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Summary 

Although participation in higher education has expanded in Europe, social inequalities remain a major 

political challenge. Widened access and participation for traditionally underrepresented student 

groups in higher education systems is a clearly stated political goal on the European policy agenda 

(Orr & Hovdhaugen, 2014; Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). The same is true for Germany and its widening 

participation agenda, which urges universities to deal with the “heterogeneous student population” 

with the help of soft regulation instruments (Wissenschaftsrat, 2013, p. 32). However, there is no clear 

and consistent definition of widening participation within the political discourse, since it entails rather 

different perspectives on student diversity and how universities should respond to it (Mergner & 

Bosse, 2018). 

Besides the varying meaning given to widening participation, there are also inconsistencies in research 

findings about universities’ response to the institutional demand to deal with student diversity and 

how these organizational responses can be explained theoretically. Studies with a neo-institutional 

theoretical background assume that universities comply with this institutional demand at least on a 

rhetorical level, while their organizational practices of studying and teaching remain unchanged 

(Hanft, 2015; Kehm, 2000). A closer look at the organizational level, however, reveals that German 

universities differ considerably in approaching the call for dealing with student diversity and turning it 

into a relevant topic for their own agenda (Hanft, 2012).  

Deriving from this problem statement, the study seeks to answer the research question of how German 

universities respond to student diversity in the context of the widening participation agenda and how 

variations in organizational responses can be explained. To account for the increasing institutional 

complexity of universities as ‘special’ organizations (Musselin, 2006), the present study introduces 

Scandinavian institutionalism (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). This theoretical strand of organizational 

theory seeks to understand how organizations interpret institutional pressures and how these 

interpretations affect their daily organizational practices (Boxenbaum & Strangaard Pedersen, 2009; 

Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). One of the most prominent concepts from Scandinavian institutionalism is 

translation or the travel of ideas (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). This concept assumes that institutional 

demands transport certain underlying ideas that are translated as they travel from one local context 

to another. During travel, these ideas undergo modification as they arrive in new local contexts, 

resulting in local variations (Waeraas & Sataoen, 2014).  

Applying this theoretical perspective, student diversity is conceptualized as an idea that travels around 

on the macro-level of (academic) organizations and manifests itself within the national political 

discourse underlying the German widening participation agenda which is constructed by central 
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political stakeholders (e.g., BMBF, KMK, Science Council). Based on policy document analysis, the study 

first explores the perspectives on student diversity within the political discourse on widening 

participation. Such an analysis serves as a frame of reference for the analysis of organizational 

responses, i.e, how German universities translate the idea of student diversity in their local contexts. 

The findings indicate that the political discourse is dominated by two perspectives that regard widening 

participation as either a means to bring about social justice or to ensure a reliable pool of skilled labor. 

These findings support previous studies from other countries showing how the widening participation 

discourse is steered by economic as well as social justice imperatives (Archer, 2007; Davies, 2003).  

Second, in order to investigate how the idea of student diversity is translated on the organizational 

level within German universities, the study chooses the QPL funding program as one concrete example 

for a soft steering instrument within the widening participation agenda. The QPL funding program 

supports German universities in improving study conditions and teaching quality in general, and 

developing suitable measures for dealing with student diversity in particular. To account for local 

variations, this study builds on a multiple case study design including three universities that 

participated in the QPL funding program and differ in type of institution, location and institutional 

profile. Data sources from the three case study universities include publicly accessible text materials, 

13 semi-structured interviews with persons involved in the QPL initiatives, three group discussions 

with persons working in specific QPL projects and eleven protocols from participatory observations. 

The processes of data collection and analysis were guided by strategies of grounded theory 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and appropriate quality criteria (e.g., triangulation) were met.  

The case-specific findings indicate how diversely universities interpreted the idea of student diversity 

in the context of the QPL initiative. Here the study explores not only how universities translate the 

institutional demand rhetorically (i.e., within the overall university’s QPL strategy) or make ceremonial 

decisions (i.e., the structures established within the university’s QPL initiative), but also how these 

translations affect their daily routines and activities of teaching and studying (i.e., single projects within 

the university’s QPL initiative). For a cross-case comparison, the study uses the theoretical concept of 

‘editing rules’ that guide translations (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). These editing rules arise from the local 

context, enable and restrict how actors translate circulating ideas and make them fit the local context 

(Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). The study was able to identify these implicit rules 

that frame the idea of student diversity according to context, logic and formulation. These editing rules 

guided the translation processes of the idea of student diversity on the levels of strategy, structure 

and action in the context of the QPL initiative.  

Hence, the findings of this study indicate that the translation or the editing of the idea of student 

diversity is determined by the respective local context in which the translation takes place 
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(Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). However, what is being transferred from one local context to another is not 

the idea per se, but rather materializations of the idea (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). The study follows 

Scandinavian scholars who argue that these materializations can best be identified in edited narratives 

that are told in the organizations (Czarniawska, 2009). The study was able to identify the ‘overarching 

narratives’ of dealing with student diversity that were told at the three case study universities. In these 

narratives, the idea of student diversity was framed in a way that facilitated sense-making among 

organizational members (Czarniawska, 2005; Weick, 1995). The findings support theoretical 

assumptions that the act of interpretation is guided by institutional beliefs and norms that derive from 

the local context (Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). The present results are in line with those of prior 

studies that noted the role of institutional characteristics as explanatory factors for local variations of 

organizational responses (Greenbank, 2006; Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). The thesis goes beyond previous 

studies by adding the concept of diversity paradigms as an additional explanatory factor for local 

variations (Gaisch et al., 2017). Thus, organizational actors’ interpretations of student diversity also 

reflect different underlying diversity paradigms apparent at the organization, which results in widely 

differing conclusions as to how universities should respond to student diversity. Further, the narratives 

reveal how the three levels of the QPL initiative’s strategy, structure and action are coupled with each 

other. The results of the study indicate that the degree of coupling does not only depend on the 

existence of a strategic guiding principle for dealing with student diversity, but also on the way the QPL 

initiative is anchored in university structures.  

Finally, in accordance with Scandinavian institutionalism, the study argues that special attention 

should be paid to how the idea of student diversity is materialized on the level of concrete actions at 

German universities. Using the coding paradigm (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), the study identified seven 

interpretative patterns that correspond to organizational practices to deal with student diversity. 

These practices differ not only in their definitions of student diversity but also in terms of the 

contextual conditions in which they appear (e.g., organized by central service units or faculties). 

However, the study found no differences in the occurrence of organizational practices between the 

three universities examined. Accordingly, these findings indicate that in the context of the QPL 

initiative, the demand to deal with student diversity is interpreted very differently. On the level of 

concrete activities, however, the universities are similar in their plurality of organizational practices 

that have been developed to deal with student diversity. Given the very heterogeneous requirements 

and expectations of today’s student population, this plurality seems only appropriate.  

The thesis contributes to previous research on social inequalities in higher education by defining 

widening participation not only in relation to changes in access criteria but also by including how 

German universities support underrepresented student groups throughout the student life cycle and 
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thus contribute to a sustainable change in study and teaching. Further, the study proves the potential 

of concepts from Scandinavian institutionalism for theoretically explaining heterogeneous 

organizational responses to the institutional demand of student diversity. In particular, the translation 

perspective provides a useful analytical tool for studies on both the macro-level of national policies 

and the organizational level of individual universities. In order to do justice to the institutional 

complexity of political expectations and organizational responses and to provide nuanced insights into 

how universities make sense of institutional pressures and translate them in their local context, a 

qualitative narrative-interpretative research approach at the organizational level has proven to be 

effective. Future research is needed to verify the findings in other (German) higher education 

institutions while accounting for the influence of other institutional characteristics. Further, political 

actors represent only one of many stakeholder groups that influence the discussion about widening 

participation. Future studies should take the complex environment of universities into account, 

analyzing how the idea of student diversity is translated among higher education scholars, 

practitioners, representatives of the economy, but also parents and students. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Trotz steigender Studierendenzahlen in Europa bleiben soziale Ungleichheiten in der Teilhabe an 

Hochschulbildung eine große politische Herausforderung. Die Öffnung der Hochschule für traditionell 

unterrepräsentierte Studierendengruppen ist ein klar festgelegtes politisches Ziel auf der 

europäischen Agenda (Orr & Hovdhaugen, 2014; Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). Gleiches gilt für 

Deutschland und seine Agenda der Hochschulöffnung, die die Universitäten mit Hilfe von 

bundesweiten Förderinitiativen auffordert, auf die „Heterogenität der Studierendenschaft“ 

(Wissenschaftsrat, 2013, p. 32) zu reagieren. Diese Forderung steht jedoch weniger für ein 

einheitliches Reformvorhaben als vielmehr für eine hochschulpolitische Leitlinie, die nicht nur in ihrer 

Definition von studentischer Heterogenität vage bleibt, sondern auch darin, zu zeigen worin die 

Anpassungsleistungen seitens der Universitäten liegen (Mergner & Bosse, 2018).  

Zugleich weisen Studien widersprüchliche Befunde auf, wie Universitäten auf die institutionelle 

Forderung des Umgangs mit studentischer Heterogenität reagieren und wie diese Reaktionen 

theoretisch erklärt werden können. Studien mit einem neo-institutionalistischen Hintergrund gehen 

davon aus, dass Universitäten dieser Forderung zumindest rhetorisch nachkommen, während ihre 

alltägliche Praxis in Studium und Lehre unverändert bleibt (Hanft, 2015; Kehm, 2000). Detaillierte 

Inneneinsichten auf der Organisationsebene zeigen jedoch, dass sich deutsche Universitäten erheblich 

darin unterscheiden, wie sie sich der Forderung des Umgangs mit studentischer Heterogenität nähern 

und dies zu einem relevanten Thema für ihre eigene Agenda machen (Hanft, 2012).  

Ausgehend von dieser Problemstellung geht die vorliegende Studie der Forschungsfrage nach, wie 

deutsche Universitäten auf die Forderung des Umgangs mit studentischer Heterogenität reagieren und 

wie unterschiedliche Reaktionen von Hochschulorganisationen zu erklären sind. Als theoretischer 

Rahmen wird der Skandinavische Institutionalismus (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) gewählt, der sich 

besonders dazu eignet, die zunehmende institutionelle Komplexität von Universitäten als ‚besondere‘ 

Organisationen zu berücksichtigen (Musselin, 2006). Der Skandinavische Institutionalismus beschäftigt 

sich mit der Frage, wie Organisationen institutionelle Erwartungen interpretieren und wie sich diese 

Interpretationen auf die alltäglichen organisationalen Praktiken auswirken 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). Das Konzept von 

„translation“ bzw. der „travel of ideas“ zählt zu den bekanntesten Konzepten dieses theoretischen 

Zweigs. Die translation-Perspektive besagt, dass institutionelle Erwartungen zugrundeliegende Ideen 

transportieren, die auf ihrem Weg von einem Kontext zu einem anderen übersetzt werden 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). Diese Ideen unterliegen auf ihrer Reise jedes Mal Anpassungen, wenn 

sie in einem neuen lokalen Kontext ankommen, was zu lokalen Variationen der ursprünglichen Idee 

führt (Waeraas & Sataoen, 2014).  
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Im Kontext der vorliegenden Studie wird studentische Heterogenität als eine Idee konzipiert, die sich 

auf der Makro-Ebene von (akademischen) Organisationen bewegt und sich im nationalen politischen 

Diskurs um Hochschulöffnung manifestiert, der von zentralen politischen Akteuren konstruiert wird 

(z. B. BMBF, Wissenschaftsrat, KMK). Mit Hilfe einer Dokumentenanalyse untersucht die Studie 

zunächst, welche unterschiedlichen Perspektiven auf die Idee der studentischen Heterogenität sich im 

politischen Diskurs verbergen. Eine solche Analyse dient als Referenzrahmen für die Analyse 

hochschulischer Reaktionen, d.h. wie deutsche Universitäten die Idee der studentischen Heterogenität 

in ihren lokalen Kontext übersetzen. Die Ergebnisse der Dokumentenanalyse zeigen, dass der politische 

Diskurs von zwei Perspektiven dominiert wird, die die Hochschulöffnung entweder als Mittel zur 

Herbeiführung sozialer Gerechtigkeit oder zur Gewährleistung eines Pools an qualifizierten 

Arbeitskräften betrachten. Die Ergebnisse unterstützen frühere Studien aus anderen nationalen 

Kontexten, die den Diskurs um Hochschulöffnung von wirtschaftlichen als auch sozialen 

Gerechtigskeitsanforderungen geleitet sehen (Archer, 2007; Davies, 2003).  

