour: their
main objective is no more to learn but only to get a
certiﬁcation necessary to ﬁnd a job. This utilitarian attitude has also been observed in some poorer
countries that have strongly developed higher
education, and described as a ‘diploma disease’
(Dore 1997).

What Is to Be Done?
In the face of these undesirable effects of diploma
devaluation, the need for relevant policies is
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unescapable. However, there are controversies
about the reality and the importance of this
phenomenon.
For a number of researchers, overeducation is
overestimated and all in all a less serious phenomenon than commonly suggested (see for instance
Büchel and others 2003): it is merely a short-run
disequilibrium, occurring only in transitory
phases, since employers always end up adapting
their modes of production so as to exploit fully the
human capital available. Moreover, apparent
overeducation might conceal selection biases, if
overeducated workers have lower abilities or less
favorable attitudes. More broadly, overeducation
might not be real, since the academic level
guaranteed by degrees is weakening, due to less
selectivity in access to higher education. Apparent
overeducation might also merely conceal a redefinition of qualiﬁcations, incorporating new
requirements not necessarily associated with
diploma such as so-called “soft skills.”
These are all relevant issues, which remain to
be explored seriously, but, in the meanwhile, politicians have to make choices, and it is not
straightforward.
Although an attractive choice – often meeting
consensus – would be to go on with educational
expansion, it is obviously not an answer to the
devaluation issue: it would only postpone the
problems confronted by students when entering
the job market and facing the associated inequalities. One should stress that social inequalities are
not strictly dependent of the expansion of education. As early as 1973, the French sociologist
Boudon predicted that educational inequalities
might decline without any corresponding change
in the structure of social inequalities. One may
even consider that educational expansion serves
mostly the private interests of those who want to
stay ahead, without helping those who stay
behind.
A more satisfying policy may be to reinforce
the vocational dimension of education at all
levels. What is observed is that wherever such a
dimension is lacking (in countries such a France),
individuals are ranked in the ﬁle for jobs
according to the length of their studies, so that a
“logic of level” prevails: the more education you
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get, the more able you are supposed to be to fulﬁl
the “best” jobs. In contrast, in countries where a
logic of qualiﬁcation prevails, the skills you possess entitles you to some speciﬁc jobs. It should be
noted that the notion of qualiﬁcation has a different meaning in these two cases. In their seminal
work, Shavit and Müller (1998), conﬁrmed
recently by Di Stasio and others (2016), observed
that “in occupational space, the value of a credential consists primarily in its scarcity and position
in the hierarchy of credentials rather than it
derives from the speciﬁc skills it represents.” So
the prevalence of the “credential inﬂation” (and of
the associated devaluation of diploma), a widespread phenomenon in the developed world, is
bound to be higher in countries where a logic of
“level” prevails upon a logic of qualiﬁcation.
However, it would be also conceivable, in a
context in which qualiﬁcations required for jobs
are bound to change continuously, to take the
opposite stand by loosening the ﬁt between
degrees and jobs, and by considering it more
important to warrant a high level of education to
every student, leaving to the ﬁrms the training for
the jobs. In this case, policies encouraging educational expansion would stay relevant but should
give priority to an education oriented toward
transferable and soft skills. In any case, the fact
that today’s graduates are facing competition in a
global labor market must be taken into account
(Brown and others 2011).
One should also take a broader view of education since, for individuals, it is not only an investment seeking returns on the labor market but also
a consumption good that brings them satisfactions
and an asset that will enhance their quality of life.
For society, beyond being a source of economic
growth, it is a tool for building social cohesion
(Janmat and others 2013).
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Synonyms
Family academic capital; Family cultural capital

Definition
Students whose parents do not have higher education or who did not obtain a higher education
diploma.

experience. A reconﬁguration of the student population is occurring with the increase in female
students, adult student, and young people from
ethnocultural minorities and economically disadvantaged social environments. Although social
inequalities still curb access to higher education,
nonetheless, the movement for academic democratization has allowed families and youth disadvantaged in terms of social and cultural resources
to have higher academic aspirations, favoring the
pursuit of studies beyond the level of compulsory
education for a greater proportion of this segment
of the population.
The concept “ﬁrst-generation student” is part
of this particular socio-educational context. It designates all students who are the ﬁrst in their family
to attain higher education or obtain a higher education diploma. The underlying hypothesis is that
these students in intergenerational academic
mobility are disadvantaged in the pursuit of higher
education. Thus, the category FGS allows us to
readily identify these students to heighten their
educational opportunities but also to comprehend
how this status is detrimental to their academic
experience.

Context
Over at least the last ﬁve decades, with the movement in developed countries to open up higher
education to the masses, postsecondary education
establishments, especially universities, are welcoming an increasingly diverse student population, in both social origin and previous academic

The Emergence and Development of the
FGS Concept
Originally an administrative category, the FGS
category was developed in the United States at
the end of the 1970s by the National Coordinating
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Council of Educational Opportunity Associations
(NCCEOA), a coalition of nonproﬁt associations
promoting programs to improve educational
access and success (TRIO federal programs).
These programs are designed for students with
social and academic characteristics likely to be
detrimental to the pursuit of higher education.
This new indicator was created to facilitate identiﬁcation of “at-risk” students using criteria other
than economic ones. First adopted by the
NCCEOA in the American Midwest, then by
this same organization at the national level, the
category “FGS” was subsequently brought forward on the federal political scene as a criterion
to reach the targeted public of TRIO programs
throughout the country. This proposal was
adopted and ratiﬁed by the American Congress
in 1980 within the framework of Education
Amendments, assuring from then on the widespread usage of this category of students within
all administrative ofﬁces of higher educational
establishments in the United States.
Parallel to this administrative usage, the concept of FGS was also adopted by researchers.
Over decades, a research tradition, long centered
on the American situation, was gradually crafted
to better understand what characterizes the academic experience of these “new arrivals” in the
world of university and in higher education in
general.
The shift from “administrative category” to
“concept” occurred in the context of institutional
research. An initial study (unpublished) was done
in 1979 by Fuji F. Adachi of the University of
Wyoming. Examining FGS status and socioeconomic status as indicators of academic inequality,
the analysis revealed a partial correlation between
these two indicators and underscored the interest
in their joint utilization in order to determine the
admissibility of students to federal TRIO programs (Billson and Brooks-Terry 1982). Nonetheless, it was not until 1982 that a ﬁrst research
project examining the effect of the status of ﬁrstgeneration student on student retention was
published in a journal of institutional research.
This article by Billson and Brooks-Terry stressed
the disadvantages FGS face compared to secondgeneration students (SGS or non-ﬁrst-generation
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students), reinforcing the administrative relevance
of this indicator of academic inequality (Auclair
et al. 2008).
During the 1980s, institutional researchers’
interest in FGS was conﬁrmed (Groleau et al.
2009). Articles, institutional reports, and theses
which were produced bore mainly on the experiences of FGS in speciﬁc institutions of higher
learning and tended to conﬁrm the differences
existing between this category and other students
in terms of student retention, adaptation to higher
education, and certain psychosocial characteristics. During the1990s and 2000s, FGS became a
deﬁnite analytical category in the ﬁeld of research
on higher education in the United States. The
number of articles published in academic journals
increased, as did institutional and governmental
attention to this issue. National surveys and more
sophisticated statistical techniques allowed for
greater precision in determining the net effect of
parents’ educational level on their children’s education, which contributed to more accurate results.
The analytical angles available increased substantially, underscoring the variability of academic
experiences of FGS (Auclair et al. 2008).
Due to its institutional and intellectual origins,
research on FGS covers a number of methodologies. Studies are conducted on various scales,
ranging from university or college researchers
targeting students in particular educational programs to work drawing upon local or national
surveys. Moreover, different types of statistical
tests can be found in the body of research on
FGS, from correlation testing to more complex
analytical models (regression, structural equations, or risk analysis). That being said, the literature also includes a number of works of a
qualitative nature which seek to understand from
a subjective perspective, the nature of academic
experience for FGS (Auclair et al. 2008).

Definitions (Modulation of Definitions)
Increased usage of the concept also comes along
with a differentiation of deﬁnitions. An initial one,
proposed by Adachi (1979), characterizes students whose parents did not obtain an
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undergraduate degree although some had academic experience in college (with or without
obtaining a degree) or at university (without
obtaining a degree). This deﬁnition is used by
administrators of programs to improve access
and student success. A second narrower deﬁnition
only includes students whose parents did not
attend
postsecondary
institutions.
Some
researchers justify this choice by stressing that
the knowledge of postsecondary education
acquired by the parents (Pascarella et al. 2004;
Lohﬁnk and Paulsen 2005) would facilitate their
children’s participation. This ﬁrst distinction is
then magniﬁed by a second one, seeking to identify the category of “second-generation” students
(SGS) by differentiating parents’ academic experience according to the type of establishment
(community college or university) or according
to whether or not they obtained a diploma
(Auclair et al. 2008).
The way in which the FGS variable is
constructed inﬂuences the results obtained. Thus,
studies show that FGS seem particularly disadvantaged compared to students with one or both
parents with undergraduate degrees (Barahona
1990; Warburton et al. 2001; Pascarella et al.
2004). However, their academic experience differs less dramatically from that of students with
one or both parents with community college
diplomas or who attended university without
obtaining a degree (Warburton et al. 2001;
Pascarella et al. 2004).

The Relevant Thematic
The work on FGS bears on two principal themes:
access to studies and academic experience, itself
associated with retention.
According to an initial hypothesis, coming
from a less educated family is detrimental to the
chances of FGS gaining access to higher education. From this perspective, some research has
attempted to understand whether this social characteristic had its own effect on the pursuit of
postsecondary studies or whether FGS accumulated a number of factors limiting their participation in higher education. While less numerous,
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studies done in the United States and more
recently in Canada stress that access of FGS to
higher education is, indeed, less than for students
of the second generation. The FGS status would
contribute directly to this state of affairs (Auclair
et al. 2008; Barahona 1990; Horn and Nuñez
2000; Kamanzi et al. 2010). Being an FGS
would also affect academic aspirations
(Barahona 1990) and reduce the probability of
pursuing a high school curriculum in mathematics
which would favor attending university (Horn and
Nunez 2000). Nevertheless, the parents’ academic
level is not the sole predictor of participation in
postsecondary education. In Canada, at least, academic preparation (previous academic results and
time devoted to school work) proves to be even
more determinant a factor than family origin in
overcoming obstacles to university entrance
(Kamanzi et al. 2010). Furthermore, certain factors may moderate the effect of FGS status, notably options pursued in high school, parents’
commitment to activities preparatory to the transition to college and university, and the assistance
provided by academic actors (Horn and Nunez
2000). Finally, the effect of FGS status on the
type of establishment chosen (community college
or university) remains ambiguous, with contradictory research results on this question.
A second hypothesis could be formulated as
follows: because of their family origin, FGS experience their passage to postsecondary education
differently. A number of studies have examined
the academic experience of FGS, whether their
adaptation to higher education, their retention
and academic success, or the outcome of such an
experience on these students’ intellectual or cognitive development (Auclair et al. 2008; Groleau
et al. 2012). Some qualitative studies offered a
description of the demanding nature of entrance
to college or university for some FGS who experience this process as a form of acculturation and
upheaval (e.g., London 1989). The work of
Pascarella et al. (2004) on FGS attending community colleges indicates that the differences with
SGS diminish over time, FGS succeeding in
developing a form of resilience that compensates
for their initial lack of cultural and social
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resources and helps them fully beneﬁt from their
studies.
The research considering the retention of FGS
is inconsistent. In the United States, certain
researchers, such as Warburton et al. (2001),
show that the proportion of FGS who persevere
in their studies is less than that of other students.
In contrast, Chen and Carroll (2005) do not
observe any signiﬁcant difference between the
rates of perseverance of FGS and other students,
either in postsecondary studies in general or in
universities speciﬁcally (Chen and Carroll 2005).
These differences could be explained by adding
new variables, absent to this point from analytical
models, as well as by the time scale chosen to
measure academic retention (Chen and Carroll
2005). Furthermore, these analyses reveal that
other factors, such as a generally low grade point
average in the ﬁrst year of higher education, completing few courses, dropping out of a number of
courses, working fulltime, registering part time,
and being married, have signiﬁcant effects similar
to or greater than FGS status on persistence with
their studies. In Canada, research shows that FGS
who attend university differ little from SGS and
have an equal chance of continuing their studies
until they obtain a bachelor’s degree (Kamanzi
et al. 2010). In short, it is not clear that FGS status
is the most important explanatory factor to
account for dropping out or continuing in school.
This presentation, while not exhaustive, highlights results of the inﬂuence of FGS status on the
higher education career: (1) the effect of this status
on access and academic experience in higher education and (2) the fact that this social characteristic
constitutes one factor among others (previous and
current schooling and other sociodemographic
characteristics) which could affect the academic
path in higher education.
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experience of higher education (Groleau et al.
2012). The ﬁrst type of explanations considers
the negative repercussions that parents’ lack of
academic experience could entail on: their support
and academic monitoring, their perception of the
utility/importance of studies, their knowledge of
the academic system and the best strategies to
facilitate the path to higher education, and their
relationship to university and academic culture.
The second type of explanations establishes a link
between the status of FGS and other social and
demographic characteristics which are often associated with it. These interpretative avenues stress
how the social and academic environment of FGS
(families’ cultural baggage, type of school
attended, and peer groups) could limit these students’ educational opportunities.
Thus, in leaving the administrative sphere of
action programs within institutions of higher education, the concept of FGS becomes an indicator
characterizing students’ social origin. It is tightly
linked to the concept of cultural capital, central to
theories of social reproduction. Incidentally, certain studies on FGS focus speciﬁcally on the difference of cultural capital with SGS (Dumais and
Ward 2010). Nonetheless, the concept of FGS
generally designates the institutionalized dimension of this capital, since it particularly examines
the effect of parents’ academic capital on their
children’s education. This effect is felt, not
because the parents have a greater or lesser number of years of education (volume of capital) but
because they have experience with postsecondary
education which may be transmitted to their children by encouraging them to pursue their studies,
by their familiarity with the functioning of academic establishments, and by their support and
encouragement throughout their children’s studies. Thus, the qualitative composition of capital
would take account of its inﬂuence, although this
is rarely made explicit in the research on FGS.

Explanations and Theoretical
Convergence
International Dissemination
While lacking in theoretical justiﬁcation, the literature on ﬁrst-generation students suggests some
explanations for the inﬂuence of parents’ educational level on their children’s access to and

At the turn of the century, we witnessed a dissemination of this concept beyond the United States.
In Canada, for example, Grayson (1997)
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conducted an investigation of FGS at York University in Toronto. A few years later, Lehmann
(2007) returned to this concept to understand the
link between FGS status, social class, and
dropping out of school. At the same time, Québec
researchers (Auclair et al. 2008; Groleau et al.
2010; Kamanzi et al. 2010) were using this analytical category in the context of work with a
national longitudinal survey (Youth in Transition
Survey, YITS). While the academic production on
FGS remains primarily American, the concept and
its derivatives (e.g., the more restrictive category
“ﬁrst in the family” student, designating students
who are the ﬁrst among their parents and siblings
to attain higher education) are today used by
researchers and administrators in various countries (notably Canada, Australia, and England).
Finally, the FGS concept was recently used by
OECD as an indicator of intergenerational academic mobility (OECD, 2015).
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Education
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Washington State University, Pullman, WA, USA

Synonyms
Civic engagement; Democratic education; Outreach; Public service; Service

Definition
Community engagement is about institutions
leaving behind notions of ivory tower ideals that
separate campus and community and shift instead
to integrated views where public spaces include
knowledge and science and where institutions and
their publics connect. Community engagement is
a way for institutions and communities to reconsider how they interact to address larger needs that
transcend an individual institution or one community. More permeable boundaries between campus
and community where colleges and universities
are at the center of community life and not on the
edge of it allows for more engaged, responsive,
interesting, and creative communities and postsecondary institutions.

Evolution of an Idea
Community engagement is at once a mission and
a set of actions. As a mission, community engagement is about connecting the resources of the
university with the needs and resources of communities to address mutual needs. As a set of
actions, community engagement encompasses
the type of work faculty, staff, and students do to
link campuses and communities (e.g., research
focused on community organizations, students
using service learning in their classrooms). Questions often asked about community engagement
include: How is community deﬁned? What is
engagement? Engagement with whom? The
responses to such questions can be broad
depending on the context. In a mission statement,
community typically encompasses all the communities served by an institution including local,
regional, national, and international communities.
In contrast, when a professor refers to his or her
research as part of community engagement, this
typically refers to speciﬁc communities – for
example, connecting faculty through research
with an international community (e.g., a professor
from Scotland working with a community in
Nepal) or students participating in a service learning class where they connect with youth in a local
community based organization adjacent to campus. These examples help illustrate the ways that
community engagement charts a course through
overarching mission statements at the same time
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that community engagement is action based and
guides direct activities.
Community engagement is an outgrowth of the
other related terms of service and outreach. As
with many terms used in academic contexts, the
difference in deﬁnition is one of nuance and has
resulted in what Sandmann (2008) refers to as
“deﬁnitional anarchy” related to community
engagement and outreach. Words like community
engagement, public outreach, community service,
civic engagement, and social responsibility are
usage and context dependent. Community
engagement is a term that is used by higher education institutions as a way to reﬂect and comment
on the relationships that higher education systems
and institutions have with their respective communities (writ large and with particular
communities).
Historical Overview Community engagement as
a mission was (and is) related to service roles of
postsecondary institutions and the relationships
they have with their respective home communities. Service refers to the work done on a campus
to meet the needs of a community. Institutions do
their part to contribute to a learned society. In this
way, service can refer to the integral work institutions do to prepare graduates for progress in society or to prepare a work force in a particular
vocational area or to meet the needs of particular
communities.
Historically, campuses and communities have
always been connected although how and to what
extent varies from community to community. Colleges and universities were closely tied to their
local communities to recruit students, offer housing, and provide services for faculty and students
ranging from food to health care. Institutions
beneﬁted from their communities to support,
house, and feed students and faculty. Communities beneﬁted economically in the exchange of
services and they beneﬁtted socially by having
access to higher education for personal beneﬁt
and for the larger beneﬁt of social progress. Having a campus in town was a sign of development
and status. The public and governmental support
for higher education grew out of a social covenant
between institutions and the publics they served
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(Bender 1988). Partly as a result of post–World
War II economics that shifted from social and
public interests to private and corporate interests,
what many refer to as neoliberal economics, the
social covenant between higher education and
related communities was compromised. Public
support for higher education diminished and put
a spotlight of accountability onto higher education
that resulted in less synergy, reduced support, and
suspicion between campuses and their respective
publics.
Regardless of how institutions are funded, the
privatization and marketization of higher education comparable to other goods and services relationships, created a rift between campuses and
communities. In response, institutions of higher
education need to attain public support through
increasingly competitive processes (e.g., lobbying
for funding, competing for grant support).
Although they manifest differently by setting,
the trends are consistent internationally (Gibbons
1999). What the context of economic constraints
meant and continues to mean for universities is a
need to respond to public demands as a condition
of funding and support. In the research realm,
faculty have to engage in research that has clear
outcomes that are linked to social needs as part of
receiving funding. In the teaching realm, there is
pressure for student curricular offerings and
majors to be directly tied to career outcomes and
gainful employment. The privatization of the
exchange between higher education and communities created and contributed to a critique of
higher education as self-serving. Visions of ivory
towers have been enduring and represent ideals
that separate campuses and their communities
based on intellectual foundations. In contemporary settings, rifts between colleges and universities and their respective communities are often a
result of a failure for campuses to deliver on goods
perceived as promised or as a result of a failure for
the public to support colleges and universities.
The concept of community engagement in the
contemporary university is a means for institutions to communicate more fully to their respective publics of what it is that universities actually
do to support their communities. Community
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engagement also suggests reciprocity between
institutions and communities in the exchange as
a way to reduce the barriers created by economic
constraints.
Contemporary Issues Concerned that service
was too passive as an interpretation of what institutions do to actually connect with their communities and that institutions had become
increasingly disconnected from their communities, educational organizations and community
leaders throughout the world have looked at
ways to more clearly connect the resources of a
campus with the needs of communities (again,
writ large as stated in mission statements and in
particular communities when it comes to activities
and actions). The language of engagement is used
to convey clearer lines of communication as well
as synergy and reciprocity (Ward 2003).
Throughout the past 30 years, there have been
deliberate initiatives across the world to question
how communities and campuses relate and to
provide suggestions for improvement. Examples
include the UNESCO group in Community Based
Research and Social Responsibility in Higher
Education (Tandon and Hall 2012), with partners
in Africa, Arab states, Asia and the Paciﬁc,
Europe and North American, and Latin America
and the Caribbean. The mission of the cooperative
is to promote linkages between postsecondary
institutions to share resources and bridge knowledge between and among partner institutions and
communities. Other examples include Australian
Universities Community Engagement Alliance
(2008) and Campus Compact and the Carnegie
Foundation in the United States whose work have
helped to articulate principles, provide resources,
and highlight key components related to delete
connection and collaboration between higher education institutions and the communities they
serve. Reports and related material from these
initiatives typically focus on and encourage social
responsibility, faculty involvement, and improved
student outcomes related to civic participation,
democracy, and community service.
Faculty Work Community engagement is about
integrating the teaching, research, and service of
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faculty to be more deliberately focused on meeting community needs. Faculty are key players to
carry out community engagement missions and
activities. Faculty need to actively participate in
civic life as a means to fully realize goals for
higher education institutions to prepare students
for participation in a democracy (Hartley and
Huddleston 2010).
An international champion of all causes related
to connecting campus resources with community
needs was Ernest Boyer, an American scholar and
leader of university reform to create greater synergy between campuses and communities.
Although he talked frequently about the covenant
between higher education and society, it was in his
deﬁnitive work, Scholarship Reconsidered, where
Boyer (1990) ﬁrst synthesized thinking about faculty work and how the overemphasis on research
was excluding service and teaching missions.
Boyer was passionate about the need to connect
the resources of the academy with the social needs
in communities beyond the campus. Part of
Boyer’s legacy was providing clear deﬁnitions of
what it actually means for an institution and its
faculty to be community engaged. Boyer’s work
made clear how faculty can link with communities
through their teaching, research, and service.
Although Boyer was an American scholar, his
conceptualizations of engagement and faculty
work are recognized and have been built upon
internationally by institutions and related
collectives.
Part of Boyer’s impact on the update and
reconsideration of faculty work was the deliberate
look at what it means for faculty to engage in
service that is tied to meeting community needs
and as part of larger faculty roles. Boyer’s legacy
is that he named the problems associated with
faculty being too focused on research that was
insular and self-serving. Boyer was also critical
of institutions that had narrow reward systems that
failed to consider the totality of faculty work to
include community perspectives. Boyer’s
expanded model of scholarship gave language
for faculty to explain their scholarly work across
teaching, research, and service, underlying the
need to tie the resources of campuses to the
needs of communities. Boyer’s model also gave
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academic leaders language and guidance to provide direction for reward systems for faculty
engaged in community work.
Comparative Perspectives In the European context, community engagement as a concept resonates and is expanded to focus more on
democracy and human rights (see for example
the work of Hartley and Huddleston 2010). In
Australia, community engagement is talked
about in more local terms as a means to react to
neoliberal policy contexts (Winter et al. 2006).
Based on a review of literature related to community engagement, it is clear that the often-cited
works of Boyer (1990), as well as other authors
that have built on Boyer’s concepts, have played a
key leadership role in articulating goals and
visions for community engagement across different country settings and institutional contexts.
Boyer’s work helps articulate a big picture vision
that has been integrated and adapted to different
global settings. The UNESCO project (2015) is
also an example of international collaboration
related to connecting campus and community in
different country contexts. The UNESCO collaborative is focused on supporting intellectual cooperation to promote knowledge exchange and to
share information across borders between countries and between institutions of higher learning
and global partners.
Areas of Critique As an umbrella term, community engagement can at times be too
encompassing leaving critics ﬁxated on what the
term actually means instead of the action it is
intended to carry out and the mission intended to
realize. Community engagement can be too passive or limited in comparison to concepts like
civic education or education for democratic
citizenship – terms that suggest more educative
value and connection. There is also an assumption
embedded in community engagement, especially
in the U S context, that service activities like
volunteerism and service learning, will lead to
outcomes associated with democracy and civic
life when, in reality, the links are not always so
direct (Hartley and Huddleston 2010). Another
area of critique is related to the role of higher
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education versus the role of communities in
enacting community engagement. Colleges and
universities as the drivers in community engagement dialogues can still maintain power hierarchies and pursue self-motivated agendas at the
expense of community needs. In response to
such critique, reﬂection by students, faculty, and
organizations is encouraged as a principle of good
practice as a way to move from hierarchical community relationships to ones driven by social
change, reciprocity, and partnership. To move
away from top-down models of community
engagement, it is helpful to think in terms of
polycultural connections where multiple viewpoints and needs are considered as part of community engagement (Moore et al. 2009) or to
ecological or multilateral approaches (Hartley
and Huddleston 2010). An additional critique
related to community engagement comes from
the lack of institutional support to carry out community engagement related activities. For example, in African universities, community
engagement is included in the priorities of many
universities, but institutional and governmental
support to recognize faculty for their work in
communities is marginalized (Mugabi 2015).
Ongoing structural support is necessary to realize
community engagement missions and carry out
community engagement initiatives. There is perpetual concern about keeping community engagement a priority in light of multiple demands on
faculty and student time, varying institutional priorities, and seemingly perpetual ﬁscal stress.
Conceptual Models Community engagement can
be thought of in terms of phases or levels. There
are two conceptualizations that are particularly
helpful to guide readers in thinking about community engagement more generally. Hartley and
Huddleston (2010) in their work about democratic
citizenship that builds on ideas from the United
States and Europe address the differences in partnerships embedded in democratic citizenship and
those that are not. They articulate levels of partnership that can guide reﬂective thinking about campus and community relationships. Morton’s (1995)
work is also a helpful metric for those engaged in
work related to campus and community partnership
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that offers a way to think about work in communities that is organized not just for providing help and
charity, but instead to foster thinking and action
oriented to social change. Both of these models are
examples of macroscopic conceptual views about
community-oriented activities. The models can
help guide faculty and student development activities as well as a way to describe the work taking
place between campuses and their communities.
Not all community engagement has the same
means or end.

Engagement takes time and energy and for faculty
and students to participate, there must be infrastructure in place and resources to support the
work. Increasingly, research is rewarded given
the promise of self-ﬁnancial support for faculty
through grants and contracts to support initiatives.
For community engagement to be integrated into
the fabric of faculty and institutional life, it must
be rewarded as part of what faculty do in their
classrooms, in their research, and in their outreach
and connection to different communities.

Next Steps

Cross-References

Existing work of faculty, institutions, communities, and organizations (e.g., UNESCO) make
clear that the concept of community engagement
holds great promise as a means to shift from
narratives of individualism within higher education to narratives of societal connection and commitment. An important component of furthering
agendas related to community engagement is
ongoing support. For community engagement to
become and stay a central part of the important
roles of colleges and universities, and not be perceived as a passing fad, it is vital for community
engagement to be viewed not solely as a passive
idea or a trite mention in a mission statement, but
instead as a speciﬁc set of activities to be integrated into institutions. Given the important role
of faculty in carrying out community engagement
missions, it is important for reward structures and
faculty job descriptions to clearly outline how
community engagement is integrated into faculty
work and part of promotion and recognition. Professional development related to community
engagement is also important so that faculty are
aware of how to integrate community-based work
into their teaching, research, and service. Further,
as institutions look to enact engagement, there
must be support to shift from passive connections
with communities to true community engagement
where work is taking place that is reciprocal and
mutually beneﬁts institutions and communities.

▶ Civic Engagement
▶ Community Partnership
▶ Measurement
▶ Public Engagement
▶ Scientist Public Engagement Activities
▶ Social Partnership
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Factors Influencing Scientists’ Public
Engagement
Fabienne Crettaz von Roten
University of Lausanne, Lausanne, Switzerland

for science- and technology-oriented public
engagement and of the studies which analyzed
scientists’ public engagement. What do we know
about factors inﬂuencing those behaviors?

Background
Synonyms
Public engagement; Civic engagement

Definition
Scientists’ public engagement can be deﬁned as
the actions undertaken by scientists to communicate their research results and interact with the
publics outside the university or science sector.
In science communication, the model of “public engagement” has replaced the “deﬁcit model”
as a solution to improve a relationship between
science
and
society
perceived
as
problematic. Public engagement was described
as a means of restoring public trust in science
and in scientiﬁc institutions, by encouraging scientists to leave the ivory tower and to engage in a
two-way relationship with society. However,
there are different approaches to “public engagement” which relate to different ﬁelds of academic
study (i.e., policy studies, higher education studies, sociology of science, science communication). This entry, focused on the last one, will
offer a discussion of the historical background

In most countries, the emergence of the so-called
public mistrust problem was generally linked to
speciﬁc scientiﬁc events and stakeholders of science governance, as documented by many
scholars. For example, in the UK, the 1996 mad
cow disease and the 2000 report “Science and
Society” of the House of Lords played a central
role (Irwin 2009), whereas in Switzerland the
triggering factor was the 1998 Gene Protection
initiative.
The Swiss example provides a good illustration of this so-called public mistrust problem. The
role of Switzerland in biomedical research was
preeminent in the late 1990s, but enough signatures were collected among the citizens to vote on
an initiative that would end this kind of research.
In a general climate mostly unfavorable
– expressed among others by the ﬁndings of
polls taken before the vote – the initiative created
intense public debates about biotechnology. In
reaction, for the ﬁrst time in Swiss history, almost
5,000 scientists and physicians demonstrated in
the streets of Zurich, Geneva, and Lugano for the
freedom of scientiﬁc research and increased their
visibility in the public sphere by participating in
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the debate. Finally, the initiative was rejected by
67% of Swiss voters on June 7, 1998. Given the
heated nature of the debate and the possible
impact of future initiatives related to science, the
Science and Society Foundation was created at the
federal level to foster public engagement. This
foundation is in charge of the Swiss science festival (2001, 2005, and 2009) and of other engagement practices. This can be explained at two
levels. Firstly, scientiﬁc institutions’ system of
social control decreed the rules for PE activities:
the who (i.e. old male, ordinary professors) and
the what (i.e. to improve the public image of
science) of PE. Secondly, because media and science communication practitioners tends to principally contact scientists depending on their status
and gender, thus reinforcing the structure of the
academic profession and the domination of a
happy few.
Scientists have always been visible in the public sphere (Goodell 1977), but mainly with the aim
to educate and inform the public, not really to
listen to public inputs. In the turning point of the
2000s, the discourse around the relationship
between science and society shifted from public
deﬁcit of scientiﬁc knowledge that needs to be
solved by (one-way, top-down) public outreach
(PO) activities to a lack of trust of science by
citizens that needs to be solved by (two-way,
bottom-up) public engagement (PE) activities.
The PE concept was grounded in various theoretical frameworks, such as deliberative democracy,
technology assessment, new knowledge production, or institutional theory (Einsiedel 2008). In
this two-way relationship, we do not consider one
undifferentiated public but various publics that
have different backgrounds, concerns, and needs
and that can endorse different roles in different
contexts (i.e., citizen, consumer, patient, member
of
organized
interests,
stakeholder).
A proliferation of engagement processes emerged
to meet these various publics which have an active
role as they can question a scientiﬁc issue, give
their preference on a scientiﬁc issue, and contribute to the production of knowledge and/or political decisions. Public participation seeks to
improve the quality of political decisions and
makes citizens fall more in line with those
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decisions. A new type of PE called upstream
engagement has been proposed that involves
interaction at an early stage in the innovation
process with citizens to avoid them facing a fait
accompli.

Research on Scientists’ Public
Engagement
Literature related to PE emerged which covered
theory, practice, and evidence, among the latter
academic scientists are an important category for
assessment. A few empirical studies have tried to
measure their level of public engagement and to
identify signiﬁcant factors related to scientists’ PE
perceptions and behaviors. These studies, either
based on survey, interviews, focus group, or participant observation, have nowadays been realized
in different countries (the UK, France, the USA,
Switzerland, etc.) and in different scientiﬁc
domains (initially only for the natural science,
some studies involved also the social sciences),
but they fail to provide a deﬁnite picture of the
phenomenon.
One problem lies in the fact that they measure
public outreach and public engagement activities
together: most scientists performed both types of
activities since one model did not supersede the
other (Irwin 2009). Focusing on different activities along the continuum between low and high
public involvement, school conferences, participation in open days or science café, collaboration
with NGOs, organization consensus conference,
or national hearings exercise, to name a few (for
an overview of common forms of public engagement, see Besley 2010) , they cannot generally
differentiate factors inﬂuencing POE from those
inﬂuencing PE. The terms PE and POE are used
interchangeably in the remaining part of this entry.
As with many studies on an issue, they differ also
on the population studied, timeframe, variables
introduced as potential explanatory factors, and
so on, making it difﬁcult to compare their results.
The diversity of factors included in the studies
arises from the different theories mobilized by
researchers, for example, sociology of
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organization, sociology of work, theory of
planned behavior, and so on.

Key Factors Affecting Public
Engagement
These studies have found that scientists engage in
PE activities more often than is generally expected
but with great heterogeneity among scientists, i.e.,
a pyramidal distribution with a small group of
scientists performing a wide range of activities,
whereas a large group of scientists doing (quasi)
none. Among the range of activities, scientists
choose more outreach (one-way) than engagement (two-way) formats. Some argue that there
is a gap between scientists’ practice and rhetoric
about the type of interactions with the publics.
Finally as a self-reported behavior, scientists’
responses may be inﬂuenced by social desirability, both on the level and on the type of activities.
Various factors have been identiﬁed to explain
these differences in scientists’ practices, some
at the individual-level and others at the
organizational-level, some represent the context
– personal, cultural, and structural – in which a
scientist is called to do PE activities, and others
represent aspects that may mediate the effects of
the former.
Individual-Level Factors
A ﬁrst bunch of factors stem from scientists’
characteristics – status, age, and gender. Most
studies reported more engagement among scientists with a higher status – either measured by a
more or less detailed qualitative variable of status
or by the number of years in research – or older
scientists. Some studies reported less, others more
engagement among female scientists. This calls
for the control of these three factors in any
analysis.
Some researchers have reported the inﬂuence
of scientists’ personality traits (i.e., extraversion,
openness to experience, narcissism may favor PE
activities) and of scientists’ values (i.e., democratic values, openness, empathy, responsibility,
community involvement). More generally
focused on the process of communication,
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scientists feeling efﬁcient, in particular being
equipped to fulﬁll it, and accepting the lack of
control over the PE process, may be more willing
to perform PE activities.
Finally, some researchers have described a
positive relationship between scientiﬁc productivity and PE activities: scientists doing PE tend to
perform better academically than those doing
none and vice versa.
Organizational-Level Factors
The pattern of PE activities differs a lot among
disciplines. On one side, a scientist might perceive
more or less political nature in his discipline, and
more or less societal interest (by way of comparison, biotechnology, and mathematics), which
might inﬂuence his view of the importance of
engagement and therefore engagement behavior.
On the other side, each discipline has its own
culture of PE and may consider PE more or less
compatible with professional culture. The relation
between a discipline and PE may vary from country to country, due to the political system (e.g.,
direct democracy of Switzerland allows initiatives
concerning scientiﬁc issues, such as biotechnology or nuclear energy) or due to the pressure to
legitimate the spending of public funds or another
pressure such as the strong mobilization of activists. Inside an institution, the situation of a discipline can prompt deans to foster public
engagement: increased visibility helps to secure
social support and public legitimacy. These
aspects can increase or decrease the willingness
of scientists to participate in POE activities.
Some organizational contexts are indicators of
the degree to which the institutions value public
engagement and therefore affect scientists’ PE:
communication training, communication autonomy, rewards for PE activities (in terms of time,
money, career), and injunctive norms (due to a
clear orientation of an institution or to a positive
orientation of peers and entourage). In the presence of a public relation (PR) service, its effect
may be contradictory: either mediator that favors
scientists’ PE or restrictor of autonomy of scientists which may discourage PE (lack of behavioral
control).
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The importance of PR can be seen as a possible
division of labor between the administration and
scientists, the latter focusing on research and the
former being in charge of PE. However, the division of labor also takes place between scientists.
Some researchers have noted that these variations
were very similar to the distribution of other
resources in the scientiﬁc community, highlighting a new aspect of the Matthew effect (Merton
1968) and of the Matilda effect (Rossiter 1993):
most of the scientists who do PE are males at the
very top of the academic hierarchy. This can be
explained at two levels. Firstly, scientiﬁc institutions’ system of social control decreed the rules
for PE activities: the who (i.e. old male, ordinary
professors) and the what (i.e. to improve the public image of science) of PE. Secondly, because
media and science communication practitioners
tends to principally contact scientists depending
on their status and gender, thus reinforcing the
structure of the academic profession and the domination of a happy few.
Mediator Factors
The theory of planned behavior states that positive
attitudes toward PE increase the likelihood to
perform PE activities. Attitudes in that theory
translate in the classical incentives and barriers
of PE activities mentioned by scientists: among
the former, the improvement of the relationship
with society, an increased legitimacy, and recruitment of future students and, among the latter, time
and money constraints, lack of communication
skills, lack of recognition by institutions, peer
pressure, and fear of being misunderstood by the
publics. In this model, past PE behavior is a good
predictor of current level of engagement and of
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future willingness to engage (the creation of a
virtuous circle).
The results presented in this entry indicate
what may favor scientists’ PE activities, but say
nothing about its outputs, in particular its impacts
on governance. It is possible that some scientists
carry out a few speciﬁc activities that have a very
high impact, whereas frequent forms of activities
can have a negligible impact. There is “insufﬁcient systematic reﬂection on what all this activity
has achieved” (Stilgoe et al. 2014, p.5).

Cross-References
▶ Women in Science Communication
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David J. Siegel
Department of Educational Leadership, East
Carolina University, Greenville, NC, USA

Synonyms
Cross-sector collaboration; Cross-sector social
partnership; Intersectoral partnerships; Issues
management alliances; Social alliances; Social
ventures; Strategic partnerships

Definition
Collective action undertaken by organizations
from different sectors of society to promote social
change.

The Context for Cross-Sector
Collaboration: A Cascade of Social
Problems
The social pressures confronting higher education
at the beginning of the twenty-ﬁrst century are
massive, simultaneous, and unrelenting, reﬂecting
heightened stakeholder demand for colleges and
universities to play a more active and effective
role in ameliorating numerous social ills. Here is

how Astin and Astin, writing in 2000, described
the situation in the United States in a widely
circulated W.K. Kellogg Foundation report titled
Leadership Reconsidered: Engaging Higher Education in Social Change:
The list of problems is a long one: shaky race
relations, growing economic disparities and inequities, excessive materialism, decaying inner cities,
a deteriorating infrastructure, a weakening public
school system, an irresponsible mass media, declining civic engagement, and the increasing ineffectiveness of government, to name just a few. (p. 2)

To this list can be added many additional – and
overlapping – problems, issues, and challenges
related to well-being, inequality, and globalization
(Mooney et al. 2016). Prominent global social
problems include a lack of access to basic
human necessities such as food and water;
human rights violations; a lack of economic
opportunity; racial, ethnic, and gender disparities;
religious persecution; enormous gaps in wealth
and income; inequalities in education; inadequate
healthcare for the poor and other vulnerable
populations; conﬂict, war, and terrorism; and
environmental degradation. According to the latest World Bank data (analyzed in 2013), 767 million people worldwide are estimated to live below
the international poverty line of US$1.90 per person per day (World Bank 2016). Meanwhile, there
are approximately one billion people enjoying
unprecedented levels of afﬂuence (Singer 2009).
In the United States alone, issues such as the
disproportionately high rates of incarceration of
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males of color (or what the legal scholar and civil
rights lawyer Michelle Alexander has called “The
New Jim Crow” [2010] to characterize a troubling
trend toward resegregation of African Americans), homelessness, and the increasingly powerful role of money in democratic elections and in
congressional policymaking (Mazur 2007) are
perennial concerns.
Complex social problems such as these have
been called “wicked problems” (Rittel and
Webber 1973), meta-problems (Chevalier 1966),
indivisible problems (Aldrich 1977), and messes
(Ackoff 1974). What these various designations
have in common is the idea that social problems
travel in packs; they are interconnected with other
sets of problems. No organization or sector by
itself possesses a monopoly on the critical
resources needed to tackle society’s most intractable problems, which multiply, mutate, and
migrate across boundaries with alarming speed.