Um hochschulische Reaktionen zu untersuchen, wählt die vorliegende Studie als zweiten Schritt das 

Bund-Länder-Programm Qualitätspakt Lehre (QPL) als ein konkretes Beispiel für eine Förderinitiative 

innerhalb der hochschulpolitischen Leitlinie um die Hochschulöffnung aus. Die QPL-Förderinitiative 

unterstützt deutsche Hochschulen bei der Verbesserung der Studienbedingungen und der Lehrqualität 

im Allgemeinen und bei der Entwicklung geeigneter Maßnahmen zum Umgang mit studentischer 

Heterogenität im Speziellen. Um lokale Unterschiede zu berücksichtigen, nutzt die Studie ein 

Fallstudiendesign mit drei Universitäten, die an der QPL-Förderinitiative teilnehmen und sich in Bezug 

auf Hochschultyp, Standort und Profil unterscheiden. Das empirische Datenmaterial umfasst öffentlich 

zugängliche Dokumente, 13 teilstrukturierte Interviews mit am QPL beteiligten Personen, drei 

Gruppendiskussionen mit Vertreter*innen von QPL-Einzelmaßnahmen und elf Protokolle aus 

teilnehmenden Beobachtungen. Datensammlung und -analyse basieren auf Prinzipien der Grounded 

Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), wobei die Einhaltung qualitativer Qualitätskriterien (z. B. 

Triangulation) berücksichtigt wurde.  

Die fallspezifischen Ergebnisse zeigen, wie unterschiedlich Universitäten die Idee der studentischen 

Heterogenität im Rahmen ihrer jeweiligen QPL-Initiativen interpretieren. In der Studie wird nicht nur 

untersucht, wie Universitäten die Idee rhetorisch übersetzen (d.h., innerhalb der hochschulischen QPL-

Strategie) oder zeremonielle Entscheidungen treffen (d.h. welche Strukturen innerhalb der 

hochschulischen QPL-Initiative geschaffen werden), sondern auch, wie sich die Übersetzungen auf ihre 

täglichen Routinen und Aktivitäten in Studium und Lehre auswirken (d.h. innerhalb der QPL-

Einzelmaßnahmen an der Hochschule). Für den fallübergreifenden Vergleich nutzt die Studie das 

theoretische Konzept von ‚editing rules‘ (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). Diese Regeln lenken den 
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Übersetzungsprozess hochschulischer Akteure insofern, als dass sie den Rahmen für die Überset-

zungsleistung dieser Akteure bieten und zeigen, wie zirkulierende Ideen an die Gegebenheiten des 

lokalen Kontextes angepasst werden (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Die Studie konnte alle drei Überset-

zungsregeln identifizieren, die die Übersetzung der Idee der studentischen Heterogenität entlang von 

Kontext, Logik und Formulierung rahmen. Diese Regeln lenkten die Übersetzungsprozesse von studen-

tischer Heterogenität im Rahmen der QPL-Initiative an den untersuchten Hochschulen sowohl auf der 

Ebene der QPL-Strategie, als auch auf Ebene der QPL-Strukturen und der Ebene der QPL-Einzelmaß-

nahmen.  

Die Ergebnisse der Studie zeigen folglich, dass die Übersetzung der Idee der studentischen 

Heterogenität durch den jeweiligen lokalen Kontext bestimmt wird, in dem die Übersetzung stattfindet 

(Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Was jedoch von einem lokalen Kontext in einen anderen übertragen wird, ist 

nicht die Idee an sich, sondern sind Materialisierungen der Idee (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). Die 

vorliegende Studie folgt den Aussagen von skandinavischen Forscher*innen, die besagen, dass diese 

Materialisierungen sich am besten in sogenannten ‚edited narratives‘ identifizieren lassen, die in den 

Organisationen erzählt werden (Czarniawska, 2009). Es konnten an allen drei Universitäten solche 

‚großen Erzählungen‘ zum Umgang mit studentischer Heterogenität identifiziert werden. In diesen 

Erzählungen wird die Idee der studentischen Heterogenität so gerahmt, dass sie für Organisations-

mitglieder vor dem Hintergrund des besonderen lokalen Kontextes Sinn ergibt (Czarniawska, 2005; 

Weick, 1995). Die Ergebnisse stützen theoretische Annahmen, dass der Akt der Interpretation von 

institutionellen Überzeugungen und Normen geleitet wird, die sich aus dem lokalen Kontext ergeben 

(Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). Die Ergebnisse stimmen mit denen früherer Studien überein, die die 

Rolle institutioneller Eigenschaften zur Erklärung von lokalen Variationen in hochschulischen 

Reaktionen betonen (Greenbank, 2006; Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). Die vorliegende Studie geht jedoch 

noch einen Schritt weiter und nutzt das Konzept der Diversitätsparadigmen als zusätzliches 

Erklärungsmodell für lokale Variationen (Gaisch et al., 2017). Folglich spiegeln die Interpretationen der 

Akteure auch unterschiedliche zugrundeliegende Diversitätsparadigmen wider, die in der Organisation 

vorherrschen. Dies führt zu sehr unterschiedlichen Überzeugungen, wie Universitäten auf studentische 

Heterogenität reagieren sollen. Darüber hinaus zeigen die Erzählungen, wie die drei Ebenen von 

Strategie, Struktur und Aktion im Rahmen der QPL-Initiativen miteinander gekoppelt sind. Die 

Ergebnisse der Studie weisen darauf hin, dass der Grad der Kopplung nicht nur vom Vorhandensein 

einer strategischen Leitlinie für den Umgang mit studentischer Heterogenität abhängt, sondern auch 

davon, inwiefern die QPL-Initiative in den Universitätsstrukturen verankert ist.  

Schließlich argumentiert die Studie den theoretischen Annahmen des Skandinavischen 

Institutionalismus folgend, dass besonderes Augenmerk auf die Übersetzung der Idee der 
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studentischen Heterogenität auf der Ebene konkreter Maßnahmen an deutschen Universität gelegt 

werden sollte. Unter Anwendung des Kodierparadigmas (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) identifizierte die 

Studie sieben Interpretationsmuster, die mit unterschiedlichen Maßnahmenansätzen zum Umgang 

mit studentischer Heterogenität korrespondieren. Diese Ansätze unterscheiden sich nicht nur in ihren 

Definitionen von studentischer Heterogenität, sondern auch bezüglich des hochschulischen Kontextes, 

in denen sie vordergründig auftreten (z. B. organisiert von zentralen Serviceeinrichtungen oder von 

Fakultäten). Die Studie fand jedoch keine Unterschiede im Auftreten von Maßnahmenansätzen 

zwischen den drei untersuchten Universitäten. Entsprechend weisen diese Befunde darauf hin, dass 

zwar im Rahmen des Beispiels der QPL-Initiative die Forderung nach dem Umgang mit studentischer 

Heterogenität sehr unterschiedlich interpretiert wird. Auf der Ebene konkreter Maßnahmen jedoch 

ähneln sich die untersuchten Universitäten in ihrer Pluralität von Maßnahmen, die entwickelt wurden, 

um auf studentische Heterogenität zu reagieren. Diese Pluralität erscheint angesichts der sehr 

heterogenen Voraussetzungen und Erwartungen, mit denen die heutigen Studierenden an die 

Hochschule kommen, nur angemessen.  

Die Arbeit liefert einen Beitrag zu bisherigen Studien über soziale Ungleichheit, indem sie 

Hochschulöffnung nicht nur in Bezug auf Änderungen der Zugangskriterien versteht, sondern auch wie 

Hochschulen unterrepräsentierte Studierendengruppen im gesamten student life cycle unterstützen 

und somit zu einer nachhaltigen Veränderung von Studium und Lehre beitragen. Darüber hinaus 

beweist die Studie das Potenzial von Konzepten aus dem Skandinavischen Institutionalismus, um 

heterogene hochschulische Reaktionen auf die institutionelle Forderung des Umgangs mit 

studentischer Heterogenität zu erklären. Insbesondere die Translation-Perspektive eignet sich als 

Analyseinstrument, um Untersuchungen sowohl auf der Makro-Ebene der nationalen 

Hochschulbildungspolitik als auch auf der organisationalen Ebene einzelner Hochschulen 

durchzuführen. Um der institutionellen Komplexität politischer Erwartungen und hochschulischer 

Reaktionen gerecht zu werden und differenzierte Erkenntnisse zu erlangen, wie Universitäten 

institutionelle Erwartungen interpretieren und in ihren lokalen Kontext übersetzen, hat sich ein 

qualitativer narrativ-interpretativer Forschungsansatz auf der Organisationsebene als zielführend 

erwiesen. Es bedarf jedoch noch weiterführender Forschung, um die Befunde in anderen (deutschen) 

Hochschulen zu verifizieren und den Einfluss weiterer institutioneller Merkmale zu berücksichtigen. 

Darüber hinaus stellen politische Akteur*innen nur eine von vielen Interessensgruppen dar, die die 

Diskussion um Hochschulöffnung beeinflussen. Zukünftige Studien sollten das komplexe Umfeld von 

Universitäten berücksichtigen und untersuchen, wie die Idee der studentischen Heterogenität unter 

Hochschulwissenschaftler*innen, Hochschulpraktiker*innen, Vertreter*innen der Wirtschaft, aber 

auch unter Eltern und Studierenden, übersetzt wird.
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 FRAME OF STUDY 

1.1. Motivation 

The inspiration for researching how German universities deal with student diversity was inspired by 

several personal and pragmatic reasons. During my studies, I became interested in the inequalities 

with respect to the access to and participation in education. At the University of Twente (Enschede, 

NL), I completed the minor program ‘Education in Developing Countries’ which would subsequently 

inspire my career substantially and fundamentally. Not only did I then decide to change my study 

subject after graduating with a Bachelor of Science in Psychology to study Public Administration with 

a focus on higher education. It also provided the starting point for my sustained involvement in higher 

education research.  

When I started to work at the German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies in 

Hanover, I was involved in a research project that investigated the introduction of flexible study 

formats at German universities to meet the demands of an increasingly diverse student population. 

What interested me in this research project was the observation that universities had fundamentally 

different understandings of student diversity. Some universities emphasized the diverse levels of the 

prior mathematical knowledge of students entering higher education, thus introducing extended 

introductory phases of study and arguing that students could use these longer time periods to fill gaps 

in their knowledge. Others focused on the diverse interests and motivations that students brought 

with them and which could not be satisfied within the strict and predefined study plans of Bachelor’s 

and Master’s study programs. Therefore, they developed free time slots for students to be filled with 

lectures or activities they were interested in. Interestingly enough, definitions of heterogeneity or 

diversity seemed to somehow correspond to certain structural or cultural characteristics of the 

universities, depending on their profile, history, size or student composition. However, this 

observation seemed to contradict the assumptions of organizational theories that I had studied during 

my Master’s. Those commonly describe universities as ‘organized anarchies’ (Cohen et al., 1972) or 

‘loosely coupled systems’ (Weick, 1976), their core activities characterized by unclear objectives, goal 

ambiguities and inconsistent preferences. When confronted with external demands, they only adopt 

these as ‘rational myths’ (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) in order to preserve legitimacy and, thereby, secure 

their survival, while their organizational practice remains unaffected. But what I observed was that 

there was a clear and well-fitting agenda with a common understanding that resulted in actual 

measures! That was when I decided to spend more time on this topic and turn it into a PhD thesis. 

Luckily, I received the opportunity to work in the junior research group called Studierfähigkeit – 

institutionelle Förderung und studienrelevante Heterogenität (academic abilities, institutional support 
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and student diversity, in the following abbreviated as StuFHe) 1 at the University of Hamburg under the 

leadership of Dr. Elke Bosse. As a research project accompanying the Qualitätspakt Lehre (Teaching 

Quality Pact, in the following abbreviated as QPL2), StuFHe3 was concerned with the individual and 

institutional conditions allowing a successful completion of studies. Special attention was given to the 

institutional offers of support that had been developed at the participating universities in the context 

of the QPL initiative. This focus was particularly exciting for my research interest because it allowed 

me to look at specific universities and their responses to the demands of dealing with student diversity 

within their traditional structures of teaching and studying. Within the research project, I worked very 

closely with the partner universities: I organized regular cooperative workshops and visited the partner 

universities to hold workshops where I presented and discussed our findings in cooperation with 

different organizational actors. This allowed me to get a very detailed and comprehensive picture of 

the situation and processes at the universities over a period of four years.  

I hope this study makes an interesting contribution to a more complex understanding of German 

universities and their responses to the external demand of student diversity. With this thesis, I want 

to emphasize how important a closer look at the organizational level is in order to understand how 

universities differ considerably in the ways they approach the topic of student diversity and the extent 

to which they make it relevant for themselves.  

1.2. Problem Statement 

The change from an elite to a mass system of higher education has resulted in a quantitative expansion 

of participation rates. This, however, does not necessarily entail wider access for groups that have 

traditionally been underrepresented in HE systems (Osborne, 2003a; Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). 

According to the European policy agenda, widening access to and allowing for participation in those 

systems while also making them more representative of national populations is a clearly stated political 

goal (Orr & Hovdhaugen, 2014). The same is true for Germany and its widening participation agenda. 