Collaboration as an Adaptive Response
Strategic alliances involving colleges and universities, business corporations, government agencies, and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) allow actors to amplify and accelerate
their problem-solving efforts in the social arena.
The term of art applied to this particular form of
organizing is cross-sector social partnership.
Cross-sector social partnerships are identiﬁed variously in the scholarly literature and in practitioner
circles as social partnerships, intersectoral partnerships, social alliances, social ventures, issues
management alliances, strategic partnerships, and
cross-sector collaboration (see, e.g., Bryson
et al. 2006).
Whatever their nomenclature, cross-sector
approaches are those that entail working across
sector boundaries. Sectors are ﬁelds of similarly
oriented and organized enterprises. The “big
three” sectors are government, business, and the
nonproﬁt sector (Fosler 2001); these are also
known as public, private, and civil society sectors
or alternatively as state, market, and civil society.
(Civil society is also sometimes referred to as the
“third sector” or “voluntary sector.”) Higher
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education is traditionally located in the nonproﬁt
sector.
Cross-sector social partnerships are “projects
formed explicitly to address social issues and
causes that actively engage the partners on an
ongoing basis” (Selsky and Parker 2005, p. 850)
and are distinct from other forms of collaborative
activity such as economic, scientiﬁc, and technological partnerships. Although economic, scientiﬁc, and technological partnerships often create
substantial social value, they do not exist in the
ﬁrst instance to accomplish this objective.

Rising Expectations for Collective Action
Collaboration within and across sectors has
increased markedly over the past three decades
(Crane and Seitanidi 2014). There has been a
rapid expansion of organized voluntary activity
in advanced and developing regions of the
world, leading one scholar to herald the emergence of a “global associational revolution” that
could ultimately compare in signiﬁcance to the
rise of the nation-state in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries (Salamon 2005, p. 137).
The twenty-ﬁrst century is predicted to be the age
of organizational alliances, and collaboration
already has all the force of a social and cultural
mandate (Austin 2000).
As a subset of collaborative activity, crosssector social partnerships are also growing in
response to mounting public concerns about education, health, poverty, economic development,
the environment, and other large-scale problems
that exceed the capabilities of single entities operating independently. The 2002 World Summit on
Sustainable Development, for example, explicitly
encouraged the development of partnerships
among government, business, and civil society
in order to reduce poverty in developing countries. One of the United Nations Millennium
Development Goals (MDG) is the cultivation of
global partnership to promote sustainable development, with an emphasis on increased cooperation between the public and private sectors. Using
cross-sector partnerships as a means of simultaneously contributing to proﬁtability, poverty
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reduction, and environmental stewardship is
increasingly expected in international development efforts.
Indeed, there is a growing belief that a great
deal more of the vast reserves of capital
(intellectual, social, cultural, and ﬁnancial) residing in powerful organizations of all types ought to
be directed toward social issues instead of being
used exclusively to further enrich themselves.
This ethos is reﬂected, for example, in the corporate social responsibility (CSR) mandate that
shapes many contemporary business strategies
and practices, and it is to be found in the “engagement imperative” that increasingly guides the
activities of colleges and universities (see, e.g.,
the Carnegie Foundation Community Engagement Classiﬁcation and Campus Compact’s Indicators of an Engaged Campus). Cross-sector
collaboration between higher education and
industry offers a powerful tool for satisfying
these mutually reinforcing sets of obligations.
One of the primary reasons organizations –
including postsecondary institutions – are under
such pronounced pressure to address wicked
social problems is that they are themselves producers and propagators of many social maladies.
Their policies and practices can be exclusionary,
exploitative, and extractive, putting proﬁts over
people and planet. In effect, then, the social
responsibility movement can be understood at
least partly as an effort to hold society’s organizations accountable for the messes they make in –
and of – the world.

Scholarship on Intersectoral
Collaboration
As noted in Siegel (2010), the literature on
interorganizational collaboration, cross-sector
collaboration, and cross-sector social partnerships
is remarkably consistent in terms of how these
various forms of collective action are discussed
and analyzed. The integrative framework
suggested by these accounts approximates a
stage model consisting of (1) the initial starting
conditions that catalyze involvement, (2) the
actual experience or process of collaboration,
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and (3) the consequences, outcomes, or effects
of collaborative activity. With slight variations,
these three broad dimensions appear in the foundational theoretical and empirical work of Gray
(1989), Austin (2000), Selsky and Parker (2005),
Westley and Vredenburg (1997), Waddell and
Brown (1997), Huxham and Vangen (2005), and
Bryson et al. (2006).
Starting Conditions Universities and other
organizations join cross-sector social partnerships
for many self-interested and altruistic reasons.
The most prominent rationales motivating participation are those having to do with considerations
of efﬁciency (Williamson 1975), resource dependence (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), legitimacy
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983), leverage
(or competitive advantage) (Doz and Hamel
1998), mutuality (Brinkerhoff 2002), and a wish
to serve the common good by focusing on problem domains that affect all members of a particular ﬁeld (Trist 1983). Moreover, rationales for
involvement in a partnership can and do adjust
over time as environmental, organizational, and
interorganizational conditions change.
The Experience of Collaboration The literature
emphasizes several tasks, activities, and considerations that are essential to partnership implementation and development. These have to do mainly
with negotiating the terms of involvement and
clarifying expectations, establishing governance
and management structures, determining the division of labor, building trust, dealing constructively with differences and managing conﬂicts,
attending to the cultural or symbolic aspects of
the collaboration (such as the cultivation of a
common identity), and recruiting and retaining
members (see, e.g., Waddell and Brown 1997).
Consequences,
Outcomes,
or
Effects Partnership outcomes, outputs, impacts,
effectiveness, effects, consequences, and success
all receive a great deal of attention in the literature
on interorganizational relations (see, e.g.,
Tennyson 2004). There are substantial differences
among these constructs (e.g., between effects and
effectiveness), but all of them are designed to get
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at the central underlying question of what it is that
changes as a result of partnership. Partners bring
to any collaborative enterprise their (sometimes
vastly) different pictures of success, criteria for
calculating return on investment, and expectations. These differences factor into judgments of
the overall value of the collaboration, decisions
about whether or not to remain in the network, and
the level of satisfaction expressed by members
with regard to various aspects of the partnership
experience.
The outcomes or effects of intersectoral social
partnerships generally occur at three levels: (1) the
issue level, (2) the organizational or
interorganizational level, and (3) the system
level (Selsky and Parker 2005). The issue level
is concerned with direct impact on the issue itself
and on the issue’s most immediate stakeholders.
The organizational or interorganizational level
has to do with impact on such areas as capacity
building, organizational learning, or the development of “reputational capital” (Selsky and Parker
2005, p. 858). System level outcomes are reﬂected
in new or modiﬁed social policy and other systemic changes. These are mutually reinforcing
levels of impact, with advances in one arena
quite naturally leading to advances in the other
arenas, as beﬁts an interconnected system.

Challenges to Partnering
Collaboration is widely acknowledged to be
exceedingly difﬁcult work. The diversity of operating styles, sector logics, organizational cultures,
and strategic objectives represented within a
group – the very qualities, in other words, that
give intersectoral partnership its distinct advantage as an instrument of social problem-solving –
can also be a source of internal conﬂict, confusion,
and chaos. For many partnerships, a shared sense
of social purpose is simply not enough to sustain
relationships that are otherwise undermined by
logistical discord or disagreements over details.
The professional identities of organizations
and sectors can sometimes inhibit the success of
collaborative ventures or discourage participation
in them altogether. For example, there is a long
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history of antagonistic relations between academe
and industry, exacerbated in recent times by concerns that the academy is being forced to conform
to corporate management and budgeting models.
One of the chief functions of the academic tribe
(and of all tribes generally) is to engage in the
ritualistic practice of protecting territorial boundaries against incursions by rivals or other hostile
forces. However useful this siege mentality may
be in maintaining the purity and prerogatives of
particular collectivities, it complicates efforts to
ﬁnd common ground with neighboring tribes,
contributing to a persistent trust deﬁcit that ultimately impedes social progress.
One of the underlying social problems that is
addressed in and through cross-sector social partnerships is this very problem of social distance
(or disintegration) among sectors, a division that
maintains and reinforces many additional problems. Seen in this light, social partnerships function importantly as a sort of protest movement or
organized resistance against an overarching societal arrangement of rigid boundaries that can have
the effect of blinding us to the lives and living
conditions of others.

Future Directions in Research and
Education
To date, the vast majority of theoretical and empirical work on cross-sector social partnerships has
been conducted on business-government or
business-nonproﬁt dyads (see, e.g., Seitanidi and
Crane 2014). The participation of colleges and
universities in this form of collaboration remains
woefully underexplored, and there are too many
features that distinguish postsecondary institutions from other nonproﬁt entities to make comparisons between them easy or advisable. More
research is needed on the unique challenges
faced – and contributions made – by higher education in cross-sector initiatives to promote social
change. Moreover, advanced education and preparation for constructive engagement across sectors might go some distance toward facilitating
higher-quality interactions among participants.
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Conclusion
As we have seen, the most pressing social issues
of the day are stubbornly transdisciplinary, and
our narrow sectoral and organizational perspectives virtually assure that many problems will be
ignored, misdiagnosed, or fractured instead of
treated holistically. A central tenet of cross-sector
social partnerships is that they value promiscuity
over purity; that is, members are less concerned
with protecting their own turf (or advancing their
parochial self-interests) than with addressing
social problems in concert with others who
might have something to offer the cause. After
all, this is about building capacity for collaborative contribution to the common good. “Creeds
and schools in abeyance,” the poet Walt Whitman
advised in Song of Myself, and his paean to nontraditionalism seems a ﬁtting symbol for this
boundary-crossing organizational form. (Lest we
think poets and poetry irrelevant here, Geoff
Mulgan reminds us in The Locust and the Bee
[2013, p. 283] that it is “a poet’s way. . .to ﬁnd
our way around problems, to seek hybrids, alliances of opposites, impure compromises, and to
be wary of the human brain’s love of coherence
when impure compromises may serve us best.”)
In order for society’s organizations to become
improved instruments of social change, they
must perfect the art of walking through walls;
they must, to continue with Whitman, “Unscrew
the locks from the doors! Unscrew the doors
themselves from their jambs!” When they do,
they will already have achieved a signiﬁcant measure of social progress.

Cross-References
▶ Civic Engagement
▶ Community Engagement
▶ Community Partnership
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Definition
Embeddedness of universities in regional settings
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Introduction
The mythology is that the regional development
issue began as a bet within the Senior Common
Room of a Scottish University, St. Andrews (the
myth was ﬁrst heard by the authors in 2003 as far
as they can recall in St. Andrews, at the Regional
Science Association International British & Irish
Section conference.): two academic economists
could not agree which was more signiﬁcant for

the town, the Royal and Ancient Golf Club or the
university. They set out to settle the wager the
only way they knew how, by measuring the
impact of both institutions and then comparing
the answer. The way that they achieved this measurement was in the application of a very basic
equilibrium approach, estimating the ways that
what came out of each institution, the university
and the golf club, created local impacts.
According to the mythology, it was the economist
that wagered on the university that was to prove
correct. Perhaps more importantly, what emerged
around that time were the ﬁrst serious attempts to
measure the impacts of universities on their localities using input-output methodologies (Cooke
1970). Universities are large employers, they can
be signiﬁcant purchasers of goods and services,
and students from outside the region may add to
overall expenditure levels (McNicoll and
COSHEP 1995). This approach for understanding
university impacts has persisted to this day, albeit
reﬂecting a number of methodological innovations (such as the development of computable
general equilibrium models) and the technological
advances that have made those possible
(Hermannson et al. 2013).
However, capturing economic impacts is only
one way of understanding the contribution of universities to regional development, and there is
more to understanding universities’ regional
impacts than measuring this aggregate economic
effect. It is useful here to use Gunasekara’s 2006
distinction between “generative contributions” –
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simple outputs that prime other economic activities, and their “developmental contributions,” to
improving the way that particular kinds of economic development process function in particular
places. Indeed, policy-makers in the last decade
have clearly articulated their expectations that
universities should act as key contributors to the
economic and social well-being of their countries
and regions as a condition of their public funding
(Geiger and Sá 2008). Consequently, besides the
traditional missions of scientiﬁc enquiry
(research) and human capital development
(teaching), the so-called third mission has become
a major policy concern for universities in recent
years (Laredo 2007; Guerrero et al. 2015). Higher
education institutions (HEIs) have become pivotal
to the assumptions made about how to generate the
knowledge-related potential of regional innovation
strategies and to raise productivity, investments,
economic competitiveness, social well-being, and
quality of life in the wider sense, particularly in
those peripheral regions that lack other elements of
a knowledge economy (Benneworth and Hospers
2007; Cooke 2005; Morgan and Nauwelaers
2002).
This view of regional engagement as a distinct
mission may have a conceptual value, in classifying different kinds of university activities, and a
management value of making those contributions
more strategically important. However, just as
universities’ strength as institutions is derived
from positive synergies between teaching and
research, in practice, regional impacts and contributions are often embedded within universities
teaching and research activities. This entry argues
that instead of undertaking a separate “regional”
third mission alongside the traditional missions of
teaching and research, the regional focus of universities becomes embedded and integrated in all
the key functions: promoting social inclusion and
mobility, providing a base for skill development,
and stimulating innovation through basic scientiﬁc research. Such alignment of the different missions requires “joined-up” policies and incentives
at various levels of governance (Kitagawa and
Lightowler 2013). At the same time, it needs to
recognize that universities are not speciﬁcally
regionally “bounded” in pursuing their teaching
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and research institutions. Understanding university regional engagement need regard universities
as complex organizations, nested within national
policy frameworks (Uyarra 2010), trying to join
up processes at different levels and integrate the
teaching, research, and community elements of
university regional engagement (Perry and May
2007; Benneworth et al. 2013; Charles 2003).

Defining Regional Mission and Models of
Regional Engagement
In the context of the knowledge economy, universities can have a transformative effect on their
regions, acting as global pipelines helping to support regional industrial clusters within wider
global production networks (Temple et al. 1998;
Coe et al. 2004; Bathelt et al. 2004; Youtie and
Shapira 2008). There has been an increasing interest in a range of policy-makers in stimulating
innovation as a central public policy goal, coordinated between a range of multilateral organizations including the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the
European Commission (McCann and OrtegaArgiles 2013; Benneworth 2014). Indeed, in
2010, the OECD published its Innovation Strategy report where it attempted to set out for the ﬁrst
time in a coherent, integrated way the best ways
for governments to promote innovation (OECD
2007). In contrast to previous technology focused
policy frameworks, the approach was much
focused on using a context speciﬁc smart mix of
policies stimulating cooperation between different
partners to optimize investments in sources of
new technology and knowledge. Important within
the way that policy-makers have absorbed these
concepts has been the “Triple Helix” model of
university-business-government
interaction,
although the ways that it is often used can vary,
and far from the original explanation of the helix
providing a dynamic tertius gaudens between different partners (Etzkowitz 2008).
There is a very clear role here prescribed for
universities in terms of maximizing their contributions to territorial innovation processes
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(Goddard 2011). Universities have been encouraged to adopt a stronger and more direct role in
fostering innovation and entrepreneurship in their
cities and regions. This is based on the premise
that competitive innovative regions continually
reinvent themselves and create new future innovative opportunities capitalizing upon and
extending their existing strengths to ensure their
continued prosperity (Asheim et al. 2011;
McCann and Ortega-Argilés 2013). Universities
as locally connected global hubs are claimed to
have a key role to play in supporting these various
path-creation and path-switching processes by
which regional industrial structures reinvent
themselves (Goddard 2011).
The associated literature on the “entrepreneurial university” within these triple helix arrangements has explored the institutionalization of
technology transfer activities (Etzkowitz and
Leydesdorff 1997, 2000), including the introduction of management and organizational arrangements around IP exploitation and their interaction
(and potential conﬂict) with traditional academic
practices. In the United States, for example, the
Association of University Technology Managers
reports regularly on the way publically funded
research drives corporate innovation for general
welfare beneﬁts, all related to these general economic effects (AUTM 2009).
While geographical proximity (Boschma
2005) has been found to inﬂuence the likelihood
of university-industry interaction and a variety of
knowledge exchange activities, the spatial dimension of these relations is far from simple and
uniform (D’Este and Iammarino 2010; Laursen
et al. 2011). The regional impact of universityindustry interaction is conditioned by the type of
the particular university (e.g., age and research
intensity) and the characteristics of the region,
including the presence of innovation support
structures and structural characteristics of ﬁrms
(Boucher et al. 2003; Hewitt-Dundas 2012;
Huggins et al. 2008; Lawton Smith and BagchiSen 2012; Uyarra 2010; Pinto et al. 2014).
Recent studies also draw attention to the
“nuanced and distinctive” role of universities as
“public spaces” (Lester 2005) where “important
reﬂective interactions” can be fostered with a wide

range of “people-based and problem-solving
activities” (Hughes 2011) rather than activities
leading to commercial or transaction-based
values. Academics get involved with different
forms of “knowledge exchange” activities and
external engagement (Hughes and Kitson 2012),
and it is pointed out that this is done mostly
through “spontaneous, endogenous” activities
(Geuna and Muscio 2009). Recent literature on
the “engaged university” (Chatterton and Goddard 2000; Uyarra 2010) presents a broader and
more adaptive role for universities, embedding a
stronger regional focus and need in their missions,
with Goddard (2009) positing the ideal type of the
civic university as a university being managed to
continually stimulate its urban environment (see
also, Benneworth et al. 2010; Goddard and
Valence 2013) These wider views of engagement
include the contribution of higher education to
social, cultural, and environmental development,
by means of formal and informal participation and
external representation as an institutional actor in
regional networks of learning, community
engagement, leadership, and governance
(Benneworth et al. 2013; Boucher et al. 2003;
Arbo and Benneworth 2007; Pinheiro et al.
2012; Sotarauta 2015).

Four Pressures for Divergence Inherent
to University Regional Mission
A number of new pressures for universities have
become increasingly evident over the recent
decades. We therefore highlight four areas where
we might expect these tensions to be manifest.
The ﬁrst most general point is whether a university stating that regional engagement is a strategic
mission can really have a priority given the wider
pressures that universities face. To what extent are
the universities really in a position to adopt a third
mission more generally, given that there is widespread acknowledgment that universities are
increasingly facing a mission overload (Enders
and de Boer 2009)? For universities, strategic
balance is important. Given the pressures that
universities face with internationalization, competition for staff, for students, and for ﬁnancial
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resources, then their external engagement has to
be focused towards those institutions best able to
help universities in their own external competition
(Jongbloed et al. 2007). There is a need to assess
the beneﬁts to universities relating to the outcomes of knowledge exchange and technology
transfer activities in their regional contexts in
relation to the missions of teaching and research
in their own institutional settings and strategies
(Huggins and Johnston 2009). This creates a particular pressure on universities in weaker regions,
in that the costs of engaging with regional partners
might outweigh the potential beneﬁts that they
bring to those institutions thereby undermining
that engagement activity (cf. Benneworth 2013).
The second problem is the general amenability
(or lack thereof) of university knowledge processes to strict strategic management. Weick
(1976) identiﬁed that universities are “loosely
coupled” organizations holding together many
different knowledge communities with their own
world views (disciplines) whose value systems
are determined in much wider epistemic communities (Becher and Trowler 2001). These value
systems are in turn at least partially functional in
their workings, reﬂecting a need to coordinate
knowledge activities within extended communities and therefore to have shared agreements on
what constitutes good research or teaching behaviors. Even if universities are becoming less
loosely coupled through the imposition of strategic management, there is still a fundamental problem for the university in developing a singular set
of behavioral norms that encapsulate the wide
range of beliefs, behaviors, and micro-practices
that characterize academic knowledge production
(Pinheiro et al. 2012). Certainly, there is a growing
recognition that these different epistemic communities have their own divergent ways of
interacting with the world to create useful knowledge (Olmos Penuela et al. 2016). In particular in
those regions where there are not strong immediate users for universities’ widest array of outputs,
universities can easily develop strategic frameworks that relate to very limited kinds of immediate engagement rather than those with the
potential to make the greatest longer-term
regional beneﬁts.
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The third problem relates to the role that universities play in regional innovation system and
smart specialization models, represented in Philip
Cooke’s (2005) visualization as the “knowledge
generation” subsystem. That heuristic in turn sees
the regional innovation strategy challenge as then
plugging in the universities most effectively into
the corresponding regional a knowledge exploitation subsystem, creating intermediaries to harness
excellent academic research for the beneﬁt of
societal goals like economic growth (Power and
Malmberg 2008). But as Rodríguez-Pose (2013)
convincingly argues, the majority of suboptimal
outcomes in regional innovation systems are
caused by a failure of actors to work together
rather than the absence of particular kinds of
actors within a system or indeed of connecting
institutions. For instance, establishing regional
cooperation across universities is considered to
be an important element for creating a critical
mass of knowledge activities in less competitive
and more peripheral areas (Siegel et al. 2007). The
type and degree of regional engagement is likely
to differ according to the number of university
establishments in a region, the signiﬁcance of
competition and/or collaboration between them
and the extent to which they are embedded in a
coherent urban and regional development strategy
over the time (Kitagawa 2004; Charles
et al. 2014).
The ﬁnal pressure is concerned with the uncertain and incomplete nature of the changes taking
place within particular regions as they switch
between particular evolutionary economic trajectories (Vallance 2016). Regional innovation systems are continually shifting and evolving, and
there is no guarantee that university strategic
structures are positioned to be able to make wellinformed guesses regarding which exciting activities will provide to be a strong future collaborative partner, and which will die out. In the case of
less successful, peripheral regions, they are often
characterized by being “locked in” to old ways of
working that require a radical path-breaking
approach (Hassink 2005). In a peripheral region –
where it is typically much harder to initiate successful innovation projects and create new evolutionary niches – it is much harder for universities
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to engage with certainty with promising new
developments. In this sense, universities in
peripheral regions may face the additional challenge of breaking out of their nonproductive
established relationships with existing regional
actors, and at the same time maintain and develop
constructive working relationships with new partners, while ensuring that this does not impose
excessive costs on the university.

A further challenge relates to the evaluation of
the regional impact of university knowledge
transfer and commercialization activity, especially
in measuring the wider nonquantiﬁable impacts of
policy intervention (Molas-Gallart and CastroMartínez 2007). The real impact of initiatives
such as the construction of business incubators
(Benneworth and Charles 2005), the delivery of
venture and seed funds, and regional innovation
support services on regional competitiveness may
not be achieved for many years after funding has
ceased. There is also a need for policy-makers at
both regional and national level to recognize the
complexity of interactions between the local,
national, and global levels of governance, the
institutional multilevel dimensions (Pikes et al.
2007), and the coevolution of science and innovation policy over time (Sotarauta and Kautonen
2007; Huggins and Kitagawa 2012). This requires
a smart combination of universities’ spatial
resource management and institutional strategies
with joined-up public policies from a range of
policy-levels (regional, national) to create strong
place-based partnerships that add value for all
stakeholders.

Conclusion
There is a growing policy expectation that universities have an important role to play at the regional
level in the development of the knowledge economy. As Power and Malmberg (2008) argue,
while we agree that universities contribute to
innovation, it is less clear how they contribute to
regional innovation and still less clear how they
contribute to regional innovation systems, particularly within the speciﬁc conditions of periphery
regions. Our conceptualization of the role of
“engaged universities” in regional development
is broad, including adaptive activities responding
to the speciﬁc need of the region. There is no
one-size-ﬁt-all model for both regional policies
and models of universities’ regional engagement
(Tödtling and Trippl 2005; Benneworth et al.
2016). Instead we identiﬁed four areas where tensions and challenges may arise in relation to the
role and missions of universities in regional
development.
There are a number of remaining issues to be
investigated in the future. The ability to establish
regional policies to catalyze the development of
innovation systems requires far more than appropriate resource allocation (Koschatzky and Kroll
2007). Nevertheless, a continued lack of funding
does appear to be an ongoing constraining factor
limiting the engagement of universities in
knowledge-based economic development in
peripheral regions. Under these funding pressures, the engagement mission can be seen as
contrasting with delivering excellence, and so
HEIs are experiencing a mission drift (Jaquette
2013) which has a gradually downgrading effect
on their engagement activity.

References
Arbo, P., and P. Benneworth. 2007. Understanding the
regional contribution of higher education institutions:
A literature review. OECD Education Working Papers,
No. 9. Paris: OECD Publishing.
Asheim, B.T., R. Boschma, and P. Cooke. 2011.
Constructing regional advantage: Platform policies
based on related variety and differentiated knowledge
bases. Regional Studies 45 (7): 893–904.
Association of University Technology Managers. 2009.
Innovations from academic research that positively
impact global health. In Better world report 2009.
Deerﬁeld: AUTM.
Bathelt, H., A. Malmberg, and P. Maskell. 2004. Clusters
and knowledge: Local buzz, global pipelines and the
process of knowledge creation. Progress in Human
Geography 28: 31–56.
Becher, T., and P.R. Trowler. 2001. Academic tribes and
territories intellectual enquiry and the culture of disciplines. Buckingham: The Society for Research into
Higher Education & Open University Press.
Benneworth, P. 2013. The engaged university in practice?
In University engagement with socially excluded
communities, ed. P. Benneworth. Dordrecht: Springer.

6
Benneworth, P. 2014. Decoding university ideals by reading campuses. In The physical university, ed. P. Temple.
London: Routledge.
Benneworth, P., and D. Charles. 2005. University spin off
companies and the territorial knowledge pool: Building
regional innovation competencies? European Planning
Studies 13: 537–557.
Benneworth, P., and G. Hospers. 2007. The new economic
geography of old industrial regions: Universities as
global/local pipelines. Environment and Planning C
25 (5): 779–802.
Benneworth, P., D. Charles, and A. Madanipour. 2010.
Building localised interactions between universities
and cities through university spatial development.
European Planning Studies 18 (10): 1611–1629.
Benneworth, P., D. Charles, R. Hodgson, and
L. Humphrey. 2013. The relationship of community
engagement with universities’ core missions. In University engagement with socially excluded
communities, ed. P. Benneworth, 85–101. Dordrecht:
Springer.
Benneworth, P., R. Pinheiro, and M. SánchezBarrioluengo. 2016. One size does not ﬁt all! New
perspectives on the university in the social knowledge
economy. Science and Public Policy 43 (6): 731–735.
Boschma, R. 2005. Proximity and innovation: A critical
assessment. Regional Studies 39: 61–74.
Boucher, G., C. Conway, and E. van der Meer. 2003. Tiers
of engagement by universities in their region’s development. Regional Studies 37: 887–897.
Charles, D. 2003. Universities and territorial development:
Reshaping the regional role of UK universities. Local
Economy 18: 7–20.
Charles, D., F. Kitagawa, and E. Uyarra. 2014. Universities
in crisis? -New challenges and strategies in two English
City-regions. Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy
and Society 7 (2): 327–348.
Coe, N.M., M. Hess, H.W.-C. Yeung, P. Dicken, and
J. Henderson. 2004. ‘Globalizing’ regional development: A global production networks perspective.
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers
29: 468–484.
Cooke, E.D. 1970. Analyzing university student contribution to the economic base of the community. Annals of
Regional Science 4 (1): 146–153.
Cooke, P. 2005. Regionally asymmetric knowledge capabilities and open innovation: Exploring ‘globalisation
2’ – A new model of industry organisation. Research
Policy 34: 1128–1149.
D’Este, P., and S. Iammarino. 2010. The spatial proﬁle of
university-business research partnerships. Papers in
Regional Science 89 (2): 335–350.
Enders, J., and H. de Boer. 2009. The mission impossible
of the European University: Institutional confusion and
institutional diversity. In European integration and the
governance
of
higher
education
and
research, ed. A. Amaral, G. Neave, C. Musselin, and
P. Maassen, 159–178. Drodrecht: Springer.

Universities and Regional Development in the Periphery
Etzkowitz, H. 2008. The triple helix: University-industrygovernment innovation in action. London: Routledge.
Etzkowitz, H., and L.A. Leydesdorff. 1997. Universities
and the global knowledge economy: A triple helix of
University–Industry–Government relations. London:
Cassell Academic.
Etzkowitz, H., and L. Leydesdorff. 2000. The dynamics of
innovation: From National Systems and “Mode 2” to a
Triple Helix of university–industry–government relations. Research Policy 29 (2): 109–123.
Geuna, A., and A. Muscio. 2009. The governance of University knowledge transfer. Minerva 47: 97–114.
Goddard, J.B. 2009. “Reinventing the civic university”
NESTA provocation #12. London: National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts.
Goddard, J.B. 2011. Conencting universities to practical
growth: A regional guide, IPTS JRC, Sevilla. Available
online at http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/
docgener/presenta/universities2011/universities2011_
en.pdf
Goddard, J., and P. Vallance. 2013. The university and the
city. London: Routledge.
Guerrero, M., J.A. Cunningham, and D. Urbano. 2015.
Economic impact of entrepreneurial universities’ activities: An exploratory study of the United Kingdom.
Research Policy 44 (3): 748–764.
Gunasekara, C. 2006. Universities and associative regional
governance: Australian evidence in non-core metropolitan regions. Regional Studies 40 (7): 727–741.
Hassink, R. 2005. How to unlock regional economies from
path dependency? From learning region to learning
cluster. European Planning Studies 13 (4): 521–535.
Hermannsson, K., K. Lisenkova, P.G. McGregor, and
J.K. Swales. 2013. The expenditure impacts of individual higher education institutions and their students on
the Scottish economy under a regional government
budget constraint: Homogeneity or heterogeneity?
Environment and Planning A 45 (3): 710–727.
Hewitt-Dundas, N. 2012. Research intensity and knowledge transfer activity in UK universities. Research Policy 41 (2): 262–275.
Hughes, A., and M. Kitson. 2012. Pathways to impact and
the strategic role of universities: new evidence on the
breadth and depth of university knowledge exchange in
the UK and the factors constraining its development.
Cambridge Journal of Economics 36 (3): 723–750.
Huggins, R., and A. Johnston. 2009. The economic and
innovation contribution of universities: A regional perspective. Environment and Planning C: Government
and Policy 6: 1088–1106.
Huggins, R., and F. Kitagawa. 2012. Regional policy and
university knowledge transfer: Perspectives from
devolved regions in the UK. Regional Studies 46 (6):
817–832.
Huggins, R., A. Johnston, and R. Steffenson. 2008. Universities, knowledge networks and regional policy.
Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society
1: 321–340.

Universities and Regional Development in the Periphery

7

Jaquette, O. 2013. Why do colleges become universities?
Mission drift and the enrollment economy. Research in
higher education 54 (5): 514–543.
Jongbloed, B., J. Enders, and C. Salerno. 2007. Higher
education and its communities: Interconnections, interdependencies and a research agenda. Higher Education
56 (3): 303–324.
Kitagawa, F. 2004. Universities and regional advantage:
Higher education and innovation policies in English
regions. European Planning Studies 12 (6): 835–852.
Kitagawa, F., and C. Lightowler. 2013. Knowledge
exchange: A comparison of policy, incentives and
funding mechanisms in English and Scottish higher
education. Research Evaluation 22 (1): 1–14.
Koschatzky, K., and H. Kroll. 2007. Which side of the
coin? The regional governance of science and innovation. Regional Studies 41: 1115–1128.
Laredo, P. 2007. Revisiting the third mission of universities: Toward a renewed categorization of university
activities? Higher education policy 20 (4): 441–456.
Laursen, K., T. Reichstein, and A. Salter. 2011. Exploring
the effect of geographical proximity and university
quality on university-industry collaboration in the
United Kingdom. Regional Studies 45 (4): 507–523.
Lester, K. 2005. Universities, innovation and the competitiveness of local economies, A summary report from
the local innovation systems project, Phase I. MIT
Industrial Performance Center Working Paper, 05–010.
Lawton Smith, H., and S. Bagchi-Sen. 2012. The research
university, entrepreneurship and regional development:
Research propositions and current evidence. Entrepreneurship & Regional Development 24 (5–6): 383–404.
McCann, P., and R. Ortega-Argilés. 2013. Modern regional
innovation policy. Cambridge Journal of Regions,
Economy and Society 6 (2): 187–216.
McNicoll, I.H., and COSHEP. 1995. The impact of the
Scottish higher education sector on the economy of
Scotland. Glasgow: Committee of Scottish Higher
Education Principals.
Molas-Gallart, J., and E. Castro-Martínez. 2007. Ambiguity and conﬂict in the development of ‘third mission’
indicators. Research Evaluation 16 (4): 321–330.
Morgan, K., and C. Nauwelaers, eds. 2002. Regional innovation strategies: The challenge for less-favoured
regions. London: Routledge.
OECD. 2007. Higher education and regions: Globally
competitive, regionally engaged. Paris: OECD/ IMHE.
Olmos-Pe~nuela, J., P. Benneworth, and C. Castro-Martınez. 2016. Does it take two to tango? Factors related to
the ease of societal uptake of scientiﬁc knowledge.
Science and Public Policy 43 (6): 751.

Perry, B., and T. May. 2007. Governance, science policy in
England. Regional Studies 41: 1039–1050.
Pike, A., A. Rodríguez-Pose, and J. Tomaney. 2007. What
kind of local and regional development and for whom?
Regional studies 41 (9): 1253–1269.
Pinheiro, R., P. Benneworth, and G.A. Jones, eds. 2012.
Universities and regional development: An assessment
of
tensions
and
contradictions,
11–32.
London/New York: Routledge.
Pinto, H., M. Fernandez-Esquinas, and E. Uyarra. 2015.
Universities and Knowledge-Intensive Business Services (KIBS) as sources of knowledge for innovative
ﬁrms in peripheral regions. Regional Studies 49 (11):
1873–1891.
Power, D., and A. Malmberg. 2008. The contribution of
universities to innovation and economic development:
In what sense a regional problem? Cambridge Journal
of Regions, Economy and Society 1: 233–245.
Rodríguez-Pose, A. 2013. Do institutions matter for
regional development? Regional Studies 47 (7):
1034–1047.
Siegel, D., M. Wright, and A. Lockett. 2007. The rise of
entrepreneurial activity at universities: Organizational
and societal implications. Industrial and Corporate
Change 16: 489–504.
Sotarauta, M. 2015. Leadership and the City: Power, strategy and networks in the making of knowledge cities.
Abingdon: Routledge.
Sotarauta, M., and M. Kautonen. 2007. Co-evolution of the
Finnish national and local innovation and science
arenas: Towards a dynamic understanding of multilevel governance. Regional Studies 41: 1085–1098.
Temple, J. 1998. The new growth evidence. Journal of
Economic Literature 37(1): 112–156.
Tödtling, F., and M. Trippl. 2005. One-size-ﬁts-all?
Towards a differentiated regional policy approach.
Research Policy 34 (8): 1203–1219.
Uyarra, E. 2010. Conceptualizing the regional roles of
universities,
implications
and
contradictions.
European Planning Studies 18 (8): 1227–1246.
Vallance, P. 2016. Universities, public research, and evolutionary economic geography. Economic Geography
92: 355.
Weick, K.E. 1976. Educational organizations as loosely
coupled systems. Administrative Science Quarterly
21: 1–19.
Youtie, J., and P. Shapira. 2008. Building an innovation
hub: A case study of the transformation of university
roles in regional technological and economic development. Research Policy 37: 1188–1204.

C

Civic Engagement in Higher
Education
Christine M. Cress1 and Stephanie T. Stokamer2
1
Portland State University, Portland, OR, USA
2
Paciﬁc University, Forest Grove, OR, USA

Synonyms
Active participation in public life; Civic responsibility; Community engagement; Community
service-learning; Community-based learning;
Community-based research; Engaged scholarship; Service-learning; Volunteerism

Definition
Civic engagement is “working to make a difference in the civic life of our communities and
developing the combination of knowledge, skills,
values, and motivation to make that difference. It
means promoting the quality of life in a community through both political and non-political processes” (Ehrlich 2000, p. vi). While not universal,
countries in Europe, North America, and South
America tend to hold inevitable that a thriving
pluralist democratic society depends upon active
participation of its citizens, characterized by
informed deliberation and collaboration to
address public problems and work toward common goals (Colby et al. 2007).

The origin of the term civic is derived from the
Latin civicus relating to city or town and civis
meaning citizen. Likewise, Gottlieb and Robinson
(2002) deﬁne the attitudinal precursor to civic
engagement as having a sense of civic responsibility which is “active participation in the public
life of a community in an informed, committed,
and constructive manner, with a focus on the
common good” (p. 16). Similarly, although not
necessarily couched in democratic terminology,
many countries in Africa and Asia tend to adhere
to the corresponding belief that the inclusion of
multiple voices in decision-making and problemsolving leads to thriving communities.
As well, most nations seem to understand that
citizen participation alone is not sufﬁcient for
collective success. Rather, prosperous societies
require citizens competent enough to engage
effectively in the tasks of maintaining civil society
and government (Dahl 1992; Verba et al. 1995).
Thus, civic engagement of individuals requires
knowledgeable as well as active participation in
the affairs of community and concomitant attitudinal dedication toward socially beneﬁcial public
purposes and outcomes.

Colleges and Universities
Education has long played a part in developing the
civic competence needed to effectively engage in
democratic processes (Dewey 1916; Galston
2001). Cogan (1999) argued that civic
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competencies “do not just occur naturally in people. They must be taught consciously through
schooling to each new generation” (p. 52).
Though the relative importance of the civic mission of educational institutions varies across institutional type and geographic region, preparing
graduates for personal and professional lives as
citizens has been the historical mission and goal of
most colleges and universities.
Respectively, Keeter et al. (2002) remarked,
“Engaged citizens are made, not born” (p. 28).
As well, Harkavy (2006) highlights the central
role of colleges and universities “to educate students for democratic citizenship, and help create a
fair, decent, and just society” (p. 9). Moreover,
Astin et al. (2000), Battistoni (1997), Ehrlich
(2000), Colby et al. (2003), Boyte (2008), and
Saltmarsh (2005) are among the many scholars
who have afﬁrmed the community, national, and
global necessity of higher education in developing
students’ civic competencies through civic
engagement.
Beyond facilitating students’ political capacities for making informed decisions about and
involving themselves in political processes, civic
engagement is the ethos, advocacy, and action for
collaboratively transforming community (Cress
2011). Not to be confused with civic education,
the teaching about city, state, and national policies
and procedures as a part of democratic citizenship
(primarily voting behavior), civic engagement
requires not just knowing about but actually
connecting the self to community activities for
broader societal gain.

Related Terminology
Civic engagement as a concept is an overarching
learning process and outcome that encompasses
multiple forms on college campuses including
volunteerism (which may also be called community service), service-learning classes (coursebased civic engagement), community-based
learning (including experiential activities and
internships), and community-based research or
engaged scholarship (undertaken by students as
well as faculty) (Cress et al. 2015).
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Each of these methods usually begins initially
as pedagogical approaches, teaching strategies,
and inquiry paradigms for examining community
issues. However, over time, teachers and students
alike usually evolve their perspectives into more
complex cognitive, affective, and behavioral avenues for critically understanding and addressing
community challenges through experiences that
intentionally examine, integrate, and reﬂect upon
the symbiotic relationship between individual and
community with respect to quality of life issues
(Cress et al. 2013). Therefore, the ultimate aim of
civic engagement (no matter the instructional or
research mode) is to bolster the socioeconomic,
environmental, political, and physical health of
individuals and groups within communities
(local, national, and global).

Historical Foundations
Bowen (1977) articulated civic competence as a
primary goal of higher education. In addition to
cognitive learning and emotional and moral
development, Bowen argued that practical competence is a primary outcome for students. He
considered citizenship one area of practical competence, and provided a foundational description
of citizenship competence that today informs the
operationalization of civic engagement: understanding of and commitment to democracy;
knowledge of governmental institutions and procedures; awareness of major social issues; ability
to evaluate propaganda and political argumentation; disposition and ability to participate actively
in civic, political, economic, professional, educational, and other voluntary organizations; orientation toward international understanding and world
community; ability to deal with bureaucracies;
and disposition toward law observance.
As noted earlier, civic engagement may take
the instructional form of service-learning. Various
authors (Morton and Saltmarsh 1997; Stevens
2003) credit coining of the term “servicelearning” to Sigmon (1979), although the origins
of civic engagement can be traced to the community service of Jane Addams in bringing students
to settlement houses to understand poverty.
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Additionally, Morton and Saltmarsh (1997)
emphasize the contributions of John Dewey and
Dorothy Day and their inﬂuence on modern conceptualizations of civic engagement and
community-based learning. Finally, Stevens
(2003) has called attention to the historical and
contemporary roles of African-American educators and activists in promoting social change
through civic engagement.
In efforts to develop civic competence, civic
engagement connects students with authentic situations, builds strong institutional relationships
between schools and community organizations,
and develops the competencies of citizenship
and democratic participation. Moreover, effective
civic engagement is premised upon reciprocal
relationships between campuses and community
organizations (Sandy and Holland 2006; Stoecker
and Tryon 2009). According to Mitchell (2008),
the presence of critical reciprocity in civic engagement is crucial not only for students’ acquisition
of the academic and civic knowledge, skills, dispositions, and efﬁcacious identity necessary for
effective participation in democratic society, but is
key to deconstructing systems of social injustice.