Here, the German government has initiated a number of soft regulation policy instruments 

                                                           

1 In order to ensure readability, German titles of programs, government institutions, university units etc. ap-
pear in abbreviated form throughout the text except for where they appear first. There, full titles or names in 
German are followed by the English translation and the German abbreviation in parentheses. A list of abbrevia-
tions used in this work is to be found on page vi. 
2 The QPL funding program was a support program funded by the BMBF which aimed to improve the frame-
work conditions for studying and teaching at German universities. The funding program ran from 2010 to 2020. 
More detailed information about the QPL funding program will be provided in Chapter 2.3.2.. For further infor-
mation on the QPL funding program, see BMBF (2020b).  
3 The junior research group StuFHe at the University of Hamburg was funded within the BMBF funding program 
‘Accompanying Research Regarding the Teaching Quality Pact’ from 2014-2018. For further information on the 
junior research group, see Bosse et al. (2019). For further information on the accompanying research funded by 
the BMBF, see BMBF (2020a). 
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incentivizing universities4 to “become more accessible for all population and age groups and develop 

strategies to improve the individual study success since the student body has become much more 

diverse” (Wissenschaftsrat, 2013, p. 9). This quote shows how political discourse urges universities to 

respond to student diversity. Germany is an interesting example in this policy area: on the one hand, 

it provides free higher education, yet on the other hand, it still faces serious issues with regard to 

reducing dropout rates and providing equal access (Mergner, Leisyte & Bosse, 2018). So far only a small 

number of studies have investigated the role of ‘softer’ forms of steering instruments that aim at 

stimulating organizational change and development within a particular area of interest, like the 

widening participation agenda (Eurydice, 2011; Osborne, 2003a). Here, soft regulation instruments 

provide an opportunity to gain valuable insights into the way universities legitimize their practices 

(Boch Waldorff, 2013).  

However, there is no clear or consistent definition for the concept of widening participation. The 

German political discourse calls on varying notions of student diversity without concretizing the kind 

of rationales, purposes and target groups it comprises. At the same time, the concept of widening 

participation is used in a normative way to transport value-laden expectations about the role of ‘good’ 

universities in general and, more specifically, about how universities should respond to student 

diversity (Pasternack & Kehm, 2000). 

In addition to the varying meanings given to the notion of widening participation, research findings on 

German universities’ responses to the political demand to deal with student diversity as well as the 

way these can be explained theoretically show inconsistencies. According to neo-institutional theory, 

it is expected that universities comply with this demand at least on a rhetorical level to secure their 

legitimacy. This is based on the neo-institutional assumption that organizations incorporate 

widespread social expectations about what is deemed ‘rational’, which provides survival benefits to 

the organization (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Scott, 2004). In this context, scholars argue that universities 

are more vulnerable to institutional pressures due to their special characteristics, described as 

‘organized anarchies’ (Cohen et al., 1972), ‘professional bureaucracies’ (Mintzberg, 1979) or ‘loosely 

coupled systems’ (Weick, 1976). As research suggests, this vulnerability increases the probability of 

decoupling (Brunsson, 1986) or universities’ resistance to change (Kezar, 2014; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; 

Manning, 2013; Pasternack & Kehm, 2000). Indeed, literature within the German higher education 

context suggests that German universities meet these demands on a plain rhetorical basis to fulfill the 

normatively appropriate behavior while the organizational practice remains unaffected (Hanft, 2015; 

                                                           

4 The present study uses the term ‘university’ as referring to institutions of higher education that have the right 
to award academic degrees in several academic disciplines. Where this study refers to the term ‘university’ in 
the German context it includes universities and universities of applied sciences.  
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Kehm, 2000). Other studies claim that universities tackle this problem by developing multiple 

measures without a coherent underlying strategy. These measures are often criticized for their 

haphazardness instead of following a more holistic approach that promises to bring a new conscious-

ness into the university about how to deal with student diversity (Leicht-Scholten, 2011).  

Contrary to these findings and theoretical assumptions, a closer look at the organizational level reveals 

that German universities differ considerably in the way they approach the call for dealing with student 

diversity and the extent to which they turn it into a relevant topic for their own agenda (Hanft, 2012; 

Kehm, 2012). This study argues that it requires richer, qualitative approaches that can cope with the 

institutional complexity of universities and develop an in-depth understanding of their dynamics at the 

organizational level. Additional research could help find answers to questions such as what happens 

with the political impetus at an organizational level, its interpretation and translation in the 

organizational context and how variations can be explained. This study introduces Scandinavian 

institutionalism (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) as an interesting complementary theoretical lens 

because it helps to understand how institutional pressures lead to local variations. More concretely, 

this strand of theory is concerned with the question of how institutional pressures are interpreted by 

organizations and how these interpretations affect everyday organizational practices (Boxenbaum & 

Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). One of the most prominent concepts from Scandinavian institutionalism 

is that of translation or the travel of ideas (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996), which acknowledges that an 

idea or practice undergoes modifications when it is implemented in a new local context. Such a 

perspective is particularly suitable for studying the phenomenon at hand (i.e., student diversity) at 

both the macro-level of the political discourse and the organizational level of organizational responses. 

The study regards Scandinavian institutionalism and the concept of translation (Czarniawska & Joerges, 

1996) as useful accounts for the complexity of universities in their treatment of student diversity 

which, despite their explanatory power, have received to date little attention in the field of German 

higher education research.  

1.3. Research Questions and Study Objectives 

Deriving from the problem statement, the major research question of the study is:  

How do German universities respond to student diversity in the context of the widening participation 

policy agenda? How can variations in the organizational responses of German universities be 

explained?  

In order to address the overall research problem, four sub-questions will guide the research and data 

analysis. As a first step, this study seeks to put the implications of student diversity in concrete terms 

to analyze organizational responses to student diversity. It pays close attention to how student 
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diversity is conceptualized in the German political discourse since the state represents the most 

significant stakeholder for German public universities (Hüther & Krücken, 2018). Particularly the 

identification of the political discourse underlying the widening participation agenda plays a crucial 

role in this context (Archer, 2007; Boch Waldorff, 2013) as it transports certain perspectives on student 

diversity and how universities should respond to this demand. The German widening participation 

agenda is characterized by its extensive use of soft steering instruments like funding programs that 

support widening projects at universities financially, while these projects leave the universities 

considerable room for interpretation concerning definitions of student diversity and derived actions 

(Buß et al., 2018; Hanft et al., 2015; Mooraj & Wiese, 2013). Central political stakeholders construct 

the political discourse by producing texts that determine appropriate ways of talking about the topic 

of student diversity (Fairclough, 1993; Phillips et al., 2004). Thus, these produced texts, like statements, 

reforms and program initiatives, give a shape to perspectives on student diversity, while they 

simultaneously legitimize certain organizational practices over others (Boch Waldorff, 2013). 

Consequently, an analysis of the political discourse that underlies the German widening participation 

policy agenda serves as a frame of reference for the analysis of organizational responses, i.e., how 

German universities interpret the demand of student diversity. Therefore, the first sub-question is: 

Research Question 1: 

What perspectives on student diversity can be identified in the political discourse on widening 

participation?  

According to a translation perspective, the present study conceptualizes student diversity “as a story 

of ideas turning into actions in ever new localities” (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996, p. 13). In other 

words, the idea of student diversity travels around on the macro-level of the (academic) organizations’ 

environment and is manifested within the national political discourse on widening participation. To 

investigate how the idea of student diversity is translated from the macro-level of the political 

discourse on the organizational level within German universities, the present study chooses a concrete 

example for the political demand to deal with student diversity in the context of soft steering 

instruments. Consequently, this research investigates organizational responses in the context of the 

QPL funding program5, as one of the funding programs within the German widening participation 

agenda. This nation-wide funding program funded by the Bundesministerium für Bildung und 

Forschung (Federal Ministry of Education and Research, in the following abbreviated as BMBF) is one 

of the most extensive programs in terms of financing and outreach. This program aims to contribute 

                                                           

5 The study refers to the term ‘QPL funding program’ when references are made to the overall funding program 
that was initiated and funded by the BMBF. 
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to a more general improvement of the quality of teaching and learning, while simultaneously 

supporting initiatives that focus on first-year study programs to “acknowledge the heterogeneous 

student composition” (BMBF, 2010, p. 2). The comparatively open character of the funding program’s 

guidelines provides universities with a high degree of autonomy in choosing to what extent they link 

their QPL initiatives6 to the topic of student diversity.  

The concept of translation helps here to understand how an abstract idea from a broad national 

context like student diversity travels around in the field of (academic) organizations and is adopted in 

a local context, whereas “involved actors infuse the idea with meanings so it makes sense in the local 

context” (Boch Waldorff, 2013, p. 284). In this context, the present study investigates how German 

universities translate the idea of student diversity within their QPL initiatives, resulting in the following 

second sub-question:  

Research Question 2:  

How do German universities respond to student diversity in the context of the QPL initiative?  

In line with Scandinavian institutionalism, the present study assumes that ideas and practices undergo 

changes every time they are applied in a new local setting (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sahlin-

Andersson, 1996). Thus, during the travel, the idea of student diversity is subject to modifications 

which result in local variations of the idea (Waeraas & Sataoen, 2014). The present study builds on 

research findings that indicate how these variations are the result of edited narratives in which ideas 

tend to be framed in a way that is familiar and commonly accepted in the specific local context (Sahlin-

Andersson, 1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2017). The process of translation might not always be conscious 

and strategic, it is rather steered by institutional beliefs and norms that derive from the local context 

(Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). According to previous studies, structural and cultural characteristics of 

the university provide the background for how actors tell and retell narratives about the idea of 

student diversity (Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). Besides such institutional characteristics, studies from the 

field of diversity management suggest that local variations can also be influenced by dominant 

diversity paradigms (Gaisch, Aichinger, & Preymann 2017) apparent at the respective university. These 

diversity paradigms impact the definition of student diversity at those universities and their perception 

of which organizational responses are deemed appropriate. The present study aims to identify the 

aspects that have influenced the translation of the idea of student diversity in the context of the QPL 

                                                           

6 The study refers to the term ‘QPL initiative’ when references are made to the general QPL initiatives that 
were developed by the participating universities and funded within the overall BMBF funding program. In most 
cases, universities’ QPL initiatives subsume a varying number of single projects. The study refers to these single 
projects with the term ‘single QPL projects’.  
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initiative and, thus, have led to variations in organizational responses to student diversity in the local 

context of German universities. Consequently, the third sub-question is:  

Research Question 3:  

How can variations in organizational responses to student diversity be explained? 

From an institutional perspective, universities are suspected to use window dressing strategies in order 

to deal with institutional demands without setting processes of change in motion (Meyer & Rowan, 

1977). This criticism relates to the mechanisms of decoupling that are described by Brunsson (1989) in 

his classic distinction of talk, decision and action. In other words, classical neo-institutional theory 

suggests that organizations follow the institutional demand only rhetorically (i.e., on the strategy level) 

or make ceremonial decisions (i.e., on the structure level) to preserve legitimacy, while their daily 

routines and activities (i.e., the action level) remain unchanged (Brunsson, 1989; Hasse & Krücken, 

1999; March & Olsen, 1984). However, Scandinavian research has shown how over time ideas have 

long-lasting effects by being adopted into organizational practice, for example by introducing new 

terminology and models (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). 

The present study follows the Scandinavian argumentation and states that in the long run—despite 

some degree of decoupling—a diffused idea does indeed trigger institutional change in organizational 

performance. Previous research tends to focus more on rhetorical practices, that is, how verbal 

accounts of organizational responses are constructed to manage perceptions of organizational 

legitimacy (Mueller & Whittle, 2011; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Wæraas & Sataøen, 2014). This study, 

however, argues that special attention should be paid to identifying how organizational practices 

dealing with student diversity actually look like. As contributions from the field of university didactics 

suggest, German universities have developed numerous measures and support offers to deal with 

student diversity over the last couple of years (Buß et al., 2018; Hanft, 2015; Kift et al., 2010; Wildt, 

1985). These organizational practices differ greatly in their understanding of student diversity, the 

main obstacles associated with student diversity as well as in their suggestions to deal with student 

diversity. To gain a better understanding of different organizational practices that deal with student 

diversity, the fourth sub-question asks: 

Research Question 4:  

Which organizational practices dealing with student diversity can be identified? 
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In order to answer these research questions, this study follows four main objectives: 

1. To identify dominant perspectives on student diversity in the German political discourse on 

widening participation. 

2. To retell the narrative of how the idea of student diversity is translated at German universities 

in the context of the QPL initiative.  

3. To indicate how these translations relate to institutional characteristics and dominant diversity 

paradigms deriving from the local context of German universities.  

4. To identify organizational practices to deal with student diversity at German universities.  

1.4. Approach 

Arguing from a constructivist-interpretive perspective (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), this study focuses on 

the process of reality construction which provides the basis for collective forms of action (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966). Consequently, this study uses qualitative inquiry to examine the phenomenon and 

relies on ‘thick’ descriptions of organizational reality. Following the Scandinavian institutionalist 

tradition, this research is based on a narrative research design (Czarniawska, 2000; 2010). The study 

aims to identify organizational narratives as a main mode of communication. These narratives are basic 

instruments to make sense of organizational life and exchange understanding among organizational 

members (Czarniawska, 2010; Weick, 1995). They contain actors’ understandings of specific ‘recipes’ 

for dealing with student diversity (Feldman et al., 2004).  