Pedagogical Approaches
Colby et al. (2003) deﬁned pedagogy as “all the
things teachers do and ask their students to do to
support students’ learning” (p. 141). Given the
complexity of issues facing cities, nations, and
the globe, the future livelihood of communities
depends upon the ability of college graduates to
make headway on even the most perplexing problems. Civic engagement connects and intersects
learning and living in efforts toward leveraging
more equitable communities.
Examples of civic engagement, particularly in
the form of service-learning, are found in virtually
every academic discipline. A sociology instructor,
for instance, might assign students to work in a
homeless shelter to illuminate concepts such as
social inequality or classism. In the sciences, a
course in biology might analyze stream samples
for an antipollution program. Or, an accounting
program might send undergraduates to help low-
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income high school families prepare their ﬁnancial aid forms for college admission. In each case,
the civic engagement experience is accompanied
by reﬂection that deepens students’ understanding
of the academic concepts as exempliﬁed in actual
community contexts.
Further, Howard (1998) described forms of
civic engagement such as community-based
learning as a “counternormative pedagogy”
(p. 21) because of the numerous ways in which
it diverges from traditional classroom instruction.
Civic engagement learning varies from traditional
pedagogy in terms of epistemology, goals, degree
of faculty control, learning processes, student contributions to their own learning, and critical reciprocity shared with community partners (Abes
et al. 2002; Cress et al. 2013; Gottlieb and
Robinson 2002).
Another complication of community-based
learning is whether social justice or social change
is an intended outcome. Einfeld and Collins
(2008) asserted, “an ideal democratic society is a
socially just society” (p. 105). The social change
perspective in community-based learning means
that reﬂection leads to action on the problem
addressed by service (Mitchell 2008). Similarly,
a social justice approach uses community-based
learning to empower students with the tools to
question social structures and power dynamics to
create a more just and equitable society, emphasizing the importance of learning for the purpose
of taking action (Freire 1970; McLaren 2003;
Wang and Jackson 2005). The alternative is what
may be deemed the “charitable approach” in
which students strive to meet an immediate need
without necessarily seeking to understand or eradicate its root causes (Lewis 2004; Moely
et al. 2008).

Participation
Colleges and communities across the globe participate in various forms of civic engagement;
those that are solely local or domestically focused
as well as those that involve international collaborations and partnerships. For instance, the
UNESCO group in Community Based Research

4

and Social Responsibility in Higher Education has
partners in Africa, Arab states, Asia, the Paciﬁc,
Europe, North America, Latin America, and the
Caribbean. Likewise, the Talloires Network is an
international association of institutions committed
to strengthening the civic roles and social responsibilities of higher education. Speciﬁcally, their
goal is to expand higher education civic engagement programs through teaching, research, and
public service and includes such organizations as
AsiaEngage, Arab University Alliance, Engagement Australia, and Service Learning Asia Network. Related, the International Association for
Research on Service-Learning and Community
Engagement (IARSLCE) boasts members from
over 35 nations.
In the United States, estimates vary as to the
number or percentage of higher education students participating in civic engagement learning.
According to Campus Compact’s annual survey –
now reaching nearly 1,200 campuses – approximately one third of students participated in service, community-based learning, and civic
engagement activities at their campuses (Cress
et al. 2010). Largent and Horinek (2008) reported
that 80% of community colleges offer
community-based learning, and Musil (2003)
claimed that 78% of students participate in a service experience as part of undergraduate
education.

Research-Based Outcomes
Civic engagement has been consistently characterized as having modest, but positive effects on
students’ academic, personal, and civic development (Astin et al. 2000; Cress et al. 2010; Eyler
and Giles 1999). A steady stream of scholarship
has associated various civic engagement
approaches with student engagement, academic
achievement, intercultural competence, and other
outcomes (Vogelgesang and Astin 2000). Furthermore, civic engagement improves grade point
averages and academic skills, such as critical
thinking and writing (Cress 2004). Gallini and
Moely (2003) reported that community-based
learning students demonstrated more engagement
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with academic content, greater interpersonal and
community connection, and increased likelihood
of persisting in school than their peers.
The research indicates that through civic
engagement, students improve their abilities to
think critically, problem-solve, negotiate, and participate in democratic deliberation. The civic goal
is more than simply learning how to express themselves verbally and in writing. Students are challenged to listen to a range of voices, to empathize
with people different from themselves, and to
compromise with others in the name of a common
good that is often contested and tentative (Gray
et al. 2000; Ward and Wolf -Wendel 2000). In
sum, civic engagement develops civic competence which is critical to the successful functioning of pluralistic democracies (Stokamer 2011)
and higher education institutions play a key role
in sustaining civic engagement.

Cross-References
▶ Community Engagement in Higher Education
▶ Community Partnerships, Higher Education
▶ Critical Higher Education: Rethinking Higher
Education as a Democratic Public Sphere
▶ Global Citizenship, From Theory to Practice
▶ Higher Education and Democratic Citizenship
▶ Higher Education and the Public Good
▶ Higher Education Institutions, Types and Classiﬁcations of
▶ Intercultural Competencies and the Global
Citizen
▶ Politics, Power & Ideology in Higher
Education
▶ Social and Public Responsibility, Universities
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Synonyms
National welfare system; Social policies; Social
state; Welfare state

Definition
Welfare state, or social state, is part of a speciﬁc
political building. Since the second half of the
twentieth century, it aims at improving social
well-being.
Education is historically a pillar of the welfare
states organization, along with defense, health,
and assistance. As such, education is one of the
collective goods that falls under the heading of
national bureaucracy in modern societies.
The place of higher education in welfare states
and social policies has been little studied. Two
reasons illuminate this matter of fact: on the one
hand, education and, by extension, higher education has in some countries long been politically
considered and addressed apart from social policies, inﬂuencing researchers to separate studies.
On the other hand, until the second half of the

twentieth century, higher education has involved
only a fragment of national populations.
Still, since the Second World War, in democratic industrial countries, massiﬁcation of higher
education systems and the transformation of economies has converted higher education degrees
into an important instrument for individual access
to the job market and a collective tool for economic growth and social cohesion. According to
Pechar and Andres (2011), this “unprecedented
expansion in HE during the second half of the
twentieth century (. . .) was only possible because
higher education became part of national welfare
policies.” As a result, “the current situation of
higher education and the welfare state can be
described in Europe as follows: we are facing
the simultaneous renegotiation of the post-war
social contract concerning the welfare state in
Europe and the accompanying renegotiation of a
smaller-scale, by comparison, modern social pact
between the university and the nation-state”
(Kwiek 2006, p. 9). Since the beginning of the
years 2000, research has developed that questions
the articulation of higher education policies with
social policies and interrogate the link between
different welfare state models and inequalities of
access to higher education. Taking up on these
research, this entry ﬁrst questions the articulation
between welfare states, social policies, and higher
education, before analyzing the relation between
welfare state regimes and higher education
through three lenses: massiﬁcation and inequalities of access to higher education degrees,
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equality deﬁnitions and students’ funding, and the
overall structure of the education system and how
it relates to a speciﬁc relationship between education and the job market.

Welfare States, Social Policies, and
Higher Education
In the 1970s, Wilensky’s work on welfare states
advocated to address separately education policies
due to their differentiated effects on equality
between individuals (Wilensky 1975). Indeed, in
some societies such as Germany, as underlined by
Busemeyer and Nikolai (2010, p. 506), “Education and social policies have been institutionally
and politically separated until today,” while in
other countries such as “the English speaking
and Scandinavian countries education and social
policy are viewed as related parts of wider strategies of societal intervention” (ibid, p. 507).
In fact, depending on the countries and the
period considered, higher education policies can
be articulated with one or the other of the four
pillars of social states as identiﬁed by Ramaux
(2007, p. 13): social protection and labor rights,
but also public services and macroeconomic policies sustaining work and employment. Higher
education is more or less included in the public
service, depending on the type of welfare state
regime at play. Since the seminal work of
Esping-Andersen (1990), three categories of welfare states are generally admitted that characterize
different interrelations between state and economy, the regulation of work, and the associated
rights giving more or less leeway for individuals
to free themselves from the market. Sociodemocratic regimes are characterized by a strong
decommodiﬁcation and high level of redistribution based on the principle of universal rights. As
such, higher education is fully part of social policies. In conservative or corporatist regimes, professional status determines individual rights. And
in liberal regimes, the state let a large place to
market mechanisms by indexing redistribution
processes on low-income individuals. In these
last two regimes, higher education is only partly
included in social policies. For example, in the
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liberal USA, successive reforms of the social state
have modiﬁed the role allocated to postsecondary
education in social policies. This is especially true
regarding welfare recipients: here, people beneﬁting from social policies aimed at facilitating their
access or return to the job market. Indeed, in 1965,
when the Congress passed the Higher Education
Act, higher education is among the tools developed to “equalize economics and social opportunities for all Americans.” This is implemented for
example through the Educational Opportunity
Centers created in 1972 to ease access to higher
education for low-income adults. The 1996
reform, the Personal Work Opportunity and Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) represents a “shift to
work ﬁrst at the expense of education and training” (Dan-Messier 2001). Still, research has
shown that programs aimed at helping people go
back to work have positive outcome when they
include access to postsecondary education. As a
result, in societies where available work opportunities imply higher education knowledge and
more broadly a more skilled workforce, those programs are all the more important to reduce individual dependency to the state, reduce poverty, as
“the returns from a college degree for welfare
recipients are signiﬁcant enough to make postsecondary education a promising avenue to ﬁnancial independence” (Karier 1998, p. 1).
Higher education can thus perform some functions of the welfare state, and be included in social
policies in ways that vary between the countries
and the time periods, depending on the model of
welfare state implemented. Indeed, researchers
observe “obvious ‘elective afﬁnities’ between
welfare
state
and education
regimes”
(Busemeyer and Nikolai 2010, p. 494). For example, comparing social and education policies of
advanced industrial societies, Hega and
Hokenmaier (2002, pp. 17–18) conclude that
“particular kinds of welfare states have distinctive
educational policy proﬁles. (. . .) conservative
nations tend to place greater emphasis on social
insurance expenditures than education, relative to
the other welfare state types,” while “liberal states
lag behind in all measures of social insurance
spending but rank ahead of the conservative in
all categories of educational spending (. . .)” and
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identify “a tendency by social democratic nations
to invest in education and social insurance at
higher levels than liberal and conservative
regimes.” Those elective afﬁnities have been
analzsed through the notion of trade-off, by
questioning the states’ choices to allocate more
or less resources to education systems in order to
reinforce equality of opportunities, or, at reverse,
other domains of social policies targeting equality
of conditions (Andres and Pechar 2013). Different
systems of social protection have deep ramiﬁcations
for
inequality:
“Some
skill
equilibria – sustained by different systems of
social protection – produce more inequalities
based on the academic background of workers,
while others produce more inequalities based on
gender” (Estevez-Abe et al. 2001).
These “elective afﬁnities” between welfare
state and education regimes can been characterized at least at three levels: the extent of higher
education massiﬁcation and the level of inequalities of access to higher education, the type of
student funding and the deﬁnition of equality it
translates, and the structure of school systems and
by extension the type of production regimes they
are articulated with.

Higher Education Characteristics in
Different Welfare State Regimes
Massification and Inequalities
At a ﬁrst level, higher education level of
massiﬁcation appears to vary depending on the
welfare states regimes. Social democratic countries have high enrolment rates, with around half
of the age group attending higher education, while
liberal countries rank lower but still higher than
conservative countries which tend to have the
lowest enrolment rates (Willemse and De Beer
2012, p. 113).
At a second level, inequalities of access vary
depending on the type of welfare state, with liberal
and social democratic welfare regimes having
lower level of inequalities compared with conservative welfare regimes (Andres and Pechar 2013;
Goastellec 2015). Still, same level of inequalities
in access between countries belonging to different
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welfare state regimes are not the outcome of the
same processes, nor do they relate to the same
level of inequalities in societies as a whole. Socioeconomic stratiﬁcation and economic inequalities
tend to be higher in liberal welfare regimes than
conservative or social democratic regimes. This
interrelationship appears to be complex (Pechar
and Andres 2011; Peter et al. 2010): as an example, “conservative countries seem to simultaneously promote decommodiﬁcation and status
reproduction” through selective admission processes, this “welfare regime being committed to
preserve social structures and hierarchies, and in
particular the traditional family” (Andres and
Pechar 2013, p. 253). This has to do with the
fact that this type of welfare state is not aimed at
the reduction of inequalities but at preserving
status’ categories through income insurance, a
type of insurance that protects individual loss of
income in case of inability to work, in this case
depending on their professional status. Conversely, the lower degree of inequalities in social
democratic countries echoes an equality project
characterized by the principle of universality of
rights between individuals, implemented through
a universal social welfare system, while countries
characterized by a liberal welfare state allocate
this responsibility to the market rather than to the
state. As a result, higher education inﬂuences
more the social destiny of people in conservative
and liberal countries than in sociodemocratic
countries, with a stronger hold of degree on individual economic return (Goastellec 2015).
Definitions of Equality and Higher Education
Policy: The Example of Students’ Funding
Social inequalities in access to higher education
thus appear as the result of a societal organization,
the translation of an understanding of equality into
public policies that includes higher education. As
stated by De Swaan (1995, p. 3), “Social policies
have never only been matter of markets and material needs. Since their very beginning, a moral
claim and a cultural stake are involved.”
Depending on the type of social contract enacted
in different societal religious, economic, and
political contexts, social policies express a speciﬁc deﬁnition of equality, what accounts for the
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fact that “Equality has always been what welfare
states were supposed to produce and still, the
image of equality has always remained rather
vague” (Esping-Andersen 1990, p. 3). Indeed,
“In the western cultural tradition (. . .) the concept
of equality (. . .) has two different meanings that
are at least partially contradictory. The ﬁrst is a
major component of the socialist ethic, often
called equality of results. It implies an equalization in the disposal of resources, commodities and
services, a redistribution according to needs (. . .).
The second meaning, a major component of liberal ethic, is equality of opportunity and is most
relevant in the ﬁeld of public education. The
development of comprehensive secondary education would be an example of an attempt to realize
this principle. In its emphasis on merit, however,
equality of opportunity inherently legitimizes
inequality, mainly in the form of income and
status differences. This is most obvious in
income-related social insurance programs and
the higher levels of public education ﬁnanced by
general taxes” (Flora and Heidenheimer 1982,
p. 25).
This inﬂuences both the role allocated to education in the frame of social policies and the type
of higher education admission policies in the way
they deﬁne and translate merit and equality into
admission processes (see entry by N. Charles on
“▶ Merit and Equality in Admission Processes”).
Different regimes of welfare states thus distinguish themselves by their deﬁnition of equality,
accent being put on equality of conditions, of
opportunities, of retribution, or their combination.
From the chosen deﬁnition follows an understanding of the individual and the role of family that
structures higher education policies. Student
funding illustrates this. Universal right in sociodemocratic welfare states, student funding does
not take into account the student family characteristics and is accessible to adults until they are in
their 40s or 50s. Speciﬁc right in conservative
countries, it depends upon socioeconomic family
characteristics. In the liberal regimes, this right is
conversely founded both on familial and individual characteristics and merit-based characteristics.
In this case, merit corresponds to individual educational achievement weighted by the different
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handicaps the student had to face to succeed and
that partly relates to family characteristics. In the
end, the type of funding available inﬂuences
access and success: for example, Reisel (2010),
comparing a liberal regime with a sociodemocratic one, shows that “family ﬁnances do
matter more for educational attainment in the
United States than they do in Norway, especially
after students have entered college. Secondly,
native minority students stand out as particularly
disadvantaged in the U.S. education system.
Finally, (. . .) due to the controlled character of
the Norwegian labor market, differences in educational attainment produce much smaller differences in earnings in Norway than they do in the
United States.” Student funding policies can have
similar effects to broader social spending, by
impacting both long-term income maintenance
and equality of opportunity. It is also a potential
tool of direct redistribution, depending on the
ﬁnancial arrangements available to students.
Inequalities of Access, Secondary Education
Structure, and Production Regimes
The deﬁnition of equality characterizing the different welfare state regimes also infuses the structure of secondary education. This structure
appears highly inﬂuential to explain the processes
through which different level of inequalities in
access are produced in different welfare states
regime: sociodemocratic countries are characterized by educational systems that are “nonselective, with a comprehensive school system
covering the entire period of compulsory education,” meaning that no tracking exists before the
end of compulsory education and largely funded
by public money (West and Nikolai 2013, p. 480).
Conservative countries distinguish themselves by
highly streamed and stratiﬁed secondary education, a ﬁrst selection operating between the age of
13 and 15. Last, liberal countries are characterized
by a selection occurring at a later stage and an
educational system organized more as a market. In
these last two types of welfare states, the place of
schooling inﬂuences more the social destiny of
individuals than in sociodemocratic countries.
Peter et al. (2010, pp. 255–257) focusing on the
PISA results show that at education secondary
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level: “(. . .) the level of educational inequality at
the school level – as measured by SES gradients in
academic achievement – is the highest in conservative welfare states. Put in another way, where
one goes to school maters the most in these countries because schools with higher average SES
exhibit higher mean academic achievement. (. . .)
with the education systems of Scandinavian countries generally more egalitarian and the continental European countries more unequal. (. . .)
conservative welfare states exhibit greater educational inequality than liberal welfare states (. . .).”
This educational organization comes from and
nurtures a speciﬁc relationship between education
and the labor market. Diverse “production
regimes” are characterized by the place allocated
to professional training (Hall and Soskice 2002)
by comparison with general education. This relationship accounts for different level of inequalities
in access to higher education. Especially, within
the conservative countries group, countries can be
divided in two subgroups: countries with coordinated market economies (CME), in which the
coordination of ﬁrms with other actors takes the
form of nonmarket interactions, and liberal market economies (LME) characterized by the importance given to market mechanisms and hierarchy.
In CME, professional training represents an
important sector of the educational system, while
general education is more important in the latter.
These regimes illustrate different conceptualization of human capital, for example, deﬁned as a
public good in sociodemocratic regimes (Andres
and Pechar 2013). But they also originate from a
deﬁnition of equality (of conditions, opportunities, retribution, or their combination): “The social
democratic vision of the welfare state traditionally
sees education as the great equalizer. Equalizing
access to quality education at all levels is vital to
equality of condition for citizens (. . .). In the more
free-market, liberal vision, the emphasis is on
equality of opportunity (. . .) Conservative states,
in turn, are less inclined toward market ideology
and investment in education as a means to marketmediated social mobility and security, while at the
same time also being less egalitarian than social
democratic welfare states” (Peter et al. 2010,
pp. 257–258). Or, to put it in the words of Andres
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and Pechar (2013, p. 249), conservative countries
(in which they classify Austria, Germany, the
Netherlands, Italy, Switzerland and Belgium)
“are typically committed to preserve social structures and hierarchies, and, in particular the traditional family.” As an example, it may be recalled
here that Switzerland, Germany, and Austria have
been the western European countries that the most
tardily obtained gender equality in access to
higher education and degrees.
Interrogating the arbitration between professional education and general education allows to
identify the groups of actors weighting on these
decisions and the place allocated to education in
the broader frame of social policies. Liberal and
conservative countries’ public policies are characterized by trade-offs between education and
social policies while sociodemocratic countries’
integration of education in the social policies ﬁeld
allows for the massiﬁcation of higher education
while not neglecting the proportion of one age
group that remains outside higher education
(Pechar and Andres 2011).
The understanding of the higher Education
roles in different societies gains from an analysis
in terms of social policies and welfare state. As
written by Esping-Andersen a quarter of century
ago, “The welfare state is not just a mechanism
that intervenes in, and possibly corrects, the structure of inequality; it is, in its own right, a system of
stratiﬁcation. It is an active force in the ordering of
social relations” (Esping-Andersen 1990, p. 23).
Higher education systems in welfare states
increasingly participate to this ordering of social
relations.
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Higher Education Systems and
Institutions, Austria

Higher Education Systems Development

Universities of Vienna, Graz, and Innsbruck
became special medical universities in 2004.
Classiﬁcation of public and private institutions is
tricky. By legal deﬁnition, UAS are private; however, the boards of these institutions are dominated by representatives of the provinces and
municipalities, and funding is almost entirely
public. The same holds true for some private
universities. Six out of the 17 UCTT are
maintained by religious communities.

Austria is located in the center of Europe and has a
population of eight million. It has a federal political structure consisting of nine provinces and a
federal government. Austria is among the richest
OECD countries measured by GDP per capita
(€ 39,390 in 2015). Within the EU it has one of
the lowest unemployment rates. In 2015, general
unemployment was 5.6% and youth unemployment was 10.6%.
Responsibility for education is shared among
the federal, provincial, and municipal levels. For
the most part, higher education (HE) is a federal
matter; for the nonuniversity sector, the provinces,
and in some cases municipalities, play supplementary roles.
The higher education (HE) system consists of
22 public universities (15 research universities,
6 universities of the arts, and 1 university of
continuing education), 21 universities of applied
sciences (UAS), 17 University Colleges for
Teacher Training (UCTT), and 12 private universities. The former medical faculties of the

History
The University of Vienna (established in 1365)
was the second university in the “Holy Roman
Empire” and the ﬁrst in the German speaking
world. In the course of the counterreformation,
the Habsburg regime placed the religious order
of the Jesuits in charge of universities. By adhering to the order’s curriculum, Austrian universities were cut off from the scientiﬁc revolutions of
the seventeenth and eighteenth century. While
enlightened absolutism under Joseph II ended
the Jesuit reign, it was not until after the revolution of 1848 that HE was reshaped in line with the
neo-humanist principles that had evolved in Prussia three decades earlier.
During the second half of the nineteenth century, Austrian universities quickly caught up with
the standards of German research universities and
at the turn of the century, some were among the
top tier institutions of that era. During the same
time, however, universities became a stronghold
of nationalism and anti-Semitism. The successive
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Austria, Table 1: Enrollment and graduates at Austrian HE institutions
(2015)
Public universities
Private universities
Universities of applied sciences
Teacher training colleges
Total

Students
277,508
8,777
45,660
15,356
347,301

Share of sector (%)
80
3
13
4
100

Graduates
34,300
1,472
12,721
3,788
52,281

Share of sector (%)
66
3
24
7
100

Source: BMWFW (2015)

Austrofascist and Nazi regimes provoked severe
and long-lasting damage to HE and Austria lost
most of its intellectual elite.
After World War II, Austria was not, like Germany, subject to “re-education programs” by the
(western) Allied Forces (USA, France, Great Britain). Reconstruction of HE after 1945 was merely
the restoration of prewar institutions and structures. Austria did not make any serious efforts to
repatriate the many exiled academics and up until
the late 1960s, the generation that started their
careers during the Austrofascist regime dominated academic life in the postwar years. The
1960s were a turning point in education policy.
This decade was the “take-off” period of educational expansion and the commencement of an
ongoing reform process. One can distinguish
two reform cycles that strongly differed with
respect to their underlying policy paradigms.
The ﬁrst reform cycle had its peak in the mid1970s and can be characterized as an inclusion of
HE under the umbrella of welfare state policies.
The second reform cycle, starting in the 1990s,
focused on diversiﬁcation and deregulation of
HE. In both cycles, governance was a main reform
issue.
A Statistical Overview
Austrian HE has a relatively homogeneous structure. Austria was a latecomer regarding the establishment of a nonuniversity sector, with the advent
of the UAS in 1993 and comprehensive teacher
training at tertiary level in 2000. Private universities were legalized in 1999. Today, 80% of tertiary
students are enrolled at public research universities. Due to the longer duration of studies and a
high attrition rate at public universities, the

proportion of graduates who graduate from nonuniversity institutions is signiﬁcantly higher (see
Table 1).
According to OECD indicators (OECD 2016,
68) Austria had an age speciﬁc tertiary graduation
rate of 44% in 2014 (excluding international students). Before reforms in the OECD classiﬁcation
scheme, Austria had one of the lowest tertiary
graduation rates in the OECD. The new classiﬁcation scheme (ISCED 2011, see UNESCO 2012)
includes graduates from various vocational tracks
(“higher vocational schools” and advanced credentials from apprenticeship training) in the tertiary graduation rate. However, none of these
institutions are regarded as part of the HE system
in Austria. Focusing on academic degrees in a
strict sense, the ﬁrst-time graduation rate at the
Bachelor level is 21% and at Master’s level 18%
(due to the late implementation of Bachelor studies, the Master is still the ﬁrst degree for many
students).

Governance
In the early 2000s, the Austrian system of university governance underwent far-reaching transformations. The Universities Act of 2002 represented
a radical shift towards a new model of university
governance based on the ideas of a more managerial, corporate-style approach (e.g., New Public
Management). Transformed from state agencies
that were micro-managed more or less directly
by the federal ministry, universities now act as
autonomous legal entities under public law. As
such, they negotiate performance agreements
with the government/ministry. Generally,
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executive decision-making structures have been
strengthened at the expense of traditional academic self-governance and decision-making in
collegial bodies.
Regarding “external” governance, the relationship between universities and the federal government centers around the negotiation of
performance agreements as the ministry’s main
steering instrument. Concluded for a period of
3 years, these public contracts outline speciﬁc
goals and objectives to be met by the university
in the areas of personnel, research, and teaching.
The budget is determined on this basis. Every
year, universities have to report to the government
on the state of implementation. If the targets
agreed upon in performance agreements are not
met, “adequate corrections and consequences” are
to be discussed in the following cycle of negotiations. Sanctions per se are not foreseen in the
evaluation process.
Basic funding is allocated to universities as an
outcome of negotiations with the ministry in the
form of a lump-sum budget. Universities are free
to dispose of these funds but are held accountable
to fulﬁlling the objectives agreed-upon in the performance agreements.
In addition, a portion of the country’s HE budget is reserved for competitive or indicator-based
distribution among all 22 Austrian universities.
The indicators taken into account include enrolled
students who are actively pursuing a degree, graduation rates, PhD programs, and cooperation
initiatives.
In principle, governmental steering of universities occurs via “management by objectives”
(Drucker 1954), rather than directly. In practice,
however, the Austrian federal government retains
a strong strategic and operative inﬂuence on the
development of the HE and university sector.
Also, this inﬂuence is in place because selfregulation and differentiation through competition or cooperation among universities has not
occurred as a corollary of the recent governance
reforms (see also de Boer et al. 2015, 41). As
“autonomous” actors, Austrian universities have
not yet turned towards each other in a competitive
market environment; rather, they remain ﬁxed in a
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dialogue of a more or less dependent relationship
with the state.
The Universities Act of 2002 also had a profound effect on the internal governance of universities. A governing board composed of external
experts now supervises and controls the institution. Its members are appointed both by the senate
and the federal government. The Rector is no
longer elected by his peers but appointed by the
governing board which selects from a shortlist of
three candidates proposed by the senate.
This pattern is repeated throughout the organizational structure or hierarchy of Austrian universities: ﬁrst, in the (s)election of the Rector,
described above; second, in the (s)election of
deans, where the faculty nominates three candidates for the rector from which to choose and,
ﬁnally, at the individual level of professors,
where hiring commissions also prepare a list of
three and the rector decides on this basis.
The Rector acts as the executive manager of
the “corporate” university. He or she appoints a
team of vice-rectors together forming the rectorate
as a decision-making entity. Also the position of
deans as the heads of faculties and departments
has been strengthened. The formerly powerful
senates are – with the exception of the aforementioned responsibilities – now reduced to mostly
curricular matters. Academic self-governance has
been starkly curtailed in this last reform cycle. In
the 2010 EuroAc survey, Austria was among the
countries that scored highest when asked about
the existence of top down management at their
institution and – conversely – lowest on the perceived role and inﬂuence of collegiality and academic self-governance (see Park 2013).
UASs, which still form a rather new and small
segment of the Austrian HE landscape, follow a
completely different governance regime than universities. Initially, the organizational structure of
Austrian UASs centered around “study programs.” It was up to a “provider,” a public – for
example, local or regional – or private entity, to
apply for accreditation of a speciﬁc “study program.” If accredited, the federal government
funded up to 90% of the operating costs of the
program (“norm-costs,” referring mostly to personnel), while the provider was required to cover
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the infrastructure (e.g., buildings). As of 2012, the
Austrian Quality Assurance Agency is responsible for the accreditation of study programs and of
newly established UASs as institutions per se.
Austrian UASs operate as private limited companies. Hence, while internal governance mechanisms at UAS generally differ vastly, in some
cases a rift can be observed between the executive
director (mostly appointed by the owners or providers) who is responsible for the business aspect
of the operation and a newly instituted “academic
leadership” in the form of an elected head of a
collegial body composed of heads of study programs, teaching staff, and students.

Finance/Funding Systems
Funding of HE is almost entirely public. Tuition
fees were abolished in 1970, but were
reintroduced in 2001, and again abolished in
2006. Presently, tuition (726 €/year) is charged
only from students who exceed the regular length
of studies by 2 years or more.
Funding has been a controversial issue since
the 1980s. During the 1970s, public funding for
universities largely kept pace with the growth in
student numbers. Starting in the mid-1980s, the
political priority of ﬁscal consolidation set limits
on HE expenditures. Over the years, the gap
between public funds for HE and student enrollment at universities increased. Accordingly, the
tensions between universities and the government
about funding intensiﬁed. Although it is impossible to agree on levels of appropriate funding,
indicators can be identiﬁed that signal quality
problems in teaching and research. The policy
debate in Austria has focused mainly on the deterioration of the teacher-student ratio. This indicator varies signiﬁcantly among different subjects;
the ratio is usually benign in small disciplines but
problematic in “overenrolled” ﬁelds. In the early
2000s, one third of all students were enrolled in
such disciplines with as many as 400 students per
faculty member in some cases (Pechar 2009, 39).
How do Austrian HE expenditures compare
internationally? The OECD indicator for tertiary
expenditures is no longer accurate. Since the
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implementation of ISCED 2011, this indicator
includes some expenditures for vocational education and training that is not regarded as HE in
Austria. Expenditures for education at Bachelor,
Master, and Doctoral level are 1.5% of GDP. As
such, Austria is not among the top ranked countries, but it is slightly above the OECD average of
1.4% and considerably higher than HE expenditures in Germany or Switzerland (1.2%). Yet, as a
report (Unger et al. 2005) has demonstrated, the
ﬁnancial situation of leading German and Swiss
universities is superior to that of their Austrian
counterparts.
How can funding appear to be satisfactory at
the systems level while individual institutions are
not able to provide sufﬁcient student-teacher
ratios? Several factors might help to unravel this
puzzle. First, there is some evidence that Austrian
academics have relatively high wages, second
only to Swiss academics in Europe (see the data
of the European Commission (2007) and the data
provided by the Academic Careers Observatory of
the European University Institute). Second, a
unique funding pattern for medical universities
results in cross subsidies from HE funds to the
health system of some municipalities. Hospitals
attached to medical universities provide the most
expensive medical services, yet these services are
funded out of the HE budget (Klinischer
Mehraufwand). The most important factor seems
to be the absence of admission procedures at
research universities; this has severe consequences for funding and student-teacher ratios.
Except for research universities the government
funds study places and institutions admit students
accordingly. At research universities, however,
funding is not related to study places. Until
2005, graduates from the elite track of secondary
schools have been “entitled” to enroll at any ﬁeld
of study and universities had no control over
enrollments. More recently, control over enrollment has been established in some disciplines, but
the entitlement system is still in place in most
ﬁelds of study. As a result, 80% of the students
are enrolled at research universities, and this
unique pattern is a ﬁnancial burden on the HE
system.
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The Academic Profession
The Austrian academic career structure traditionally followed the German pattern whereby an
ordinary professorship can only be attained on
the basis of a competitive call, or “Berufung.”
A career-path or track towards a professorial position was not foreseen. As Ben-David (1991, 198)
termed it, there was – and still exists – an
“unbridged disjunction” between professors and
the rest of academic staff.
With the Universities Act of 2002, Austrian
universities became autonomous legal entities.
As a result, all new academic staff were to be
employed by the universities themselves on the
basis of private employment contracts. Interestingly, with regard to academic careers, the Universities Act only explicitly addresses and
regulates access to professorial positions – thus
highlighting the lasting importance attributed to
professors within the structure of Austrian HE. All
other positions and academic career structures
were to be determined by the universities themselves. After years of negotiations, the new collective agreement for Universities entered into
force in 2009. It added a new, Austrian type of
tenure-track and two new permanent positions:
senior lecturer and senior scientist. All assistant
positions remain ﬁxed-term. Generally, the majority of academic employees at universities are
employed on a ﬁxed-term basis, including the
large group of part-time lecturers. The fastest
growing group of academic staff in the last
ten years has been those employed within the
framework of externally funded research projects
(“project workers”).
The new pathway to permanent, tenured
employment outlined in the collective agreement
was undoubtedly inspired by the North American
tenure-track: an assistant to associate to fullprofessor trajectory with an “up or out” provision
after a long probation period. However, the Austrian tenure-track does not lead to full professorship. Until 2015, associate professors remained
part of the middle-rank of academic staff and
belonged to the voting-group of university assistants in collegial decision-making bodies.
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This distinction is justiﬁed increasingly less
because of (1) the strongly competitive recruitment process to get “on the tenure-track,” which
in many cases bears close resemblance or no difference at all to a professorial call and (2) the high
performance targets to be met by those on the
tenure-track. In 2015, lawmakers recognized this
problem and alleviated it by admitting “associate
professors” into the voting group of ordinary professors in collegial bodies. The “unbridged disjunction” thus has become smaller; however, in
status, power, and remuneration it still remains
clearly visible.

Future Challenges
Austria must ﬁnd a sustainable solution to the
imbalance of student mobility from other
European countries. The EU mobility policy has
effectively decoupled accessibility from funding
of HE. In all member states of the EU, HE is
funded by national taxes. However, preferential
treatment of national citizens is regarded as “discriminatory” by European Law. The concept of a
fully integrated European HE Area where all students can move freely across national borders
seems to rest on the tacit assumption that the
expenditures of any national government for
incoming students from other countries will be
offset by savings through outgoing students. In
some cases, however, there is signiﬁcant asymmetric mobility. Problems result from mobility
ﬂows from large to small countries sharing the
same language (Gérard 2012, 727). Large numbers of German Numerus Clausus migrants have
the potential to crowd out Austrian students.
(A Numerus Clausus speciﬁes restrictions to
admissions in those countries where certiﬁcation
earned at the secondary level entitle individuals to
tertiary entry. In medicine, the most expensive
ﬁeld, the Austrian government has established a
quota system that reserves 75% of all study places
for Austrian citizens. However, such quotas
infringe on European Law, hence there is a dispute
between Austria and the EU. In psychology,
where no quota was established, 80% of all students at some universities are German citizens.
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Most urgent is a change in access policy for
research universities. Most experts agree that the
“no admission” policy that grants access entitlements to all graduates of a Gymnasium (upper
secondary academic track required for university
access) is not sustainable. Research universities
need similar funding mechanisms and admission
rights as their nonuniversity counterparts. Current
regulations have the consequence that nonuniversity sectors with less academic prestige are
more selective than research universities. Hence,
80% of all tertiary students enroll at the latter.
Government aims at a balance of 60%
(university) to 40% (nonuniversity); this reform
will face stiff resistance from student unions and
some political actors.

Data Sources
All statistical data and publications on the Austrian HE Sector, including the “Statistisches
Taschenbuch” and the “Universitätsbericht” are
available online at uni:data: https://oravm13.nocscience.at/apex/f?p=103:36:0:NO (Ministry of
Science, Research and Economy).
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Higher Education Systems and
strongly affected during the civil war period
Institutions, Bosnia and Herzegovina (1992–1995) that followed the disintegration of
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University of Ljubljana, Ljubljana, Slovenia

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), a multiethnic
country in the middle of Balkan Peninsula, has a
long and turbulent history. For centuries, it has
been marked by demarcation and tensions
between different regional powers, empires, cultures, and religions. Bosnia was ﬁrst mentioned in
Byzantine documents in the tenth century; in the
ﬁfteenth century, it came under the inﬂuence of
the Ottoman Empire. The origins of higher learning are associated with the Gazi Husrev-beg Suﬁ
School which was founded in Sarajevo in 1531. It
was followed by other religious schools. The
Ottoman Empire began to collapse in the nineteenth century, and in 1878 the Habsburg Monarchy annexed BiH. After World War I, the country
was included in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia
(1918) where it had no formal status of its own.
The ﬁrst modern higher education institution, the
Faculty of Agriculture and Forestry, was founded
at the beginning of World War II (1940), while the
University of Sarajevo was founded in 1949
(Sekulić 2013), in the context of the modernization program of the socialist Yugoslavia within
which Bosnia and Herzegovina had the status of
a federal republic. At its collapse, four universities
operated in BiH (Šoljan 1991). They were

the federal Yugoslavia.
The Dayton Peace Accord (1995) which ended
the war set up a complex and highly decentralized
state structure (with two entities: the Federation of
BiH consisting of 12 cantons and the Republic of
Srpska) which left its mark on the organization of
education (Tiplic and Welle-Strand 2006). On the
one hand, ethnic division of some formerly common educational institutions (“two schools under
one roof”) resulted in signiﬁcant fragmentation of
the system; on the other, in the Federation of BiH,
the Dayton administrative system delegated
responsibility for education to the level of the
cantons and even to the level of a municipality
(Branković and Branković 2013).
Responsibility for education, including higher
education, lies with the ten cantons in the Federation of BiH, the Republic of Srpska, and the
Brčko District which means that there are 12 ministries of education in a country with a population
of 3.5 million (2013 census). There is the Federal
Ministry of Education and Science at the level of
the Federation of BiH that has a coordinating role
over the cantonal ministries of education. At the
national level, since 2003, the Ministry of Civil
Affairs of BiH has been responsible for the coordination of activities of the entity authorities and
for deﬁning strategy at the international level in
various areas including education. Each of the
12 administrative units has its own education legislation and budget creates its own education
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policy and is fully responsible for the organization
and functioning of education within its area of
competence (Ministry of Civil Affairs 2014). Legislation adopted by units is harmonized by the
national Framework Law on Higher Education
(Framework 2007) which sets the basic standards
and principles, including “the European strategic
goals in the area of higher education, as reﬂected
in the Declaration of the European Ministers of
Higher Education from Bologna (1999).” BiH has
joined the Bologna Process in 2003 (Sekulić
2013).
Another coordinating body is the Council of
Ministers of BiH. It has recently passed a decision
to adopt the priorities for the development of
higher education in BiH for the period
2016–2026 (the previous one was adopted in
2008). It aims at strengthening the development
of higher education and at becoming fully
involved in the European Higher Education Area
(EHEA) by highlighting seven key areas: good
governance and management, resources, connection between the labor market and higher education, qualiﬁcation standards, student experience,
internationalization, and statistics (Odluka 2016).
The binary system of higher education comprises universities and “higher schools” (visoke
škole; colleges). Universities offer academic
degrees in all three cycles (bachelor, master, doctoral studies) in at least ﬁve study programs and in
at least three scientiﬁc areas, while higher schools
offer ﬁrst cycle (bachelor) degrees in at least one
area (Framework 2007, art. 10). The Agency for
the Development of Higher Education and Quality Assurance, founded in 2008, is an independent
organization, which, among other things, carries
out evaluation and (re)accreditation procedures at
national level. The problem of the quality of
higher education remains acute, i.e., maintaining
a considerably fragmented system with insufﬁcient ﬁnancial resources. In such a situation, corruption is also a notable issue (Hamidičević
2015).
The network of higher education institutions is
highly fragmented (Tiplic and Welle-Strand 2006;
Sekulić 2013). In parallel with the ethnic division
of some public universities established before
1990, new ones were also set up: eight state

universities (six in ﬁve cantons of the Federation
of BiH and two in the Republic of Srpska) operate
today. In addition, there are two public higher
schools for health care and tourism in the Republic of Srpska (Branković and Branković 2013).
Universities are almost by rule loose associations
of “autonomous faculties,” which is a characteristic feature of the ex-Yugoslav academic spaces.
Over the last 15 years, the private sector has been
expanding almost uncontrollably. According to
recent information from the Centre for Information and Recognition of Qualiﬁcations, 19 private
universities and 21 private higher schools are
licensed. Some institutions operate without
accreditation or with accreditation pending.
The war period caused a large outﬂow of students and staff to other countries. Later, the number of students began to grow fast. In 2000, there
were about 60,000 students enrolled, while in
2012/2013 there were 116,567, and 18,365 students graduated in 2012, which was 2.3% higher
than in 2011 (Ministry of Civil Affairs 2014). It
seems that growth has stopped. In 2015/2016,
there were 105,299 students enrolled and 15,974
students graduated in 2015, which was 5.6%
lower compared to the previous year (Agency
for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina
(BHAS) 2016). The ratio of the enrolled students
in the Federation of BiH and in the Republic of
Srpska is about 60 to 40. Out of the total number
of graduates, 58.7% were female; at PhD level,
40% of candidates are female. Despite the large
number of private colleges, the share of students
in them is quite small: overall around 15% of the
total student body; around 10% in the Federation
of BiH but around 30% in the Republic of Srpska
(Branković and Branković 2013).
Education in BiH is largely funded by public
funds of the entity and cantonal budgets. There are
13 separate education budgets in BiH: two at the
entity level, one in the Brčko District and ten
cantonal budgets (Ministry 2014). The share of
public funding for education in BiH is quite high:
6% in the Federation of Bosnia and 4% in the
Republic of Srpska (Ministry 2011), but absolute
ﬁgures are very small. It is estimated that the
spending for higher education is “50% lower
than in Europe” (Rožić and Međedović 2015,
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p. 283). In 2010, institutions received on average
1,674 BAM (837 EUR) per student from public
funds (Ministry 2011). As public funding remains
relatively low, public institutions are given the
option to raise ﬁnancial resources (donations,
funds, tuition fees, intellectual property, commercial activity, etc.). At the state universities, there
are “budget” (tuition-free) and “non-budget” students, the latter paying tuition fees which vary to a
large extend, e.g., between 50 and 1,500 EUR for
undergraduate studies and between 2,000 and
8,500 EUR for a PhD (Branković and Branković
2013). According to a recent study (limited to the
Federation of BiH only), studies at public universities cost 2,175 BAM (1,087 EUR), while selfﬁnancing (i.e., non-budget) students pay tuition
fees of around 500 EUR per year. Typical tuition
fees at private institutions range from 1,000 to
2,250 EUR (Hamidičević 2015) per year. Due to
fragmentation of the system, detailed and reliable
information is difﬁcult to obtain.
The total number of staff (academic and nonacademic) in higher education has been increasing
in the past, between 2007 and 2011 by 33%.
While this increase has been more notable in
terms of total staff number, the number of fulltime equivalent staff members has increased only
slightly and with around 40% the proportion of
female staff has remained unchanged. More
detailed data for the Republic of Srpska show
that the rise in the number of academic staff is
relatively more prominent in the private sector
(Branković and Branković 2013). Public institutions are free to employ staff, but respective ministries give consent to the so-called
systematization (i.e., institutional legal provision
which describes the organization of an institution
and determine the conditions and the number of
jobs for each type of work). The study mentioned
above estimates that the average monthly teacher
salary in the Federation of BiH is around 1,000
EUR (Hamidičević 2015). The same study estimates that there are 11 students per teacher in the
public sector and 9 students per teacher in the
private sector.
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Higher Education Systems and
Institutions, Ireland
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Ireland has been an independent country since
1922 although Northern Ireland, consisting of
six counties in the north east of the island, remains
part of the United Kingdom. The economy has
evolved from being predominantly dependent on
agricultural production to one with a large services sector and a signiﬁcant modern industrial
sector. This development has been facilitated by a
high level of foreign direct investment. Ireland
joined the European Community in 1973. The
population, 4.7 ml in 2016, has ﬂuctuated in
response to variations in economic growth and
consequent migration ﬂows. Large-scale emigration has long been a feature of Irish society, the
major reversal occurring in the late 1990s and
early noughties with a booming “Celtic Tiger”
economy. During this period large-scale immigration occurred, and by 2011 17% of Irish residents
were born outside Ireland. The country experienced a major recession in 2008 which resulted
in the resumption of net out-migration over the
period 2010–2015. The economy has since stabilized and economic growth reestablished.

Higher Education System Development
Five of Ireland’s seven universities were
established during the period of British rule.
This historical legacy coupled with geographical
proximity and the use of English as the main
spoken language are important inﬂuences on the
evolution of Ireland’s higher education system.
Ireland’s oldest university, Dublin University
(Trinity College), was established by Queen Elizabeth of England in 1592 as a denominational
university and was not available to the majority
Catholic population until as recently as 1970. This
nonavailability was initially due to a prohibition
imposed by the university and subsequently, in
1876, by an episcopal decree which forbade Catholics from attending. The establishment of higher
education acceptable to Catholics was a major
political issue through the nineteenth century. Its
ﬁnal resolution was with the establishment of the
National University of Ireland (NUI) in 1908.
This federal university incorporated the earlier
established Queen’s Colleges in Cork and Galway
and the Catholic University in Dublin (with John
Henry Newman as ﬁrst Rector) and the Royal
University, which had examining and degree
awarding powers. Originally the NUI had three
constituent colleges, later designated as constituent universities: University College Cork, University College Dublin, and NUI Galway. The NUI
also has a number of Recognised Colleges, and in
1998 one of these, now Maynooth University,
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became the fourth constituent university of the
NUI. All universities are now nondenominational.
In the early 1970s, a network of Regional
Technical Colleges (RTCs), subsequently
re-titled as Institutes of Technology (IOTs), were
established leading to a major diversiﬁcation of
the higher education system. The remit of these
colleges was to offer short-cycle, more vocationally orientated education to meet the needs of an
expanding and changing labor market. These colleges concentrated their program provision in:
Engineering and Construction Studies, Business
Studies, Applied Science, and Art and Design. In
a further diversiﬁcation of the system, two
National Institutes of Higher Education (NIHEs)
were established, one in Limerick in 1972 and one
in Dublin in 1980. These institutes were designed
to provide more advanced technological education than that offered in the RTCs.
Ultimately 13 Institutes of Technology were
established, and together with the longer
established Dublin Institute of Technology, they
form the technological sector in what has become
an essentially binary system of higher education.
In a rapid process of “academic drift,” the NIHEs
quickly shed all sub-degree level work and operated exclusively at degree and postgraduate level.
Following repeated requests to government, they
were redesignated as universities in 1989 assuming the titles of the University of Limerick and
Dublin City University. Until recently seven statesupported Colleges of Education operated as a
distinct sector, but all of these have been or are
in the process of being fully incorporated within
the universities.
In addition to the universities, the IOTs, and the
Colleges of Education, the state supports a range
of other smaller specialist colleges which provide
courses in art and design, business studies, rural
development, theology, music, law, and security
studies. About 10% of the student population
attend non-state-aided colleges. This sector
includes a private medical school, the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland, and a number of
private proprietorial colleges, the main focus of
which is on business education with additional
provision for humanities and social science disciplines. Enrolment in the private proprietorial
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colleges is poorly documented because of the
absence of a statutory requirement to make annual
statistical returns. It is estimated that about 10,000
students may be excluded from ofﬁcial national
statistics shown in Table 1 (Clancy 2015).
Higher education enrolments have grown very
rapidly in recent decades to reach about 240,000
in 2015, a ninefold increase on the enrolments in
1969. Currently about two-thirds of young people
can expect to participate in higher education. This
high participation is reﬂected in the education
level of the population. Forty-three percent of
the adult population aged 25–64 and 52% of
those aged 25–34 have attained higher education.
These rates are among the highest in OECD countries (OECD 2016). The longstanding male dominance of higher education enrolments was ﬁrst
reversed in 1995; female enrolments peaked in the
mid-noughties at 55% but have since declined to
below 52%. There are signiﬁcant gender differentials in enrolment by sector (see Table 1) and more
especially by ﬁeld of study. Females dominate
enrolments in Health & Welfare (75%) and in
Education (71%) and also represent a signiﬁcant
majority in Arts & Humanities (60%) and in
Social Sciences, Journalism, and Information
(59%). In contrast, the ﬁelds of Engineering,
Manufacturing and Construction, and Information
and Communication Technologies are dominated
by males who account for 83% of enrolments in
each of these areas.

Governance
Until 2006, governance arrangements varied signiﬁcantly for the different higher education sectors. For the university sector, state control was
mediated through the Higher Education Authority
(HEA), a “buffer agency” established in 1968,
which in many respects mirrored the University
Grants Commission in the UK. The HEA was
given advisory and planning functions for all of
higher education, while its executive functions
were initially conﬁned to the university sector.
The government Department of Education (now
Department of Education and Skills) retained
direct control of the Colleges of Education and
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Ireland, Table 1 Distribution of higher education enrolments by sector
in 2015/2016

Universities
Institutes of Technology
Colleges of Education
Other state-aided colleges
Non-state-aided colleges
Total

Male
%
45.2
56.0
22.2
49.2
41.4
48.4

Female
%
54.8
44.0
77.8
50.8
58.6
51.6

Total
%
100
100
100
100
100
100

N
116,367
87,907
8,347
6,861
11,065a
230,547

Source: Department of Education and Skills statistical database
This ﬁgure is based on incomplete statistical returns

a

the newly emerging technological sector. While
no explicit rationale was advanced for adopting a
differentiated governance structure, contrary to
the recommendations of the Commission on
Higher Education (1967), it seems that the state
wished to retain more direct control of the Colleges of Education because of their remit to train
primary school teachers who staffed the national
school system. The main limitation on direct state
control in this system was provided by the
churches, which owned and managed the Colleges of Education. The decision by the state to
retain direct control of the expanding technological sector is more explicable. Direct state control
made it easier to ensure that these new colleges
would meet the objectives set by the state to
develop courses that would cater for the emerging
labor market needs of an expanding industrial and
service economy.
Over time the HEA’s devolved budgetary powers became less acceptable to the government
which wanted to exercise more direct control
over the operation of the universities. This ﬁrst
became obvious during a period of recession in
the early 1980s and subsequently in the proposals
leading to the passing of the Universities Act
1997. Those elements in the Bill which were
perceived as an assault on university autonomy
were neutralized only after intense lobbying by
the heads of the universities, the Irish Federation
of University Teachers, university senators, and
the parliamentary opposition (Clancy 2007). Having had limited success in imposing legislative
constraints on university autonomy, the

government was more successful in achieving its
objectives by adopting a more interventionist role
in respect of deﬁning the objectives of the HE
system and by the introduction of market mechanisms to its budgetary procedures. Current policy
is focused on the implementation of the recommendations of the National Strategy for Higher
Education to 2030 (DES 2011). This strategy has
given enhanced power to the HEA which has
assumed the role of regulator of the higher education system. It is no longer a “buffer organization”
but is deemed instead responsible for the implementation of the policies and strategies set down
by the Minister and the Department of Education
and Skills and accountable to the Minister in
respect of agreed performance indicators. Central
to the new role of the HEA is the process of
strategic dialogue with individual HEIs with a
view to aligning the strategies of individual institutions with national priorities. One of the outcomes of this dialogue is that institutional core
funding now includes a performance element
which seeks to incentivize “good performance”
and penalize those who fail to deliver on their
performance contracts (HEA 2016a).
Since 2006, the HEA’s executive role extends
to the IOTs and the Colleges of Education and
other publicly funded colleges. A separate state
agency, Quality and Qualiﬁcations Ireland (QQI),
is responsible for reviewing the effectiveness of
quality assurance for universities, IOTs, and private higher education providers. QQI is also
responsible for maintaining the National Qualiﬁcations Framework covering all awards in the
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state in public and private institutions. In addition,
QQI is an awarding body and makes awards in
higher education, mainly to students of private
providers. The universities have always made
their own awards; this authority was subsequently
given to the Dublin Institute of Technology and
more recently extended to all Institutes of Technology through a process of delegated authority
from QQI.
Internal governance and administration of
HEIs are structured in compliance with national
legislation, respectively, the Universities Act of
1997, the Institutes of Technology Acts
1992–2006, and the Qualiﬁcations and Quality
Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012
(Acts of the Oireachtas 2017). While there are
some differences between the universities and
the IOTs in their administrative and management
arrangements, each HEI has a governing body, an
academic council, and a president or other titled
chief executive ofﬁcer. In most HEIs presidents
are appointed following a selection process which
involves public advertisement and interviews.
Their principal tasks are to provide leadership
and management of their institution and also to
act as the legal accounting ofﬁcer for the use of
public funds. Presidents are assisted by a senior
management team and in the academic domain by
an Academic Council which is responsible for the
conduct of academic affairs. Departments or
schools and faculties report to the academic council. Governing bodies have the ultimate decisionmaking powers on major policy issues, in budgetary affairs, and in the sanctioning of appointments. In the university sector, the governing
bodies tend to be large, typically with about
34 members, representative of the different stakeholders. Both the OECD (2006) examiners’ report
and the National Strategy report have
recommended smaller governing bodies with a
majority of lay members chosen for their potential
to play a more strategic role. In the IOT sector,
governing bodies are smaller (19 or 20), and the
Chairperson is directly appointed by the Minister
for Education and Skills.
A consequence of the more direct interventionist role of the state both in deﬁning objectives and
in monitoring performance is a change in the
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balance of power within universities. The challenges of responding to an increasingly complex
and demanding external environment have legitimated the increasing concentration of power in
the hands of institutional managers at the expense
of academic staff. By contrast the IOTs have
always been subject to more direct government
control, and while they may have gained some
“procedural autonomy,” there is little evidence
that they enjoy any more “substantive autonomy”
(Berdahl 1990).

Funding
With the exception of the small private sector, the
state is the main source of funding for higher
education. Apart from the designated funding for
research and for particular initiatives which are
allocated on a competitive basis, there are three
principal elements in the state support system. The
ﬁrst is the core block grant paid to state-funded
HEIs designed to provide basic support for teaching and research. This is distributed on a formula
basis which reﬂects the differential costs of various disciplines. The second is the grant in lieu of
tuition fees paid since 1996 when undergraduate
tuition fees were abolished. The third is the means
tested grant support for students covering both
HEIs’ fees and a contribution to the maintenance
costs of students. The severe economic recession,
together with increasing enrolments, have placed
this system under extreme pressure. The state’s
contribution to publicly funded higher education
(excluding research funding) decreased from 76%
of core funding in 2008 to an estimated 61% in
2015. Over this period the student contribution
has increased principally because of the progressive rowing back from the earlier decision to
abolish undergraduate tuition fees for full-time
students. The nominal (€150) “registration fee”
introduced in the mid-1990s increased progressively over the years. It was renamed a “student
contribution” in 2011, and by 2015 it had climbed
to a €3,000 annual charge.
Eligibility for state grant support for undergraduate students is determined by family income.
In 2015, families with less than four children
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qualify for full grant support where family income
is less than €40 k, while more limited support is
available where family income is less than €54 k.
A further enhanced level of maintenance support
is payable where family income is very low
(<€22.7 k). The similar levels of support available for postgraduate students were severely
curtailed in 2013 with some partial restoration in
2017. Declining family incomes during the recession led to an increase in the number of families
qualifying for grant support with the state paying
all or part of the student contribution for almost
half of undergraduate students.
The increase in the student contribution has not
compensated for the sharp decline in core state
support for higher education which is now
supporting a larger enrolment cohort. As a consequence the unit resource per student has declined
from €12.2 k in 2008 to €9.5 k in 2015.
At aggregate level expenditure on all HEIs has
declined from 1.4% to 1.2% of GDP. While there
is an acceptance that the funding crisis needs to be
addressed to make the system sustainable, there is
a lack of political resolve to take the necessary
action. An expert group reported in 2016 presenting three possible options. The ﬁrst was to
have a predominantly state-funded system with a
major increase in the state core grant and the
abolition of the undergraduate student contribution. The second was to increase state funding
while retaining the student contribution. The
third also required increased state funding with a
deferred payment of fees through income contingent loans (Cassells Report 2016).

Staff and Student Profile
The decline in the ﬁnancial resources has led to an
increase in the student-staff ratio which in 2015
stood at 19:1. Women account for almost twothirds of the nonacademic staff and 44% of academic staff. The gender imbalance is more exaggerated at senior levels in the academy. The higher
the position in the grade/power structure, the
lower is the representation of women. In the university sector over the period 2013–2015, women
accounted for 50% of staff at the lecturer grade
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and just 19% of the professor grade. The same
trend is evident in the IOT sector and indeed in the
administrative grades in both sectors. There has
never been a female university president in any of
the seven universities, while 14% of presidents of
the IOTs have been female. In a response to the
degree of staff gender inequality, the HEA
commissioned a report by an expert group which
advanced a set of comprehensive and radical proposals to redress the situation (HEA 2016b).
A characteristic of higher education participation in Ireland is the relatively high levels of
enrolment on short-cycle programs, mainly in
the IOT sector. However due to the cumulative
award structure, increasing numbers of student
with sub-degree qualiﬁcations subsequently progress to attain bachelor degrees. A further characteristic of the changing student cohort is the
increase in the number of older students. While
traditionally Ireland has a very young enrolment
cohort, and still has almost 24% under the age of
20, a further 21% of current enrolments are aged
30 or over, which is above the modal percentage
for OECD countries. Increasing enrolment of
mature students is part of an overall lifelong education strategy to provide more “ﬂexible learning”
opportunities with more part-time provision
greater use of distance and online education
programs. HEIs are also involved in labor activation programs designed to meet skill shortages in
areas such as ICT and the provision of re-training
opportunities for those who became unemployed
during the recession.
As a complement to the prime focus on the
economic objective of higher education, the
achievement of greater equality of opportunity
has been a policy objective over recent decades.
The social background of higher education
entrants has been monitored over a long period
(Clancy 2001; O’Connell et al. 2006). Large
socioeconomic group inequalities in access persist
although at aggregate level some progress is evident. However, students from middle class backgrounds continue to monopolize access to the
more selective university sector and especially to
the more prestigious professional programs such
as law and medicine. The HEA hosts the National
Ofﬁce for Equity of Access to Higher Education
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which published its third national plan for equity
of access which inter alia has set national targets
for the representation of those disadvantaged by
socioeconomic barriers, mature students, students
with disabilities, Irish Travellers, as well as progression rates from holders of further education
qualiﬁcations and overall levels of participation in
part-time/ﬂexible higher education (HEA 2016c).

Other Main Issues
A central objective of the new National Strategy
(DES 2011) is the achievement of a structural
reconﬁguration of the higher education system
designed to create more coherence, greater complementarity, and stronger operational efﬁciency.
While retaining the main elements of the binary
system, it seeks to foster greater diversity in the
institutional mission of HEIs and to promote
active collaboration between autonomous institutions within a region, building regional clusters to
better serve local economic and social needs. It
recommends that the IOTs commence a process of
evolution and consolidation and speciﬁes a process whereby amalgamated institutions reaching
the appropriate scale and capacity could potentially be redesignated as technological universities. Ten IOTs are involved in separate proposals
for the establishment of four Technological Universities. These new proposed institutions are to
be distinguished from existing universities by
their emphasis on career-focused higher education
mainly at sub-degree and bachelor levels, with
more modest provision at masters and doctorate
level, and on industry-focused research and innovation. Apart from the universities and IOTs, the
National Strategy’s recommendation for the consolidation of smaller colleges by incorporation or
merger into existing institutions is being pursued,
with particular success in the case of the Colleges
of Education.
Research has become a major priority within
the higher education system particularly over the
past two decades. In tandem with development at
EU level, the Irish government has embraced the
objectives of the knowledge economy, innovation, and competitiveness agenda and has
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increasingly looked to the higher education system to spearhead this policy shift. Substantial
investment in research commenced in the mid1990s with the launch of the Programme for
Research in Third Level Institutions, the establishment of Science Foundation Ireland, and the
establishment of two (subsequently merged)
Research Councils, one for the humanities and
social sciences and one for the STEM disciplines.
While government funding for research was
reduced during the recession, the scale of reduction was much less than that of the core block
grant. There has been a renewed impetus on prioritization which risks the marginalization of disciplines which cannot easily demonstrate their
direct relevance to economic growth and development. Research output and quality have grown
rapidly, and by 2015, Ireland ranked tenth in
respect of volume of research per 1,000 population and ninth in terms of excellence (citations per
paper) of 27 EU countries (Scopus and Thomson
Reuters databases, respectively).
There has been growing concern that, given the
increasing prioritization and prestige associated
with research, teaching, the core activity of
HEIs, will be undervalued. The National Strategy
has stated that teaching and research should be
afforded parity of esteem in resource allocation, in
promotion criteria, and in metrics used to assess
performance at individual, institutional, and system levels. A National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning was established in
2012 to establish and maintain a strong evidence
base for the advancement of national strategic
priorities in teaching and learning. These priorities include facilitating greater access to and
greater take-up of high-quality professional development opportunities for staff in Irish HEIs.
A further important development in recent
years is an increasing concern with the internationalization dimension. While this is reﬂected in
staff exchange and increased collaboration with
international colleagues in research, its most visible dimension is the increase in the number of
international students. The number of international students in Irish HEIs increased by 65%
between 2011 and 2015, to reach 27,000 accounting for more than 11% of total enrolments. This

Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Ireland

increase was driven principally by an 85%
increase in the number of non-EU students
which has become a signiﬁcant income generator
for many HEIs, especially for the university sector
and for private colleges. The international education strategy for Ireland for the period 2015–2020
has targeted a further 33% increase in incoming
students (DES 2016). The inﬂow of international
students is partly offset by an outﬂow of Irish
students to other countries. Two-thirds of this
outﬂow of 15,400 students in 2015 was to the
UK, with 52% to Great Britain and a further
14% going to HEIs in Northern Ireland.
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The Сountry in Context
Russia (Russian Federation) has the largest territory in the world and extends over 11 time zones.
As a federal state, Russia has 85 regions. Over
146 million people (FSSS 2016) are unevenly
distributed throughout the country. About 77%
of the population lives in the more urbanized
European part of the country, whereas the Asian
part of the country occupies more than 76% of the
total area. The youth population is declining.
Although there are around 180 different ethnic
groups in Russia, most of the populations (78%)
are ethnic Russians (Statdata 2017).
The Russian economy is based heavily on natural resources. As of 2015, it was the 13th largest
economy in the world by nominal GDP (World
Bank 2017a) and the sixth largest by purchasing
power parity (World Bank 2017b).
The Constitution of the Russian Federation
guarantees the right to free higher education on a
competitive basis for those obtaining it for the ﬁrst
time. General and vocational education is free and
available to all.

The social and economic landscape has been
rapidly changing in Russia during the last quarter
of a century. After the collapse of the USSR in
1991, Russia experienced many changes,
including:
• The movement to an electoral democracy and a
market economy
• The rejection of a planned human resources
policy relating to the main economic sectors
• The decline or elimination of a number of key
industries (OECD 2007)
Historical Background
In 1917, Soviet Russia inherited from the Russian
Empire a very centralized and elitist system of
higher education. The ﬁrst decade of the Soviet
period can be characterized by the search for a
socialist model of higher education ensuring ideological cohesion and social justice via special
courses in “Marxism-Leninism” and afﬁrmative
action favoring children of workers and peasants.
The higher education system worked as a means
of building the new socialist ruling class and was
dramatically expanded compared to the prerevolutionary system.
The rapid industrial development of the early
1930s fueled even further the expansion and the
transformation of higher education into a part of
the Soviet centralized government-controlled
economy, a so-called manpower production
machine (Froumin and Kouzminov 2015). In
this period, the education system attained the
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form and structure that has largely survived to this
day. This structure was based on simple principles: no private initiative, rigid specialization and
narrow professional training, separation of education and research (through placing research into
the Academy of Sciences), a standardized curriculum, limited to minimal autonomy, and mandatory job placement of graduates. Specialized
universities were placed under the control of specialized branch ministries. By the end of the
Soviet period, the regular length of study in fulltime programs was 5 years for a “specialist”
degree. The next academic degree was “Candidate
of Science” (equivalent to a PhD).
One of the main purposes of higher education
in the USSR, alongside preparing for highly
skilled labor, was mastery of Marxist-Leninist
theory. The student trained in institutions of
higher education had to be ideologically staunch.
He or she was to be an active builder of a communist society with high moral and civic virtues, a
collectivist, internationalist, and patriot ready to
defend the socialist fatherland.
At the end of the Soviet era, there were
514 Higher education institutions (HEIs) in
Russia with almost 2.825 million students
enrolled in them (FSSS 2016). More than half of
the students (58%) were studying in full-time programs, 32% on correspondence courses and 10%
attended evening courses.
The Modern System of Higher Education
The period after the collapse of the USSR can be
divided into three stages according to the main
focus of the educational reforms of each
(a timeline of the key reforms is presented in
Fig. 1):
1. “Laissez-faire”: In the ﬁrst decade after the
collapse of the Soviet Union, the government
adopted the Law on Education and educational
standards but kept a neutral position in shaping
the educational landscape. Private HEIs were
permitted.
2. 2000s (up to 2012): Introduction of national
centralized university entrance exams, joining
the Bologna process, introduction of bachelor
and master degrees, launching support
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programs for universities’ development plans,
development of quality assurance through new
educational standards and state accreditation
for educational programs, and decline of university autonomy.
3. Post-2012: Adoption of the new Law On Education, national monitoring of the performance
of HEIs, mergers and reorganization of HEIs,
implementation of the Russian excellence initiative, introduction of online education, and
period of increased government control of
higher education.

The introduction of tuition fees and private
HEIs in 1992 initiated the marketization of higher
education in Russia. It also opened access to
higher education for those who were unable to
get in through the state-set enrollment limits. In
the mid-1990s, people became conscious of new
social and economic values leading to an interest
in continuing their education. The government
increased the number of state-funded institutions,
yet the number of students interested in higher
education outpaced this growth (Fig. 2). The
increasingly high demand for obtaining university
degrees led to the expansion of higher education
within the new open market system (Froumin and
Kouzminov 2015). Due to increased demands for
higher education, there were twice as many HEIs
in 2011 than there were in 1991 (FSSS 2016).
Enrollment in higher education begins with
passing the national exam, which was introduced
in 2001. This exam provides a combination of
ﬁnal certiﬁcation for graduates and the entrance
tests for admission to institutions of higher professional education. Typically students with high
exam scores or winners of Olympiads (academic
competitions between pupils) can typically easily
get state-funded placements in the university, but
those with lower grades must often seek other
sources of funding. Although state-subsidized
loans are available to students in higher education,
school graduates are mostly dependent on their
parents when fees are required. Whereas in 1995
only 13.7% of students paid for their own education; since the 2000s more than 40% of students
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New Law "On Education"
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Piloting Unified State Examination
Nationawide Unified State Examination
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Government Support for Universities' Innovational Educational Programs
Government Support for National Research Universities
5-100 Program- 15 (+6) universities to hit global rankings
Monitoring of HEIs' performance

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia, Fig. 1 Timeline of key higher education reforms in Russia,
1991–2015 (Source: Platonova and Semyonov (forthcoming))

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia, Fig. 2 Number of students by source of ﬁnance (Source:
Froumin and Kouzminov (2015, p.108))

pay education fees (Platonova and Semyonov,
forthcoming).
In 2003, Russia became a member of the Bologna process and consistently replaces the traditional 5-year specialist degree with a two-tier

degree system. Currently, there are three levels
of higher education:
– Bachelor programs (undergraduate, ISCED
level 6)
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– Specialist and Master programs (ISCED level 7)
– Doctoral training (postgraduate, ISCED level 8)
The duration of full-time programs is as follows: 4 years for a Bachelor degree, 5–6 years for
a Specialist degree (depending on the area of
training), 2 years for a Master degree, and 3–4
years for doctoral programs. Students can enter
Bachelor and Specialist programs after basic secondary education; students can enter a Master
program on the basis of a Bachelor or Specialist
degree, and to enter a postgraduate program, the
applicant should have a Specialist or Master
degree. Tertiary non-university programs
(ISCED level 5) may be delivered at vocational
education and training (VET) colleges and colleges afﬁliated with higher education institutions.
These led to a secondary VET diploma at either
the basic or advanced level; graduates of colleges
can also use their diplomas for admission to Bachelor or Specialist programs.
The Russian system of higher education provides educational courses in three modes: fulltime, part-time (also called correspondence), and
evening classes. Part-time study in Russian HEIs
is different from that in Europe. Most of these
programs are based on distance learning; students
usually have classes in HEIs for 2–4 weeks two to
three times a year. In terms of popularity, the total
number of students studying in part-time programs and evening courses has increased threefold over a 25-year period and now attract a
majority of students (53% in 2014, Table 1).
Table 1 represents the number of students
studying in Bachelor’s, Specialist’s, and Master’s
programs. It also includes a division by modes of
study. The decrease in the number of students per
ten thousandths of the population may be
explained by the demographic situation as well
as by the attempts of the government to attract
students to vocational education.
According to OECD (2016), enrollment in
higher education among 25- to 34-year-olds in
2015 was 58% (Bachelor, Master, doctoral
degrees, and equivalents). The enrollment rate in
tertiary education among 20- to 24-year-olds
remained stable between 2005 and 2014;
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enrollment rates are quite similar to the OECD
average data. Six percent of Bachelor and Master
students and 5% of doctoral students are
foreigners.
In 2002, 162 out of every 1,000 people older
than 15 had higher education, whereas in 2010
this had increased to 234 out of every 1,000. More
women than men per thousand have obtained
higher education.
Since 1992, the number of private institutions
of higher education has rapidly grown from 0 to
474 in 2008. The introduction of state licensing
and accreditation, and later performance-based
evaluation, has led to a reduction in private institutions; in 2015, the total number of private HEIs
was 366 (FSSS 2016). About 14% of students
were enrolled in private HEIs in 2014. However,
private universities have mostly failed to take up
central positions in the ﬁeld of higher education
(Froumin and Kouzminov 2015).
In the Soviet period, the higher education institutions were located mainly in large cities making
access to higher education more difﬁcult for graduates from rural and remote areas and from small
towns. Both public and private higher education
institutions responded to the growing demand for
broader geographical access by establishing campuses (branches) in new geographical locations.
The peak number of the branches of private HEIs
reached 599 in 2010, and the number of branches
of public universities reached 1,102 in 2005. Both
the government and the public complained about
the low quality of education offered in these
branches. Many of them failed accreditation and
were subsequently closed.
The ﬂuctuation in the total number of universities reﬂects major reforms in Russian higher
education. Due to increased student demands for
higher education, there were twice as many HEIs
in 2011 than in 1991 (Table 2). However, the
introduction of quality assurance and
performance-based evaluations has resulted in a
reduction of institutions.
The vertical stratiﬁcation of universities is
somewhat determined by current legislation.
However, some specialized groups of HEIs can
be distinguished. One such specialized group consists of Federal Universities which are the leading
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia, Table 1 Number of students in Russian higher education
(by mode of studying)
2000/2001
Total number of students
4741.4
(in thousands)
Number of students per
324
10 thousand of population
By mode of studying (in thousands):
Full-time
2625.1
Evening courses
302.2
Part-time
1814.1

2010/2011
7049.8

2011/2012
6490.0

2012/2013
6075.4

2013/2014
5646.7

2014/2015
5209.0

493

454

424

393

356

3073.7
304.7
3671.3

2847.7
263.4
3378.9

2724.3
229.7
3121.4

2618.8
189.2
2838.6

2575
158.5
2475.5

Source: Adapted from Gokhberg et al. (2016), p.144

higher education institutions and centers in large
regions. All but one was established in the last
decade by merging a number of regional universities. Currently, there are ten federal universities
(Russian Education 2017). Another type are the
National Research Universities: 29 higher education institutions which aim to integrate and lead
research activities. The establishment of both federal and national research universities is a manifestation of the major move toward reintegration
of research and higher education. Two universities, Moscow State University and St. Petersburg
State University, possess a special legal status
which provides them with an exclusive model of
funding and autonomy and gives them the right to
adopt their own curricular standards and award
their own diplomas and degrees (European
Commission 2012).
The continuing tendency toward stratiﬁcation
in higher education is reﬂected by the Russian
excellence initiative, the so-called Project 5-100
launched in 2013 by special Decree of the President of Russia. Fifteen HEIs were competitively
chosen for signiﬁcant government support with
the aim that at least ﬁve of them would achieve
placement among the top 100 in global rankings
by 2020. In 2015, another six HEIs were added to
the program. The substantive goal of the project is
not simply to achieve high rankings but to support
the creation of a group of globally competitive
modern research universities.
The differentiation of higher education is continued by the Ministry of Education and Science
(MoES) through the launching of an initiative to

develop a group of “ﬂagship” universities in the
various Russian regions. The objective of this
group of universities is to drive the social and
economic development of the regions in which
they are located. Some researchers compare
these attempts to the “California Master Plan.”
Russian HEIs can also be presented in clusters
characterized by different features (Table 3).
Soviet higher education served the needs of
industrialization by increased training of engineers and technicians. New sectors of the economy such as ﬁnance, private retail, and services
required new types of specialists (Froumin and
Kouzminov 2015). While industry faced serious
problems in this new environment, the service
sector developed rapidly. Lawyers, economists,
and managers were in high demand by employers.
This led to a signiﬁcant shift in student preferences that can be observed in Fig. 3. In 2013, more
than half of all students were studying in the social
sciences, humanities, and law. At the same time,
public money continued to support training of
specialists for the traditional industries.

Higher Education Governance
From the beginning of higher education in Russia
in the eighteenth century, its governance has been
characterized historically by rigid control and topdown decision-making. After the collapse of the
Soviet Union, the regulation of the higher education system was slightly weakened, but in the
twenty-ﬁrst century, the government took action

6

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia, Table 2 Higher education institutions (at the beginning of the
academic year)
Years
1914
1917
1940/41
1950/51
1960/61
1980/81
1990/91
1995/96
2000/01
2005/06
2006/07
2007/08
2008/09
2009/10
2010/11
2011/12
2012/13
2013/14
2014/15
2015/16

Total number of
HEIs
72
150
481
516
430
494
514
762
965
1,068
1,090
1,108
1,134
1,114
1,115
1,080
1,046
969
950
896

Number of public
HEIs
72
150
481
516
430
494
514
569
607
655 (1,102**)
660
658
660
662
653 (1,069)
634 (1,045)
609 (1,013)
578 (949)
548 (843)
530

Number of private
HEIs
–a
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
358
413 (519)
430
450
474
452
462 (599)
446 (594)
437 (590)
391 (533)
402 (476)
366

Number of students per 10,000
population
10
16
43
77
124
219
190
188
324
493
512
523
526
519
493
454
424
393
356

a

No data available
In brackets information about number of university branches is given (where data are available)
Source: Adapted from FSSS (2016) and Gokhberg et al. (2016)

b

to regain its position as the main arbiter of supervision and change. The reforms were initiated not
by the academic community or civil society but by
the government. For example, the Bologna process was criticized at the university level, but the
government pushed it through by top-down
implementation, at times putting pressure on the
university community.
Role of the Federal Government
Some regions of Russia established universities in
the mid-1990s. This was a manifestation of the
trend toward decentralization in higher education
governance. It reﬂected the constitutional arrangements for education as an area of joint responsibilities at different levels of power from municipal
to federal. In 2014, only 49 of all public universities were controlled by regional authorities. However, in accordance with the Law on Education of
2012, major responsibility for the higher education belongs to the federal authorities. This

important role is carried out by the federal Ministry of Education and Science (MoES), which is in
charge of policy development for higher education. More speciﬁcally, the MoES establishes the
rules and criteria for ongoing and ﬁnal assessment
of students, requirements regarding workloads,
and classroom conditions mandatory for
accredited HEIs, even for those under the sectoral
ministries.
Another important element of the federal
governing system is the Federal Supervision Service for Education and Science (Rosobrnadzor). It
inspects the implementation of legislation in the
sphere of education and the overall supervision of
quality control in education, particularly the
licensing, certiﬁcation, and accreditation of educational institutions. Sector-speciﬁc ministries are
responsible for ﬁnancing, developing, supporting,
and controlling their subordinate universities.
Despite the domination of the federal authorities, there are several legal channels for the
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia, Table 3 Classification of HEIs in Russia (2015)

1

Type
Research
universities

Features
Diversiﬁed subject mix, research productive, selective, attract talented
students, MA students, attract fee-paying students, located particularly
in Moscow and Saint Petersburg
Very large, diversiﬁed subject mix, selective, large part-time, large state
support, some Research and development (R&D)

2

Public regional
universities

3

Specialized
HEIs

Small, highly selective, highly specialized, full-time, mostly medical

4

Public mass
universities

Diversiﬁed subject mix, selective, large part-time, large state support,
do not attract fee-paying students

5

Private HEIs

Small, only fee-paying students, large part-time, very low selectivity

5a

Specialized

specialization in popular programs

5b

Diversiﬁed

diversiﬁed subject mix

6

Part-time HEIs

Only part-time fee-paying students, very small, specialization in popular
programs

(a) No. of HEIs
(b) % of HEIs
(c) % of
students
(a) 22
(b) 3%
(c) 5%
(a) 84
(b) 11%
(c) 38%
(a) 88
(b) 11%
(c) 9%
(a) 248
(b) 32%
(c) 42%
(a) 262
(b) 34%
(c) 12%
(a) 167
(b) 22%
(c) 6%
(a) 95
(b) 12%
(c) 6%
(a) 68
(b) 9%
(c) 11%

Source: Platonova and Semyonov (forthcoming)

regional authorities to inﬂuence federal HEIs
within their territories, such as inﬂuencing the
appointment of university presidents, providing
regional approval for the central government’s
allocation of “free” student places funded by the
federal budget, transferring region-owned property to these universities, and coﬁnancing some
universities.
Despite many attempts to reform the system
and move all universities under the control of the
Ministry of Education and Science, about 40% of
public universities are still subordinated to the
sectoral ministries (205 HEIs out of 520 in 2014).
Internal Governance of HEIs
The Law on Education (2012) sets a very broad
framework for the internal governance of public
HEIs. It does not include speciﬁc requirements for
the governance system at private HEIs.

However, all private HEIs must be nonproﬁt
organizations and follow the operating and
governing rules for such organizations. Most of
them also implement practices of corporate
governance.
Legally, there are three types of public HEIs:
state controlled, state funded, and public autonomous. The distinctive feature is the level of autonomy and the role of the governing bodies. Statecontrolled institutions cannot use their revenues,
whereas autonomous and state-funded institutions
can. State-funded institutions have to ask the Ministry for permission for any signiﬁcant structural
change or big procurement. Autonomous institutions can make such decisions without the Ministry’s permission.
The internal governance and management
structure at public HEIs has not changed much
since the Soviet period with the exception of the
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elimination of the Communist Party and Young
Communists committees that played an important
role in Soviet universities.
Rectors represent the executive authority at
institutions. Their degree of authority may vary
depending on the provisions within the charter of
the institution. Tradition says that the rectors
should themselves be scholars. They have to
have at least a PhD degree.
The MoES plays a critical role in appointing
the senior executives (rectors) of universities.
There are two ways by which a rector may be
appointed: election of the rector by university
staff conference (with preliminary screening of
the candidates by the MoES) or direct appointment by the MoES, government (for Federal universities), or even the President (for Moscow and
Saint Petersburg State Universities).
Typically, rectors have a number of vice rectors
who are responsible for the main activities of the
university, such as teaching, research, and
infrastructure.
Academic councils, which usually include a
rector as chairman, heads of academic

departments, and the leading academics of HEIs
are prototypes of legislative bodies. They may
possess different levels of inﬂuence in university
politics in different universities depending on
informal tradition and the formal provisions presented in the charter. In some universities, the
power of these academic councils includes abilities to appoint and depose the heads of departments, to reshape university structure, and to
allocate funds. In others, the rector may govern
HEIs almost single handedly.
A new phenomenon in university governance
is the emergence of supervisory boards or boards
of trustees, which make university governance
transparent to the public. supervisory boards
have become mandatory for public autonomous
universities. These include government ofﬁcials,
as well as representatives of leading business
companies and civil society organizations, and
are quite inﬂuential.
The typical structure of universities usually
consists of academic units such as faculties,
schools, institutes managed by deans or directors,
and administrative units. Academic units, in turn,
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may include academic and research entities such
as chairs, laboratories, and departments. Traditionally, the faculties were relatively small and
included one or two areas of training. The recent
trend has been an increase in the size of academic
units by merging smaller faculties into bigger
units that could also be called faculties or institutes. The autonomy of the academic units
depends on the traditions of the university and
the legal provisions of the university’s charter. In
many cases, these units exercise a very high level
of autonomy ranging from ﬁnancing to staff selection. In other cases, their autonomy is very limited. Interestingly, in traditional universities,
academic units have more autonomy. Other universities trying to introduce corporate practices
limit the autonomy of the units. However, there
are attempts to combine old traditions with new
approaches and to give autonomy to academic
units while increasing their accountability for
results by establishing monitoring systems and
key performance indicators.

Funding System
Twenty-ﬁve years ago public money was the only
source of higher education funding. It was allocated by individual donations and traditional
funding structures. Today, public money at different levels, private students’ fees, as well as private
donations and research contracts create a much
more complex picture.
Two main ﬁnancial streams of the state-fund
Russian universities: funding for research and for
higher education. The ﬁrst decade of the twentyﬁrst century has shown strong growth in state
expenditures for research, increasing from 0.24%
of GDP in 2000 to 0.56% in 2014. At the same
time, government expenditures for research were
2.95% of the state budget in 2014 (FSSS 2016). In
comparison with OECD countries during the
period 2000-2014, Russia has been spending a
much lesser percentage of GDP; while the average
expenditure research in OECD countries grew
from 2.14% to 2.38%, the Russian index
increased from 1.05% to 1.19% (OECD Data
2017).
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State expenditures on tertiary educational institutions grew from 0.8% of GDP in 2005 to 1.4%
of GDP in 2013. However, it should be noted that
these indicators are also lower than the OECD
average: 1.4% in 2005 and 1.5% in 2013, respectively (OECD 2016). Moreover, after 2013, state
expenditure has increased only for higher education, whereas there has been a decline in funding
of the education system as a whole.
There are other sources of income apart from
state funds available to universities. Particularly,
they can attract additional income by means of
tuition fees, provisions for supplementary services for students, the staff and general public,
contracts for consultations and research activities,
and grants from nongovernmental agencies.
Higher Education Revenues by Source
Before the public funding reforms were adapted
by the government, universities used to rely
almost entirely on state budget allocations,
which covered up to 100% of their spending.
Proﬁt-making activities were largely seen as an
optional income source. Changes in funding
frameworks have provided an important market
incentive encouraging engagement in for-proﬁt
operations. Thus, between 2013 and 2016, universities increased their revenues from incomegenerating activities by 1.2.
Figure 4 illustrates the structure of funding of
public HEIs in Russia. Although the government
took steps toward encouraging HEIs to raise their
external ﬁnancial sources, it still provides more
than half of university budgets. This dependence
on state funds even has increased in 2014 compared to 2009, when money from the state comprised 63% and 55%, respectively.
With regard to private HEIs, their main source
of income is educational fees from the public. In
2009, this source accounted for 91.1% of funds,
while in 2014 its contribution fell to 80.6%
(Gokhberg et al. 2016). During this period, the
percentage of funding from companies doubled
and constituted 14.5% of all funds.
Funding System: New Mechanisms of Funding
The adoption of new budgetary legislation and the
new Law on Education (2012) signaled an
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important turn in the framework of funding and a
transition from cost based on performance-based
allocation of funds for higher education. New
mechanisms of funding introduced by the state
included such instruments as per capita funding,
funding of the development plans of education
institutions, state support through education
loans, etc. Funding of educational institutions by
the state is carried out according to uniform basic
standard costs of educational services which take
into account geographical diversity of the country,
indicators of the quality of education, and the
particular characteristics and focus of governmental programs.
The state funding of the leading Russian universities (around 40 HEIs) directly depends on
indicators of the quality of their educational and
research activities, such as their number of academic publications, the amount of nongovernmental funding, and the number of
students with outstanding abilities. This means
that they are able to inﬂuence the level of state
funding by improving their performance.
Therefore, the government seeks to make universities more responsible and independent in the
allocation of non-budgetary ﬁnancial sources.
While government control of quality and performance increased, universities were granted more
freedom in their spending and administrative control. Likewise, their responsibilities in terms of
rational management and internal monitoring
were extended as well.