To provide an answer to the first research question, a document analysis of the German political 

discourse on widening participation was executed, which draws on policy documents, statements and 

program descriptions from central stakeholders. This includes the BMBF, the Kultusministerkonferenz 

(Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs, in the following abbreviated 

as KMK) and the German Science Council (Wissenschaftsrat), which all produce the political discourse 

on widening participation through funding programs, decisions and recommendations. In total, 37 

documents were collected and analyzed thematically (Schreier, 2014), supported by the QDA software 

MAXQDA. The coding of the data was informed by a literature review on policy implementation and 

widening participation research in both the international and German context. 

Regarding the research questions 2 to 4, organizational responses were analyzed within a qualitative 

case study design. In order to examine local variations in universities’ responses to the demand of 

student diversity in the context of the QPL funding program, this study builds on a multiple case study 

design (Yin, 2003). The multiple case study includes the University of Hamburg, the University of Kassel 

and the Hochschule für Angewandte Wissenschaften Hamburg (University of Applied Science, in the 

following abbreviated as HAW), all three of which were received funding by the QPL funding program. 
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They differ in the type of institution, location and institutional profile. The University of Hamburg is 

located in a metropolitan region and strongly research-oriented, the University of Kassel is located in 

a peripheral region and has a regional orientation and the HAW Hamburg, again, located in a 

metropolitan region, is teaching-oriented. 

Data sources from the three universities used as case studies include publicly accessible text materials 

concerning widening participation (e.g., mission statements, websites, project presentations and 

annual reports), thirteen semi-structured interviews with persons involved in the QPL initiatives (e.g., 

persons involved in QPL management, persons working in single QPL projects and lecturers involved 

in single QPL projects), three group discussions with persons working in single QPL projects and eleven 

protocols gained from participatory observation (e.g., joint workshops with persons involved in the 

QPL initiatives from all three universities, QPL workshops at the universities).  

The processes of data collection and analysis were guided by strategies of grounded theory (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967), including theoretical sampling, open coding, writing memos, axial coding and selective 

coding. Quality criteria that were regarded as appropriate for the present research design, like inter-

subject comprehensibility, triangulation and reflection on the role of the researchers, were met.  

1.5. Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is structured as follows: As a first step, relevant background information on widening 

participation in the German higher education context is presented. This is followed by an analysis of 

the political discourse on widening participation (Chapter 2). The next, theoretically informed, part of 

this study presents the theoretical framework of Scandinavian institutionalism and literature reviews 

on previous research on organizational responses of universities to student diversity (Chapter 3). 

Following this theoretical part, the next chapter is concerned with the qualitative research 

methodology (Chapter 4). The next three chapters discuss the case-specific findings of the three 

universities and their respective QPL initiative (Chapters 5 to 7). This is followed by a chapter 

introducing the cross-case findings concerning organizational responses to student diversity 

(Chapter 8). These findings include 1) editing rules that have been used at the three universities, 2) the 

narratives of student diversity at the three universities and 3) organizational practices to deal with 

student diversity that have been identified at the three universities. The study concludes with a 

discussion of contributions, limitations and avenues for further research (Chapter 9).  
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 WIDENING PARTICIPATION IN THE CONTEXT OF GERMAN HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

Student diversity, heterogeneity and widening participation have received much scholarly attention 

over the last decades. Although the interrelated phenomena have been widely discussed, interpreta-

tions of these three concepts differ substantially. Thus a conceptual clarification of how student 

diversity, heterogeneity and widening participation are used in the context of this study, as well as a 

review of these concepts in the context of German higher education, should precede any further 

discussion. This is followed by a description of central policies to deal with student diversity in German 

higher education, including the legal framework for widening participation, central stakeholders as 

well as policy programs and initiatives aimed at student diversity. This information provides the 

necessary background for a document analysis of the German political discourse on widening 

participation. This analysis serves the aim to identify dominant perspectives on student diversity 

embedded in the discourse and, thereby, answers the first research question of this study.  

The terms ‘diversity’, ‘heterogeneity’ and ‘widening participation’ can be interpreted in a number of 

different ways. This chapter seeks to provide insights into historical and recent discourses and debates 

related to these terms in order to arrive at definitions that provide the necessary background for this 

study. It should be acknowledged, however, that discourses can vary according to the disciplinary 

lenses applied. The present research is influenced by an interdisciplinary perspective that combines 

concepts from organizational sociology and university didactics. Therefore, there are no strict lines to 

be drawn between perspectives from economics, pedagogics, psychology, sociology or similar 

disciplines. However, the present study concentrates on recent literature with a specific focus on 

higher education research (Auferkorte-Michaelis et al., 2018). Higher education research is often 

situated at disciplinary interfaces that include for example pedagogical and psychological 

learning/teaching research or sociological or economic-oriented organizational research. It is not 

obligated to specific disciplinary orientation and neither defined in terms of theories, nor methods 

(Hüther & Krücken, 2016). In the discussion on indicators for study success and the postulated growing 

heterogeneity and widening participation within the student body, questions of diversity have become 

an important topic for higher education research and its institutions. The study follows Walgenbach 

(2014) who predicts that the interdisciplinary character of higher education research will allow 

researchers to cope with the complexity of the object of investigation by considering the variety of 

theoretical approaches, co-operations and interdisciplinary research designs available. 
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2.1. Definitions of Student Diversity, Heterogeneity and Widening Participation 

In the political discourse about the diversity and heterogeneity of student populations, these terms 

are often used synonymously. They emphasize the changing nature of the student body and ask 

universities to develop initiatives to improve widening participation. Problems associated with this are 

the different positive or negative connotations underlying those concepts: Heterogeneity tends to be 

evaluated as negative, associated with contradictions and conflicts. Diversity, in turn, is more often 

used in a positive way to emphasize commonalities and variety (Buß, 2010; Seidel & Wielepp, 2014). 

However, it can be useful to make distinctions between these terms more transparent. 

The term ‘heterogeneous’ (heterogen7) derives from the Greek word for “uneven” or “not alike” 

(Duden, 2019b; Wielepp, 2013). Heterogeneity in its original sense describes the neutral result of a 

comparison of certain characteristics among group members (Bosse, 2018; Wolter, 2013b). In the field 

of higher education research, this term serves to differentiate persons by means of selected categories. 

In this context, the task of higher education research is, for example, to empirically analyze the 

postulated (social) differentiation among the student population (Middendorff, 2015). Thus, 

‘heterogeneity’ is an empirical term that refers to changing participation patterns within higher 

education. It is used to refer to differences in descriptive terms with regard to characteristics of groups 

without any judgment (Wild & Esdar, 2014; Wolter et al., 2014).  

The term ‘diversity’ (Diversität) has its origin in biology and refers to a richness in species or biodiversity 

(Buß, 2010). Thus, in its original sense, the term refers to the variety or wealth of different species or 

forms in which something can exist or occur (Duden, 2019a). However, diversity is also a sociological 

concept to recognize and differentiate between the characteristics of groups or individuals. In this 

regard diversity often relates to demands for equal opportunities for discriminated or disadvantaged 

groups (Wild & Esdar, 2014). Accordingly, the term can be understood in a programmatic sense which 

combines the consideration of people’s affiliations, living situations or orientations with certain policy 

guidelines (Bosse, 2018). This linkage between the term ‘diversity’ and certain normative demands has 

its origin in history: The concept is closely related to the anti-discriminatory agenda of the United 

States Civil Rights Movement that took place in the 1960s and 1970s. It conceptually overlaps with 

related concepts such as inclusion, exclusion, inequality and intersectionality (Wielepp, 2013; Wild & 

Esdar, 2014; Wolter, 2013b). In this context, diversity is based on the differentiation between 

                                                           

7 As the present research takes place in the context of German higher education, it is important to distinguish 
between these German concepts and how they are treated differently within German literature on higher edu-
cation. This might be quite different to an understanding of these concepts in other language contexts. Thus, 
although the present study is written in English, the author refers to these concepts and their use of language 
from a German discursive perspective.  
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majorities and minorities. The term ‘majority’ describes dominant groups with similar characteristics 

that–due to their superiority in numbers–control decisions and positions within organizations. The 

term ‘minority’, in turn, refers to several subgroups that share some similarities and differ from the 

dominant group by certain characteristics (Schulz, 2009).  

The demand for ‘widening participation’ (Hochschulöffnung8) refers to an increase in participation 

rates of certain student groups that were traditionally excluded or underrepresented within the higher 

education system (Wolter, 2011). In Germany, higher education participation rates among the general 

population have increased substantially. While in 1900, the percentage of first-year students in 

Germany within one age cohort was one percent, it has increased to 33 percent in 2000 and even to 

57 percent in 2016 (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). The massive expansion of the 

tertiary education sector in terms of access, participation and number of universities is one of the most 

defining features for the second half of the 20th century in German higher education. This trend aligns 

with the worldwide trend in the transformation from elite to mass to universal higher education 

(Clancy & Goastellec, 2007; Trow, 2005; Wolter, 2013b). A controversial question often discussed in 

this context (in Germany as well as in other countries) is whether this educational expansion has 

resulted in more social inequality concerning participation in higher education (Wolter, 2011). 

International comparative studies indicate that higher education expansion has not significantly 

reduced inequalities in access to higher education with regard to social class (Clancy & Goastellec, 

2007). On the contrary, some researchers even assume that the massification of education has resulted 

in a deterioration of social inequalities (Jones & Thomas, 2005; Middendorff et al., 2013). For example, 

research conducted in a German context assumes that educational expansion has primarily resulted in 

higher degrees of qualification among higher social milieus, while the members of lower social milieus 

have benefitted from the expansion to a much lesser extent (Middendorff, Apolinarski, Poskowsky, 

Kandulla, & Netz, 2013). Furthermore, findings from international comparative studies suggest that 

international expansion entails an increasingly stratified system of higher education (Hauschildt et al., 

2018; Marginson, 2016). Within such a system, disadvantaged students might have better access to 

higher education. Still, these are mostly to be found among lower-ranking institutions, a fact which 

carries severe consequences in terms of career prospects, financial security and social status 

(McCowan, 2016; Riddell et al., 2014). Moreover, a student’s socio-economic status and academic 

family background determine the choice of institutional type of higher education institution or the 

field of study, varying according to academic and economic prestige, retention rates and labor market 

                                                           

8 Hochschulöffnung is literally translated as the ‘opening up of the university’. 
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value (Marginson, 2016). Such a development contributes substantially to the reproduction of social 

inequalities.  

As it can be noticed here, underrepresented student groups can be defined along various diversity 

dimensions. Here it is important to consider that the concepts of student diversity and widening 

participation are always embedded in the wider national (education) system. Therefore, it is important 

to look at the national context and to examine the existing systems of access to higher education 

whose criteria, in turn, determine who can or cannot participate. In addition, the present study 

acknowledges that widening participation not only means ensuring underrepresented student groups 

access to higher education, but also enables them to successfully participate in higher education, 

resulting in a university degree. Therefore, this study goes beyond international research that mostly 

concentrates on examining changes with regard to access criteria and admission procedures (Clancy & 

Goastellec, 2007). Instead, it investigates widening participation policies and organizational practices 

that concentrate on the whole student-life-cycle, including access to, participation in and successful 

completion of studies.  

Such a broad definition of widening participation means, in turn, to expand the definition of student 

diversity as well because the present study does not restrict itself to underrepresented student groups 

whose transition to higher education is hampered. Rather, the study wishes to look at student groups 

who face barriers during their studies, either with regard to students’ learning and teaching in higher 

education or students’ academic success (Gorard & Smith, 2006). These groups are commonly defined 

as ‘non-traditional students’ (Teichler & Wolter, 2004). The following part will introduce how the 

present study defines student diversity in the context of German higher education.  

2.2. Student Diversity in the German Higher Education Context 

Due to the wide range of different characteristics that describe the dominant student group, the 

definition of student diversity is complicated. Overall, there is no “completed catalogue of 

characteristics” (Wielepp, 2013, p. 365) that can be used to describe the diversity of students as there 

is an endless variety of possibilities in comparing students. Thus, diversity is no objective feature or 

characteristic. Diversity is rather always linked to the respective person or group under observation 

that can be diverse in several respects, depending on the respective features that are used for 

comparison. Consequently, diversity is alterable and always highly context-related (Seidel, 2014).  