University Staff
The principal and largest category of staff in
Russian HEIs is teaching staff. After the collapse
of the USSR, academic wages were very low, so
many talented people decided to leave academia
and/or chose to work in other sectors. In order to
attract professionals and talented students toward
research and education, the government took
steps to improve the level of income for academics. Figure 5 shows the average wages of
teaching and research staff and the average countrywide wages in 2013 and 2016.
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The requirements for teaching and research
staff are also growing. They are required to have
obtained a higher education degree. To be
appointed to the position of docent (associate
professor), professor, and leading or chief
research fellow, a doctoral degree is required.
Staff selection is organized as an open competition. Until recently, staff was hired for a period of
5 years with easy prolongation. However, there is
a government-supported tendency toward the
implementation of “effective contracts” which
are made for shorter period and often include
personal performance indicators.
An increase in wages has been attained, in
particular due to the reduction of the number of
employees at the institutions. Table 5 presents the
number of the main categories of academic staff.
As can be seen, the number of teaching and
research staff has a greater tendency to decrease
than the number of managerial staff, which ﬂuctuates to a lesser extent.

Internationalization
Since 2010, the government has taken many
important steps toward internationalizing
Russian higher education. In April 2010, the government adopted a resolution which provides
competitive grants for leading researchers willing
to carry out their research in Russian higher education and national research institutions. In 2013,
the government approved of another resolution
aimed at automatic recognition of international
degrees and qualiﬁcations received from leading
world universities. In June 2014, the “Global
Education” program was launched to support
Russian students entering leading universities
abroad who were willing to work in Russian companies for 3 years after graduation. International
students are also encouraged to study in Russian
universities; every year 15,000 students from
abroad study in Russia for free in state-funded
institutions and get free accommodation for the
period of their study.
According to OECD (2013), Russia attracted
4% of all foreign students in 2011, that is, the
seventh share of international educational market

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia
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per month) (Source: Adapted from FSSS (2016))
Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia, Table 5 Number of employees in Russian HEIs (by category
and in thousands of staff without external employees)
Administrative/managerial staff
Teaching staff
Research staff

2010/2011
26.5
356.8
21.6

2011/2012
27.2
348.2
22.1

2012/2013
28.9
342.0
21.9

2013/2014
27.7
319.3
18.9

2014/2015
26.6
299.8
17.7

Source: Adapted from Gokhberg et al. (2016), p. 227

(after such countries as the USA, the UK, Germany, France, etc.). This is more than twice the
percentage compared to 2000, so interest in
Russia as a provider of higher education is growing. The ratio of international students to the total
number of students in Russia increased 3.7 times
within 10 years and reached 4.8% in 2015. In

2015, there were 195,551 international students
studying in Russian HEIs (FSSS 2016).

References
European Commission. 2012. Higher education in the
Russian federation. Tempus. http://eacea.ec.europa.

12
eu/tempus/participating_countries/overview/russia_
country_ﬁche_ﬁnal.pdf. Accessed 18 Jan 2017.
Federal Law on Education in the Russian Federation
No. 273-FZ of 29 December 2012 year. 2012.
Rossiskaya Gazeta No. 5976 of 31 December 2012.
http://www.rg.ru/2012/12/30/obrazovanie-dok.html.
Accessed 11 Nov 2015.
Froumin, Isak, and Yaroslav Kouzminov. 2015. Supply
and demand patterns in Russian higher education. In
Higher education in the BRICS countries: Investigating
the
pact
between
higher education
and
society, ed. Simon Schwartzman, Rómulo Pinheiro,
and Pundy Pillay, 97–124. Dordrecht: Springer.
FSSS. 2016. Russia in numbers 2016. http://www.gks.ru/
free_doc/doc_2016/rusﬁg/rus16.pdf. Accessed 16 Jan
2017.
Gokhberg Leonid, Zabaturina Irina, Kovaleva Natalia et al.
2016. Indicators of education 2016. Moscow: HSE.
https://www.hse.ru/data/2016/03/21/1128209800/%
D0%98%D0%BD%D0%B4%D0%B8%D0%BA%
D0%B0%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%80%D1%8B%
20%D0%BE%D0%B1%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%
B7%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%
B8%D1%8F%202016.pdf. Accessed 21 Jan 2017.
OECD. 2007. Thematic review of tertiary education.
Country background report for the Russian federation.
Paris: OECD.
OECD. 2013. Education at a glance 2013. Paris: OECD.
Publishing. Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/
eag_highlights-2013-en. Accessed 11 November 2016.
OECD. 2016. Education at a glance 2016. Paris: OECD
Publishing. http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Russia
education-at-a-glance-2016_eag-2016-en. Accessed
21 Jan 2017.
OECD Data. 2017. Gross domestic spending on R&D.
https://data.oecd.org/rd/gross-domestic-spending-on-rd.htm. Accessed 21 Jan 2017.
Platonova, Daria and Semyonov, Dmitriy (2017) (forthcoming). Russia: The institutional landscape of
Russian higher education. In: 25 years of transformation of post-soviet HE systems, ed. Smolentseva, Anna,
Huisman, Jeroen, and Froumin, Isak, London: Palgrave
Macmillan.
Russian Education. 2017. Federal universities. http://
www.edu.ru/abitur/act.73/index.php.
Accessed
21 January 2017.
Statdata. 2017 ‘Ethnic composition of Russia’
[Nacionalnyy sostav Rossii]. http://www.statdata.ru/
nacionalnyj-sostav-rossii. Accessed 19 Jan 2017.
World Bank. 2017a. Gross domestic product 2015. http://
databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf.
Accessed 17 Jan 2017.
World Bank. 2017b. Gross domestic product 2015, PPP.
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP_
PPP.pdf. Accessed 17 Jan 2017.

Related Websites
Federal state statistics services (FSSS) 2017. http://www.
gks.ru/
Ministry of Education and Science of Russian Federation
2017. http://mon.gov.ru/
Study in Russia 2017. http://studyinrussia.ru/en/

H

Higher Education Systems and
system is federal in nature (Duryea and Williams
Institutions: United States of America 2000; Johnstone 2003): while the US Department
Martin Finkelstein and Robert Kelchen
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South Orange, NJ, USA

This entry begins with an overview of the organization of the public and private sectors of
higher education in the United States. From
there, it considers the dynamics of the system in
terms of governance and basic ﬁnancing patterns
both system-wide and within individual institutions and an overview of the major internal
constituencies, including faculty, students, and
administrators. We conclude with a look at new
developments, including the evolving focus from
access to degree completion, concerns regarding
college affordability, heightened accountability
pressures, and growing competition among colleges to enroll students.

Basic System Organization
The higher education system in the United States
is primarily composed of some 4600 corporately
autonomous degree-granting and 2500 certiﬁcategranting public and private institutions that
receive some ﬁnancial support from the federal
government (Snyder et al. 2016). The American

of Education provides some oversight and substantial funding, each of the 50 states has the
ability to shape their own higher education system. Within this federated system, the legal basis
for individual colleges and universities (both public and private) lies in charters granted by state
governments to corporately autonomous institutions that are governed by lay boards of trustees,
derived from the Protestant tradition in Continental Europe (Cowley 1980).
The overall system is bifurcated along two
major axes. First, in terms of mission and degree
level – approximately half the system (about nine
million students) is principally oriented to vocational or workforce preparation and offers either
2-year associate degrees or nondegree certiﬁcate
options to vocationally oriented youth as well as
nontraditional adult students (although increasingly, this sector has taken on an important “transfer” function to the 4-year sector). The other half
provides baccalaureate and graduate degree-level
instruction in 4-year colleges and universities to a
student body that has traditionally been younger
and attending full -time but is now becoming more
diverse in age and attending increasingly parttime (Gumport 2000).
A second axis of institutional differentiation
is between publicly and privately governed institutions. Public institutions are overseen by a
governing board consisting of most members
either directly elected by voters or selected by
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United
States of America, Table 1 Number of degree-granting
institutions, enrollment by institutional type and control,
fall 2013
Type of institution
Overall total
Public
Private
Research and
doctoral
Public
Private
Total
Master’s
Public
Private
Total
Baccalaureate
Public
Private
Total
Special-focus
Public
Private
Total
2-year
Public
Private
Total

Number of
institutions
4716
1625
3091

Enrollment
20,375,789
14,745,558
5,630,231

175
119
294

4,258,373
1,514,065
5,772,438

273
417
690

2,655,967
1,956,083
4,612,050

198
652
850

1,115,474
954,842
2,070,316

45
1153
1198

90,603
861,643
952,246

934
750
1684

6,625,141
343,598
6,968,739

Note: Excludes 13 institutions that had no enrollment.
Special-focus 4-year institutions award degrees primarily
in single ﬁelds of study, such as medicine, business, ﬁne
arts, theology, and engineering
Source: US Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS), Digest of Education Statistics,
2014, “Table 317.40”. Retrieved at https://nces.ed.gov/pro
grams/digest/d14/tables/dt14_317.40.asp

the state’s governor and legislature (Schwartz
2010a), while private nonproﬁt institutions often
use self-perpetuating boards in which current
members select new members (Schwartz 2010b),
and for-proﬁt colleges are either controlled by
individual entrepreneurs or have boards similar
to other large corporations. The federal government provides funds to colleges regardless of
institutional control as long as they meet basic
quality and data reporting requirements – in the
case of private institutions, primarily for student

aid and research support – while state and local
governments primarily fund operations at public
colleges and universities.
In 2013, the institutional landscape for degreegranting institutions appeared as shown in
Table 1.
Perhaps most strikingly, the table shows the
relative small size of the university sector: only
294 or not quite one-sixth of the 4-year sector and
less than 10% of the entire degree-granting postsecondary enterprise. Beyond the 294 research
and doctoral universities (two-thirds public; onethird private, not-for proﬁt), just under two-ﬁfths
(38.1%) of the remaining 4422 institutions are 2-year, associate degree-granting
institutions, and the remainder are about evenly
divided between master’s and free-standing,
baccalaureate-granting institutions, the latter of
which are disproportionately (two-thirds) private,
not-for-proﬁt. While public institutions barely
outnumber private institutions, enrollment in
the public sector, primarily in research and doctoral universities, outpaces the private sector by
3:1. The sole exception here is the baccalaureate
institution, home of the traditional American freestanding liberal arts college, where the private
sector continues to dominate both in terms of
institutional numbers and in enrollments.

Higher Education Governance
The basic unit of analysis for the American
system remains the corporately independent college or university which operates with unusual
autonomy, subject only to responsiveness to revenue sources (the federal government for all colleges, state government for the public sector,
alumni and local communities in the private sector
and increasingly in the public sector) and subject
to broad federal regulations.
Within institutions, the faculty is organized
into multiple levels of relatively self-contained
units that only interact with each other when
necessary. The most essential organizational element (the equivalent of the academic “atom”) is
the academic department: an aggregation of faculty usually trained in a speciﬁc academic
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discipline to form a relatively autonomous unit
that controls both undergraduate and graduate
instruction in a particular academic ﬁeld (Clark
1983). The unit exercises control over academic
course offerings and, within the parameters
deﬁned by broader national disciplinary norms,
research in a particular ﬁeld, and, most importantly, control over its own membership.
Theoretically, all full-time members of the
department – whatever their seniority – are
“equal” partners in steering the enterprise. This
departmental form of organization – as opposed
to the chair system in Germany, for example –
operates as a constraint on the individual autonomy of faculty members in the United States in
terms of decisions related to course offerings,
teaching assignments, new courses and academic
programs in the ﬁeld, and so on (Clark 1983).
More recently, there is evidence that intermediate
academic units, the college, faculty, or school
(e.g., medicine, business, or law), and their
heads, the academic deans, have assumed greater
decision-making authority as institutions have
increasingly decentralized while increasing their
managerial ethos (Finkelstein et al. 2016; Cummings and Finkelstein 2011).
Quality Assurance. Historically, quality assurance in American higher education through the
accreditation process operated on the principles
of voluntary self-regulation, peer review, and a
focus on improvement. This is different from
others (such as Japan and those in northern
Europe) that have the federal government directly
license colleges (Mori 2009; Shah et al. 2011).
There are two main types of institutional accreditation in the United States. The seven regional
accreditors, which primarily cover public and
private colleges that are open to students from
different religious backgrounds, collaboratively
developed broad, albeit ﬂexible, standards for
assessing quality. Colleges undergo periodic
self-studies that address regional standards and
are “visited” by teams of reviewers from peer
institutions to assess the extent to which standards
are being met and to determine whether a college
should be accredited. There are also 11 national
accrediting organizations, which primarily cover
faith-based colleges (less than 1% of students) and
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vocationally oriented for-proﬁt colleges (about
15% of all students) (Council for Higher Education Accreditation 2015, 2016).
Since 1952, the federal government has
relied on this voluntary system of self-regulation
in determining which colleges should be eligible
to receive federal funds, preferring to recognize
accrediting agencies instead of recognizing individual colleges (Conway 1979). But in recent
years, the US Department of Education has
increased its oversight over accreditors due to
concerns about poor academic outcomes (United
States Government Accountability Ofﬁce 2014).
One of the largest accreditors of for-proﬁt colleges, the Accrediting Council for Independent
Colleges and Schools, lost its federal recognition
in 2016 (Thomason 2016), requiring all of its
member colleges to ﬁnd a new accreditor within
18 months in order to continue to receive
federal funds.
Within the broad context of voluntary, peer-led
quality assurance, the United States has seen the
growth of specialized accreditation at the program
level, which in some cases is required for specialized colleges to receive federal ﬁnancial aid. The
67 specialized accrediting bodies have assumed a
prominent role in providing ostensibly voluntary
seals of approval for specialized areas of study at
individual universities – seals that have become
virtually required signposts, especially for graduate education and/or undergraduate education in
the professions (Council for Higher Education
Accreditation 2015, 2016). These accreditors
have come to play a prominent role in many ﬁelds
in identifying requisite faculty qualiﬁcations for
teaching, including minimal levels of scholarly
productivity, faculty-student ratios, as well as prescribing the content of academic programs and
even courses.

Higher Education Finance
Public and private nonproﬁt colleges in the
United States receive revenue from a variety of
sources, with key trends between 1998 and 2013
shown in Table 2. The overall inﬂation-adjusted
revenue per full-time equivalent (FTE) student

4

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America, Table 2 Per-FTE revenue sources by
college type, 1998–2013 (US $, inflation-adjusted)
Category (2013)
Public research
Total revenue
Tuition revenue
Federal/state/local funds
Other sources
Public master’s
Total revenue
Tuition revenue
Federal/state/local funds
Other sources
Public bachelor’s
Total revenue
Tuition revenue
Federal/state/local funds
Other sources
Community colleges
Total revenue
Tuition revenue
Federal/state/local funds
Other sources
Private research
Total revenue
Tuition revenue
Federal/state/local funds
Other sources
Private master’s
Total revenue
Tuition revenue
Federal/state/local funds
Other sources
Private bachelor’s
Total revenue
Tuition revenue
Federal/state/local funds
Other sources

1998

2003

2008

2013

Percent change, 1998–2013

32,155
5577
15,973
10,605

36,452
6480
18,184
11,788

39,275
8146
18,515
12,614

40,746
10,325
15,499
14,922

26.7
85.1
3.0
40.7

16,661
4318
9302
3041

18,116
4867
9710
3539

19,945
6108
9837
4000

19,232
7388
7687
4157

15.4
71.1
17.4
36.7

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

19,280
4338
10,492
4450

21,153
5548
11,353
4252

19,778
6599
9071
4108

2.6
52.1
13.5
7.7

12,228
2379
8768
1081

12,987
2784
8692
1511

14,516
3223
9712
1581

13,082
3871
7907
1304

7.0
62.7
9.8
20.6

77,121
17,619
10,080
49,422

68,010
19,624
12,787
35,599

74,187
21,380
12,918
39,889

90,441
22,646
12,093
55,702

17.3
28.5
20.0
12.7

23,850
12,591
1527
9732

22,335
13,855
1577
6903

23,378
15,383
1286
6709

26,535
16,557
1098
8880

11.3
31.5
28.1
8.8

28,126
11,415
2165
14,546

29,345
13,010
2231
14,104

28,871
14,530
2048
12,293

38,068
15,164
1638
21,266

35.3
32.8
24.3
46.2

Note: “Other sources” includes auxiliary enterprises such as housing and athletics and gifts/donations. Data on public
baccalaureate colleges were not available in 1998
Source: Delta Cost Project

increased across each sector during this period,
with increases ranging from over $13,000 per
student at private research universities to barely
$800 per student at community colleges. The
total per-student revenue amounts by sector in
2013 ranged from about $13,000 per year at
community colleges to $90,000 per year at
private research universities. At non-research

universities, increases in tuition revenue were the
largest source of additional revenue during this
period. This is particularly notable at public institutions, as state and local funding have traditionally been the primary revenue source but that have
changed as states have shifted a larger percentage
of the price tag onto students and their families. In
1993, real state and local appropriations were
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$7022 per student and rose to a peak of $8598 per
student in 2001 before falling to a low of $6020
per student in 2012 (State Higher Education Executive Ofﬁcers 2016). The total state funding has
increased over this period, but it has been unable
to keep up with rapidly increasing enrollment.
As Table 2 shows, per-student government
funding from all sources (including federal grants
and contracts) declined for all types of colleges
between 2008 and 2013 as state budgets tightened
and enrollment increased. A particularly important funding support for research universities is
federal research and development funds, which
totaled $40 billion in 2013. But this revenue
source fell by nearly 15% since 2011 (American
Association for the Advancement of Science
2017), forcing research institutions to scramble
for private or foundation dollars to support
research. For-proﬁt colleges are not included in
the table due to data limitations, but these institutions tend to get almost all of their revenue from
tuition dollars. They do face a federal restriction
that prohibits them from receiving more than 90%
of their revenue from federal ﬁnancial aid programs, and many for-proﬁt colleges are close to
this threshold (Kelchen 2017).
Total per-student expenditures (as shown in
Table 3) also increased for the typical college in
all sectors between 1993 and 2013, with research
universities spending far more per student than
baccalaureate institutions or community colleges.
The largest single expenditure category for most
types of institutions involves instruction. Public
colleges spent between $5402 (community colleges) and $10,783 (research universities) per student in 2013, while private nonproﬁt colleges
spent between $7994 (master’s universities) and
$21,410 (research universities). Yet these totals
generally represent about one-third of total expenditures, a percentage that has remained fairly
constant across time. Expenditures in student support categories such as student services (e.g.,
counseling), academic support (e.g., advising),
and institutional support (e.g., administration)
were similar in size to instructional expenditures,
while research expenditures were also substantial
at research universities.

5

Internal Stakeholders: Faculty, Students,
and Administrators
Faculty
In much of the world, faculty employment in
universities – at least in the dominant public
sector – is shaped to a considerable extent by
either civil service laws and regulations or by
collective bargaining agreements negotiated by
national unions. While employment by the central
government in the United States is governed at the
national level by federal law and civil service
regulations, public employment outside the federal government (including employment of faculty at all of the nation’s public colleges and
universities) is regulated by the individual governments of the 50 states. Twenty-six states, most
of which are politically conservative, have passed
“right-to-work” laws that bar individuals from
having to join a union as a condition of employment as of the end of 2016 (National Conference
of State Legislatures 2015). More liberal states, on
the other hand, have passed legislation permitting
their public employees, including university faculty, to bargain collectively on compensation
and employment conditions. California and
New York accounted for nearly half of the unionized faculty in the United States as of 2012, with
other politically liberal states such as Illinois,
New Jersey, and Washington having high rates
of faculty unionization (Berry and Savarese
2012). The trend in recent years is for more states
to move toward right-to-work laws that weaken
unions’ power, with Indiana, Michigan, West Virginia, and Wisconsin all passing right-to-work
laws since 2012 (National Conference of State
Legislatures 2015).
The situation in the large private sector of
American higher education is quite different.
Collective bargaining in the private sector is
governed by federal legislation and court decisions, but in general tenure-stream faculty at private colleges have been unable to unionize after
the US Supreme Court ruled in the 1980 Yeshiva
case that faculty were “managerial” employees
and therefore not entitled to collective bargaining
protections. Full-time non-tenure-track faculty at
private colleges can generally unionize, thanks to
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America, Table 3 Per-FTE expenditure sources by
college type, 1998–2013 (US $, inflation-adjusted)
Category (2013 $)
Public research
Total expenditures
Instructional expenditures
Research expenditures
Student support expenditures
Other expenditures
Public master’s
Total expenditures
Instructional expenditures
Research expenditures
Student support expenditures
Other expenditures
Public bachelor’s
Total expenditures
Instructional expenditures
Research expenditures
Student support expenditures
Other expenditures
Community colleges
Total expenditures
Instructional expenditures
Research expenditures
Student support expenditures
Other expenditures
Private research
Total expenditures
Instructional expenditures
Research expenditures
Student support expenditures
Other expenditures
Private master’s
Total expenditures
Instructional expenditures
Research expenditures
Student support expenditures
Other expenditures
Private bachelor’s
Total expenditures
Instructional expenditures
Research expenditures
Student support expenditures
Other expenditures

1998

2003

2008

2013

Percent change, 1998–2013

33,780
9562
4836
6012
13,370

34,380
9860
5672
6144
12,704

37,802
10,453
5857
7077
14,415

39,793
10,783
6213
7435
15,362

17.8
12.8
28.5
23.7
14.9

17,667
6207
388
4652
6420

17,633
6400
403
4954
5876

18,945
6789
431
5321
6404

19,310
6879
426
5518
6487

9.3
10.8
9.8
18.6
1.0

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

19,121
6091
510
5617
6903

20,894
6565
452
6145
7732

20,558
6599
466
6218
7275

7.5
8.3
8.6
10.7
5.4

13,366
5413
57
4147
3749

13,046
5238
62
4088
3658

14,035
5662
46
4497
3830

14,090
5402
58
4383
4247

5.4
0.2
1.8
5.7
13.3

54,174
17,016
9366
12,134
15,658

62,930
19,370
11,790
14,596
17,174

68,598
20,981
12,182
16,800
18,635

71,597
21,410
12,249
17,356
20,582

32.2
25.8
30.8
43.0
31.4

19,718
6789
642
7452
4835

21,081
7252
660
8235
4934

21,728
7529
527
8843
4829

22,662
7994
486
9464
4718

14.9
17.7
24.3
27.0
2.4

26,429
7811
897
9901
7820

28,508
8610
860
11,071
7967

29,718
9112
840
12,061
7705

29,479
9060
797
12,126
7496

11.5
16.0
11.1
22.5
4.1

Note: “Student support” includes student services, academic support, and institutional support. “Other expenditures”
includes public service, auxiliary enterprises, scholarships and fellowships, and operations and maintenance. Data on
public baccalaureate colleges were not available in 1998
Source: Delta Cost Project
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a 2014 decision of the National Labor Relations
Board (NLRB) (Jaschik 2015), and there are several high-proﬁle campaigns to unionize part-time
adjuncts in metropolitan areas (Flaherty 2013),
but just 3% of faculty in private colleges were
unionized as of 2012 (Berry and Savarese 2012).
The process for hiring tenure-track faculty
members was formalized in 1940 through an
agreement between the American Association of
University Professors (a voluntary association of
faculty members) and the Association of American Universities (an institutional membership
association representing institutional chief executives) (American Association of University
Professors 1940). Tenure-track faculty members
are hired for a ﬁxed probationary period (usually
6–7 years) with a high-stake evaluation at the
end of this period. If faculty, administrators, and
trustees all give a favorable evaluation, the newly
tenured faculty member is offered a continuous,
presumed permanent appointment subject to dismissal for cause only through peer review and
due process (which is relatively unusual). Colleges were allowed to mandate that faculty members retire at age 70 prior to 1994, and the reversal
of that provision has contributed to the graying
of American faculty as more faculty members
continue to teach well into their seventies
(Ashenfelter and Card 2001).
Between 1979 and 2013, the number of headcount college and university faculty nearly tripled
from 650,000 to almost 1.6 million, largely paralleling in their numbers and distribution
the growth and distribution of student enrollment.
There were two major shifts in faculty employment over this period (see Fig. 1 below): the
tremendous growth in part-time faculty to the
point where they now outnumber the full-time
instructional workforce and the shift among the
full-time faculty from tenured and tenure-eligible
to ﬁxed, contract appointments. The surge in parttime appointments is visible across institutional
types, although part-time appointments tend to
dominate faculty ranks in the 2-year college sector
(both public and private) and in the for-proﬁt
private sector. In the 4-year sector, part-time
appointments tend to be clustered in a handful of
ﬁelds, including those offering general education
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(mathematics and English), foreign languages,
health sciences, business, and remedial education.
The shift away from tenured and tenure-track
appointments began abruptly in the late 1980s
and grew quickly to the point where more than
half of all new, full-time faculty hires in the
past 20 years have been off the tenure track
(Finkelstein et al. 2016). Today, only two-ﬁfths
of all full-time faculty are tenured or eligible
for tenure.
There are several implications of these developments. First, the nontraditional appointments
tend to be “specialized,” i.e., teaching, research,
or administration only, a departure from the historic, Humboldtian organization of the academic
role in the United States involving the integration
of teaching, research, and service. Second, offtrack, full-time faculty, as well as part-time faculty, tend to assume no role in academic governance at the institutional or even the departmental
level. Third, career attrition is three times higher
for those who begin their careers outside tenuretrack or tenured positions (Finkelstein et al. 2016).
The American faculty ranks have become
more diverse in recent decades. Between 1993
and 2013, the number of women faculty members increased to 109.7% from 342,000 to
717,000 along with an increase in full-time faculty
of 77.6% from 177,000 to 314,000. The demographic transformation has also included a less
dramatic increase in both foreign-born faculty to
the point where they now constitute one-ﬁfth of
full-time appointments (up from one-seventh
20 years earlier) and in underrepresented minority
(URM) faculty to the point where they are now
12.7% of all faculty. Unlike both native-born
women and URMs, foreign-born faculty have
not been disproportionately located in the parttime and non-tenure-track ranks (Finkelstein
et al. 2016).
The fact that American colleges and universities compete with business, industry, and government for the services of the most able faculty in
those ﬁelds with the greatest economic value
outside the academy means that the “market
value” of one’s disciplinary afﬁliation has an
important shaping effect on the number of job
opportunities, their relative attractiveness in
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United
States of America, Fig. 1 Percent distribution of faculty
by appointment type, 1993–2013 (Source: Derived from
tabulation by AAUP Research Ofﬁce, based on data from

IPEDS, released April 2013. Note: Figures are for degreegranting institutions only, but the precise category of institutions included has changed over time. Graduate assistants include teaching and research assistants)

terms of compensation, and the likelihood of
landing a tenure-track position and achieving
promotion through the faculty ranks. Medicine,
business, law, engineering, the physical and biological sciences, and economics boast the highest
values, while the humanities and ﬁne arts have the
lowest (Bichsel 2016).

their majority had risen to 1.4:1. They earned
46.6% of all doctoral degrees awarded in 2013.
Less striking, but substantial nonetheless, has
been the diversiﬁcation of the student body by
race and ethnicity. In 1993, about three-fourths
of students, both undergraduate and graduate,
self-identiﬁed as white. By 2013, that proportion
had shrunk to 58%. Asian-American representation among both undergraduate and graduate
students – already strong – increased by more
than 50%. Among underrepresented racial/ethnic
minorities, Latinos and those of Hispanic heritage
increased their representation at the undergraduate level threefold from 900,000 to 2.7 million and
from 68,000 to 197,000 at the graduate level.
African-American students doubled their numbers at the undergraduate level from 1.2 million
to 2.3 million and nearly tripled at the graduate
level from 119,000 to 318,000. The number of
foreign-born students, especially from China and
India, continues to grow.
Over the past two decades, US undergraduate
students have gravitated away from studies in the
traditional liberal arts ﬁelds (the humanities,
social and natural sciences) and toward studies
in the professional and vocational ﬁelds that are
more clearly linked to postgraduate employment
prospects. Thus, a larger proportion of students
are pursuing studies in business, engineering,
the health sciences, and communications (Pace

Students
Overall, student enrollment grew by 43.1%
between 1993 and 2013, from 14.4 million to
20.6 million (see Table 4), surpassed only by
China and India. Graduate student numbers
grew at a slightly higher rate (52%) than undergraduate student numbers (42%). What is most
striking, however, is the changing demographic
proﬁle of the US college and university student.
Women now constitute the majority of all undergraduate students and are disproportionately
represented among part-time college students,
who now comprise two-ﬁfths of all undergraduate
students. Part-time students also tend to be older
than the traditional 18–22 age cohort, are more
likely to pursue their studies at 2-year community colleges or in the for-proﬁt sector, and to
work – sometimes – full-time as they are pursuing
their undergraduate studies. They are also more
likely to be pursuing their education through distance learning. While women outnumbered men
among graduate students already in 1993, by 2013

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America, Table 4 Enrollment (in thousands) by
level, status, and gender (selected years: 1993, 2013)
1993

Level
Undergraduate

Gender
Male
Female

Graduate
Male
Female

Fulltime
7.0
3.3
3.7
0.9
0.5
0.4

Parttime
4.9
2.0
2.9
1.0
0.4
0.6

2013
% of
fullTime
58.8
62.3
56.1
47.4
55.6
40.0

Fulltime
10.7
4.9
5.8
1.6
0.7
0.9

Parttime
6.5
2.7
3.8
1.3
0.5
0.8

% Change
1993–2013
% of
fullTime
62.2
64.5
60.4
55.2
58.3
52.9

% Change
1993–2013
Fulltime
+52.9
+48.5
+56.8
+77.8
+40.0
+125.0

Part-time
+32.7
+35.0
+31.0
+30.0
+25.0
+33.3

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (IPEDS), Fall 1993 & Fall 2013, Enrollment component. (This table was prepared on February 1, 2017)

and Connolly 2000; Schuster and Finkelstein
2006). Increasingly, undergraduate students are
pursuing “double majors” that combine a professional/vocational with a liberal arts ﬁeld. Increasingly as well, undergraduate students are pursuing
short-term or semester-long experiences abroad.
Administrators
American colleges and universities have seen a
dramatic growth in administrative personnel over
the past two decades. Table 5 documents the
growth in the executive and managerial ranks
as well as professional support staff between
1993 and 2013 compared to the growth of instructional/research and service staff. The number of
full-time managers has increased by 84% compared to the 50% increase in instructional,
research, and service staff. Moreover, the extraordinary infusion of part-time appointments
has occurred nearly entirely on the instructional/
research as distinguished from the managerial
side. Beyond the rapid growth in managerial
ranks, there has been even more dramatic
growth in the ranks of professional staff. This
reﬂects the growth in areas such as information
technology support and instructional design, institutional research, remediation/tutoring, residence
life, extracurricular activities, fundraising, and
managing relations with external constituencies
(Ehrenberg 2012; Desrochers and Kirshstein
2014). These include the new “quasi-academic”
professionals whose rise in the United Kingdom
and elsewhere in Europe has been widely

described by Whitchurch (2004) Macfarlane
(2011), Green and Little (2013), and Jones (2013).
Despite efforts at diversiﬁcation, the managerial ranks remain disproportionately male and
white/Caucasian. Women have increased their
proportionate representation among college presidents from about 10% in 1986 to 26.4% in
2011. However, while women typically led allfemale baccalaureate colleges in 1986, by 2011
they most frequently led 2-year community colleges rather than major graduate universities – a
function, in part, of the decline of single-sex
institutions (Cook 2012). The proportion of presidents drawn from underrepresented racial or ethnic minorities increased from 8% to 13% during
this period, with most minority presidents being in
the 2-year community college sector. The dearth
of women and racial/ethnic minorities in chief
executive ranks reﬂects their paucity in the ranks
of senior academic administrators on US campuses (King and Gomez 2008).
What may be the most distinctive, emerging
characteristic of administration in US colleges and
universities is the emergence of a managerial/professional staff class with few if any ties to the
faculty. It is no longer expected or required for
many senior administrators (provosts excepted) to
have previous academic experience, and university presidents are increasingly drawn from
the political, business, and philanthropic sectors
(Birnbaum and Umbach 2001). Even within
the academic sector, individuals are pursuing
entirely nonacademic career paths in university

Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

Gender

1993
Part-time
423,219
187,714
163,311
2528
3084
23,248
43,334
Full-time
994,279
351,279
174,676
76,957
55,035
135,834
200,498

2003
Part-time
602,153
262,194
247,753
2406
3703
31,228
54,869
Full-time
1,296,261
373,378
241,294
86,669
86,625
208,494
299,801

2013
Part-time
894,849
345,760
385,011
3013
4771
58,088
98,206
Full-time
1,783,410
436,145
353,913
110,141
132,884
305,522
444,805

1993–2013 (% change)
Part-time
Full-time
111.4
79.4
84.2
24.2
135.8
102.6
19.2
43.1
54.7
141.5
149.9
124.9
126.6
121.9

Note: Primary occupations were reclassiﬁed in 2013; therefore, for 2013 the following occupational categories were combined for the “other professional” count: business and
ﬁnancial operations; computer, engineering and science, community service, legal, arts, and media; librarians, curators, archivists, academic affairs, and other education services;
and healthcare practitioners and technical occupations
Source: IPEDS, Human Resource Component, Fall 1993, 2003, 2013

Other professionals

Executive/ administrative and managerial

Occupational categories
Total
Instruction/ research/ public service staff

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America, Table 5 Staff, by occupation type, status, and gender (selected years: 1993, 2003, 2013)

10
Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America

Higher Education Systems and Institutions: United States of America

administration. This is reﬂected in the growth over
the past several decades in the number and size
of master’s and doctoral-level preparation programs for careers in higher education administration. According to the Association for the Study
of Higher Education, in 2015 there were
194 master’s and doctoral-level programs in
higher education administration identiﬁed across
the United States, nearly double the number in
2000 and nearly three-fourths of all such programs worldwide (Altbach and Engberg 2000;
Rumbley et al. 2014).

Other Relevant Issues
The American higher education system is
currently undergoing a number of signiﬁcant
changes. In recent years, policymakers have
begun to change their focus from an access
agenda to a completion agenda. Part of this has
been driven by high enrollment rates of recent
high school graduates, meaning that most students
who wish to attend college already do so. Sixtyeight percent of high school graduates now enroll
in college the fall semester following secondary
school graduation, up to eight percentage points
since 1990; however, there are still large enrollment gaps by race/ethnicity and family income
(Snyder et al. 2016). College graduation rates
have slowly increased over time, but only about
60% of full-time students who began at a 4-year
college graduated from that same college within
6 years (Snyder et al. 2016).
In 2008, the inﬂuential Gates and Lumina
Foundations set ambitious goals for college
attainment rates (Gose 2008; Hebel 2009). President Obama followed by setting a goal in his
ﬁrst State of the Union address in 2009 for America to have a higher percentage of its citizens
with a college credential than any other
country in the world by 2020 (Hebel and Selingo
2009). The United States now has 45% of adults
with college credentials, but America’s rank
among the 36 OECD countries in terms of
young adults’ college attainment rates fell from
third to tenth between 1997 and 2016 (OECD
2016). The earning gap between adults with and
without a bachelor’s degree is at an all-time high
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(Ma et al. 2016b), emphasizing the importance of
a postsecondary credential in the American labor
market.
At the same time, higher education is becoming more important to economic stability; the
price of attending college has signiﬁcantly
increased. Since 1981, inﬂation-adjusted tuition
and fees have quadrupled at 4-year public
colleges and more than tripled at 2-year public
colleges and four-year private nonproﬁt colleges
(Ma et al. 2016a). Even after taking grant aid
into account, 20% of American undergraduate
students face annual college prices that are
higher than their annual family incomes
(authors’ calculations using the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study). About 70% of
graduating seniors now have an average of
$30,000 in student loan debt (Cochrane and
Cheng 2016), while cumulative student loan
debt in the United States has reached $1.25 trillion
as graduate students’ debt has grown far faster
than undergraduate debt burdens (Delisle 2014;
Federal Reserve Bank of New York 2016).
A key policy concern over the last several
years has been the for-proﬁt college sector,
which grew from 300,000 students enrolled in
degree-granting institutions in 1997 to over 1.7
million students in 2010 (Snyder et al. 2016). The
Obama administration and political liberals took
a series of actions against the sector over the
last several years in an effort to curtail what they
considered to be the worst-performing institutions. After subjecting these colleges to heightened ﬁnancial and regulatory scrutiny, two of the
largest for-proﬁt chains (Corinthian Colleges and
ITT Technical Institute) closed in recent years,
while other for-proﬁts declined in size. The termination of one of the largest for-proﬁt accreditors,
as mentioned earlier in this chapter, is likely to
have lasting implications for the sector even as
the Trump administration is likely to provide regulatory relief.
Federal efforts to increase the oversight of
public and private nonproﬁt colleges have generally been limited in their success (Kelchen, 2018).
The Obama administration’s 2013 effort to create
a federal college rating system was eventually
abandoned in 2015 and replaced with a
consumer-friendly college comparison website
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amid ﬁerce opposition from the higher education
community (Blumenstyk 2015). State governments, however, have been working to hold
public colleges accountable for their outcomes
by tying a portion of government appropriations
to performance metrics. These performance-based
funding systems are now present in 37 states
(National Conference of State Legislatures 2015)
even though evidence of their effectiveness is
quite limited at this point (Hillman 2016).
Finally, the majority of colleges and universities are having to adapt to an increasingly competitive market for students. Due to the historical
development of American higher education, a
large percentage of colleges are located in the
Northeast and Midwest regions of the country –
areas with stagnant or even declining populations
of young adults (Cain et al. 2010). This has led to
a majority of smaller public and private colleges
being unable to meet their enrollment and revenue
projections (Hoover and Lipka 2016). The typical
private college now discounts its listed tuition by
49% for ﬁrst-year students (National Association
of College and University Business Ofﬁcers
2016), raising concerns about the viability of
small, tuition-dependent nonproﬁt colleges in the
future. Fourteen private nonproﬁt colleges closed
in 2016, the highest number of closures since
before the Great Recession (Brown 2017). Public
colleges in states such as Pennsylvania may also
face mergers or closure as enrollment and state
funding levels both decline (Schackner 2017).
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The decentralization of Canada’s higher education
system reﬂects the country’s broader political system. a highly decentralized federation in which
provincial governments are regarded as equals,
rather than subordinates, to the federal government. The provincial governments hold on to
their constitutional responsibilities vigorously,
which include the governance of higher education. A result of this political decentralization is
the evolution of provincial higher education systems along different paths, which has created differences in institutional arrangements found
across the provinces.
In the absence of national-level policy or coordination, debate on Canadian higher education is
segmented by the peculiarities of the ten provinces. Attempts to generalize across these jurisdictions inevitably result in the loss of nuance
about regional variation. While a review of this
nature cannot do justice to the “different systems,
different perspectives” (Jones 1997) that constitute the Canadian higher education system, the
focus is on identifying common themes and
highlighting persistent features.

Systems Development
History
Canada’s ﬁrst higher education institutions were
established by colonial legislatures in the early
decades of the nineteenth century. Private colleges
with ecumenical afﬁliations emerged as the primary institutional model, continuing long after the
Dominion of Canada was established in 1867
(Jones 1996). Originally comprised of four provinces (Ontario, Québec, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick), the federation grew to include all ten
provinces by 1905 (with the exception of Newfoundland and Labrador which joined in 1949).
Up until the end of World War II, Canadian higher
education was a small and elite system comprised
of private, public, denominational, and nondenominational institutions.
A surge in enrollment expansion occurred after
World War II, as the federal government
sponsored university education for returning soldiers (Cameron 1991). A broader trend of rising
demand for higher education in the postwar economy compelled universities to request commensurate ﬁnancial support from federal and
provincial governments, and both levels of
government supported the operating expenses of
universities. Provincial higher education
systems underwent sizeable transformations as
massiﬁcation occurred. Some provinces that had
one public university created new institutions;
private religious universities became secular to
qualify for government funding; and other
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systems merged or consolidated existing institutions. Some provinces created new vocationally
oriented college sectors to teach skills relevant to
the labor market.
Provinces varied in the degree to which they
separated the college and university sectors, but
none was as radical as the Québec restructuring of
the postsecondary system with the introduction of
an intermediary institution between secondary
schools and higher education: the CEGEPs
(Collège d’enseignement général et professionnel). This new type of postsecondary institution offered vocational programs and required
two-year preuniversity programs for secondary
school leavers.
Alberta, British Columbia, and Québec were
more inﬂuenced by the “California model,” which
emphasized building institutional pathways and
university transfer programs. In Ontario and Manitoba, the sectors were much more separate with
little mobility between the two sectors (Skolnik
and Jones 1993). Across most provinces, sectors
were relatively homogenous with little differentiation in terms of institutional missions. By the
1970s, the provinces had more diverse higher
education system comprised of both university
and college sectors, with provincial funding and
coordination. The key distinguishing feature
between colleges and universities was the degree
granting authority of the latter. Once established,
these systems remained largely unchanged in the
following decades as the provincial governments
continued to encourage enrollment expansion in a
climate of more limited funding growth.
In the early to mid-1990s, the federal government dramatically reduced subsidies to the provinces used to fund social services, in an effort to
reduce the federal deﬁcit. To cope with this loss of
revenue and as part of their own austerity programs, provincial governments promoted adjustments in higher education ﬁnance. While some
provinces like Ontario relied on fee increases,
shifting more of the costs of higher education to
students and their families, Québec maintained a
low-fee regime (Fisher et al. 2009). In the late
1990s, the federal government reinvested in
higher education through student ﬁnancial
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assistance and research support, a trend that continued well into the 2000s as discussed below.
Canada’s Higher Education Today
With 9,984,670 square meters of landmass,
Canada is the second largest country in the
world geographically (World Fact Book 2017),
but has a population of 36 million, making it
smaller than Poland or the US State of California.
Given the vast geographic and population differences found across Canada’s provinces and territories, the scale of these provincial higher
education systems differs vastly. Prince Edward
Island, Canada’s smallest province, has a population of 148,600. In contrast, Ontario has a population of almost 14 million and a complex system
that now includes 20 publicly supported universities, 24 Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology,
and other private and theological institutions. The
expansive northern territories are scarcely populated. Networks of satellite campuses and online
programs help serve these small and isolated
northern communities. Table 1 below summarizes
the size of each province and accompanying
enrollment ﬁgures to give a sense of the diversity
found between provincial jurisdictions. International student enrollment now is around 10% of
the total enrollment ﬁgures, continuing a twodecade trend of increasing international student
enrollment.
Some ﬁgures suggest that there are 163 public
and private universities in Canada (CMEC 2013).
This number includes small institutions afﬁliated
with larger universities, as well as small private
theological institutions. Around 90 universities
are described as “public”; they are independent
not-for-proﬁt institutions that receive sizable government funding. This unique relationship reﬂects
the secularization of the denominational universities during the postwar era of massiﬁcation. The
remaining private universities are largely niche
institutions with small enrollments that cater primarily to the needs of speciﬁc religious
communities.
There are also around 183 public colleges and
career institutes that provide technical and vocational training. Historically, British Columbia and
Alberta have had colleges with strong transfer
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions: Canada, Table 1 Postsecondary enrollment figures by province: Full
time (part time) [2014–2015]

Newfoundland and
Labrador
Prince Edward Island
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Québec
Ontario
Manitoba
Saskatchewan
Alberta
British Columbia
Territories
Total Canada

Population
53,0100

Total area
km2
405,212

148,600
949,500
756,800
8,326,100
1,398,000
1,318,100
1,150,600
4,252,900
4,751,600
119,100
36,286,400

5660
55,284
72,908
1,542,056
1,076,395
647,797
651,036
661,848
944,735
3,921,739
998,670

University
14,451 (3486)

College
6444 (2784)

Total
27,168

3648 (603)
36,612 (7314)
17,052 (3681)
210,540 (103,542)
435,405 (81,264)
36,057 (10,035)
30,480 (5352)
108,351 (20,499)
112,062 (65,688)
N/A
1,004,652
(30,1461)

2184 (117)
9123 (2154)
6339 (1248)
19,8648 (23,196)
224,829 (80,964)
9825 (6015)
9537 (11,196)
42,918 (12,261)
43,263 (51,795)
1344 (2649)
554,454 (194,379)

6552
55,200
28,320
535,923
822,465
61,926
56,565
184,026
272,808
3993
2,054,943

Source: Statistics Canada, CANSIM, Table 477–0019

functions inspired by the model found at American land grant institutions. As noted above, Québec’s CEGEPs also incorporate a mandatory twoyear preuniversity program. Ontario’s colleges
have historically run parallel to universities
providing technical and vocational training. The
New Brunswick colleges are directly under control of their provincial ministry, while individual
governing boards under sector-wide legislation
operate the colleges of other provinces. Provincial
college systems have played a critical role in
contributing to Canada’s lead among OECD
nations in having the largest share of tertiaryeducated adults in the country (OECD 2016).
Private career institutes that provide training in
speciﬁc trades can also be found in all provinces.
Provincial governments much more closely regulate the public college sector, leaving private institutions largely accountable to market forces.

Governance
In the early twentieth century, provincial governments were often unsure as to what degree they
should be involved in publicly supported universities (Cameron 1991). Having reviewed the
nature of institutional relationships elsewhere,

Ontario’s Royal Flavelle Commission (1906)
determined that public universities should operate
with considerable autonomy, and adopt a
bicameral model of governance, comprising a
governing body and an academic senate.
Although the Commission was speciﬁcally tasked
to address the governance of the University of
Toronto, the model it proposed was disseminated
among universities across Canada, which was
granted a considerable degree of autonomy in
governing their own affairs (Boggs 2007).
The role of the federal government in Canadian
higher education has changed notably over time.
Up until the postwar era of massiﬁcation, the
federal government played a modest role.
Through direct grants to the universities, the federal government funded the postwar veteran program, and subsequent enrollment expansion saw
universities asking both federal and provincial
government for more ﬁnancial support. While
federal support was needed in the era of rapid
higher education expansion, its direct involvement in providing funding complicated the
existing relationships between universities and
the provinces, ultimately calling into question
the provincial jurisdiction as outlined in the Canadian Constitution (Jones 1997). To avoid further
political contestation, the federal government
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shifted from providing operating grants to universities to providing unconditional transfers to the
provinces by the mid-1970s (Fisher et al. 2006).
Under this arrangement, the size of the transfers
became an important point of negotiation between
the federal and provincial governments until the
late 1990s, when they were eliminated as part of
the federal austerity program to eliminate the
national deﬁcit. Since then, research and innovation policy has been the key vehicle for federal
inﬂuence over universities, as discussed below.
At the institutional level, most Canadian universities operate under the bicameral model of
governance, but it is not the exclusive model.
A few universities have a unicameral governance
system that covers all the areas of university policy and a few have a hybrid or tricameral governance model.
In the typical bicameral model, a governing
body is typically comprised of community members, along with student, faculty, and alumni
members. In contrast, the senate is typically
wholly comprised of students, faculty, and administrative staff. The governing body is usually
responsible for ﬁnancial and administrative matters, while the senate has the authority for all
academic decisions, which also differ in different
provinces as well as in different institutions. Both
governing bodies are usually comprised of various subcommittees that carry out the speciﬁc
work tasked to them (Jones et al. 2001).
The tricameral governance model includes
three legislative bodies: the governing board, the
senate, and additionally the university or educational council (Herbert 2004). The tricameral governance system is found at Queen’s University
and the University of Saskatchewan. Queen’s
University has an additional university council
that is responsible for student nonacademic or
welfare issues (Jones et al. 2001).
The degree of autonomy of universities stands
in marked contrast to the government’s close regulation of the college sector. Colleges have historically been seen as government policy instruments
that could be managed in ways that universities
could not. The degree of “closeness” in management between college sectors and their respective
ministries varies across the provinces, reﬂecting
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the greater variety of their institutional form
(Dennison and Gallagher 1986). Still, colleges
are generally more hierarchical and responsive to
government directions than universities.
With high rates of participation in higher education across provinces, policymakers are increasingly focusing on introducing quality assurance
mechanisms, although these measures do not
challenge the traditional autonomy of Canadian
universities. In recent years, quality assessment
has emerged alongside the expansion of degree
granting authority to nonuniversity institutions in
several provinces (Weinrib and Jones 2014). This
has included the creation of councils to review
new degree program proposals in British Columbia, Ontario, and Alberta. Provincial governments
such as Ontario have also implemented multiyear
agreements with individual universities to establish their institutional expectations and goals
(HEQCO 2013). As provincial governments that
experiment with mechanisms that can ensure
autonomous institutions are accountable for quality, they have resisted more robust assessment
mechanisms. In general, quality assurance processes focus on new programs within a context
of institutional responsibility for quality assurance, which is monitored by an external agency
(Clark et al. 2011).

Funding
Canadian institutions receive their income from
primarily two sources: government grants and
tuition. The provincial operating grants that institutions receive vary in each province based on
different allocation mechanisms. They often
have funds embedded within them that facilitate
speciﬁc initiatives. In Ontario, for example, the
majority of grant funding is based on historic
enrollment ﬁgures with certain small grants to
support new enrollment (90%). A much smaller
amount (10%) is based on performance indicators
and speciﬁc policy initiatives (Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities 2015).
With government operational grants unable to
keep pace with the growing needs of institutions,
governments have allowed universities to increase
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tuition fees over the past two decades (Rexe
2015). Québec stands apart from the other provinces in maintaining the lowest university tuition
fees in the country. Moreover, Québec college
students are not required to pay tuition fees
(Fisher et al. 2009). There is a growing consensus
that students should be responsible for contributing ﬁnancially to their education as the main beneﬁciaries of their degrees. Depending on the
political and economic context of the time, most
provinces have alternated cyclically between
tuition fee increases, freezes, and reductions as
they continue an upward trend overall (Fisher
et al. 2006; Rexe 2015). Tuition fee debates tend
to focus on the university sector since tuition fees
to attend college in most provinces are much
lower than in the universities.
The federal government plays a critical role in
supporting student ﬁnancial assistance, largely
through the Canada Student Loan Program
(CSLP). In some provinces, the federal and provincial government work together to provide
ﬁnancial assistance through Integrated Student
Loans and Grants. Other provinces offer Canada
Student Loans alongside distinct provincial systems. Québec independently operates its own distinct student loan program. In 2013–2014, the
CSLP awarded 368,000 grants totaling $715.3
million and provided close to $3 billion in loans
to some 500,000 students (Employment and
Social Development Canada 2016). With the
growing importance of tuition fees to offset government operating grants, the federal government
has also introduced various other initiatives to
limit the debt students accumulate to pay for
higher education (Shanahan and Jones 2007).
One of the most lasting initiatives is the Registered Education Savings Plan (RESP). In operation since 1972, the program encourages families
to save for higher education in special savings
accounts that accumulate nontaxable interest.
The federal government plays an equally critical role in providing research funding. Three
federal granting agencies disburse most available
funding for academic research: the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
(SSHRC), the Natural Sciences and Engineering
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Research Council (NSERC), and the Canadian
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR). SSHRC
has an annual budget around $350 million,
which is dispersed between supporting
scholarships, research, and cultural initiatives
(Government of Canada 2016c). NSERC’s annual
budget of $1.1 billion similarly supports fellowships and scholarships, research initiatives, and
fostering innovative partnerships (National Sciences and Engineering Research Council 2016).
Every year, CIHR invests approximately $1
billion to support health-related research, threequarters of which goes toward investigator-driven
or open research through foundation grants, project grants, training programs, fellowships, and
scholarships. The remainder targets priority
research initiatives addressing pressing health
issues (Government of Canada 2016a).
The federal government also supports university research through other specialized agencies
and programs. With the federal reinvestment in
research in the late 1990s following a period of
retrenchment, new agencies were created to support targeted programs, including the Canada
Research Chair (CRC) program, the Canadian
Foundation for Innovation (CFI), and the Genome
Canada (Fisher and Rubenson 2010). Investing
around $265 million annually, the CRC funds
2000 research professorships, aiming to attract
and retain productive researchers for Canadian
institutions (Government of Canada 2015). The
Canada Excellence Research Chairs program was
subsequently launched in 2008, providing teams
of researchers with up to $10 million over 7 years
to establish ambitious research programs at Canadian institutions (Government of Canada 2016b).
The CFI supports major research infrastructure
investments, often associated with CRC initiatives. Genome Canada is an agency established
by the Canadian government that supports genomic research and technology development
(Genome Canada 2012). The provinces play a
secondary role in research funding, generally
focused on areas of technology relevant to
regional industry, and also providing matching
funds to federal programs (Sá 2010).
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Faculty
Universities are responsible for hiring their faculty and staff as employees. Faculty careers follow the general American pattern: faculty
members are expected to divide their time
between research, teaching, and service, and universities employ a tenure track system for continuing faculty, comprising the ranks of assistant
professor, associate professor, and full professor.
Table 2 summarizes the most recent national data
available on Canadian university faculty and is
distributed by rank and sex.
The Changing Academic Profession Project
(CAP) survey of professors provides us with the
most recent, illuminating description of the current state of affairs among Canadian faculty.
While a crisis of the professoriate has been
declared in other countries (Altbach 2004;
Finkelstein 2010; Gould 2006), the large sample
of CAP survey respondents indicates that Canadian faculty have high levels of job satisfaction
and continue to feel comfortable with their sense
of autonomy and self-regulation (Gopaul et al.
2016). These levels of job satisfaction are higher
than those of their peers in the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Australia (Jones 2013).
Unfortunately, national data on part-time faculty are not available. There is a clear understanding that universities have increasingly relied on
contract faculty to meet the pace of enrollment
growth. In practice, this has resulted in increased
reliance on part-time, contract (nontenure) university instructors who are represented by different
labor unions and do not enjoy the same beneﬁts
and security as tenure-stream faculty (Field et al.
2014; Rajagopal 2002). Some universities have
also introduced a teaching stream designation to
professorial ranks to emphasize the important role
lecturers play in undergraduate education
(Saunders 2011).
Data is not available at the national level
addressing college instructors either. They generally have higher teaching loads than their counterparts at universities, and in most provinces,
they are not expected to conduct research. However, recently many colleges have emphasized
applied research to meet the needs of local
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industry, sometimes along the provision of
applied degrees as in the case of Ontario colleges
(Hurley and Sá 2013).

Universal Access in an Era of Austerity
Canada is among the world leaders in postsecondary participation and attainment rates. In
fact, Canada leads the OECD in the share of its
adult working population (25–64 years old) with
tertiary education at 55% (OECD 2016, p.37).
Nevertheless, access continues to be an everpresent policy concern across provinces. This is
driven in part by demographic concerns about
Canada’s aging population and the perceived
imperative to increase participation rates at all
levels of higher education, including graduate
studies, to ensure economic competitiveness
(Jones and Weinrib 2011). The access policy
agenda is also motivated by a desire to improve
participation of traditionally underrepresented
groups, resulting in targeted policy initiatives.
The most challenging among these groups is
Canada’s aboriginal population, whose rates of
educational attainment lag behind the general
population. Some rural northern universities
across Canada have speciﬁc mandates to support
the needs of aboriginal communities (Association
of Universities and Colleges of Canada 2010).
The access imperative for domestic students
has coexisted with a recent but growing interest
in recruiting international students (Sá and
Sabzalieva 2016). Tuition fees from international
students have become an increasingly important
revenue stream for some universities, particularly
those located in regions with declining
populations. A generally pro-immigration stance
in Canada has favored recruitment to the extent
that international students are viewed rather positively as potential – and desirable – immigrants.
Still, decisions about student recruitment that take
place within colleges and universities are separate
from shifting immigration regulations that have at
times posed obstacles for overseas students to
remain in Canada.
In a climate of shrinking government support
for higher education and universal access,
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Higher Education
Systems and Institutions:
Canada, Table 2 Fulltime teaching staff at
Canadian universities, by
rank and sex (2010–2011)

Rank
Full professor
Associate professor
Assistant professor
Rank below assistant
Other ranks
Total

7
Male
11,447
9550
5446
1612
431
28,486

Female
3499
5923
4715
1875
436
16,448

Total
14,946
15,473
10,161
3487
867
44,934

Source: Statistics Canada, CANSIM, Table 477-0017

institutions and governments continue to explore
various cost-saving and revenue-generating strategies. Viewed as a way to increase efﬁciencies,
institutional differentiation has for the past few
decades been a central policy issue in multiple
jurisdictions (Clark et al. 2009).
The historic divisions between the sectors have
become increasingly ﬂuid as provinces take steps
to foster institutional diversity to broaden access
to degree programs (Jones 2009). Provinces
began allowing colleges to offer degrees as a
means of expanding access to underrepresented
groups. The expansion of baccalaureate degrees at
the college level contributed to the development
of new institutional forms in some jurisdictions.
British Columbia has transformed some of its
community colleges into teaching-focused universities, which operate a range of undergraduate
programs alongside their more traditional vocational offerings. Similarly, two institutions in
Alberta are recognized as baccalaureate and
applied studies institutions, offering applied
degrees. Others have granted colleges some limited degree granting ability. For example, Ontario
recognized three colleges as “Institutes of Technology and Advanced Learning,” allowing them
to grant 15% of their programs as applied degrees,
while other colleges in Ontario are limited to 5%
(Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and
Universities 2003).
Concerned about potential isomorphic effects
emerging from their higher education systems,
some provinces have outlined clear differentiation
models to maintain differentiation. In 2007,
Alberta introduced a six-sector model, clearly
demarcating the role of different institutions
within the Alberta higher education system
(Alberta Ministry of Enterprise and Advanced

Education 2007). British Columbia has also differentiated its universities into three separate categories: research-intensive universities, teaching
universities, and special purpose universities. The
introduction of teaching universities in 2008 was
the result of two decades of “mission creep,” as a
group of community colleges expanded their
degree granting authority to become university
colleges and subsequently teaching universities
(Clark et al. 2011). In contrast to the system
design initiatives seen in the Western provinces,
Ontario is attempting to facilitate differentiation
by negotiating strategic mandate agreements with
individual institutions and changing the current
funding formula, which primarily incentivizes
enrollment (Levy 2016).
Whether provinces are establishing new hybrid
institutions or increasing access to degrees, these
challenges to traditional binary sectors have raised
numerous questions and challenges for the future
of higher education systems. Increased degree
granting at colleges has resulted in targeting faculty with PhDs and the promotion of applied
research (Hurley and Sá 2013; Skolnik 2013).
The increased teaching loads at the new hybrid
institutions might foster a teaching culture that
focuses on undergraduate teaching excellence
and not research. With a growing demand for
baccalaureate degrees in most major population
centers, it is likely that provincial governments
will continue to develop system diversiﬁcation
strategies.

Conclusion
The degree of decentralization present in Canadian higher education has resulted in a distinct set
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of provincial and territorial systems that have
adapted to the needs of their jurisdiction over
time. To outsiders, this degree of decentralization
seemingly presents an endless array of nationallevel challenges from a lack of an integrated
national system and central policy coordination.
Despite these perceived challenges, Canada’s
multiple systems have continued to perform well
in terms of absorbing the demand for multiple
forms of postsecondary education and allowing
different kinds of institutions to ﬂourish.
The general conﬁguration of Canadian higher
education has evolved without major disruptions
or discontinuities in recent decades, despite the
ongoing pressures for maintaining high levels of
participation while promoting cost-effectiveness.
Among the provinces that introduced changes in
governance and institutional differentiation, the
overall tenor of reform has been to expand the
provision of degree programs efﬁciently, facilitate
access, and avoid duplication. Nonetheless, the
fundamental character of Canada’s provincial
higher education systems has not been challenged, nor is there any meaningful national
agenda to that effect.
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The Higher Education System
The Dutch higher education system has 14 universities (including the Open University), 37 universities of applied science (UAS, also HBO
institutions; in Dutch “hogescholen”), four religious/philosophical
universities
(publicly
funded), and a number of private higher education
providers whose full-time students receive public
funding for accredited programs. In this chapter,
the focus is on the research-led universities and
the UAS.
In this binary system, the university and UAS
sector are referred to as “equal but different,”
indicating that they are both part of the higher
education sector but having a different mandate,
focus, history, and culture. Within the two sectors,
stratiﬁcation is modest, a likely consequence of
the rather egalitarian principles that structures
Dutch society. Differences in quality and reputation exist among disciplines, departments, and
chairs, but arguably less so among institutions
within each subsector.
In 1960, the Dutch universities were granted
the status of public legal entities. The universities

are research driven, offering education with an
academic orientation (strong teaching-research
nexus) and have the right to award doctoral
degrees. The smallest university (in terms of student numbers) has about 10,000 students, the
largest one just over 30,000. From an international
perspective, the Netherlands have outstanding
universities, as, for instance, many global rankings indicate. The universities promote their common interest through the Association of
Universities in the Netherlands (Verening van
Universiteiten; Dutch acronym VSNU). Besides
promoting the university sector interests, the
VSNU is an employers’ organization (see section
on “Personnel”).
Since the 1970s the UAS have become a wellrecognized part of Dutch higher education. Historically, the sector was rooted in the secondary
education sector. In 1986, the sector became a
subsector of higher education (1986 Act on
HBO), and in 1993 regulations concerning the
UAS sector, as those for the university sector,
were stipulated in the national Act on Higher
Education and Scientiﬁc (see section on “External
Governance and Regulation”). The number of
HBO institutions has declined from 375 in 1983
to 37 in 2015, due to a continuous “merger
reform”, initiated in 1983 when the government
launched the reform “Scale enlargement, Task
division, and Concentration” (STC).
The UAS sector is very heterogeneous. There
are, for example, ten UAS with more than 20,000
students (the largest UAS has more than 45,000
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students), but there are also ten institutions with
less than 1,000 students (mainly in arts and
teacher training). The Bachelor and Master programs of these UAS are vocationally driven.
Compared to universities, they have a stronger
regional focus. During the last 15 years, the
UAS have established a stronger research and
knowledge exchange orientation, although teaching and learning remains their main focus.
The Netherlands Association of Universities of
Applied Sciences (Vereniging Hogescholen;
Dutch acronym VH) is the national representative
organization, promoting the interests of the
37 UAS. It provides a platform for UAS collaboration, is a discussion and negotiating partner with
the government, and functions as the employers’
organization on behalf of the UAS (see section on
“Personnel”).
A steep growth of student numbers characterizes the recent history of Dutch higher education
(see Fig. 1). In about 40 years, student numbers
have grown from about 300,000 in 1975 to almost
700,000 in 2013. It is primarily the UAS sector
that had high growth ﬁgures.
For a non-English speaking country, Dutch
higher education institutions offer a broad range
of programs taught in English (more than 2,100
programs). In 2015, close to 75,000 students came
from abroad (around 10% of the student population), the large majority of them as degree mobility students. In 2015, around 44% of the
international students pursued a UAS degree and
56% a university degree. In 2013, the total number of Dutch students studying for a bachelor or
master degree in another country, with Belgium
and the UK as favorites, was 13,700. In 2013,
10,600 Dutch students were studying or doing
an internship abroad through the Erasmus+ program (to earn credits), with the UK and Spain
being their favorite destinations.

External Governance and Regulation
The most important legislation that functions as
the system’s framework is the national Act on
Higher Education and Scientiﬁc Research
(Dutch acronym WHW) from 1993. The WHW

addresses the relationships between government,
higher education institutions, and some agencies.
The topics covered in the WHW are types of
institution, funding, consultation structure, personnel matters, oversight, accreditation, education
(e.g., degrees, titles, access, supply, registration,
and exams), collaboration among higher education institutions, and internal institutional governance. Taking this legal framework into account,
institutions (have to) establish their own regulations and bylaws. As the result of that, many
differences among the institutions exist, despite
the uniformity effect of national regulations.
The WHW stipulates that every 6 years, the
institutions have to publish a strategic plan,
addressing its education and research priorities
and policies, intentions to enhance educational
quality, and the ﬁnancial, personnel, and infrastructural conditions to reach their goals. The
minister must respond to these strategic plans
within 6 months. The ministry is also obliged to
publish once every 4 years its strategic plan, to be
approved by the Parliament, outlining its policy
intentions, including a ﬁnancial forecast to substantiate its intentions.
The WHW also stipulates several accountability requirements for institutions such as the publication of their annual report, their budget, and
their ﬁnancial account as well as the outcomes of
quality assurance measurements. Moreover, in
consultation with student organizations, institutions have to provide different types of information about their educational programs to give
students the opportunity to compare programs
and to increase transparency in study choice.
In 1985, the government published the white
paper ‘Higher Education: Autonomy and Quality’
(“beleidsnota HOAK”), a turning point in the history of Dutch higher education governance. In this
white paper, the concept of “steering from a distance” was launched. Remote government control
and increased institutional autonomy to increase
system performance were the elements in this new
governmental steering approach. In subsequent
years, many policy reforms were initiated and
implemented to realize these “HOAK intentions.”
Simultaneously new mechanisms of control, for
instance, in the area of quality assurance, have
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Systems and Institutions,
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Fig. 1 Development of
student numbers in Dutch
higher education
1975–2013 by sector
(Source: CBS Statline,
http://statline.cbs.nl/
Statweb/)
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been promoted and introduced. Over the last three
decades, the government’s position has been a
balancing act between “stepping back” and
“involvement and interference” in terms of
steering.

Internal University Governance
The WHW also prescribes the “backbone” of the
governance structure of higher education institutions (prescribing its governing bodies, composition, and main authorities). More detailed
governing rules and procedures are set by the
institutions themselves.
Turning points in the recent history of the
internal governance system of Dutch universities
are 1970 and 1997. Prior to 1970, academic matters were to a large extent dealt with by the faculties, that is the professors. The participation of
students, junior academics, and nonacademic
staff was limited. Due to the strong growth in the
size of universities and societal changes in the
1960s, this internal governance structure radically
changed by the adoption of the University Governance Reform Act of 1970 (Dutch acronym
WUB). This Act created a system of functional
representation in which academics, nonacademics, and students were given the right to
elect representatives in councils at the central
and faculty level. The gravity of power resided
in these councils.
In 1997, the government imposed a new governance structure for universities (and a year earlier for UAS), laid down in the Modernization
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University Governance Act (Dutch acronym
MUB). The MUB stipulates the basic organizational form of the contemporary institutions. The
minister argued that for reasons of effectiveness,
decisiveness, and efﬁciency, stronger executive
leadership and management was needed. Executives were empowered. Representative councils of
staff and students at central and faculty level were
stripped from some of their main powers and
became predominantly advisory bodies rather
than governing bodies with co-decision powers.
The MUB also introduced a “new” governing
body at the apex of the university: the supervisory
board (with external members only, appointing
the executives at central level and overseeing,
among other things, the functioning of the central
executive board). Moreover, departments, as a
legal decision-making entity, were abolished.
The main powers at faculty level were granted to
a dean, not elected from within the faculty, as it
used to be the case, but appointed by the central
executive board.

Funding
The universities have income from three different
funding streams. The ﬁrst income stream consists
of a basic grant from the government and student
tuition fees (see details below). The second
income stream concerns research funding from
the national research councils (Netherlands Organization for Scientiﬁc Research (NWO) and
Royal Dutch Academy of Science (KNAW)). In
2014, this second income stream was about 0.08%
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of the GDP. The third income stream consists
of project-related third-party income (contract
activities for business and industry, speciﬁc government funds, and EU-based projects). In recent
years, the third stream has increased signiﬁcantly.
In 2014, it was 0.26% of the GDP.
The basic grant from the government, as the
main part of the ﬁrst stream, has four components
(percentages refer to 2014):
• The education component (40% of the basic
grant):
– A student-related part (65%) allocated on
the basis of the share of enrolled students
within the nominal study duration and the
number of degrees, both multiplied by a
program dependent factor
– A ﬁxed sum that varies across the universities (35%) for special facilities or vulnerable
subjects
• The research component (42% of the basic
grant):
– Share of bachelor and master degrees (15%)
– Number of PhD degrees (20%)
– Strategic funding for speciﬁc programs
(7%)
– A ﬁxed sum that varies across the universities (58%)
• Medical education and research (15% of the
basic grant), for universities with an academic
hospital (8 out of the 13 universities), based on
student numbers, degrees, ﬁxed sum, and
facilities.
• Performance budget (3% of the basic grant),
consisting of conditional funding based on
bilateral performance agreements between
government and institution. With respect to
educational quality enhancement, study success, and institutional proﬁling, government
and individual institutions agree on goals to
be achieved by an institution in a 4-year period.
If these goals are not met according to the view
of the minister whose assessment is based on
the work of an independent national committee, an institution may lose part of its funding
for the next round.

Figure 2 shows that the basic grant from the
government has increased over the last 15 years.
However, over the same period, student numbers
have grown considerably as well. As the result of
that, the amount of basic funding per student has
declined. In the same period, the total research
capacity of universities (in FTE) has also grown
signiﬁcantly. Therefore, the share of basic funding
for university research has dropped (see Fig. 3).
For example, the share of university researchers
funded through the ﬁrst stream has declined by
9% during the period 2000–2014.
The UAS receive a basic grant from the government (70% of their total income in 2015),
tuition fees (21%), and third-party income
through contract activities for business, industry,
and government (9%). Since 2014, there is
research funding available through the national
research council NWO for practice-oriented
research, allocated on a competitive basis. The
allocation model, adapted in 2011, is using the
following parameters:
• Educational component:
– Student-related funding (student numbers,
degrees)
– Institution-speciﬁc funding related to speciﬁc policy objectives (e.g., quality
enhancement)
• Design and development component, meant
for research, and a ﬁxed sum
• Performance budget (see funding model for
universities)

Tuition Fees and Public Financial
Student Support
Since 1945, university students have to pay a
uniform tuition fee, indifferent to the type of
study program. The fee is determined by the government. In the UAS sector, students have to pay
tuition fees since 1981. Since the 1990s, UAS
students have to pay the same tuition fee as university students.
There are different types of tuition fees. For
Bachelor and Master programs, students pay a
tuition fee of nearly € 2,000 per year (2016).

Higher Education Systems and Institutions, The Netherlands
Higher Education
Systems and Institutions,
The Netherlands,
Fig. 2 Basic government
grant for the institutions in
million Euros, total and by
sector (1998–2014)
(Source: CBS Statline
http://statline.cbs.nl/
Statweb/)
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Students doing a second higher education program, after having already obtained a higher education degree, have to pay the so-called institution
tuition fee (with some exceptions). Higher education institutions determine this fee. This institution fee also applies to non-European Economic
Space students. Thus, in principle, international
students from outside the European Union pay a
tuition fee set by the higher education institutions.
As the result of this, for the same type of study
program, tuition fees for these students may differ.
In 2014/2015, the average institution fee was
about € 9.200. Finally, there are different fees for
part-time students. These fees are lower than the
fees for full-time students and are set by the
institutions.
Before the 1970s, ﬁnancial student support
from the government was limited. In fact, in
most cases, parents paid for the study of their

children. The Student Finance Act of 1986 introduced a more generous system, with a basic grant
for all full-time students (independent of parental
income), a means-tested supplementary grant for
some students, and the possibility to take out
loans (on favorable interest rates) (Kaiser and
Vossensteyn 2005). Since 1986, several adaptations have taken place, most of them related to a
reduction in the share of the basic grant (free gift),
stricter conditions for the duration of the grants,
and more performance driven (grants available for
a restricted period of study time and related to
study progress).
In 2015, the ﬁnancial student support changed
with the introduction of the so-called social loan
system. One of the key changes was the abolishment of the basic grant. In 2014, this gift was €
291 per month for students living away from
home and € 104 per month for students living
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with their parents. For students starting a higher
education study after 2015, the ﬁnancial support
system has four (possible) components: (1) a loan,
with a maximum of € 868 per month; (2) a free
public transport ticket; (3) an additional loan,
dependent on parental income; and (4) a tuition
fee credit (a loan of € 165 per month to enable
students to pay their tuition fee). If students obtain
their degree within 10 years, the public transport
ticket and the additional loan become a gift; otherwise these need to be paid back, just as the two
other components.

Personnel
With due regard of other national regulation, the
executive board of a higher education institution
determines and implements personnel policies
(WHW, chapter 4 “Personnel”). The national representative organizations VSNU (university sector) and VH (UAS sector) act as employers’
organizations and negotiate with the labor unions
on the working conditions of university and UAS
staff. These working conditions are laid down in a
collective employment agreement, which is binding for the institutions. Within this national frame,
the executive boards and locally organized unions
can further decide on tailor-made working conditions. Staff salaries are set at the national level and
are based on staff position. For each staff position,
there is a ﬁxed scale with minimum and maximum
salaries. The various staff positions of universities
are described in a national system, the so-called
University Function Ordering system (UFO), in
which job descriptions are linked to salary scales.
The UAS has a similar type of national system to
describe and reward jobs, the so-called FUWAHBO or HAY system.
The total number of staff members in the university sector is about 42,000 FTE (2015, excluding staff members from medical faculties). The
two main staff categories are nonacademic (42%
in 2015) and academic personnel (58%). The latter is subdivided into professors (6.3% of total
number of university staff in 2015), associate professors (UHD; 5.1%), assistant professors (UD;
11.2%), other academic staff (16%), and PhD

candidates (19.6%). The percentage of women
has increased over the last 5 years, but women
are still underrepresented (see Fig. 4). In 2015, the
student/academic staff ratio in the university sector is about 10.3 : 1 (Onderwijs in Cijfers 2015).
During the last decade, the percentage of nonDutch academic staff members has grown in
each staff category.

Degree and Program Structure and
Access
The Dutch universities and UAS offer a wide
range of publicly funded study programs leading
to different types of degrees. Universities offer
3-year Bachelor programs, 1- or 2-year Master
programs, 2-year Professional Doctorates in Engineering programs (at the three technological universities), and 4-year PhD programs. UAS offer
2-year Associate Degree (AD) programs, 4-year
Bachelor programs, and 1- or 2-year Master programs (professional master programs).
A study year consists of 60 ECTS credits.
Instruction and teaching methods vary across programs. The vast majority of programs are “regular” Bachelor and Master programs with
vocational- or discipline-based academic curricula. Next to these programs, seven universities
have “university colleges,” offering Englishtaught Liberal Arts and Sciences programs.
These 3-year Bachelor programs are different in
terms of orientation (broad programs combining
humanities, social sciences, and sciences), tuition
fees (double the regular fee in most cases), access
(students are selected by the university), and housing (residential, at least for some time). Moreover,
almost all universities and UAS offer excellence
(or honors) programs. These are special tracks
within the regular Bachelor and Master programs
for gifted students to broaden and deepen their
knowledge and skills.
In principle, Dutch higher education has an
open access policy. With the proper qualiﬁcations
from upper secondary school, students are eligible
for higher education programs. There are however
many exceptions to this principle. First, a
“proper” qualiﬁcation means, for instance, that
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Systems and Institutions,
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Fig. 4 Percentage of
women in the university
sector (2009–2015)
(Source: VSNU WOPI,
http://www.vsnu.nl/en_GB/
f_c_personeel.html)
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for enrollment in particular, higher education programs students must have taken particular subjects. Second, a signiﬁcant number of higher
education programs have a capped number of
study places (numerus clausus). The minister
determines for which programs enrollment numbers will be ﬁxed. The main reasons for doing so
are based on labor market considerations, costs of
study programs or (limited) capacity and facilities
higher education institutions have with respect to
some programs. In the latter case, institutions ask
the minister to determine the maximum number of
study places.

Quality Assurance
Education
The institutions are obliged to have an internal and
external quality assurance system, which frequently assesses the quality of programs and
courses, by independent experts as well as by
students. The Accreditation Organization of the
Netherlands and Flanders (Dutch acronym
NVAO), an independent agency established by
the Dutch and Flemish government in 2005,
assesses the quality of institutional quality assurance policies and systems. Its main tasks are to
accredit new and existing programs and to implement institutional audits.
Prior to a ﬁrst-time program accreditation, a
positive decision by the minister is required.
A special ministerial committee on macro

2010

2011

2012

2013

total staff

academic staf

associate professor

professor

2014

2015

efﬁciency of higher education advises the minister
on the matter.
An independent panel (the institutions may
propose its composition, taking into account
rules set by the NVAO) conducts the program
assessments. Its judgment is based on information
provided by the institution and on a site visit.
Based on the panel’s report, the board of an institution applies to the NVAO for accreditation. The
NVAO then decides to accredit the program, to
accredit under conditions (improvement period)
or not to accredit the program.
An institution can apply, and pays, for an institutional quality assurance assessment. In such an
audit, the NVAO will assess the institution’s
vision on educational quality, its design and effectiveness of the internal quality assurance
approach, its personnel policies, and its facilities
for disabled students. The consequence of a positive audit is that the program accreditation will be
“light touch” (reducing the administrative burden
attached to program accreditation).
Research
Since the 1990s, the Standard Evaluation Protocol
(SEP) has been used to assess the quality and
relevance of university research. An external
review committee will evaluate university
research units once every 6 years. The executive
board of an institution decides which research
units will be assessed. In the assessment three
standards are being applied: research quality
(including its contribution to scientiﬁc knowledge, productivity, and outputs), relevance to
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society (impact of scientiﬁc contributions to various target groups), and viability (research strategy, future goals, and feasibility of achieving such
goals, including research leadership and
management).
As a ﬁrst step, a research unit writes a selfevaluation report. Then, the review committee
will visit the research unit. Based on the selfevaluation report and the site visit, the review
committee reports on the performance. The institution decides how a research unit will address the
assessment and recommendations of the peer
review committee. The results of the review are
made public.
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Higher Education Systems Development
in Greece
Greece is a small country in South-Eastern Europe
with a population of 11 million people. It has a
low technology-intensive economy dominated by
small and medium size enterprises, which are
oriented towards a medium and low skilled workforce. Since 2010, Greece has been undergoing a
ﬁnancial crisis, which has had profound effects on
social matters including higher education. Higher
education is considered to be one of the main
missions of the Greek state, and article 16 of the
Greek Constitution stipulates that all Greeks have
the right to free education at all levels.
The Greek higher education (HE) system,
introduced in 1836/7, was based on the German
model and had the general education of students
as its primary goal. The university was not an
autonomously governed institution but was supervised and monitored by the Ministry of Education
and Religious Affairs, currently called the Ministry of Education, Research and Religious Affairs
and referred to in this entry as the Ministry of
Education. The German model was criticized for
providing a dysfunctional framework, having

limited transparency of university management
and high concentration of power at the professorial level (Bouzakis 2006). It was not until 1982
that Greek higher education was “modernized”
(Law 1268/1982). This law established the autonomy of the Greek university, abolishing the “chair
system,” and aiming at a more meritocratic and
more transparent higher education system. It
introduced the structuring of the universities into
schools/departments/sectors (“tomeis”) and
broadened the decision-making bodies of the university to include the participation of students and
staff in university governance. This legal framework was perceived to be revolutionary in terms
of widening access for academic staff from nonelite socioeconomic classes in a highly elitist
academia.
The higher education system in Greece comprises two sectors (Law 2916/2001): the university sector, which consists of 22 universities
(including Technical Universities, the School of
Fine Arts, the Open University, and the Hellenic
International University), and the technological
sector, which consists of 14 Technological Education Institutions (TEIs) (including the School of
Pedagogical and Technological Education). The
ﬁrst Greek university was established in Athens in
1837, followed by the National Technical University of Athens in 1837, but most of the higher
education institutions (HEIs) were established in
the twentieth century. It was not until 1983 that
TEIs were introduced in Greece (Law 1404/
1983). In 2001, they were incorporated into the
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higher education system (Law 2916/2001). TEIs
offer Bachelor and Masters degrees but not PhD
degrees. Higher education is also provided by
20 Higher Ecclesiastical Schools and Professional
schools including Merchant Marine Academies,
the Higher Military Education, the Higher Police
Academies, and Higher schools of Drama
(KANEP-GSEE 2014).
Although the Greek Constitution explicitly
prohibits the establishment of private
(nonpublic) HEIs (Article 16, paragraph 8), a
small number of private HEIs exist in Greece. In
2006, there were about 40 private tertiary colleges
with 35,000 students enrolled (Ziguras and
McBurnie 2006), which operate under franchise
agreements with foreign universities – mainly
from the United Kingdom, France, and the
USA – and are registered as commercial enterprises with the Ministry of Commerce. Their
degrees were not recognized by the Greek state,
with implications for employment and further
studies in Greek universities (ibid). This changed
in 2008 (Law 3696/2008) when the operation of
these colleges was institutionalized and they are
now considered as private institutions of tertiary
education, in essence, branches of foreign universities, operating with the permission of the Ministry of Education.
Greece is a founding member of the 1999
Bologna process, but it was not until 2004 that
efforts for educational reforms took place to facilitate the comparability of higher education in
Europe and to align the Greek system with
European standards and benchmarks such as:
European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System, Diploma Supplement, regulation of quality
assurance, lifelong learning, new agency for
degree recognition (for more see Papazoglou
2007). However, at present there is no national
or institutional internationalization strategy
(Asderaki 2012).
The quality assurance system, introduced in
2005, was an important development towards
the improvement of transparency, comparability,
and accountability of the Greek higher education
system. This quality assurance system aims to
help HEIs enhance their quality and advise the
Ministry of Education on quality assurance
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matters, but it is not used for ranking Greek
HEIs, nor is it linked to the HEIs’ funding mechanisms. However, according to the Law 4009/
2011, the Greek quality assurance agency has
been renamed into “quality assurance and accreditation agency” but accreditation procedures have
not yet been activated in Greece (Papadimitriou
2011). For more on higher education legal frameworks in Greece, see Kyriazis and Asderaki
(2008) as well as Papadimitriou (2011).
Although many higher education laws and
legal reforms have been introduced in Greece,
they have not always been implemented or made
a signiﬁcant impact on the system (OECD 2011).
Educational politics in Greece have been highly
criticized for a lack of coherence and consistency
due to continuous change of ministers whose new
reforms often “scrapped” the efforts of their predecessors. Between 1833 and 1988, 228 education
ministers were appointed (Saitis 1988) exhibiting
a similar trend with ﬁve education ministers being
appointed between 2012 and 2015 (Zahariadis
and Exadaktylos 2016).
Between 1993 and 2002, Greek tertiary education grew rapidly. Eighty new university and TEI
departments were established increasing the number from 301 to 407 while the number of HE
students increased from 42,000 in 1993 to
83,000 in 2002 (KANEP-GSEE 2014). New
departments were established in various Greek
cities and islands, in an effort of the HEIs to
respond to regional needs and decentralize the
Greek HE system (ibid).