According to Wilkesmann et al. (2012), how to define non-traditional students depends on the 

respective national context, the spirit of the time and certain demographic characteristics. Many 

German higher education studies build on the definition of non-traditional students provided by 

Teichler and Wolter (2004). They characterize non-traditional students as (1) students who do not 
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enter the higher education system on the traditional ‘direct way’, (2) students who do not fulfill the 

regular educational requirements for access to higher education and (3) students who do not study in 

the general full-time format. This resembles a differentiation on the basis of entry routes to higher 

education, educational biography and the mode of study (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). This definition 

focuses on the specific German higher education system in which students mostly enter higher 

education as full-time students directly after attaining the school-based university entrance qualifica-

tion. Such a definition might help in determining what non-traditional students are not in comparison 

to the ‘normal’ student, but it leaves a relatively large scope for interpretation. For example, this 

definition does not include any references to socio-demographic characteristics, although research 

findings show that these characteristics have a huge impact on the probability of students’ access to 

and participation in German higher education (Middendorff, 2015). Further, longitudinal studies 

indicate that there is an increasingly large proportion of students who study full-time, although they 

have other obligations in addition to their studies (Middendorff et al., 2013). These students would 

not be defined as non-traditional according to the definition previously mentioned, although it is likely 

that they are particularly challenged by their studies. Finally, psychological higher education research 

emphasizes that apart from these ‘visible’ characteristics, there are also ‘invisible’ individual 

characteristics to differentiate students, for example, according to their motivations, academic 

competences and study expectations (Middendorff, 2015). It is commonly criticized that the conven-

tional institutional settings of teaching and studying at universities do not sufficiently acknowledge the 

diversity of students’ individual characteristics because universities’ (study) structures are still oriented 

towards stereotypical expectations of how students learn and study (Kreft & Leichsenring, 2012).  

In other words, the present study argues that an extended definition doing justice to recent trends 

within German higher education and incorporating actual international and national research findings 

is needed. Consequently, the present study defines non-traditional students in four different ways, 

paying attention to students’ access routes to higher education, socio-demographic characteristics, 

living situations and individual competences.  

Access routes to higher education are a very important feature of distinction within the German 

education system as it separates traditional ways of entering higher education from non-traditional 

ways. Some remarks on the historical roots of this mechanism will clarify what is meant by ‘access 

routes’ and explain their importance in the German context. From a sociological point of view, socio-

demographic characteristics represent another way of defining non-traditional students by comparing 

them to the ‘ideal’ student. Hence my argument continues with a survey of the most important socio-

demographic characteristics in the German context. Due to the still strong orientation of German study 

structures towards students in homogeneous living situations (e.g., financially supported by their 
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parents, no children), the category ‘living situations’ represents another way of defining non-

traditional students. Finally, a point that is often overlooked in discussions about non-traditional 

students is a more psychologically inclined take on the academic abilities students bring with them 

upon entering higher education. The category ‘individual competences’ sheds some light on a 

paradigmatic shift that has been taking place, which steers away from underlying assumptions about 

the ‘ideal’ students’ competences and abilities. Such a perspective is often characterized by its focus 

on students’ lack of competences. Against the background of educational initiatives that aim to 

stimulate a shift from teaching to learning, German universities have begun to diversify individual ways 

of studying and teaching. This development is accompanied by a more general acceptance of students 

bringing with them a diverse set of competences, interests and motivations that should be appreciated 

within the institutional setting of studying and teaching. 

The distinction into four categories or ways of defining non-traditional students is only analytical. In 

practice, they often overlap and research commonly considers them as intertwining. The following 

sub-chapters try to disentangle the categories used in the context of student diversity, but certain 

cross-references among those categories will be emphasized. This is to give a better understanding of 

the complexity of the phenomenon of interest. All these categories are perceived as important because 

they cover relevant aspects in the general discussion and the political discourse on widening 

participation and student diversity in the landscape of German higher education.  

2.2.1. Access Routes to Higher Education 

In Germany, the traditional path to higher education is based on obtaining an academic school-leaving 

qualification (Abitur) from a secondary school (Gymnasium9). This is regarded as an indication of the 

person’s possession of the necessary academic competences to successfully complete their studies. 

The Gymnasium still represents the “royal road” (Teichler & Wolter, 2004, p. 66) to achieve the Abitur, 

although access routes have been diversified. While in 2000, 90.5 percent of graduates obtained their 

Abitur at a Gymnasium, in 2016 this percentage decreased to 73.5 percent (Autorengruppe 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). The decision to attend a Gymnasium is made at the end of primary 

school on the basis of teacher recommendations. The likelihood to transfer to the Gymnasium at a 

                                                           

9 In Germany, a Gymnasium is an upper secondary school with a strong emphasis on general education in con-
trast to vocationally-oriented secondary schools. It prepares pupils for higher education. At the end of second-
ary education, pupils who pass their final exams receive the Abitur certificate which entitles the holder to enter 
any study program at any higher education institution. In this sense, the Abitur is not only a school graduation 
certificate but also a university entrance qualification. In the following, the German terms ‘Gymnasium’ and 
‘Abitur’ will be used throughout this work because of the lack of appropriate translation. For further infor-
mation on the German education system, see Eurydice (2019).  
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later point in time is still relatively low: Only 10 percent of pupils change to a Gymnasium between 

seventh and ninth grade (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). 

The focus on the Abitur as the primary access route to higher education can be attributed to the strict 

institutional segmentation between academic and vocational education, the so-called ‘German 

education schism’ (Baethge, 2007). This institutional segmentation has been cultivated since the 

18th century with the result that the institutional order of ‘higher’ or ‘upper’ education became 

decoupled from practical work. Baethge (2007) distinguishes between central characteristics of 

institutional orders of higher or upper education and vocational education. Each transport different 

norms, values and attitudes, which influence the behavior of and interactions between members of 

organizations belonging to one of the two educational sectors. The institutional order of ‘higher’ 

education has been highly influenced by the objective to develop ‘educated personalities’. This is 

commonly associated with the Humboldtian educational ideal of a holistic combination of research 

and studies to derive more comprehensive levels of general learning and cultural knowledge (Hüther 

& Krücken, 2018). Accordingly, students should not train for a certain vocation but acquire ‘education 

through science’. This perspective was legitimized by the Gymnasium’s priority to transfer cognitive 

abilities and theoretical knowledge, while vocational education was not yet established in a consistent 

way and mostly carried out in accordance with the traditions of the respective craft guilds (Baethge, 

2007; Wolter et al., 2014). Thus, holders of a university entrance qualification were perceived as having 

sufficient academic prerequisites for higher education (Wolter, 2013a).  

Since the 1980s several reforms have been brought underway: on the one hand to professionalize 

vocational education and intensify abstract knowledge-based qualifications and, on the other hand, to 

allow persons with vocational qualifications without traditional university entrance qualifications to 

enter higher education. These reforms were the result of several global and national trends, such as 

the professionalization of the working environment, the comparison to other educational systems in 

the world, the growing competition of global markets and the need for skilled labor, as well as the 

Europeanization of educational policy and the growing importance of lifelong learning (Schuetze & 

Slowey, 2002; Spanke, 2017; Teichler & Wolter, 2004). However, these reforms resulted rather in 

furthering the differentiation of alternative access routes and educational biographies than in the 

development of an overall strategy to improve permeability between academic and vocational 

education (Teichler & Wolter, 2004). Nevertheless, the reforms challenged the longstanding 

legitimation of this institutional segmentation and stimulated discussions among scholars and 

educational policy actors in Germany.  
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2.2.2. Socio-Demographic Characteristics 

Non-traditional students can also be defined in terms of their social characteristics by comparing them 

to the social construction of the ‘normal’ student. This ‘normal’ student is described in the German 

context as young, male and coming from a parental home where at least one parent has an academic 

degree (Mooraj & Wiese, 2013; Stöter, 2012). Thus, a differentiation is made on the basis of certain 

social categories that represent the statistically dominant student group within the respective higher 

education system. In the German context, the most common indicators are gender, socio-economic 

status, parental educational status, migrant background and international student status (Middendorff 

et al., 2013; Wild & Esdar, 2014). These indicators exemplify to what extent certain student groups are 

still underrepresented when compared to the ‘normal’ student.  

One of the most common social characteristics referred to in the literature is the educational status of 

parents. According to international comparisons, Germany belongs to the group of ‘exclusive systems’ 

as German university students without an academic family background are underrepresented while 

students whose parents’ education exceeds upper secondary level education are strongly overrepre-

sented (Orr et al., 2011). Research has shown that pupils with a non-academic family background 

decide against entering higher education more often than this is the case for pupils coming from an 

academic family, even if the former has gained outstanding academic achievements. Thus, studies 

show the significant impact the parents’ educational status has on the decision to study 

(Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). This is supported by data from the Social Survey, 

the most comprehensive study about the social and economic conditions of students in Germany 

(Middendorff et al., 2013).10 According to the findings of the Social Survey, an academic family 

background is the most important distinguishing indicator for the choice of study: 77 out of 100 

children with academic parents enter higher education, while only 23 out of 100 children with a non-

academic family background enter higher education, resulting in an ‘educational funnel’ (Middendorff 

et al., 2013). Thus, the educational status of parents determines to a great extent the transition from 

primary school to a vocational or academic track of education and the ensuing transition into higher 

education (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016; Middendorff et al., 2013; Wilkesmann et 

al., 2012). This trend is exacerbated by the fact that the probability of a later transition from vocational 

to academic track of education is rather low in Germany. 

                                                           

10 The Social Survey, conducted by the German Center for Higher Education Research and Science Studies 
(Deutsches Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsforschung, DZHW), monitors the social and economic sit-
uation of students in Germany since 1981. For further information, see Middendorff et al. (2017a).  
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Often, socio-demographic characteristics are mutually dependent, resulting in multiple educational 

disadvantages and the deprivation of certain population groups. Thie observation of educational 

inequalities due to several simultaneous repressions found its most prominent expression in 

Dahrendorf’s (1966) notion of ‘the catholic working-class daughter from the countryside’. Nowadays, 

such structurally embedded educational disadvantages have shifted and are represented in the image 

of ‘the migrant boy from the city’ (Geißler, 2005). Thus, although a society’s class structures might have 

changed, the likelihood to enter higher education is highly dependent on social status and has never 

lost its currency since the 19th century (Wolter, 2011).  

One of the most seminal theoretical explanations for the importance of socio-demographic 

characteristics in educational choices is to be found in Bourdieu’s (1992) theory of modern society. For 

Bourdieu, social capital determines the transitions between different stages within the educational 

system. To put it differently, social factors such as family background or financial and cultural resources 

have an impact on the educational paths of individuals (Bourdieu, 1992). Due to an unfamiliar habitus 

and the culture and practices related to it, social integration within higher education is much more 

complicated for students with a non-academic family background than for those whose parents have 

an academic degree (Holmegaard et al., 2017). Further, people from lower social ranks more often 

chose a vocational educational path because it requires less financial means and has more obvious 

short-term and mid-term perspectives than the academic educational path (Banscherus et al., 2011). 

Research indeed indicates that the question of student finance seems to be relevant for decision-

making in the German context. Often, children with a non-academic family background wish to be 

financially independent quickly as they fear the financial burden to them or their parents (Wolter, 

2011). This is interesting since German (public) universities do not charge tuition fees. Thus, free higher 

education by itself does not sufficiently guarantee equal access to higher education or minimizes the 

fear of financial strain for students with a particular family background or socio-economic status. 

Already in the 1960s and 1970s, the unequal representation of certain demographics was recognized, 

gaining importance in Germany as well as globally. As mentioned before, the anti-discrimination 

movement in the United States with their demand for equal rights to participate in society and the 

fight against discrimination based on race, color, gender and national heritage provided an important 

starting point for debates about equality in Germany as well (Wielepp, 2013). Against the background 

of the women’s movement and the student revolution, Germany focused on the support of persons 

with supposedly less-educated family backgrounds, gender equality and an assessment of the pro and 

contra arguments surrounding the inclusion of persons with special needs. However, the effects of 

these normatively-driven debates in the higher education sector were rather minimal: Apart from 

isolated measures, like the appointment of women’s representatives and representatives for people 
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with disabilities, the topic of socio-demographic diversity played almost no role in strategic 

considerations (Wild & Esdar, 2014). Since the turn of the millennium, the topic of diversity has been 

gaining importance again in educational policy debates. Among other societal developments, this can 

also be attributed to the enormous amount of higher education research that continues to emphasize 

the urgency of social disparity—not only with regard to the question of who enters higher education 

but also who can successfully complete their studies (Hüther & Krücken, 2016).  

2.2.3. Living Situations 

Non-traditional students can also be defined as students in divergent living situations. This can, for 

example, relate to people with working experience who want to upgrade their qualifications without 

discontinuing their profession, students who have to earn a living, students with children or other 

caregiving tasks, or students with disabilities or chronic diseases (Mooraj & Wiese, 2013; Wild & Esdar, 

2014). Data shows that nowadays an increasing amount of students have other obligations next to 

their studies due to employment, childcare, but also time-intensive hobbies or competitive sports 

(Heublein et al., 2017; Middendorff et al., 2013). These students are challenged by their restricted time 

resources to a high degree and face problems with respect to their academic integration and success 

(Röwert et al., 2017). At the same time, in Germany, the institutional structures of study programs, 

service offers and lectures are still oriented towards the image of the ‘ideal’ student who is unmarried, 

childless, studies full-time and does not rely on self-financing (Berthold & Leichsenring, 2012; Buß, 

2010; Hanft, 2015; Wielepp, 2013).  

Due to the previously mentioned strict institutional segmentation between academic and vocational 

education in Germany, there is almost no tradition of introducing flexible study structures in forms of 

further education (Weiterbildung), part-time or distance learning study programs that could 

acknowledge the heterogeneous living situations of today’s students. Thus, the area of postgraduate 

programs has not been very well developed in comparison to other countries (Teichler & Wolter, 

2004).  

Within German universities, providing more flexible study structures has not been subject to 

discussions for quite a long time—until the topic of ‘lifelong learning’ entered the political discourse 

on the European level (Hanft, 2012). In the course of the launch of European initiatives like the Bologna 

Process and the Lisbon Strategy, higher education systems are requested to transfer universities into 

‘institutions of lifelong learning’ (Hanft, 2012). According to the European Commission, structures and 

offers of universities should be designed to offer possibilities and incentives for continuous learning, 

while reducing barriers to enable everyone the opportunity to learn. According to Hanft (2015), 
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however, in Germany this demand faces a higher education system that is characterized by its 

structural homogeneity without any concessions to heterogeneous student groups.  

2.2.4. Individual Competences 

The previous sections focused on the ways structural barriers in society hamper the participation of 

those student groups which do not represent the ‘traditional’ or ‘ideal’ student with regard to 

contextual factors (e.g., access route to higher education, educational or socio-economic status of 

parents, current living situation). In addition to these sociological perspectives on student diversity, 

there is also a psychological perspective that concentrates on inner-individual differences and their 

impact on academic performance (Bosse, 2015; Richardson et al., 2012). Here, too, the image of a 

traditional or ideal student is created, only concerning individual competences and academic abilities 

that predict students’ academic success. Following the present study’s broad definition of widening 

participation, the category of ‘individual competences’ plays an important part as it focuses on the role 

of individual characteristics for academic success.  

This psychological research subsumes studies on the influence of personal traits, motivational factors, 

self-regulatory learning strategies as well as students’ approaches to learning on academic 

performance (Richardson et al., 2012). Findings indicate that certain features are especially relevant 

for study success, including cognitive determinants (e.g., intelligence and aptitude, prior discipline-

related knowledge), competences and attitudes towards the organization of learning (e.g., 

management of learning and studying) and motivational determinants (e.g., need for achievement, 

academic self-concept) (Schulmeister et al., 2012). One of the most important determinants for 

academic performance is self-efficacy, which refers to an individual’s belief in his or her capabilities to 

succeed in challenging situations or fulfill a task (Bandura, 1977).  

It should be noted that this perspective is sometimes misunderstood as being deficit-oriented. Deficit 

orientation emphasizes a lack of certain competences or abilities perceived as necessary for successful 

participation in higher education. This reaches back to the time of Humboldt: When studying was 

reserved for a small educated elite, critics took issue with the majority of first-year students supposedly 

being ill-prepared for academia (Mussmann, 1832). This was attributed to their ‘bad’ attitude towards 

studying which was thought to be driven by an interest in being trained to earn money rather than 

being inspired by the idea of academic education. Competences like the ability to adopt new 

knowledge in a proactive, independent and autonomous way as well as critical reflection skills were 

emphasized in contrast to the passive reception, repetition or memorization of predetermined 

knowledge (Hanft, 2015). Thus, discussions and complaints about a lack of aptitude for higher 

education (Studierfähigkeit) are as old as the German higher education system itself. Criticism covers 
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all disciplines from mathematics to pedagogy. There are numerous newspaper articles and discussion 

papers by professors who complain that students are not capable to understand scientific theories, 

summarize texts in their own words and deal with contradictory statements (Ladenthin, 2018).  

Driven by recent psychological research about study success, however, a perspectival shift has 

occurred, which moves away from deficit-oriented views towards an orientation that acknowledges 

the diverse set of competences, interests and motivations students have (Arnold & Kolbinger, 2012; 

Schulmeister et al., 2012). According to this perspective, a differential approach to studying and 

teaching is necessary. Such a teaching approach should take the diversity of individual learning 

personalities into account instead of relying on study structures geared towards one ‘ideal’ set of 

competences that students bring with them (Viebahn, 2009). This perspective is supported by research 

in the field of university didactics which advocates for institutional settings of studying and teaching 

which should acknowledge heterogeneous learning styles and strategies as well as different ways of 

improving students’ motivations (Wildt, 1985). Still, it is argued that students’ different competences, 

abilities and motivations are not considered within homogeneous institutional structures of study 

programs (Bülow-Schramm, 2016). As formulated by Döring (2018), the particular nature of university 

teaching with its common focus on chalk and talk technique (Frontalunterricht) has contributed to the 

fact that teaching concepts emphasizing individualization have been poorly developed. This criticism 

can often be found in more general discussions about how the quality of studying and teaching can be 

improved at German universities.  

In summary, student diversity can be conceptualized in terms of access routes, socio-demographic 

characteristics, students’ heterogeneous living situations and individual competences. However, as 

mentioned before, these distinctions serve only analytical purposes; in reality, those attributions often 

go hand in hand. For example, persons whose heterogeneous living situations conflict with 

homogeneous study structures have often entered higher education via alternative routes. 

Furthermore, educational biographies often correlate with a person’s socio-economic status: The 

probability to go to a Gymnasium is 1.8 times higher for children of academics than for children of non-

academics (79 percent vs. 43 percent). Therefore, it is more likely for children from a non-academic 

household to enter higher education via alternative routes with vocational qualifications than via the 

direct school-based way (Middendorff et al., 2013). Finally, differential categories like access routes or 

socio-demographic characteristics are often associated with individual competences— e.g., potentially 

problematic attitudes towards learning and a lack of prior knowledge—although these claims are not 

supported by research (Hanft, 2015).  

The literature review undertaken so far should shed some light on the often inconsistent ways terms 

like ‘student diversity’ and ‘widening participation’ are defined in the research landscape of German 
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higher education. There are also no clear and consistent definitions of these terms in the political 

discourse on widening participation. Rather, the political discourse entails different ideas about equal 

access and success. Accordingly, the following sub-chapter introduces the necessary background 

information on the German widening participation agenda. This is particularly relevant for the analysis 

of the German political discourse on widening participation, which will be presented afterward.  

2.3. The German Widening Participation Agenda: Policies to Deal with Student Diversity 

Widening participation and student diversity are highly relevant to the German political agenda. In the 

political discourse, the term ‘heterogeneity’ is often connected to calls for action on behalf of 

universities. In other words, there is a strong demand made towards universities to develop 

appropriate strategies to support heterogeneous student groups according to their individual needs. 

However, this political demand does not represent a consistent reform agenda. In order to stimulate 

organizational change and development, the German government increasingly prefers the use of soft 

steering instruments like funding programs. Their aim is to support universities financially in their 

efforts to widen participation (Eurydice, 2011; Osborne, 2003a). These funding programs differ in their 

focus on specific target groups and thus with regard to their definition of student diversity. These 

inconsistencies result in a widening participation agenda with varying emphasis and inconsistent 

meaning given to the topic of student diversity (Bosse & Mergner, 2019). At the same time, the soft 

steering instruments used by the German government are embedded within a legal framework 

pushing for widening participation in the German higher education system. This legal framework 

prioritizes some aspects of student diversity while neglecting others. In order to understand how the 

topic of student diversity is constructed in the political discourse on widening participation, the 

following chapter will provide the necessary background information for the German situation. First, 

the legal framework for widening participation will be introduced as well as central political 

stakeholders involved in widening participation, followed by a description of the policies and programs 

for widening participation that were implemented by these central political actors. These policies and 

programs serve as examples of the numerous soft steering instruments that have been used by the 

German government over the last years.  

2.3.1. Legal Framework for Widening Participation and Central Political Stakeholders 

In order to understand how universities deal with student diversity, it is important to understand the 

legal framework and the governance structures that exist in the German higher education system for 

widening participation. Most importantly, the German higher education system is a federal system. 

This means that primarily it is the nation’s sixteen federal states (Bundesländer) that are responsible 

for the legislation and administration of education, science and culture in general and for public 
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universities in specific. Thus, the so-called cultural sovereignty (Kulturhoheit) lies within the federal 

states (Eurydice, 2019; Hüther & Krücken, 2018). This means each state is responsible for its 

educational and cultural policy. The constitution of each state features detailed regulations, for 

example with regard to the question who has or is denied access to higher education. The higher 

education acts of the states describe the general objectives of universities and the general universities 

(Eurydice, 2019). Concerning student diversity, most higher education acts define the contribution to 

socially support students with specific needs (i.e., those with children or caregivers) to lie within a 

university’s sphere of responsibility (e.g., Lower Saxony Higher Education Act of 2007, §3 Section 1, 

sentence 7) . Some higher education acts also aim at ensuring that students with disabilities or chronic 

diseases are not put at a disadvantage (e.g., Bremen Higher Education Act of 2007, §4 Section 6). In 

addition, most acts point out that universities contribute to achieving gender equality, making sure 

that the underrepresentation of women in higher job positions and gender-related disadvantages are 

counteracted (e.g., North Rhine-Westphalia Higher Education Act of 2014, §37a Section 1). Thus, it can 

be said that the higher education acts of the states define the negotiation of student diversity to be a 

major task within universities. In this context, student diversity is interpreted in terms of socio-

demographic characteristics like parenthood, disabilities/chronic diseases and gender. According to 

the higher education acts of the states, universities should diminish discrimination and dismantle the 

structural barriers that might prohibit the participation of these student groups.  

To guarantee the coordination and cooperation in areas of (higher) education, research, training and 

cultural affairs, the federal states established the KMK. The KMK is an assembly of the ministers 

responsible for education and cultural affairs in the sixteen states. According to its mission statement, 

the task of the KMK is to address “educational, higher education, research and cultural policy issues of 

supra-regional significance with the aim of forming a joint view and intention and providing 

representation for common objectives” (KMK, 2019). This joint view is expressed via recommendations 

and resolutions that are published regularly and discussed intensively. Thus, although decisions or 

directives formulated by the ministers within the KMK are not legally binding for the states as they 

need to be transferred into the respective state laws first, the KMK is one of the most crucial bodies 

for negotiating policy issues in the area of education.  

In March of 2009, the KMK set in motion one of the most profound legal changes concerning widening 

participation: They issued a recommendation allowing access to higher education for vocationally 

qualified persons without a school-based higher education entrance qualification. According to this 

KMK resolution (2009), two new access routes for vocationally qualified persons were introduced: 

1) persons with vocational advanced training qualifications (e.g., master craftsmen, technicians) 

have automatically—and without any additional examination—a general higher education 
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entrance qualification (allgemeine Hochschulreife). These qualifications are treated as equal 

to the Abitur and allow access to all study programs at universities and universities of applied 

sciences.  

2) persons who completed vocational training and have at least three years of professional 

experience receive a subject-related higher education entrance qualification (fachgebundene 

Hochschulreife) which allows access to study programs affiliated to the person’s respective 

professional practice. Additionally, they need to successfully complete a special aptitude test.  

The integration of this KMK resolution into federal state law took place at different times, resulting in 

several amendments with regard to the accreditation of prior vocational training, access to higher 

education for people without a school-based higher education entrance qualification and the transfer 

of credits earned by prior experience and professional qualifications (Hanft, 2012). This new resolution 

was not that innovative concerning access options: Some states had quite liberal access regulations 

for vocationally qualified persons long before. However, the newly introduced agreement was a clear 

political signal to both sectors (i.e., higher education and vocational sector) to emphasize their equal 

status and exert pressure on the other states to follow suit (Wolter, 2012). There were some 

differences with regard to the extent of implementation: During the adaptation of the state higher 

education laws to widen entry options, some states even went beyond the KMK recommendations, 

while others remained behind (Wolter et al., 2014).  

With the KMK resolution’s integration into state federal laws, the circle of potential students has 

broadened substantially. It is predicted that in the future, almost 60 percent of an age cohort will 

obtain a higher education entrance qualification (Wolter et al., 2014). In 2016, the proportion of 

persons holding a higher education entrance qualification was already at 52 percent (Autorengruppe 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). However, the number of students entering via these alternative 

access routes remains to be very low: In 2016, only 3 percent of first-year students entered higher 

education without a school-based entrance qualification. These students are often enrolled in extra-

occupational, part-time study programs, mostly offered by private or distance learning universities. 

Thus, their proportion among students in full-time study programs at public universities is much lower 

(Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). 