Higher Education Governance
The Constitution deﬁnes that HEIs are fully selfadministered legal entities of public law (Article
16, paragraph 5). Universities are autonomous,
although their mission is determined by law.
However, since the founding of the Greek higher
education system, the Ministry of Education has
maintained a strong role in HEI governance.
Greek HEIs can be characterized as ”autonomous
in principle,” since the state is responsible for
regulating student numbers (“numerus clausus”)
and for controlling HEIs’ ﬁnancial and stafﬁng
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issues (annual budget, number and salaries of
academic and administrative staff are state regulated). At postgraduate level, universities are
autonomous in selecting students based on grades,
recommendation letters, and foreign language
skills.
The Ministry of Education considers proposals
from the National Council of Education
(comprising the Council of University Education,
Council of Technological Education, and Council
of Primary and Secondary education) regarding
merging/abolishment of departments, utilization
of scientiﬁc personnel and coordination of HEI
activities (KANEP-GSEE 2014). Annual reviews
are undertaken and submitted to the Ministry by
the Hellenic Quality Assurance Agency (ADIP),
the Rectors’ Conference and TEI Presidents Conference which are also consultative bodies to the
Ministry. The National Academic Recognition
and Information Centre (Hellenic NARICDOATAP) also consults the Ministry in relation
to recognition of foreign degrees. Other consultative agencies which make recommendations to the
Ministry are: the General Secretariat for Youth
which coordinates national youth policy; the
State Scholarships Foundation (IKY) which coordinates mobility scholarships the study of Greek
students abroad and for international students to
study in Greece; the Organisation for Vocational
Education and Training; and the National Organisation for the Certiﬁcation of Qualiﬁcations and
Vocational Guidance coordinating lifelong learning and vocational guidance. For more on governance see Kyriazis and Asderaki (2008).
Universities and TEIs consist of faculties or
schools, which are divided into departments and
sometimes sections. The department is the basic
academic unit and its curriculum leads to a degree,
called Ptychio. Departments have the administrative responsibility for the organization of teaching
and research. In terms of internal governance,
HEIs are governed by the Board, the Rector
(or the President in TEIs), and the Senate,
although it is anticipated that the Board might be
abolished in the near future. There are similar
organizational structures at faculty/school level
and department level. The Board is comprised of
internal senior staff members, a student
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representative and external (lay) members. The
Board is responsible for the development of the
institutional strategy and development, institutional operations, budget, tuition fees for postgraduate studies, and other operational decisions.
The Rector is elected from the teaching and
research staff members of the institution. The
Rector selects the Vice-Rectors. The Rector has
the overall responsibility for the smooth operation
of the institutional services and supports the collaboration between governance, staff, and students. Among others, the Rector is in charge of
developing internal regulations, the annual budget, and the annual report of institutional activities. The Rector also procures professorial posts
and publishes appointment acts.
The Senate comprises the Rector, the deans,
the presidents of departments, three student representatives reﬂecting the three cycles
(undergraduate-master-PhD), and representatives
from each staff category. The Senate decides the
institutional educational and research policy, the
quality assurance policy, and is in charge of
approving the implementation of education,
research and developmental projects and of
study regulations. It also makes recommendations
to the Board/Rector for various issues such as
merging, renaming, creating schools, the organization of study programs, institutional planning,
and budget allocation.
While students in Greeks HEIs participate in
the governance of the institution, they are organized around youth political parties (afﬁliated to
the current Greek political parties) and do not
form a united Greek student union. Thus, there is
not a national student representation from Greece
in the European Student Union.

Finance/Funding Systems
The funding of the Greek higher education system
is based on a direct allocation model where all
public funds are directly provided to institutions
without any assessment of the services
(Psacharopoulos 2003). This model has been critiqued for stiﬂing competition, has limited pressure on institutions to differentiate from each
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other in terms of their mission (Zmas 2015), and
preventing evaluation of efﬁciency or quality of
the education provided (Papadimitriou 2011).
Between 2005 and 2009, the total public
expenditure for tertiary education increased from
1,183 million € to 1,420 million € but dropped to
969 million Euro ( 31.7%) in 2013 as an aftermath of the ﬁnancial crisis (KANEP-GSEE 2015,
p. 139). In 2013, 74% of this amount was allocated to the university sector and 26% to the
technology sector.
The main funding sources for tertiary education are state and European funds. All undergraduate programs are free (no tuition fees) apart from
the programs offered by the Open University.
Since 1992, universities have been able to charge
tuition fees for postgraduate degrees (Law 2083/
92 Article 12) at the suggestion of the General
Assembly of Special Composition, approved by
the Senate. The revenues from fees are deposited
into the Special Research Account of HEIs and are
earmarked for research apart from addressing
operational and functional institutional costs.
The Ministry of Economy and Finance, the
Ministry of National Education, Research and
Religious Affairs, universities, and TEIs are
involved in allocating funds. Initially, there is a
general agreement between the Ministries and the
Conference of the Rectors’ and the Presidents’ of
TEIs on the amount of funds, the type of expenses
(infrastructure, equipment, etc.), the standards and
guidelines on the basis of the 4-year planning of
HEIs (YPEPTH 2007, p. 4). Then, each individual
HEI cooperates with the Ministry of Education in
order to deﬁne the annual amount based on a
formula, which is based on the number of students, academic staff, and the number and the
location of departments (YPEPTH 2007, p. 4).
State funds are provided to universities in three
ways (research is funded separately):
• Funds for the salaries of permanent personnel.
Academic and administrative staff salary is
determined by law (Law 2530/97). Thus universities do not decide on salaries of staff.
• Funds to meet functional and operational
expenses of the universities on a lump sum
basis.
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• Funds for universities’ capital needs to support
investment (Papadimitriou 2011, p. 126).
There is also funding for speciﬁc expenses
such as student services and salaries of temporary
teaching staff, but this is allocated to the institutions on an earmarked basis.
European funds are provided to Greece though
the Operational Programme for Education and
Initial Vocational Training (EPEAEK) which
amounted to 960 million for 2000–2006 and
420 million for 2005–2008. These funds have
been utilized for a number of higher education
projects including research programs, academic
libraries, liaison ofﬁces, lifelong learning, building infrastructure, and graduate and postgraduate
studies (Papazoglou 2007, p. 181).
Universities can manage research funding
from external sources (e.g., from Europe, enterprises). In this case, the Research Committee of
each university is responsible for the ﬁnancial
administration of research projects. For each
research project, the Research Committee takes
not more than 10% of the total project budget
which is utilized for funding speciﬁc research
projects (Papadimitriou 2011).

Academic Profession, Students,
Administrative Staff
The participation rate in tertiary education for
young people (18–21 years old) more than doubled from 27% in 1992 to 58% in 2002 (KANEPGSEE 2014, pp. 88–89). Since 2002, about
70,000–80,000 students enroll in Greek HEIs
every year. An increasingly higher number of
students are enrolled in the universities compared
to TEIs (Fig. 1). In terms of gender, female students are slightly overrepresented, comprising
around 55% of the total student enrollment
(in the same period).
The undergraduate student population in
Greek HEIs decreased between 2005 (311,616)
and 2009 (262,753), stabilizing at about
270,000–280,000 students since 2010 (Fig. 1).
The postgraduate population has increased by
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Higher Education
Systems and Institutions,
Greece, Fig. 1 Student
undergraduate population in
Greek HEIs by sector
(Source: ELSTAT. Note:
TEIs also include students
from Higher Ecclesiastical
and Professional Schools)

40,000 students since 2001/02 reﬂecting the
growth of postgraduate programs introduced in
HEIs. Women comprise almost 60% of total Masters students and the proportion of women is
growing. At doctoral level, women were underrepresented in 2001/02, but the gender gap has
narrowed over the recent years (55% men, and
45% women) (Fig. 2).
Since 2004, about 50,000 undergraduate students completed their degree which is equivalent
to 2/3 of the enrolled students each year. In the
past few years, this proportion has fallen with
more and more students being registered beyond
the duration of their study program. This phenomenon is explained by various reasons such as the
economic crisis, the difﬁculties in the management of the institutions, the lack of student support, and quality of the teaching (YPEPTH 2016).
Women comprise about 60% of the graduate population both in universities and technological
institutions. Thus, there were 337,000 female
graduates compared to 210,000 male graduates
in the past 12 years (ibid). Similarly at postgraduate level, women showed a higher graduation
rate from their Masters’ degree (58% vs. 40%
for men; 48,405 female graduates vs. 34,810
male graduates), while at PhD level, women had
higher noncompletion rates of the PhD degree
leading to a lower number of female PhD

graduates (10,522 male PhD graduates vs. 7,173
female PhD graduates) (YPEPTH 2016).
Academic freedom in research and teaching
along with free circulation and exchange of ideas
is guaranteed in the Greek Constitution. Teaching
and administrative staff in Greek HEIs are considered as civil servants and their salaries are regulated by state law. Staff recruitment is also strictly
regulated by legislative frameworks. The procedures are heavily bureaucratic, preventing universities from meeting their emerging and
nonscheduled personnel needs. In the 1980s, this
was addressed partly by the introduction of temporary teaching and research posts (PD/407),
which complemented the HEI academic personnel. Nowadays, these posts appear to have
become a necessary step in the early career building experience of prospective academic staff.
Recently, HEIs have gained more inﬂuence on
the recruitment and appointment of their personnel, requiring the Ministry of Education to
approve/conﬁrm appointments within 6 months
(previously there was no time limit). Nevertheless, the limited vacancies procured for academic
and research posts in Greece – which have
decreased under the current austerity measures –
and the temporary nature of the available early
positions seem to lead to an early career experience marked by high competition and uncertainty.
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Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Greece, Fig. 2 Postgraduate population by level, gender and year
(Source: ELSTAT)

Between 2002 and 2012, university staff
slightly increased (by +3.4%) while staff in technological sector decreased (by
34.9%)
(KANEP-GSEE 2014). After 2010/11, there is
continuous drop of teaching staff in TEIs compared to the universities (Fig. 3).
Teaching staff in universities comprise full,
associate, assistant professors, and lecturers. Full
and associate professors are employed on permanent contracts. Assistant professors and lecturers
are appointed for a speciﬁc term but they have the
opportunity to apply for a permanent position at
the end of that term. A PhD degree is required to
be appointed to a position in all grades. There are
also temporary teaching and research posts
(PD/407) and laboratory instructors (EEDIP/
Lab) who are on ﬁxed term rolling contracts. In
TEIs, there are similar categories of staff: professor, associate professor, assistant professor, and
laboratory instructor. A Masters degree is required
to be appointed as a laboratory instructor and a
PhD degree for all the other grades.
Regular teaching staff in HEIs has overall
increased between 2002 and 2012 apart from the
Professor of Applications (in TEIs) (Table 1).
Between 2002 and 2012, administrative staff
working in Greek HEIs slightly increased from
4,423 in 2002 to 4,576 in 2012 (KANEP-GSEE

2014). The majority of administrative staff is
found in universities (3630 in 2012, 79%) compared to the TEIs (946 in 2012, 21%).

Other Main Issues
High Demand and Unequal Access to Higher
Education
Higher education is accessed by taking nationwide competitive entry matriculation exams
(Panhellenic exams). The responsibility for the
exams lies with the Ministry of Education. Admission is regulated by the Ministry according to a
“numerus clausus” policy that allocates a speciﬁc
number of places to each university department.
This system has been criticized for contributing to
inequality of access (Gouvias 1998), promotion of
memorization and inefﬁciency in student allocation on the basis of ability (Tsakloglou and
Cholezas 2005).
One of the main issues of the Greek higher
education context is the very high demand for
higher education. This demand has been justiﬁed
in terms of higher education being the main means
for enhancing career prospects and social mobility
(Saiti and Prokopiadou 2008; Psacharopoulos and
Soumelis 1979). Nevertheless the tertiary
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Higher Education
Systems and Institutions,
Greece, Fig. 3 Teaching
staff in Greek Higher
Education (Source:
ELSTAT. Note: TEIs
include also staff from
Higher Ecclesiastical and
Professional Schools)

education system seems to reproduce and broaden
multiple social and educational inequalities with
access to higher education being unequal (for
more information see Tsakloglou and Cholezas
2005 and Koutsampelas and Tsakloglou 2015).
Greek households invest signiﬁcant amounts of
money (estimated over a billion Euros) in cram
schools (known as “frontistiria”) which prepare
students for the matriculation exams (OECD
2011; Psacharopoulos 2003). Low income families often cannot afford to provide such assistance
to their children, thus decreasing their likelihood
of passing the matriculation exams. Therefore, the
principle of “free education for all” deﬁned by the
Constitution becomes compromised.
Higher education inequality is also portrayed
in the differentiation between universities and
technological institutions. Universities are highly
favored by the state and society while technological institutions are considered to be of inferior
quality and have lower educational status. Students are more likely to enroll in universities
compared to TEIs when they have any or all of
the following characteristics: (a) have attended
private secondary school; (b) their mothers have
achieved a high educational level (ISCED 5–6),

(c) their fathers are employees rather than workers
or unemployed (KANEP-GSEE 2015). This picture reﬂects societal and state perceptions about
the continuous undermining of technological
sector.
The strong demand for higher education has
also led to a persistent tradition of high numbers of
Greek students enrolling in foreign universities.
According to OECD data (2006), 40,654 students
from Greece were studying abroad although this
number has halved in 2012 (22,000). This suggests that some of this demand has been addressed
by the growth of undergraduate and postgraduate
programs within Greek HEIs (Teichler et al. 2011)
and/or that the ﬁnancial crisis has prevented
Greeks from studying abroad.
However is this high demand justiﬁed? Even
before the crisis, the Greek labor market has
contradicted international trends demonstrating a
negative correlation between the level of educational attainment and the unemployment rate. In
1998, the unemployment rate of young graduates
(25–29 years old) was higher compared to those
who completed upper secondary and postsecondary non-tertiary education (Liagouras
et al. 2003). Greek scholars have investigated the

2002
3.096
2.046
2.841
1.445
839
10.267

2003
2.790
2.630
2.885
1.604
868
10.777

a

Source: KANEP-GSEE (2014) based on ELSTAT
This grade is found only in Universities
b
This grade is found only in TEIs

Professors
Associate Professors
Senior Lecturers
Lecturersa
Professors of Applicationsb

2004
2.820
2.732
2.936
1.725
845
11.058

2005
2.895
2.729
2.972
2.722
0
11.318

2006
2.888
2.721
3.043
2.856
0
11.508

2007
3.040
2.580
3.073
2.884
0
11.577

2008
3.210
2.496
3.242
2.627
0
11.575

2009
3.306
2.494
3.357
2.572
0
11.729

Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Greece, Table 1 Regular teaching staff in tertiary education by grade, 2002–2012
2010
3.428
2.483
3.501
2.451
0
11.863

2011
3.428
2.428
3.560
2.329
0
11.745

2012
3.457
2.323
3.547
2.255
0
11.582
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reasons behind the high unemployment rates
among graduates and have attributed this phenomenon to the limited demand for highly educated staff (ibid; Karamessini 2008) and the
alignment of HE with public – rather than business - sector needs (Kanellopoulos et al. 2003).
The unemployment rate of Greek higher education graduates (25–39 years old) was 10.2% in
2006 reaching 28.6% in 2013 (Eurostat online).
Furthermore, a recent study on highly skilled
Greeks (Labrianidis 2011) estimated that between
110,000 and 135,000 Greek graduates worked
abroad in 2011, suggesting that Greece is
experiencing a much higher brain drain following
the crisis with limited opportunities for graduates
to return to the country.
Weaknesses of HE System
Recent policy reports have highlighted weaknesses of the Greek higher education system
such as its introvert character and the subsequent
lack of transparency; the inefﬁcient internal control and the limited social accountability; the lack
of organizational and building infrastructure of
HEIs; and limited administrative, technical staff,
and permanent teaching staff (Eliamep 2006;
ADIP 2009). Following the economic crisis, the
Greek tertiary education experienced one of its
most signiﬁcant crises in 2012 being characterized as underfunded, understaffed with challenges
in terms of quality and efﬁciency (KANEP-GSEE
2014). Tertiary education has been criticized for
the lack of a well-deﬁned strategic plan which will
address the modernization needs of the Greek
education system and will lead to social, economic, and cultural upgrading of the country
(ibid).
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The expansion of a mostly public system of higher
education and research was supported by the
booming wealth of its economy. With a GDP per
capita of about 42,500 USD in 2017, it is nowadays ranked close to the two oldest developed
countries in Western Europe, Germany (46,300
USD), and the UK (41,800 USD).

Synonyms
Institutions of higher education an research;
System of higher education an research

Definition
Higher education and research deals with quantitative and qualitative dynamics of all components
of French high education and research institutions.

As has been the case for all developed countries,
French higher education has sharply risen after
World War II as a combined result of a growing
population and increasing needs of qualiﬁed manpower to fuel the labor market. This extreme
West continental European country rose from
40 million inhabitants in 1940, a number which
had not changed signiﬁcantly since the beginning
of the twentieth century, to 67 million in 2017.

A Short Description of Higher Education
and Research in France
Student Population and Staff and Public
Expenses
The proportion of the population engaged in
higher education (HE) was no greater than 1% or
2% at the beginning of the last century. It rose
very slowly up to around 3% by 1936. It increased
sharply from the turn of the 1970s on, so as to
reach 45% at the beginning of the 2010. Students
left school on average when they were 15.2 years
old in 1965 and 21.7 in 2006. In 2012, 43% of
the cohorts leaving education had obtained a
HE degree (Prost and Cyterman 2010).
The development of mass HE followed the
progressive saturation of successive levels of education, from primary school to high school, by
baby boomers. The number of baccalauréat graduates rose from 31 in 1808 to over 700,000 in
2016. They were less than 1% of their age cohort
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at the turn of the twentieth century and 78% in
2015. At the same time success rates to get the
degree had increased from 65% in the 1960s
to almost 90% in the 2010s. The growing proportions of baccalauréat applicants and their
expanding success rate, combined with the attractiveness of HE for the younger generations facing
a depressed labor market, explain the massive rise
of student numbers in HE. In 2016, HE hosted
about 80% of all high school graduates. Altogether, the HE student population was multiplied
by eight between 1960 and 2013, to reach a total
of 2,430,000, which is expected to increase to
2,806,000 by 2024 (MENESR 2008).
To face the rise of HE student population,
public expenses have been multiplied by 2.5
(in constant euros) between the end of the 1980s
and the mid-2010s. At the end of this period, they
were close to the OECD average (1.6%), but far
behind Canada (2.8%), the USA (2.7%), and
South Korea (2.6%) (OECD 2016).
In particular, the growth of the academic staff
number in public HE institutions has followed
the growth of the student population, reaching
91,000 scholars in 2013, among which a slowly
but continuously rising share of about 35% are
nonpermanent. By far the largest proportion of
them (about 95%) teaches in universities, and
the remaining 5% are active in professional
schools (MENESR 2014).
Changes in the Distribution of Students

The distribution of students across different types
of HE institutions, ﬁelds, and degree levels has
been dramatically transformed since the 2000s,
much in relation to how much families trust their
comparative performances on a depressed labor
market. Universities as such attract a decreasing
proportion of the overall student population: three
out of four in 1970 but less than six out of ten in
2015 (about 1,6000,000). The non-university sector grew from 200,000 in 1980 to 950,000 in
2015. Since 2003, private HE institutions – i.e.,
all business schools and about a third of the engineering schools – attract the major part of incoming students. In 2015, they enrolled almost 18%
of the total student population. Technical and
professional ﬁelds are increasingly attractive.
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Engineering degrees have altogether grown by
154% and business school degrees by 195%
between 1990 and 2015, while all HE degrees
awarded increased on average by 52%. While
the student population continues to increase at
the bachelor and masters levels, the total number
of students registered for a doctoral degree –
75,600 in 2014 – has decreased sharply between
2009 and 2014, especially among French students, whose share has decreased from 73% in
2002 to 58% in 2012 (INSEE 2017).
In spite of the booming of student population,
social inequality of access persists. 79% of the
children born in upper-class families obtain an
HE degree in 2013, as compared with 46% of
those born in lower and lower middle class. The
share of females among students has grown from
about 42% in 1969 to almost 60% in 2013, but
their proportion varies from lower to higher
degrees and across ﬁelds. They are for instance
three times as many as males in languages but 2.5
times less in basic and applied sciences. Finally,
the share of foreign students has grown slowly
reaching 12% of the total student population
in 2014.
The Institutional Structure of Higher
Education and Research in France
Contemporary HER systems are shaped by
national histories. In France, history partitioned
the HER system between public research and
teaching institutions on one side, between selective professional schools (Grandes écoles) and
universities open to all baccalauréat graduates
on the other side.
The three subsystems have developed interdependently. The weaknesses of each of them
provided good reasons to justify the existence of
the other two. Over time, each consolidated its
identity, relative power, and social status, making
it difﬁcult to reassemble them in some other way,
and this despite reform wills and policies of the
national government since the 2000s.
Universities

At the beginning of the nineteenth century,
the Napoleonic regime dismantled the few universities that were established in major French
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cities, because it feared they might become potential political troublemakers. Universities became
mere local aggregations of disciplinary faculties
or schools, each governed by Parisian ministry
departments in collaboration with prominent scientists of their respective ﬁelds. Thus, academics
never really identiﬁed themselves as members of
a speciﬁc organization, but as members of a discipline managed as a national body called the
University (Musselin 2004). As long as only a
small proportion of middle-class students graduated from high school, such a system remained
manageable in a highly centralized country, where
a small number of universities dedicated most of
their activity to teaching future teachers, lawyers,
and doctors.
As elsewhere in Western European countries
(Paradeise et al. 2009), French public universities
are expected to provide the same free public
service to all students according to identical
rules and this regardless of their location.
Although the net has loosened somewhat in the
2000s, they still have to comply with compulsory
national regulations on internal organization and
governance, resource allocation, access, curricula,
and degrees. They remain almost exclusively
funded by taxpayers’ money. Until 2007, budgets
were itemized and input-based on students’
enrolled. They were typical professional bureaucracies (Mintzberg 1979), with weak local administrative staff who were largely disconnected from
the loosely coupled academic communities. Their
elected presidents were local primus inter pares,
constantly bypassed by academics who dealt
directly with the central government departments
or national committees, which held the authority
as well as the ﬁnancial and stafﬁng resources.
Things started to change by the end of the
1960s. The sharp increase of student enrollment
induced change, if only because the government
kept splitting and building universities, so as to
back the rise of students. Their number grew from
about 13 at the end of the nineteenth century, a
ﬁgure that did not change much before the end of
the 1960s, to 87 at its highest point in the 1990s,
before decreasing to 75 in the 2015 with a wave of
mergers encouraged by reforms.
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Because of massiﬁcation, universities also
faced the challenge of educating a growing number of culturally heterogeneous students.
Although they gained some very limited local
autonomy and set up new curricula and methods
to address new audiences, national regulations
straightjacketed their internal and external
diversiﬁcation.
Grandes écoles

Professional tertiary education is a common
feature of all educational systems. What is special
in the French case is that it involves a range of
prestigious public and semi-private professional
schools which impact on the public perception of
the openly accessible universities as being only
second best. Such schools were set up at the turn
of the nineteenth century to train state engineers
and high school teachers. Each was placed under
the supervision of the ministry which had
established it (ministry of defense for Ecole polytechnique, of industry for Ecole des mines, of
public works for Ecole des ponts et chaussées,
of education for Ecole normale supérieure, etc.).
Over time, such specialized schools and their
alumni forgot their original mission and spread
all over industry, higher education and research,
services, and politics. In addition, in 1946, the
French government established the École
nationale d’administration (ENA) to prepare students for higher senior civil service. Schools of
commerce placed under the supervision of local
chambers of commerce joined the group when
becoming business schools at the end of the twentieth century.
While universities traditionally did not differ
much from one another in terms of reputation, grandes écoles were very stratiﬁed. About
200 of them are currently accredited by the Conférence des grandes écoles, 10 of which are in
leading positions in terms of selectiveness and
national prestige. Over two centuries, they have
educated the most powerful elites in public service, industry, and media and developed strong
cross-sector social networks (sometimes called
“maﬁas”) that help them to protect themselves
against any perceived threats.
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They are run by appointed directors who
exercise local leadership. They are small, selective, and much better funded than universities. In
2013, the average expenditure per university student was two thirds of that of the average grande
école student (11,500 € as compared to 15,000 €).
A student in a top grande école is even more
expensive (about 80,000 € at ENA, 70,000 € at
Mines-ParisTech, and 40,000 € at Polytechnique).
Public grandes écoles do not charge tuition fees.
Successful applicants may even receive a salary
while attending school, for example, as a member
of the military (Ecole Polytechnique) or a civil
servant (ENA, Ecoles normales supérieures). By
comparison, business schools, whether semipublic or private, require fees at a level close to that of
similar international schools on the market. They
also do not allocate salaries to their students, but
they may offer them scholarships.
Despite the massiﬁcation wave, the grandes
écoles have only slightly increased their overall
intake of ﬁrst year students. The growth in student
numbers was mostly absorbed by universities.
Since the turn of the 2000s, most grandes écoles
have opened up their recruitment at the graduate
level. They thus have developed a threatening
competition to catch the best among advanced
students. In 2014, they graduated about 38% of
the total number of students who, across France,
got a master level degree.
A paradox lies in the fact that until very
recently, most they did not have their own faculty,
whom they mostly borrowed from universities,
industry, and public administration. They were
also not active in research. Only the top ten ranked
engineering schools and the Ecoles normales
supérieures had developed some research centers
of their own. More than the public blame they had
to face over years about the way they reproduced
national elites, the globalization of higher education pushed them to increase their research activity as a condition to avoid disqualiﬁcation on the
international scene. Indeed, they did not deliver
state degrees which remained a university monopoly. As long as the labor market remained essentially national, graduating from a grande école
was a sufﬁcient passport for a rewarding
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professional career. Nevertheless, the Bologna
process and the globalization of higher education
incited them to adjust to international norms,
either by building agreements with universities
and public research organizations or by bypassing
national rules and securing internationally
accredited bachelor and master degrees.
Public Research Organizations (PROs)

After World War II, the ongoing weakness of
research in universities and grandes écoles
favored the proliferation of a range of dedicated
and autonomous research institutions (about
40 such public research organizations exist in
France. A list of the major ones, with links to
each of them, is accessible on http://www.
enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/pid24575-ci
d49677/principaux-etablissements-publics-de-rec
herche-et-d-enseignement-superieur.html). Most
of them originated in the agenda setting
of another public policy issue: the Centre national
de la recherche scientiﬁque (CNRS) was created
in 1939 to face the needs in basic science, the
Commissariat à l’énergie atomique (CEA) in
1945 to back the French nuclear policy, the
Institut national d’études démographiques
(INED) in 1945 to help revitalize French population, the Institut national de recherche
agronomique (INRA) in 1946 to insure food selfsufﬁciency of the country, the Institut national de
la santé et de la recherche médicale (INSERM)
in 1964 to face public health issues, the Institut
national du cancer (INCA) in 2010 to back a
national program promoted by the then French
president Jacques Chirac, etc. Today PROs
range from the very large CNRS with its 21,000
researchers, engineers, and administrative staff in
2014, to the small INED which counts altogether
less than 200 scientiﬁc and administrative staff.
Their topics range from basic (CNRS) to ﬁnalized
(for instance at INRA or INSERM) research in
all ﬁelds.
PROs employ about 52,000 full-time tenured
researchers and engineers who are not civil servants but have speciﬁc yet similar public service
employment statuses. They make up a third of the
total number of scholars involved in research in
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2010, bringing the total of “full-time equivalent”
of human public research potential to 100,000
(university professors are counted for a half-time
in research), about as many as the number
employed by the private sector (MENESR 2016).

The Landscape of French HER at the end
of the Millennium
At the end of the twentieth century, the three
pillars of the French HER system remained
solid, although the pressure of massiﬁcation
disrupted each of them and affected their mutual
interactions.
Universities
Since the 1970s, the universities had borne alone
the burden of massiﬁcation. Their competition
with grandes écoles was extremely unfavorable.
They were not allowed to select their students;
they were deprived of leadership and had no
decision-making power over their internal allocation of resources. In spite of expanding budgets
and a relevant increase of academic staff, the
marginal funding per university student slowly
decreased or at best stagnated. In addition, the
input-based budget allocation method resulted in
a dramatic dispersion of resources, threatening
their own research potential. One of the consequences was that they all – and in particular the
most research-oriented ones – increasingly challenged their subordination to inﬂexible state
rules that prevented them to implement their
own strategies and take advantage of their
speciﬁc strengths.
Grandes écoles
Grandes écoles did not recruit much more students that before. Their brands and the “alumni
titles” they granted remained prestigious within
France but at risk of obsolescence as elite labor
markets turned international. Moreover their
small size and strange names restrained their
international visibility and recognition as top
HE institutions (Veltz 2007). In order to deliver
degrees that would be understandable abroad,
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they had started building closer links with universities and PROs and worked at standardizing
some of the degrees they granted.
Public Research Organizations
The growth of PROs was hampered since the
1970 by the sharp increase of universities staff
and budgets, which captured the largest proportions of new resources available. It led to a major
change of policies, mainly by the CNRS, the
largest one, which pushed forward the integration
of its research units inside HE institutions, mostly
universities, thus fostering the development of
stronger links with them. The co-funding of
research centers appeared to be a win-win solution. It developed a new typology of research
centers. Beside its own units (unités propres de
recherche, UPR), the CNRS, in the 1960s, cautiously started accredit and marginally fund a
range of university research centers (unités de
recherche associées, URA). The pressure of the
demand for labeling threatened to scatter its
resources. In the 1990s, it decided to concentrate
more resources in equally co-funded research centers (unités mixtes de recherche, UMR). Its UPRs
shrunk from 237 out of a total of 1297 research
units in 1992 to 108 out of 1211 in 2002. Over the
same period, the number of URAs decreased from
960 to 43, while UMRs, which involved strong
links and balanced co-funding, sharply grew from
100 to 1060.
Thus, the pressure on the research mission
grew inside universities. It widened the gap
between the best-performing ones in research
and the others. It taught researchers and teaching
staff to live together and thus question their
status differences. Finally, it led universities to
claim their right to contribute to their research
centers’ strategies in accordance with their own
local policies and to the same extent as research
organizations.
Altogether, although they did not share the
same interests and competed for resources, the
components of the HER system were more and
more intertwined and their frontiers became
blurred to a certain extent. Yet, PROs as well as
grandes écoles remained institutionally strong
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and jealous of keeping what they thought made
them unique and necessary pillars of the system.

An Age of Reforms
A ﬁrst wave of national reforms dealt only with
universities, which for years had demanded more
autonomy. The bureaucratic burden and inefﬁciency of a nationally centralized management
became more obvious as the number and heterogeneity of students grew. Most university presidents and academic staff, as well as PROs and
various pressure groups, underlined the need for
organizational and governance reforms. In a country ever ready to rebel and anxious to preserve
state protections, incremental changes were cautiously designed in 1981 by a new socialist
government. Their purpose was to push universities identify as territorialized organizations and
develop their decision-making power.
After 2005, France took part to the trend
of NPM-inspired radical reforms that overﬂew
European and world universities. Such reforms
took advantage of the emerging university identities and developed the organizational and governance tools and incentives to promote more
autonomy. Based on the rebalance of power and
the rising interdependencies between the three
pillars of the ESR system, reforms also fostered
more integration into more diversiﬁed and stratiﬁed HE institutions, with the purpose to get
some French universities ranked at the best international level.
Incremental Reforms of Universities
(1981–2005)
Between 1983 and 2000, governments launched
incremental reforms to foster the identiﬁcation
and diversiﬁcation of universities.
Multiannual agreements were elaborated and
signed between the state and each university
starting in the 1980s. The groundwork of writing
reports and preparing negotiations fostered conversation between co-located faculties, which
had previously ignored each other. It favored
cohesiveness of universities as organizations. It
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became increasingly difﬁcult for scholars to
bypass their president by using their own scientiﬁc and social relationships with Parisian ministerial departments. Instead of externalizing their
issues, they had to reach internal compromises
and to set up organizational strategic options.
This reform brought about a better understanding
among internal stakeholders of each university as
a local community and fostered some sense of a
shared identity.
Though university governance remained substantially unchanged, some effective additional
power was transferred to their presidents. It provided them with basic leeway for developing their
own policies. For instance, they were allowed to
set up internal fees on grants as provisions for
strategic allocation. They received some discretionary resources from the state ministry, such as
doctoral scholarships, as a reward for playing by
the new rules.
Interaction with local environments also
pushed forward their territorial identiﬁcation.
Regions had gained autonomy thanks to the
1980s decentralization acts. Although they had
no jurisdiction over higher education, they
showed a new interest for their universities,
which they considered as possible ﬂagships feeding their economic and cultural dynamics. Companies in search of additional middle-range
qualiﬁcations also began new collaborations
with their local universities.
Such apparently small steps involved major
consequences. French universities began to build
their own institutional boundaries. They were
given the opportunity to highlight rather than
hide their speciﬁcities and to develop more de
facto – if not de jure – differentiation among
each other, by building on their local resources.
While establishing some very modest autonomy
within the university system, these changes also
increased the gap between what universities really
were and what they were supposed to be, thus
exposing the need for more legal adjustments.
They triggered a process that was turning universities into “complete organizations” (Krücken and
Meier 2006).
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Radical Reforms of the HER System
(2006–2012)
From 2005 onwards, new legislation speeded up
the ﬂow of changes in governance principles and
organizational tools of universities. Emergent
world leagues provided an unexpected legitimizing narrative to such reforms. France performed
poorly in these new global beauty contests. It was
a warning but also a shock for national pride. It
pushed several priorities on the policy agenda of
HER: deepen the evolution process of universities
toward self-managed organizations, encourage
further integration of the three pillars of the HER
system into renewed universities, and favor concentration of resources and thus stratiﬁcation
between them.
All three issues were linked. Universities were
all submitted to the same rules and missions,
formally not stratiﬁed – although some were
much stronger in research than others – but internally heterogeneous. Grandes écoles were stratiﬁed, but small and only a few were active in
research. PROs were increasingly but unevenly
embedded in universities. In other words, the
structure of the system contributed scattered performance among institutions, which were distinct
but increasingly overlapping. Becoming “visible
from Shanghai” required changing its whole
architecture. Universities should become the
focal point concentrating education and research
available on a given territory under a single roof
and name. They should become autonomous and
agile decision-making “organizations,” reactive
to “incentives” and “accountable” toward
their various “stakeholders.” This new public
management-style vocabulary brought about recipes for a radical change in compliance with the
notion of “world-class university” disseminated
by global higher education rankings.
Five words may analytically describe the
target of French reforms in the 2000s: simpliﬁcation, territorialization, concentration, diversiﬁcation, and stratiﬁcation. Simpliﬁcation was the
starting point of all of these reforms which were
supposed to lead to the merging or alignment of
institutions under a unique umbrella of new universities. Territorialization was a condition for
simpliﬁcation,
as
it
grouped
together
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heterogeneous co-localized institutions. Concentration of resources would result from changing
the predominant input-based budget allocation to
a performance-based design. Diversiﬁcation was
thus expected to result from strategic choices of
universities based on their scientiﬁc assets and the
economic strengths of their territories. Finally,
such changes should fuel stratiﬁcation. It would
clarify the potential of each stratum, concentrate
resources on the best-performing universities, and
redesign scientiﬁc performance-based career
patterns.
Funding and Assessment Bodies

Two bodies were established or conﬁrmed by the
2006 Research Act. They played a major role in
restructuring policy-making and resource allocation. (Two other bodies were abandoned soon
after their creation and were merged with other
institutions: the Haut Conseil de la Science et
de la Technologie (High Council for Science
and Technology) and the Agence d’Innovation
industrielle (Industrial Innovation Council.) The
Agence nationale de la recherche (ANR) was
designed to fund project-based basic and applied
research in all ﬁelds of science. The Agence
d’évaluation de la recherche et de l’enseignement
supérieur (AERES) (later renamed the Haut
Conseil d’Evaluation de l’Enseignement Supérieur et de la Recherche by the 2013 Act on
HER) took over peer-based assessment in the
whole national HER system. On a multiannual
basis, it evaluates institutions, research centers,
teaching departments, and curricula. Only individual academics escape its scrutiny.
Autonomy and Accountability of Universities

The 2007 Act, named Liberté et responsibilité des
universités (LRU), introduced the kit of NPM
tools to universities. (It complemented the 2006
act on the organization of research (LOPRI or “Loi
d’Orientation et de Programmation de la
Recherche et de l’Innovation”) revised in 2013
under the name of “ESR,” Act for “Enseignement
supérieur et recherche.”) It fostered autonomy by
redesigning universities internal organization and
governance bodies and strengthening their internal leadership. It transferred jurisdiction over their
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human resource management and real estate to
them and imposed the tools, such as cost accounting and assessment, to frame their micromanagement tasks. It partly changed budget allocation
methods from itemized to global and from inputbased to output-based.
Legal Frames Promoting Closer Ties between
Heterogeneous HER Institutions

Starting in 2004, new legal frames tried to
address the difﬁculty for legally heterogeneous institutions to cooperate. The Pôles
de compétitivité (competitive clusters) and the
Frauenhofer-style
Instituts
Carnot
were
established to encourage cooperation between
universities, grandes écoles, PROs, and industry.
Pôles de recherche et d’enseignement supérieur
(PRES) – turned into more strongly structured
associations called Communautés d’Universités
(ComUes) in 2013 – aimed at facilitating the
joint management of teaching programs and
research centers by establishing new territorial
umbrella organizations.
Funding of Institutions and Networks of
Excellence

In addition to grants provided by ANR (National
Agency for Research), an Excellence Initiative
named Programme d’Investissement d’Avenir
(PIA) was launched in 2010 and played a decisive
role in achieving the reform targets. In 2017, its
ﬁrst three rounds had already dispensed of
approximately 30 billion euros On HER. Based
on competitive calls assessed by high-level international jury panels, the program targets research,
innovation, and education. It grants labels of
“excellence” (IdEx for initiatives of excellence,
EquipEx for facilities of excellence, LabEx for
research centers of excellence, etc.) and allocates
relevant funding (approximately 1 billion € for an
average IdEx project, and from 5 to 25 million €
for a LabEx or EquipEx).
Implementation
The patchwork of French reforms is the outcome
of many open and behind-the-scenes debates in
national political, social, and scientiﬁc arenas over
several years. Although these debates have been
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progressively sheltered under the wing of the
grand NPM narrative and embraced its rhetoric
and tools, they did not follow an ex ante model
imported from elsewhere, be it the OECD guidelines or neighboring countries’ policies (Bezes
2009).
However, policy reforms are the beginning
rather than the end of the story. Their implementation requires a commitment from stakeholders to
adapt the new resources and constraints they provide to comply with their own values and interests. Many stakeholders interact in the ﬁeld of
higher education and research, which are
unequally powerful and strategically capable to
contribute to ﬁlling the gap between policy
designs and their outcomes.
Towards Territorialization, Concentration,
Diversification, and Stratification

Over the last 35 years, French HER reforms have
expressed a sustained political will, which has
resisted both political changes and, to some
extent, stakeholders’ lobbying. Changing the procedural rules has played a major role in this process, as shown by the dramatic and repeated
debates on the allocation of the very substantial
amounts of money awarded by the Excellence
Initiative PIA. External and international evaluation by high status international scientiﬁc panels
have resisted major lobbies and inﬂuential political or scientiﬁc French personalities and challenged pork-barrel practices by compelling
national public authorities to comply with its
own rules.
New governance and organizational rules
encourage the development of local decisionmaking processes, based on the rising awareness
of stakeholders that they shared common local
interests. The universities that enjoy the highest
strategic capacity (Thoenig and Paradeise 2016)
take the best advantage of the new institutional
and ﬁnancial resources: they are able to relax
former legal constraints in order to develop sometimes fragile alliances and joint investments with
partners, whether universities, grandes écoles, or
PROs. They capture rather abundant ﬁnancial
resources in an age of scarcity. They upgrade
their reputation status and performance in
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rankings. As a result, competition among students
to enter their advanced programs increases. In
spite of the absence of speciﬁc ﬁnancial incentives, academics become more sensitive to their
reputation and resources when applying for
recruitment. The development of university
brands facilitates some, although limited company endowments.
Thus, reforms have contributed to a stratiﬁcation of the system by concentrating resources in
frontrunners, which demonstrate the potential to
become major players in education and research
on the international scene. Although the reform
goals may not be achieved by the end of the
2010s, the new rules progressively push the mission of mass undergraduate education and service
to local labor markets onto less successful
institutions.
From Policy Purposes to Implementation

As repeatedly evidenced by the Association of
European Universities, French universities are
the rearguard of European countries as far as
university autonomy is concerned. From a total
of 28 countries, France ranks 16 in 2011 on organizational autonomy, 22 on ﬁnancial autonomy,
27 on stafﬁng autonomy, and 28 on academic
autonomy (AEU 2011). In 2017, it has regressed
to 20 on the ﬁrst dimension and 24 on the second
one and has remained almost stable in the 27th
position on the two last ones (AEU 2017). Such
scores show the limitation of autonomy policies,
however disruptive they may have seemed. The
sluggishness of new rules adds up with the resistance of many actors during implementation to
restrict change. Organizational and governance
rules may have evolved but their single pattern is
rigidly imposed on all universities. Academic and
administrative staff remain civil servants submitted to uniform promotion rules and salary grids.
The share of competitive budgets outside the PIA
allocations remains limited. The calculation of the
performance-based share of block grants is
resisted and was never applied before 2017. The
freedom to deﬁne curricula and the rules for the
selection of students continues to be limited.
Assessment methods still are disputed. The
assessment agency only survived by adjusting its
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own indicators, renouncing for instance to scoring
research units and ranking journals in some ﬁelds.
Yet, conﬂict after conﬂict, adjustment after
adjustment, the perception of the missions of universities and academics is transformed, a culture
of performance is slowly taking hold. Diversiﬁcation and stratiﬁcation attain a ﬁrm foothold and
open the door to more forthcoming changes.
The Issue of Simplification

As shown above, reforms were intended to simplify the organization of the HER system. Yet, the
perfectly ordered “French garden” designed by
imaginative technocrats has collided with the
reality of institutions and collective actors in the
ﬁeld, which had major difﬁculties to renounce
their own identities, statuses, organization, and
governance methods. In 2017, instead of being
simpler, the system structure appears much more
complex. It combines a wide variety of cooperation statuses from low-level to top-level institutions, with many overlaps and sometimes bizarre
governance machineries that may raise some inextricable issues.
Time will tell whether this is a transitional
step toward stratiﬁcation-based simpliﬁcation of
the system. This might be the case as institutional
reforms and PIA grants promote the development
of local consortia (ComUes) and even mergers. In
spite of some failures, ﬁve of them have been
implemented since 2009, giving birth to uniﬁed
universities. Several projects of new mergers are
in progress in 2017. Signiﬁcantly the Parisian
area is now involved, while the universities and
grandes écoles of the capital city had for long
conspicuously disregarded such changes. Yet,
several projects attempt to accommodate the various statuses of heterogeneous institutions, which
also fear to lose their distinctive brand, as exempliﬁed by the extreme case of Université ParisSaclay. This ambitious project ambitions to build
a federal university out of a set of autonomous
institutions: two universities, one of which is a top
research performer; ten prestigious and selective
grandes écoles such as the École Polytechnique,
the Ecole Normale Supérieure de Cachan, and the
HEC business school: and seven PROs, for
instance CNRS and Commissariat à l’Energie
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Atomique (CEA) or at least some of their research
laboratories. How to merge 19 autonomous and
most prestigious entities is an unusual challenge.
For the project to survive and justify its huge
investments, ways have to be found to overcome
major resistances such as the one of the École
Polytechnique. The leadership of the project has
invented sophisticated internal federal governance rules, so to speak to square the circle, in
order to preserve institutional identities while
building the collective strength that is the ambition of its promoters. Whatever the case, institutionalizing a merger is never the end of the story. It
just states that organizing is now the job of the
new university, which might require relaxing
many of the rules ﬁrst established to arouse
mergers.
To Conclude

The landscape of the French HER system has
already evidenced a series of still ongoing evolutions. But, contrary to what has become conventional wisdom, such reforms did neither reduce
the role of the state nor that of academic power.
It rather redistributed power between disciplines
and institutions by partly delegating organization
to the elected academic leadership in universities,
yet under strong tutelage of the state, and by
transferring assessment to academic-based independent bodies (Paradeise 2012; Musselin 2017).
In any event, one may not expect from such major
reforms that they radically transform the scene in
just a few years, especially as they occur at a time
when the burden of public funding is rising in an
unstable economic and political situation.
Two pending issues remain that will impact the
future of the system. The ﬁrst one is speciﬁc to
France and relates to the possible contradiction
between two policy goals, on one side chasing
excellence by enhancing the autonomy of universities while on the other encouraging when not
coercing the development of territorial consortia
and mergers between heterogeneous institutions.
France shares the second issue with all countries
that have been following similar paths. What
about the losers of concentration and
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stratiﬁcation? How will their statuses, missions,
and labor markets be redesigned in the future?
They are the many in front of the few winners of
reforms, and they play a major role in educating a
large majority of students. What positive identities and rewards can counterbalance the disqualiﬁcation they currently experience? How should
policies adjust to really take care of all the missions any HER system should serve?