Due to states’ sovereignty, the Federal Government plays only a minor role in legal educational 

matters. Here, the BMBF is responsible for general educational policy and the provision of funding for 

research projects and institutions. The responsibilities of the Federal Government in the field of higher 

education are defined in the Basic constitution and include general rules of higher education admis-

sion, higher education degrees as well as financial assistance for students (Eurydice, 2019). Concerning 

widening participation, one important financial instrument to support educational justice and 
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opportunities is the Bundesausbildungsförderungsgesetz (Germany’s Federal Training Assistance Act 

for students, in the following abbreviated as BAföG). This national public student support system was 

introduced in 1971 and provides students with financial support in the form of loans and grants. In 

2016, 18 percent of all students received BAföG (Middendorff et al., 2017b). Whether and to what 

amount students receive payments depends on the economic performance of their parents. In 2018, 

the maximum rate was 735 euros per month. Studies show that the recipient status correlates with 

the educational status of the parents. The greatest proportion of recipients is to be found among 

students with a low educational background. (Middendorff et al., 2017b). Thus, BaföG can be seen as 

one instrument to deal with student diversity, defined in terms of socio-demographic characteristics 

like educational family background.  

Traditionally, the German higher education system is characterized by strong and prescriptive state 

regulation, e.g., in terms of universities’ global budgeting. In response to higher education reforms that 

have been taking place over the past decades, the states have partly restructured the organization and 

administration of their universities. The detailed state control traditionally exercised by the states was 

replaced by strengthening the autonomous actions of universities (Eurydice, 2019). By shifting 

decision-making competences from the state ministries to the governing boards of universities, the 

main objective of these reforms was to reinforce universities’ capacity to act (Schimank, 2009). This 

shift in legal regulations of German universities was influenced by a general new management trend 

that proved to be consequential for almost all higher education systems worldwide (de Boer et al., 

2007; Enders et al., 2008; Wilkesmann & Würmseer, 2009). This trend is based on the belief that 

universities should be given more sovereignty and independence in order to fulfill self-interested goals 

and rational means, whereas the influence of the state should be reduced. Since the mid-1990s, the 

sixteen federal states in Germany have initiated several reforms to deregulate and give more power 

to universities concerning financial resources. For example, instead of cameralistic accounting, they 

introduced lump-sum budgeting (de Boer et al., 2008). Nevertheless, the German higher education 

system still represents a soft-governmental regime in the sense that the majority of universities’ 

budgets are publicly funded (Wilkesmann, 2016b).  

The two most important funding models are state baseline funding and third-party funding, while the 

importance of third-party funding has increased to some extent (DFG, 2020; Hüther & Krücken, 2018). 

In 1998, the share of third-party funding at German universities was at 16 percent, whereas in 2012 

this value increased to 26 percent. In terms of the funding volume obtained, this represents a doubling 

of third-party funding revenues over 12 years. Since 2013, however, the share of third-party funding 

at German universities has stabilized and now makes up between 27 percent and 28 percent of a 

university’s budget (DFG, 2020). The majority of these funds stem from competitive initiatives or 
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funding programs using public money. The most important financiers of these competitive initiatives 

are the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research Foundation, in the following abbreviated 

as DFG) and joint programs of the BMBF and the states (DFG, 2020). The BMBF has increased its 

influence on German universities with the help of extensive funding programs. Traditionally, third-

party funding has mostly been spent on research issues, but the topic of teaching has become 

increasingly important for third-party funding as well. The stronger emphasis on funding initiatives for 

teaching is of special interest for the question how universities respond to widening participation 

demands as teaching and learning are expected to be more impacted by increased student diversity 

compared to research. Consequently, it can be observed that a lot of these initiatives incorporate 

demands for dealing with student diversity, coupling them with more general demands to adapt 

teaching and studying to the changing needs of today’s student population. Some of these policies and 

initiatives will be introduced in the course of the following chapter.  

Other instruments for stimulating organizational change on the part of universities are recommen-

dations by central political stakeholders. One of the most influential political actors in the German 

higher education landscape is the German Science Council, the most important advisory body for 

science policy in Germany. It advises the German Federal government and the state governments on 

key issues concerning higher education and scientific developments (Hüther & Krücken, 2018). On that 

account, it regularly publishes recommendations, positions and statements on the scientific system 

and related topics, but also on specific scientific institutions.11 One of these recommendations pro-

claimed that the German higher education system has to “become accessible for broader sections of 

the population and to develop strategies to improve the individual study success in the light of a more 

distinct heterogeneity of its student body” (Wissenschaftsrat, 2013). This quote is one of the key 

examples for the high relevance of widening participation and student diversity on the political agenda 

in Germany.  

2.3.2. Policy Programs and Initiatives Aimed at Student Diversity 

As mentioned before, the BMBF has increased its influence on German universities with the help of 

the funding programs it finances. For example, the BMBF initiated the Higher Education Pact 

(Hochschulpakt) which supports the states financially to help deal with the increase in student 

                                                           

11 The Science Council consists of 24 researchers, who are nominated by the most important German scientific 
institutions (e.g., German Research Foundation, Leibniz Association) and eight public representatives, who are 
nominated by the Federal and state governments. Recently, the Council has expanded its original spectrum of 
tasks. It is now also responsible for to the evaluation of outer-university research institutions, the institutional 
accreditation of private and ecclesiastical universities, the execution of the Excellence Initiative and the advi-
sory of the Federal Government and the state governments on the structure of research funding. For further 
information, see Wissenschaftsrat (2021). 
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numbers. This policy instrument represents an administrative agreement between the federal 

government and the states to ensure financial support that goes directly either to the universities or 

the states. 

Further, there are a number of BMBF funding programs in which student diversity plays a more direct 

role. One of the most important programs to support widening participation was the funding initiative 

‘Advancement through Education: Open Universities’ (Aufstieg durch Bildung: Offene Hochschulen). It 

focused on the development of flexible study structures and programs, in particular for employed 

persons or persons with family responsibilities. This funding program sought to contribute to lifelong 

learning against the background of European initiatives like the Bologna Process and the Lisbon 

Strategy. According to the European Commission, higher education systems are requested to 

transform universities into ‘institutions of lifelong learning’ (Hanft, 2012) in which structures and 

practices are designed in such a way that they offer possibilities and incentives for continuous learning. 

At the same time, barriers to learning should be removed so that everyone has an opportunity to learn 

continuously. According to Hanft (2015), however, in the German context, this demand faces a higher 

education system characterized by its structural homogeneity without accommodating heterogeneous 

student groups. Consequently, the funding program ‘Advancement through Education: Open 

Universities’ aimed at improving the permeability of academic and vocational education and provided 

universities with financial incentives to introduce more flexible study structures. The BMBF initiated 

the program in 2010. It completed two contest rounds, one from 2011 to 2017 and one from 2017 to 

2020. The first round involved 50 universities and another 46 universities joined the program for the 

second round. These universities developed concepts for work-compatible study programs, certificate 

courses, dual courses of study, or study modules with enhanced practical phases.  

Besides the development of flexible study programs, the BMBF also introduced the funding program 

ANKOM. It was designed to support projects at universities that tried to ease the transition from 

vocational to academic education and allow individuals to successfully complete their studies while 

working. Especially the recognition and validation of vocational qualifications for study programs 

became a main point of interest (Freitag et al., 2015; Wolter, 2012). The funding program ran from 

2006 to 2014. In total, nineteen projects at public and private universities were funded during that 

time.  

These funding programs were accompanied by an Upgrading Scholarship Program (Aufstiegs-

stipendium) for persons with particularly good vocational qualifications which was introduced by the 

BMBF in 2008. Several state-level initiatives with similar objectives were launched, for example, Lower 

Saxony’s ‘Open University’ (Offene Hochschule) program aimed at supporting universities in Lower 

Saxony in their efforts to widen participation and open higher education for vocationally qualified 
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persons (Stöter, 2012). Another example was the funding program ‘Study Models of Individual Speeds’ 

(Studienmodelle individueller Geschwindigkeit) in Baden-Württemberg which supported the 

development of study programs that would shape the first year according to individual needs and 

aptitudes of diverse students (Mergner et al., 2017).  

Despite political efforts, the number of alternative study programs remains relatively low. In 2018, 

90 percent of all Bachelor’s study programs were designed as full-time study programs (Autorengruppe 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). Only private universities tend to direct their study programs more 

towards employed persons. Here, one third of all Bachelor’s study programs are designed as extra-

occupational study programs (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). Nevertheless, the 

overall number of first-year students enrolled in distance learning study programs has increased from 

10.156 first-year students in 2005 to 19.638 first-year students in 2016. The increase of first-year 

students in dual study programs is even more impressive.12 In 2005, 2.340 first-year students enrolled 

in dual study programs, while in 2016, this number increased to 26.089 first-year students. 93 percent 

of dual study programs are offered by universities of applied sciences (Autorengruppe 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018).  

Within the previously mentioned funding programs, student diversity is defined in terms of alternative 

access routes via which students have entered higher education or the diverse living situations of 

students that should be acknowledged by the introduction of more flexible study structures. The 

project initiatives developed at universities in the context of these funding programs mostly entail the 

development of postgraduate programs and training courses. Postgraduate programs represent an 

educational sector that is relatively new and unknown territory for German universities (Wolter, 2012).  

In contrast, the previously mentioned QPL funding program was based on a broader definition of 

student diversity. It sought to encourage universities to improve the quality of teaching and studying 

in the face of an increasingly heterogeneous student population. Consequently, this funding program 

focused on project initiatives by universities within regular Bachelor’s and Master’s study programs. 

The QPL Funding Program was financed by the BMBF and represented one of the most extensive 

funding programs in terms of finances and outreach. It was nation-wide and allocated subsidies to 

universities with a total funding volume of two billion euros. The program contributed to the general 

improvement of teaching and study conditions, while it simultaneously emphasized activities 

supporting the first year of study programs that aim to “acknowledge the heterogeneous student 

composition” (BMBF, 2010, p. 2). Over the last years, participating universities have developed 

                                                           

12 Dual study programs combine academic study with vocational training or practical experience in a company. 
Thereby, students obtain two qualifications, an academic degree and a vocational qualification. 
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numerous projects. These projects include the conceptualization of e-learning or blended learning 

scenarios, the professionalization of lecturers, the improvement of support offers and the introduction 

of tutoring and mentoring programs as well as introductory weeks and bridging courses. According to 

critics, however, universities developed multiple conventional measures without any coherent 

underlying strategy (Hanft, 2015). What is more, the basic conditions in which teaching and studying 

take place are not affected so that only punctual interventions are possible (Hanft et al., 2015). This is 

particularly questionable considering the fact that these interventions are only realized based on short-

term project financing, although long-term solutions for dealing with student diversity would be 

necessary.  

Still, a closer look at the organizational level reveals that German universities responded to the demand 

to deal with student diversity very differently in the context of the QPL funding program. The relatively 

general nature of the QPL funding program provided universities with a high degree of autonomy in 

choosing to what extent they connect their QPL initiatives with the topic of student diversity. This in 

particular is part of the reason the present study argues that this Funding Program provides a very 

interesting example for studying German universities’ response to student diversity in the context of 

the widening participation agenda.  

In summary, the political activities in Germany to remove legal barriers to the admission to higher 

education and improve the credit transfer from previous qualifications are well documented (Freitag 

et al., 2015; Hanft & Brinkmann, 2012). Nonetheless, accounts of their practical implementation and 

the degree of realization within universities are in most cases absent. This results in an overt discrep-

ancy between the wish to formally open up the higher education system and the restricted 

permeability between vocational and academic education observed in practice (Wolter et al., 2014). 

An additional point of critique lies in the observation that widening participation policies focus in 

particular on the permeability of vocational and academic education. This focus restricts the discussion 

to access and admission issues on the systemic level. The literature surveyed here suggests that to 

widen participation with regard to the whole student life cycle, including students’ successful 

participation and completion of higher education, it is necessary to extend the discussion to questions 

about study organization, study conditions and accompanying support on the organizational level 

(Wolter et al., 2014). Such an expanded definition of widening participation requires to not only look 

at how universities respond to widening participation rhetorically (i.e., on the strategy level), but also 

how widening participation is considered in universities’ structures and activities.  
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2.4. The German Widening Participation Agenda: Discourses on Widening Participation 

As it has been reviewed in this chapter, there is no clear and consistent definition of terms like 

‘diversity’, ‘heterogeneity’ and ‘widening participation’ in the German political discourse. Rather, it 

entails different intertwining ideas that transport value-laden expectations about the role of German 

universities (Mergner et al., 2018). Hence, it is necessary to shed some light on the German political 

discourse on widening participation and disentangle the different underlying meanings and rationales 

that are connected to student diversity in the widening participation agenda.  

To do so and to provide an answer to our first research question (i.e., which perspectives on student 

diversity can be identified in the political discourse on widening participation), this thesis includes a 

document analysis of the political discourse on widening participation. This analysis builds on prior 

research on discourses. According to Boch Waldorff (2013), a discourse is defined as “structured 

collections of texts, and associated practices of textual production, transmission and consumption, 

located in a historical and social context” (p. 286). In other words, discourses are established based on 

texts that are produced by actors that give a certain meaning to certain actions, thereby constituting 

the social world. This means, in turn, that discourse can be regarded as possessing a form of discursive 

agency. Here, actors use specific language in order to legitimize new practices or introduce institution-

alized rules that provide meaning to society (Boch Waldorff, 2013). Consequently, research on 

discourses acknowledges how the macro-level, in the form of the environment or organizational fields 

in which organizations engage and micro forces, in the form of organizational actors, mutually affect 

each other (Scott, 2010).  