Cross-References
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▶ Elite higher education
▶ Higher education expansion in OECD
▶ Inequality in higher education
▶ Mass and high participation higher education
systems
▶ Mass higher education
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▶ Public higher education
▶ Stratiﬁcation in higher education
▶ Students and higher education expansion
▶ The French (Napoleonic) university tradition
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Higher Education Systems and
Institutions, Holy See
Riccardo Cinquegrani
Agency for the Evaluation and Promotion of
Quality in Ecclesiastical Universities and
Faculties, Rome, Italy

The Holy See, also referred to as the See of Rome,
is the universal government (the ecclesiastical
jurisdiction) of the Catholic Church and operates
from Vatican City State.
The Holy See is also the episcopal See of the
Pope and an independent sovereign entity; therefore it maintains diplomatic relations with other
states.
Vatican City State was founded following the
signing of the Lateran Pacts between the Holy See
and Italy in 1929. Its nature as a sovereign state
distinct from the Holy See is universally recognized under international law.
Vatican City is the smallest independent state
in the world in terms of inhabitants and size. It
occupies an area of 44 hectares. Beyond the
proper territory of the state, Vatican jurisdiction
also covers some extraterritorial areas within and
outside Rome.
The Holy See’s higher education (HE) system
presents some unique aspects connected to the
peculiar nature of the Holy See itself and the
Vatican City. It comprises:

• The presence of ecclesiastical faculties in many
countries (Africa, America, Asia, Europe, Oceania) and therefore requires the coordination of
different legal systems and structures, while
maintaining unity at system level
• The presence of academic institutions
connected to speciﬁc religious orders which
consequently offer a particular contribution to
research and teaching within its framework
• The coexistence (within the framework
of a common orientation), and the simultaneous presence in many countries, of Catholic
faculties
and
universities
alongside
ecclesiastical ones.
The centers for HE of the Catholic Church are
classiﬁed according to their purpose and the content of their academic programs: (1) ecclesiastical
universities and faculties and (2) Catholic universities and faculties.
An ecclesiastical faculty can either be a standalone institution, be part of an ecclesiastical or a
Catholic university, or be part of another public or
a private university.
The ecclesiastical institutions are governed by
an academic legislation that is common throughout the world and is based on the Code of Canon
Law (CIC) [cc. 815–821], on the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana and its “norms
of application” (Ordinationes) of the Congregation of Catholic Education (CCE). They grant
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academic degrees under the authority of the
Holy See.
The Holy See’s degrees and other qualiﬁcations are issued exclusively by ecclesiastical institutions, and they can be eventually recognized in
different countries by local national authorities.
To guarantee the homogeneity of the higher education system, the degrees and qualiﬁcations are
the same all over the world, even if issued by
institutions situated in different countries.
Catholic universities differ from ecclesiastical
institutions in that their faculties are the same as
those of state or private universities rather than
those of the Catholic Church (Table 1). Their
degrees are awarded and recognized in accordance with the laws and regulations in force in
the countries in which they are located.
Table 2 shows the overall number of Holy See
HE institutions present worldwide.
The Holy See’s HE system presents a multilevel model of governance that has to take into
account the joint work of the extensive series of
actors involved: Vatican Secretary of State, Congregation for Catholic Education (CCE), Episcopal Conferences, local bishops, religious orders,

various national institutions, as well as the academic institutions themselves.
The authority for HE is the Congregation for
Catholic Education (CCE). Its competencies are
outlined in the fundamental laws promulgated in
the Apostolic Constitutions “Pastor bonus”
(1988) and “Sapientia christiana” (1979). Acting
mostly as a transnational provider of higher education, the CCE is supported by national boards
such as bishops’ conferences.
Finally, the institutions of HE report to the
CCE through local authorities of the Catholic
Church such as bishops and heads of religious
orders.
Institutions are autonomous within the framework of the legislation of “Sapientia christiana”
and their statutes. The basic aspects that characterize the nature and the identity of HE institutions
of the Holy See are common to all the HE institutions, whereas all aspects peculiar to the single
institution need to be determined by the institution
itself. This is provided for by “Sapientia
christiana,” especially with regard to local or traditional standards. After establishment, ﬁnal
approval is required from the CCE only for those

Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Holy See, Table 1 Type of institutions in the Holy See’s HE system
Ecclesiastical universities and faculties
Based on the Apostolic Constitution
“Sapientia christiana” (1979)

Catholic universities and faculties
Based on the Apostolic Constitution
“Ex corde ecclesiae” (1990)

Type of institution and subjects offered
Universities
Four or more faculties: theology/canon law/philosophy (compulsory) plus
one other
Athenaeumsa
Three faculties: theology/canon law/philosophy (not compulsory)
Faculties
Christian archeology, biblical studies, and ancient Eastern studies, church
history, Christian and classical literature, liturgy, missiology, sacred music,
psychology, educational science or pedagogy, religious science, social
sciences, Arabic studies and Islamology, medieval studies, oriental
ecclesiastical studies, “Utriusque juris” (both canon and civil law)
Other institutions
Afﬁliated, aggregated, incorporated, Higher Institutes of Religious
Sciences (HIRS)
Universities
Various Faculties

Sources Apostolic Constitution “Sapientia christiana” and Apostolic Constitution “Ex corde ecclesiae”
Atheaeums are Holy See HE institutions composed by three faculties
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changes and adaptations that touch the institution’s fundamental nature and identity (Fig. 1).
Quality assurance (QA) is entrusted to
AVEPRO (Holy See’s Agency for the Evaluation
and Promotion of Quality in ecclesiastical universities and faculties) which, in accordance with its
independent nature, collaborates with all actors
Higher Education Systems and Institutions,
Holy See, Table 2 Presence of the Centers for HE of
the Catholic Church around the world
Ecclesiastical universities and faculties
“Sapientia christiana”
Theology
Philosophy
Canon law
Other
John Paul II institutes
Afﬁliated institutes
Aggregated institutes
Incorporated institutes
Catholic universities and faculties
“Ex corde ecclesiae”
Other institutes
Total centers worldwide
Source INDEX, Editio 2005

141
49
23
45
7
349
25
12
997
213
1861
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interested in the life and progress of ecclesiastical
institutions to ensure they follow internationally
valid quality criteria.
Since ecclesiastical institutions are located
in so many different countries, AVEPRO’s
“national” dimension should be considered a
“universal” dimension, and this makes the agency
somewhat unique in the ﬁeld of quality assurance
agencies. Nevertheless AVEPRO adapts its methodological frameworks to and follows the main
ﬁndings of several international projects, in order
to keep its QA processes in line with the best
practices.
National accreditation regulations are applied
to ecclesiastical institutions in every single country that requests particular kinds of public accreditation to access public funds for institutions. The
same process of public accreditation is applied in
case of professional recognition for speciﬁc
degrees.
The Holy See’s higher education ﬁnance and
funding system is strictly connected with the
peculiarity of the whole HE system. The multilevel governance model has impacts also on ﬁnancial issues. Therefore there are faculties or
universities ﬁnanced mainly by religious orders,
institutions that receive money from bishops’

Secretariat of State, CEC
Holy See HE Policies

National policies
cies
/
Policies of HE Institutions
stitutions

Opportunity of evaluation
/
of evaluation
Quality o

AVEPRO
Independence of
Judgement

Higher Education
Institutions
Institutional
autonomy

Internal evaluation
/
external evaluation

Operational
autonomy

Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Holy See, Fig. 1 The multilevel governance of the Holy See’s higher
education system (Source: Avepro Elaboration based on Bruno Curvale’s presentation held in Paris, January 31, 2012)
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conferences, and others that are subject to national
or local rules in terms of budget and ﬁnancial
aspects. Donations and fundraising are other
sources that play a role in sustaining ecclesiastical
HE institutions both for speciﬁc projects
(especially related to research) or infrastructure
(e.g., library, ICT, etc.).
Innovation and change in education clearly
depend upon the ability to engage and motivate
teachers in the realization of the vision and mission of the university. In the academic community,
teachers play a privileged role, not only due to the
central task of what they do but also because
of their contribution to make the educational process actually happen and to produce effective
outcomes.
Teachers educate in each and every interaction
with students. But only when this is in full harmony with all the members of the teaching staff
and an expression of their common passion to be
educators are they truly beneﬁcial to students’
integral and organic formation.
Within the faculties there are different ranks
assigned to teachers: permanent teachers, invited/
adjunct instructors, lecturers, etc. (cf. SapChrOrd,
16). Ranks are determined by the statutes,
according to the level of their academic training
when they ﬁrst joined the faculty and the status of
their presence and responsibility in the faculty.
The assignment of rank also takes into account
local university practices (cf. SapChr, 23).
Ecclesiastical institutions follow the development of their students’ character and role in academic life with great interest. The attention
directed toward students as protagonists has
resulted in putting their needs ﬁrst both in learning
and in being actively engaged in academic life
(cf. CL 3).
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Norms are established for a number of
nonacademic ofﬁces that render services in collaboration with the university’s or faculty’s governance and administration so that it can achieve
its aims. The ofﬁcers who administer these services should be adequately trained for their speciﬁc tasks. They include the registrar (general
secretary of the university/faculty), librarian, and
ﬁnance ofﬁcer (cf. SapChr, 36).
In addition to these positions, there are auxiliary staffs who carry out a multitude of tasks
according to the needs of the university or faculty,
e.g., surveillance, security, etc. (cf. SapChr, 37).
Statutes and regulations determine the criteria
for their selection and hiring, who has the authority to do so, and what tasks these ofﬁcers are
supposed to carry out.
The statutes or some other appropriate ofﬁcial
document (e.g., employees’ handbook) provide
the terms of employment, job descriptions, and
the rights and duties of the ofﬁcers and auxiliary
staff as well as their participation in the community life of the university (cf. SapChrOrd, 28).
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Synonyms
State/society and scientiﬁc system relationship

Definition
The “social contract of science” is a metaphor
used to characterize the relationship between the
state/society and the scientiﬁc system. When
changes in this relationship are discussed, a distinction is often made between an “old” or “traditional” social contract on the one side and an
“emerging,” “new,” or “revised” social contract
on the other (e.g., Gibbons 1999; Guston and
Keniston 1994a; Guston 2000; Martin and
Etzkowitz 2001; Nowotny et al. 2001; Van der
Meulen 1998). This entry will outline the main
characteristics of both the “traditional” and the
“emerging” social contract and brieﬂy discuss
some limitations of this framework.

The Traditional Social Contract of
Science
The traditional social contract has been described
in the following terms: “Government promises to
fund the basic science that peer reviewers ﬁnd
most worthy of support, and scientists promise
that the research will be performed well and honestly and will provide a steady stream of discoveries that can be translated into new products,
medicines, or weapons” (Guston and Kenniston
1994b: 2). This understanding of the traditional
social contract of science is commonly associated
with a set of prescriptions outlined in Vannevar
Bush’s Science: The endless Frontier (1990
[1945]) although the exact term “social contract”
is not used explicitly in the report. In this version
of the contract metaphor, few strings should be
attached to the research process and to the public
funds provided for basic research. The relationship between science and the state should be built
on trust in the quality assurance mechanisms of
science and should therefore leave individual
researchers and their institutions with considerable autonomy. A part of the underlying rationale
of the traditional social contract of science has
also been described as a simple linear “sciencepush” model of innovation. The model in essence
claims that money allocated to basic research
eventually, but unpredictably, will lead to innovation and societal beneﬁts (Cohen et al. 2002).
Finally, the traditional social contract of science
is often associated with the “Republic of Science”
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idea formulated by Michael Polanyi (1962) as
well as the social norms (universalism, disinterestedness, organized skepticism, and communalism) identiﬁed by Robert Merton (1973 [1942]).
Both sets of ideas have been seen as deﬁning the
nature of science and guaranteeing its progressive
march on truth.

An Emerging Social Contract of Science
Recent developments suggest that a new contract
between science and society is emerging.
Observers have pointed at an increased pressure
for science, like other publicly funded activities,
to be made publicly accountable and to prove its
value for money. David Guston and Kenneth
Keniston have formulated the pressure like this:
“[T]he changed world of modern science and
modern government means that it is imperative
to search for and begin to deﬁne a new contract,
or series of contracts, between the institutions of
democracy and the institutions of science. The
scientiﬁc community needs to reach out to justify
its claim on public resources by demonstrating
where and how it is relevant in solving public
problems” (1994b: 32).
Most accounts accordingly state that a break
with the underlying rationales of the traditional
social contract started to occur during the 1980s.
While the social contract based on the linear
“science-push” model provided basic researchers
with great autonomy, the emerging social contract
implied that scientists in return for public funding
should be held accountable and explicitly address
research problems of industrial and social relevance (Gulbrandsen and Smeby 2005). The
emerging view was not only that a turn toward
knowledge societies functioning in a global
knowledge and innovation economy was taking
place (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Stehr 1994)
but also that the linear model was too simple as a
foundation for research policy decisions (Kline
and Rosenberg 1986). Public research institutions
in general and universities in particular thus
started to be perceived as key organizations that
should contribute to national wealth creation by
linking their work closely to the needs of the
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economy and society (Martin 2003; Gibbons
et al. 1994; Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 1998).
The development has been described as a move
toward a “triple helix” relationship between universities, government, and industry (Etzkowitz
and Leydessdorff 1998) or as a transition from
Mode 1 research to a Mode 2 (Gibbons
et al. 1994).
As the outline and quotations above indicate,
several drivers can be identiﬁed behind this shift
in science’s social contract. There is a bureaucratic
drive for increasing the overall degree of transparency with regard to the returns on investments in
science and the way that scientiﬁc institutions
administer the public funding they receive.
There is a strong drive for ﬁscal accountability
and an emphasis on science’s ability to produce
tangible results and rewards for society. The widespread belief in science’s capacity to contribute to
material reproduction, innovation, new services,
and products is core to understanding the emerging contract. Beyond the bureaucratic and economic motivations, there is also an impetus from
increased recognition of the social responsibilities
of science. This perspective involves the need for
science to be constantly reﬂexive about the ethical, legal, and social impacts of knowledge production along with development of improved
mechanisms for assessing impact. It also involves
a growing attention to interaction between scientists and citizens, an emphasis on coproduction of
knowledge, and a commitment to democratizing
decisions about science and technological trajectories. Recently, the notion of responsible research
and innovation has emphasized the importance of
researchers and societal stakeholders to become
“mutually responsive” (Von Schomberg 2011), as
a means for ensuring that science aligns with the
social needs and values of society.
In sum, the notion of contractual change captures developments in the understanding of how
science should be funded, managed, governed,
and produced but crucially also about the kind of
knowledge that science should generate, namely,
socially responsive or “robust” knowledge rather
than reliable knowledge (Nowotny et al. 2001).
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Is the Social Contract of Science
Metaphor Too Simplistic: Or Even
Misleading?
The “social contract of science” metaphor is useful for conveying some broad changes in the relationship between science and society, and the
properties of the “traditional” and “emerging”
contracts respectively illustrate that change is not
marginal but extensive. Like other grand narratives of change, however, this one can be disputed, particularly concerning its empirical
corroboration.
As an analytical framework, the idea of science’s social contract can help organize our thinking around the interaction of science and society,
but empirically the distinction between an old and
a new contract may be a false dichotomy. It can be
argued that the analytical framework is primarily
applicable to the relationship between classical
universities and the state, whereas other parts of
the science system historically have been
governed by other implicit or explicit contracts.
Technical universities, public research institutes,
and other knowledge-producing institutions with
a more applied focus can be difﬁcult to situate
conceptually and temporally within the framework. It can also be argued that the “traditional”
social contract never existed in isolation and that
even classical universities have always to some
extent nurtured responsibilities beyond those
related to providing reliable knowledge. The cultivation of public life and culture has been a component of academic practices throughout the
history of universities, but the balance between
responsibilities and the external and internal perception and assessment of the relative importance
of responsibilities have changed.
The notion, then, of a changing “social contract
of science” is helpful for thinking about the relationship between science and state/society, but it
is important to acknowledge the coexistence of
multiple contracts and to recognize that the transition from old to new contracts is not uniform for
all actors in the science system.
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General Information
The Republic of Guinea is a Western Africa country. Its surface area is 245,857 km2 and its population is around 11.7 million (INS 2017). Conakry
is the capital and the ofﬁcial language is French.
Guinea became independent from the France on
October 2, 1958.
The ﬁrst higher education institution (HEI), the
Polytechnic Institute of Conakry, was created
in 1962.
Presently, the Higher Institutions of Education
network has 17 public HEIs (6 universities, the
oldest of which are the Gamal Abdel Nasser University in Conakry and the Julius Nyerere University in Kankan, 10 higher institutes, and 1 higher
school) and some 40 private HEIs, most of which
are concentrated in Conakry.
For the academic year 2016–2017, these institutions offer 129 license (bachelor) programs of
study in LMD (License-Master-Doctorate) system

and 12 non-LMD programs. The latter are mainly
in medicine, pharmacy, odontostomatology, arts,
architecture, and ﬁshing (MESRS 2015).
There are more than 50 Master degree programs and around 10 Doctorate degree programs
running in all HEIs (MESRS 2014).
Until the end of 2016 and beginning of 2017,
there were some 105,000 students in Guinean
HEIs of which 42% were registered in the private
HEIs, nearly 30% were girls and around 1.5%
were international students. The teaching staff
counted approximately 2,300 persons. These
numbers could change since the adoption of the
new biometric registration system for students and
the digitization of personnel ﬁles in mid-2016.
Online registration of new students in HEIs was
ﬁrst implemented in 2015.
Courses and advanced studies are supported by
some, separate in general from HEIs, 30 research,
documentation, and information institutes and
centers where nearly 500 researchers and specialists are working.
HEIs are managed by a ministry in charge of
higher education and scientiﬁc research through a
General Directorate of Higher Education. The
steering mechanism is completed by several central and institutional bodies for the coordination,
promotion, recognition of grades and titles,
recruitment, etc. The acronym of the ministry is
MESRS for “Ministère de l’Enseignement Supérieur et de la Recherche Scientiﬁque.”
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Major Trends in the Development of
Higher Education Towards 2020
Since 2014, the development of higher education
(HE) follows six major trends as described in
MESRS (2013). The goal is to rapidly transform
HE to become, together with research and innovation, the driving propeller boosting the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals and
the emergence of the country by 2030. This document takes account of the orientations, strategies,
recommendations, and data resulting from the
forums of UNESCO and the African Union
(AU) through the Conferences of the Ministers
of Education of the AU (COMEDAF 2014) and
the AU’s Agenda 2063 (Agenda 2015) in
particular.

Governance of the System and
Institutions
HEIs have academic, administrative, and ﬁnancial
management autonomy since the beginning of the
1990s. To improve this autonomy and make it
more effective, a decree on the governance of
HEIs was enacted in 2013. Discussions are underway with stakeholders to expand the scope of
autonomy and strengthen the accountability at
all levels of responsibility.
Initiatives are taken to improve information
and communication system as well as quality
assurance. Biometric tools have been introduced
since 2016 to have a better control on student
enrollment and teaching staff. Online registration
for new incoming undergraduate students is effective since 2015.

Access and Equity
The sites of most of the “present public HEIs are
the result of re-assignment or modiﬁcation of
existing buildings. This explains the too small
size and unsuitability of the sites and campuses
allocated to these institutions and their decrepit
and insufﬁcient infrastructure” (MP 2011). Similarly, the equipment, laboratories, consumables,
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and library resources are insufﬁcient. To improve
the situation, the government decided in October
2016 to invest US$ 350 million for the construction, expansion, renovation, and equipment, in a
ﬁrst phase, of four public HEIs. The infrastructure
of private HEIs, while conﬁned, looks generally
better.
In all actions of the HEIs, a special attention is
paid to gender equity, disability, and socioeconomic origin. The quantitative increase in the
number of girls and women among students and
teaching and research staff is a leitmotif of HEIs
that deserves greater resources and incentives.
There is a persisting imbalance between the capital city and the interior regarding university campuses and student numbers. In 2010–2011, the
capital Conakry consisted of 65.7% of the country
total students population. Moreover, in
2013–2014, 61% of students were registered in
the humanities and social sciences programs.
The cultural, artistic, and sports activities are
experiencing a resurgence recently in HEIs.

Quality of Teaching, Learning, and
Research
In 2011 and 2013, public and private HEIs were
evaluated by independent national experts
(MESRS 2014) to measure their performance
and make the necessary adjustments in the practice of LMD. The completion of the latter, the
professionalization of programs, particularly
through higher professional short courses for
increased employability of graduates, strengthening university teaching and use of ICT in education are priorities for each HEI. Similarly, the
creation of programs and centers of academic
excellence is strongly supported by the ministry,
especially in mining and geology with the support
of the German cooperation. Agriculture and associated disciplines are not omitted.
A techno-pedagogical and digital resources
space was set up in 2014 to deepen the pooling
of expertise in the production and distribution of
digital contents, sharing of innovative teaching
practices including open and distance learning.
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The “One Student – One Tablet” program was
launched in 2015 (Barry 2016).
An increased transfer of technology to the
socioeconomic world and the creation of business
incubators and technopoles are highlighted on the
strategic development plans of HEIs.

Skills and Motivation of the Staff
The teaching staff is characterized by “the quantitative insufﬁciency, aging and low motivation”
(LPSE 2014). We must also add the quality deﬁcit.
Indeed, only 20% of the teaching and research
staff holds a PhD degree. Only 10% of them is
in the higher-ranking teaching staff and the average age in this category is very advanced. The
number of the top women teachers was estimated
at 6.2% of the faculty in 2013–2014. The challenge of qualiﬁcation of the workforce is being
raised by the “strategic program 1,000 PhDs and
5,000 Masters” for the period 2015–2020 whose
funding remains difﬁcult to mobilize.
Initiatives are being taken to further motivate
staff by making teaching career more attractive,
rewarding, and professional (UNESCO-IICBA
2016), by improving working conditions and raising wages that are currently in the range of
US$150 to 400, the same as for all civil servants.
Some speciﬁc programs have been developed to
attract more girls and women to careers in higher
education.

Financing and Diversification of Sources
Funding for education in general and higher education in particular is a critical point of the Guinean education system. The share of GDP devoted
to education spending has increased every year
since 2008, but remains less than 4%, while the
share of education spending in current State
spending ﬂuctuates around 14% (MP 2014).
These data remain distant from the recommendations made by African authorities advocating governments to allocate at least 6% of GDP and 20%
of the national budget to the education sector
(COMEDAF 2014). It should be noted that the
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share of higher education and research in the
education budget is relatively high, at around
36% for several years, due to the weight of scholarships allocated to students.
The model of funding of the Guinean HEIs
relies on grants from the State. The share of
income generating activities is insigniﬁcant in
the budgets of the HEIs. This too much dependence on the State could ultimately affect the
autonomy of the HEIs. Efforts are made to promote new mechanisms and models of funding
rather oriented towards a signiﬁcant increase of
self-ﬁnancing by the HEIs and recipient students
as well as taking into account total unit costs of
curricula according to level and specialty.

Academic, Scientific, and Technical
Cooperation
Fruit of the cooperation between Guinea and the
former Soviet Union, the Guinea higher education
enjoys a good academic and scientiﬁc cooperation
at the subregional, African, Francophone, and
international levels. More than a hundred of academic, scientiﬁc, and technical cooperation agreements have been concluded both at the central and
institutional levels.
It is worth noting the Guineans of the diaspora
who organize themselves to contribute to the
development of higher education. In addition to
the Transfer of Knowledge Through Expatriate
Nationals (TOKTEN) program (http://toktenguinee.org/) supported by UNDP, two associations in France have distinguished themselves by
organizing courses and training seminars in several HEIs and sending out books and equipment:
ACTOG (Guinean Origin Cadres and Technicians
Association, http://actog.fr/) and EduCetera
(http://www.educetera.org/).
Guinean HEIs are members of the Arusha Convention (Convention 1981) and the CAMES
(African and Malagasy Council for Higher Education) for the recognition of diplomas and titles,
the WACREN (West and Central African
Research and Education Network, http://www.
wacren.net/) for the management of Gn-REN,
Guinean Network of Electronic Communication
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for Education and Research. They are also in the
AUF (Francophone University Agency) and other
interuniversity and research associations and networks at UNESCO level as well as bilateral and
multilateral cooperation in Africa and in the
world.
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The System of Higher Education
Occupying a peninsula surrounded by the Arabian
or Persian Gulf, the State of Qatar was a British
protectorate that gained independence in 1971.
Two years later, the ﬁrst higher education
institution – to train teachers for the expanding
school system – was founded. An absolute monarchy, Qatar has been ruled by the Al-Thani family since the mid-1800s (Kamrava 2013).
Likewise, its educational institutions are supervised directly by the ruling family via the
Supreme Education Council (SEC), formed
2002, that makes decisions affecting all aspects
of education. Not least due to its reputation for
huge investments in the arts, education, and science, Qatar has become an inﬂuential member of
the Gulf Cooperation Council and the League of
Arab States. Yet it also employs nearly two million migrant workers to achieve its ambitious
developmental goals, all funded by its vast natural
gas reserves.

The tertiary education sector in Qatar has
grown very rapidly, viewed as key to national
development on the path to the “knowledge society,” also to reduce its reliance on limited natural
resources. The states of the Islamic world, with a
signiﬁcant but long-obscured past of scientiﬁc
achievement, are witnessing a contemporary
renaissance (The Royal Society 2010). The establishment of international offshore, satellite or
branch campuses (see entry on IBCs) in the Arabian Gulf region – more than a third of the estimated hundred such university campuses
worldwide exist there (Miller-Idriss and Hanauer
2011) – emphasizes the dynamism of higher education development. Indeed, Qatar Foundation
has attracted a dozen prestigious Western colleges
and universities to set up branch campuses there,
most hosted on the Education City campus in the
capital city of Doha (see Crist 2015).
With a history of several decades, Qatar’s
higher education and science policies join
contrasting strategies prevalent in capacity building attempts worldwide – to emulate the strongest
global exemplars through importation as well as
to cultivate local, indigenous assets (Powell
2014a, b). Thus, university-related and science
policymaking on the peninsula has been designed
to directly connect with global developments
while building local capacity in higher education
and scientiﬁc productivity (see Crist in press).
Ultimately, the goal is to establish an “indigenous
knowledge economy” (Donn and Al Manthri
2010). Leaders in Qatar ambitiously attempt to
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transcend both the relative youth of the higher
education and science systems and the state’s
small geographic and demographic size by
hosting eminent foreign universities. Qatar’s
elite is positioning the country to become a
regional hub within global scientiﬁc networks by
utilizing the location between the Western and
Eastern centers of knowledge creation.
To build this regional hub, Qatar franchised its
system of higher education to the global marketplace. There was almost no infrastructure in
higher education prior to Qatar’s decision to pursue a “knowledge economy.” Qatar University
was founded as the sole national university of
Qatar in 1977 as a result of the merger of a
teacher’s college and other professional colleges.
Apart from the Qatar Aeronautical College
(founded in 1975), QU was the only indigenous
option for Qataris who sought higher education.
With the establishment of a branch campus of
Virginia Commonwealth University in Doha in
1998 under the auspices of Qatar Foundation,
Qatar’s higher education system began a process
of accelerated growth and diversiﬁcation.
Between 1998 and 2017, 17 higher education
institutions opened their doors for enrollment,
the majority branch campuses of North American
and European institutions: Stenden University
(2000), College of the North Atlantic (2001),
Weill Cornell Medical College (2001), Texas
A&M University (2003), Carnegie Mellon University (2004), Georgetown University School of
Foreign Service (2005), University of Calgary
(2007), Northwestern University (2008), Ecole
des Hautes Etudes (HEC-Paris, 2010), University
College London (2012), King’s College London
(2014), and the University of Aberdeen (2017).
The others, more local in scope, were designed for
speciﬁc educational purposes: Ahmed Bin
Mohamed Military College (2006) for training
leadership cadres in Qatar’s armed services,
Qatar Faculty for Islamic Studies (2007), Community College of Qatar (2010), and Hamad Bin
Khalifa University (2011).
The high reliance upon international branch
campuses to develop the higher education system
is not unique to Qatar. Generally, small societies
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are typically dependent upon external support for
higher education development in one manner or
another (Bray and Packer 1990). And in the
branch campus arena, Qatar’s pursuit of IBCs
reﬂects regional attempts at capacity-building,
such as in the United Arab Emirates (see entry
on UAE), which initiated a similar campaign of
partnerships with global colleges and universities
to expand its higher education system beginning
in the 1980s – and currently hosts 37 such campuses. Unique to Qatar has been the idea of assembling a large number of these branch campuses
within one hub known as Education City,
supported by the Qatar Foundation, and thereby
creating “a university of universities.” Each university is autonomous, yet sufﬁciently integrated
to permit novel educational partnerships like joint
majors or minors, certiﬁcate programs, crossregistration, and so forth.
The importation of renowned institutions
serves multiple objectives and interests. Firstly,
the rapid development of the higher education
system in Qatar is directly related to the exponential growth in Qatar’s natural gas economy from
the 1990s. It was then that Qatar embarked on an
ambitious program of national development that
was meant to deploy Qatar’s enormous wealth to
transform its economy into a “post-carbon” or
“knowledge-based” society – in other words, to
build a society that can sustain itself after the
depletion of its natural resources. Such a society
requires professionals, managers, technocrats,
researchers, and other educated elites to lead and
manage the development process. Qatar’s educational elite represents a small percentage of its
equally small indigenous labor force and is
entirely insufﬁcient to manage the metropolis it
has built in the past 20 years. The IBCs of Doha
are meant to provide cadres of Qatari and local
expatriate managers and leaders in the coming
years. Secondly, Qatar’s aspirations in the higher
education and research arenas represent a globalizing strategy meant to deﬁne it as a modern,
tolerant, Muslim society and an attractive destination for expatriate labor (professional or manual)
of all varieties.
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Governance of Higher Education
Institutional autonomy at Qatar University is limited by the nearly complete authority of the
Supreme Education Council, whereas the branch
campuses of Western universities, under the aegis
of Qatar Foundation, have more freedom. Given
the power of the ruling family and that Doha as the
capital city is also home to all HEIs, the scope of
levels of government is limited, with regulatory
bodies and all organizations operating in one city.
Yet despite the governance of the higher education
system by the Supreme Education Council, connections within Qatar’s higher education system
do not abound. In part, this is because the IBCs
remain part of their home institutions, with
resulting diverse governance structures, even if
the Qatar Foundation exercises considerable inﬂuence in providing the resources and regulations
for Education City campuses.

Funding Higher Education
The ﬁnancing of higher education is challenging
to calculate, given the above-mentioned diversity
and lack of oversight. Qatar has in recent years
aimed to spend nearly 3% of GDP on R&D per
year, a remarkable absolute sum of over USD$5
billion for a country with a total population of
around 2.5 million (one-tenth native Qataris).
This has been enabled by the considerable revenues generated by natural gas sales; however,
ﬂuctuating prices of these resources on global
markets have affected funding higher education
and science directly. Funding for higher education
comes directly from government as well as indirectly through Qatar Foundation for education,
science, and community development and its
national research funding body: the Qatar
National Research Fund.

Stakeholders
The most important characteristic of the stakeholders in Qatar’s higher education system is internationality, whether academics, students, or
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administrative staff. Along with Luxembourg,
Qatar has the most globalized faculty and staff
worldwide, due to the relatively recent institutionalization of higher education, abundant national
resources, and ambition developed by
policymakers in recent decades (Powell 2014b).
Total estimates of the size of the university sector
are not available, but there is some evidence to
suggest that Qatar’s sector is small when compared
to regional neighbors. In terms of science, Qatar
had an estimated number of “active researchers”
(deﬁned as those who published in peer-reviewed
journal articles) of circa 750 in 2011, not including
laboratory technicians, support staff, and nonpublished researchers or PhD candidates: Despite
the considerable investments, Qatar’s small size is
reﬂected in the comparison of other countries in the
region – Egypt (10,401 active researchers), Saudi
Arabia (7,112), and Turkey (42,419) (van
Servellen and Baas 2013: 13). In qualitative
terms, the prestigious campuses at Education City
and Qatar University recruit talent worldwide to
facilitate Qatar’s remarkable academic and economic growth.

Teaching and Learning
Qatar’s higher education system has two pillars.
Whereas Qatar University (QU) is Qatar’s most
comprehensive university in terms of curricular
scope, the IBCs at Education City have been
speciﬁcally selected for their leadership in speciﬁc
ﬁelds of science. QU, a bilingual Arabic-English
university, currently enrolls approximately 16,000
students in nine colleges (Arts and Sciences, Business and Economics, Education, Engineering,
Law, Sharia and Islamic Studies, Pharmacy,
Health Sciences, and Medicine as well as a Sport
Science program).
By contrast, the IBCs of Education City each
focus on a certain discipline, such as communications, computer science, diplomacy, engineering,
among others, and enroll students in a range of
programs, some speciﬁc to Qatar and others
linked to the home campuses. Given the extensive
distances between the home and Qatar-based campuses, the use of information technology is
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crucial. Curriculum development, quality assurance, and course evaluation reﬂect the priorities
and programs of the individual universities and
the organizational structures in Qatar and at home.

Internationalization
Qatari higher education, as others, has been
signiﬁcantly affected by standards deﬁned by
powerful international organizations, such as
UNESCO, the OECD, or the World Bank, in
charting the future developments in Qatari education (Donn & Al Manthri 2010: 49). These agencies are immensely inﬂuential throughout the Gulf
region, with the RAND-Qatar Policy Institute particularly persuasive in Qatar (Powell 2014a).
Traditionally, Qataris entering higher education studied abroad, but the programs offered by
internationally renowned colleges and universities at Education City are meant to offer attractive,
though costly, alternatives. They draw the elite of
Qatari students, even as they bring their own
principles, personnel, and cultures and contribute
their home grown reputations to Qatar. Around
half of all students on campus come from the
region or farther aﬁeld. Importantly, approximately 70% of the student population in Education City is female; mirroring the three-quarters of
QU students that are female – this reﬂects the fact
that young Qatari women are, for cultural reasons,
often prohibited from travel overseas without
supervision by family members. The IBCs of
Education City provide high-quality alternatives
to the national university for talented young
women who are otherwise unable to accept placement in overseas colleges and universities (Crist
2015).
Whereas Qatari students at Qatar University
study without paying tuition, foreign students,
who make up roughly two-thirds of the student
body, do. Given the newly institutionalized higher
education system, the reliance on international
faculty, who mainly teach in English, is high
(Powell 2014b). These faculty members bring
their global networks with them to Qatar, even
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as the infrastructure built in recent decades attracts
researchers from everywhere. In global rankings,
the tremendous internationalization of Qatari
higher education has driven its rapid rise in visibility, but questions of sustainability remain. For
instance, a downturn in the global oil and gas
economy in 2014 demonstrated the vulnerability
of Qatar’s expensive, globalized higher education
system and research economy. This recession led
to substantial reductions in operating and personnel budgets for the IBCs of Qatar as well as a
partial retreat from ambitious national plans for
research development (Crist in press). Based on
historical patterns, the petroleum-based economy
will likely rebound at some point, ﬂuctuate, and
provide many decades of continued wealth before
depletion. Ultimately, however, carbon resources
are ﬁnite, and the current model of complete subsidization of the internationalized higher education sector is not tenable without enormous
investment by the state of Qatar.
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