Discourses entail patterns of interests, goals and shared assumptions that can be identified via 

institutional vocabularies. Institutional vocabularies refer to “structures of words, expressions, and 

meanings used to articulate a particular logic or means of interpreting reality” (Suddaby & Greenwood, 

2005, p. 43). In this context, institutional vocabularies are closely related to institutional logics, which 

are “the socially constructed, historical patterns of material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and 

rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their material subsistence, organize time and space 

and provide meaning to their social reality” (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999, p. 804). Thus, institutional logic 

provides a link between individual agency and cognition and socially constructed institutional practices 

and rule structures (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).  

This thesis focuses on political or interest-laden discourses while aiming to identify genres or certain 

patterns of interest, goals and shared assumptions that are transported utilizing textual material 

(Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). Most of the research done in this vein uses a critical discourse 

perspective, which can be regarded as a very efficient way to identify and display power positions 
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between different actors and show the mechanisms of persuasion and manipulation at work by using 

language (Boch Waldorff, 2013; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). The present 

study, however, shifts focus by choosing a more content-related than power-related perspective. 

Thereby, this study wishes to analyze the content of the idea of student diversity within the (political) 

discourse in order to, firstly, identify the underlying meaning that is given to this topic on the macro-

level and to ascertain, secondly, the way universities (re-)interpret these contents and translate them 

into their local contexts.  

The present study focuses on the political discourse because, as mentioned before, the state 

represents the most important stakeholder within the German higher education system. The state 

plays such a crucial role because it funds the majority of universities’ budgets, and the German higher 

education system can be described as highly regulated. Although state regulation has decreased in the 

last years due to the introduction of governance reforms inspired by new public management, 

institutional pressures from the state are still the most influential for universities (Krücken & Röbken, 

2009). Here, the study builds on prior research on widening participation discourses in the field of 

higher education, which will be introduced in the following sub-chapter.  

2.4.1. Prior Research on Political Discourses on Widening Participation in Higher Education 

Widening participation can be regarded as one institutional concept that is promoted within 

governmental policies as a means to describe what constitutes a ‘good’ organization in terms of role 

identity. In recent years, the topic of widening participation has gained significant interest on the 

European as well as the national level (Davies, 2003). As indicated in several EU documents, there is a 

political will to increase access to and widen participation in higher education for those groups who 

have traditionally been excluded (Osborne, 2003a), which provided the basis for several countries to 

start widening participation agendas of their own. Here, the widening participation agenda offers an 

interesting example for the power of soft steering instruments and for how the framing of the political 

discourse within the widening participation agenda impacts the choice of measures and instruments 

on the organizational level of universities.  

As international research has shown, within the political discourse terms like ‘diversity’, ‘social 

inclusion’ and ‘social equity’ are used in an inconsistent way, as they in fact reflect different underlying 

beliefs and attitudes towards the topic (Archer, 2007). By referring to these terms, political accounts 

to widen participation are legitimized on different grounds, which impacts the enactment of measures 

to be taken. For example, on the European level, research has demonstrated how different narratives 

relating to topics of social equality have been activated within the political discourse while the 

instruments chosen within reform initiatives were rather driven by economic imperatives than social 
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equity rationales (Davies, 2003). Research done in an Australian context indicates how political 

ideologies frame the discussion about social inclusion and the kind of measures which should be used 

(Gidley et al., 2010). This observation is supported by research dealing with these issues in a British 

context, where it was shown how the rhetoric of diversity has influenced the framing of the topic of 

widening participation by giving the discourse symbolic power derived from associations with equity 

and social inclusion (Archer, 2007; Davies, 2003; Jones & Thomas, 2005; Lewis, 2002; McCaig, 2015; 

Watson, 2006). Archer (2007) calls this a “moral discourse that silences other competing accounts of 

widening participation” (p. 635). Here, widening participation is often associated with value-laden 

expectations that put a lot of moral pressure on universities to respond adequately. According to 

Watson (2006), this moral finger-pointing leads to the point that he rates widening participation as 

“the most troublesome item in talk about higher education” (p. 2). However, a systematic 

understanding of the German political discourse on widening participation is still lacking.  

It can be assumed that this moral component is even more apparent in soft steering policy instruments 

that are more or less open for (local) interpretation. As it has been shown in this chapter, soft 

regulation instruments are increasingly used by the German government to stimulate organizational 

responses and support universities financially in their efforts to widen participation (Eurydice, 2011; 

Osborne, 2003a). According to Mörth (2005), soft regulations are legally non-binding rules that 

function nonhierarchically. Additionally, these rules are mostly informal and flexible with regard to 

their interpretation and adjusted by those who are being regulated (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). The 

emergence of soft law comes in a time that is described by Levi-Faur and Jordana (2016) as the “golden 

era of regulation” (p. 13). Against the background of a shift “from management to regulation, from an 

intraorganizational to interorganizational focus and from talk of efficiency to talk of transparency” 

(Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008, p. 231), empirical studies have shown that regulatory and governance activities 

of all kinds have increased with regard to their scope and breadth (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006). 

This trend is usually associated with an increasing societal distrust, which generates a need for 

activities that improve transparency and set rules with the perspective of building more trust on the 

part of society. Against the background of the ‘audit explosion’ (Power, 2000), state-centered control 

might have declined, but it has been offset by the introduction of new regulatory modes, such as 

standards, rankings and monitoring to “transform the conduct of organizations and individuals in their 

capacity as self-actualizing agents” (Shore & Wright, 2000, p. 61). Sahlin and Wedlin (2008) speak in 

this context of a ‘responsibility spiral’ in which responsibilities become diffused by the multiplication 

of regulatory and governance activities that have the aim to allocate responsibilities. This is particularly 

the case with soft regulations that have a tendency to redirect responsibility away from the ones who 

set rules towards those who follow the rules. However, in the case of soft regulation, there are 

voluntary rules that are open to translation. Consequently, those who follow the rules are held 
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responsible for the way they interpret the rules to be followed. They are required to explain why they 

have decided to follow the rules in certain ways. This ‘double blurring of responsibilities’ (Sahlin & 

Wedlin, 2008) can lead to an even greater need for regulation and governance, while at the local level 

the resistance against soft regulation might increase (Power, 2000).  

Universities are often criticized for their resistance to change in response to governmental reforms 

(Kehm, 2000). Here most of the research on higher education reform policies refers to the changing 

governance and steering mechanisms that have been the result of new public management-inspired 

reforms (Bleiklie & Kogan, 2007; Braun & Merrien, 1999). However, as Bleiklie and Michelsen (2013) 

already pointed out, only a few authors have concentrated on alternative policy topics, in particular in 

the field of soft steering instruments that play such a major role in Germany. On the one hand, soft 

regulation instruments leave a relatively large scope for action, as universities can choose their own 

priorities and highlight certain aspects over others. On the other hand, the vague definition of complex 

concepts like widening participation also produces uncertainty because organizations are required to 

position themselves and legitimize their actions against the background of this institutional political 

demand (Boch Waldorff, 2013). Therefore, the political call to action within the German widening 

participation agenda provides an opportunity to gain interesting insights into the ways universities 

construct their legitimizing accounts for practices to deal with student diversity, while the policy 

analysis serves as a frame of reference for the analysis of organizational responses. Following an 

institutional perspective, this study assumes that the political discourse entails references to rules and 

taken-for-granted assumptions about appropriate behavior on the part of universities. Further, policies 

are not simply guidelines for action, but they express certain values, beliefs and instruments for (higher 

education) organizations’ role in society (Bleiklie et al., 1995; Gornitzka, 1999).  

Consequently, the first step in this study is to delineate the background and nature of the identified 

political discourse and describe its main characteristics. What kind of problems are identified as 

central? What kind of rationales can be found in the policy debates on widening participation? To 

provide answers to these questions, the following sub-chapter introduces an analysis of the German 

political discourse on widening participation.  

2.4.2. Analysis of the German Political Discourse on Widening Participation13  

In order to analyze the underlying perspectives on student diversity in the political discourse of the 

German widening participation agenda (research question 1), a document analysis of the political 

discourse on widening participation was executed. Between January and June 2017, text materials 

                                                           

13 This sub-chapter has already been published in Mergner, Leisyte, & Bosse (2019).  
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were collected. The text materials were policy documents, resolutions and funding program 

descriptions from central political stakeholders, including the BMBF, the KMK and the Science Council, 

as they have been identified in this chapter before. The text materials cover the time period between 

2006 and 2016. For data collection, the publications on the websites of these central stakeholders 

were searched for terms like ‘diversity’, ‘heterogeneity’ and ‘widening participation’. This resulted in 

a selection of documents that deal with the topics of student diversity and widening participation, for 

example, BMBF funding programs, KMK resolutions or recommendations by the Science Council. In 

total 37 documents were collected and analyzed thematically (Schreier, 2014), supported by the QDA 

software MAXQDA. The coding of the data was informed by a literature review on policy 

implementation and widening participation research in the international and German context (Archer, 

2007; Jones & Thomas, 2005; Kehm, 2000; Teichler & Wolter, 2004). Since the policy documents were 

publicly available, the data sources were not anonymized.14  

The analysis of policy documents revealed that the political discourse on widening participation in 

Germany is dominated by two different perspectives, the social justice perspective and the economic 

perspective. Although they are often intertwined, the two perspectives differ in their definition of the 

main objectives and underlying rationales associated with widening participation.  

On the one hand, the policy documents problematize the underrepresentation of certain social groups 

in German universities. This problem is associated with certain structural and financial barriers that 

impede the participation of these groups. From this perspective, political actors such as BMBF refer to 

aims like “increasing the educational opportunities of all citizens” (BMBF, 2014) and “improving the 

educational equality in Germany” (KMK & BMBF, 2015, p. 37). Accordingly, the main institutional 

vocabularies are ‘educational equality’, ‘equal opportunity’ and ‘equity of chances’. The underlying 

rationale of widening participation is defined in terms of social justice, as it is supposed to foster 

greater social equality through the inclusion of traditionally underrepresented social groups in higher 

education. These traditionally underrepresented social groups are mostly defined in socio-

demographic terms with a special emphasis on gender, socioeconomic status and migrant background. 

For example, policy documents argue, “all people in Germany should have the opportunity to receive 

good education—regardless of social origin or migration background” (BMBF, 2013, p. 33). Other 

documents refer to persons in special living situations, like students with care-giving tasks or students 

with disabilities or health issues.  

                                                           

14 Since all data material is written in German, I have translated all following quotations from German into Eng-
lish.  
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As this definition of target groups treats financial and structural barriers as the main reason for the 

underrepresentation of diverse student groups in higher education, the respective policies focus on 

investment in student scholarships, social higher education infrastructure and student financial 

assistance, regarding the latter as “the central state instrument to secure equity of chances in 

education” (KMK & BMBF, 2015, p. 31). For universities, these policies aim to improve study conditions 

and provide more flexible learning and teaching practices that “acknowledge the increasingly 

heterogeneous learning needs of different student groups” (KMK & BMBF, 2015, p. 35). Accordingly, 

special support structures are highlighted, like child care services, learning material for students with 

disabilities, blended-learning concepts, or dual study programs for students who work during the 

course of their studies. The underlying rationale behind these kinds of actions is that there are 

structural barriers anchored within society, while universities have the social responsibility to 

contribute to removing these structural obstacles. Thus, the role of universities is defined as promoters 

of educational equality with the high external expectation that they are able to ensure “equal 

participation in education with regard to access, progress and successful completion of studies” (KMK 

& BMBF, 2015, p. 30). This assumption is embedded within the wider European reform context of the 

Social Dimension of the Bologna Process, which is described as “the societal goal that the student body 

entering, participating in and completing higher education should reflect the diversity of our 

population” (KMK & BMBF, 2010, p. 1). 

On the other hand, the policy documents on the federal level relate widening participation to the 

central problem of demographic change and a shortage of skilled labor, which threatens the country’s 

economic competitiveness. Therefore, widening participation is associated with the aim of “sustaining 

the demand for a skilled labor force” (BMBF, 2009, p. 1) to “strengthen the international 

competitiveness of Germany as a location for science” (BMBF, 2014). Regarding institutional 

vocabularies, the policy documents refer extensively to ‘demographic change’, the ‘need for skilled 

labor’ and the current ‘lack of skilled labor’. The rhetoric used in the documents tends to create an 

atmosphere of pressure and urgency for action.  

The solution is seen in increasing the attractiveness of higher education and, consequently, the number 

of students and (successful) graduates. Thus, by “exploiting the existing pool of talent and knowledge” 

(KMK & BMBF, 2015, p. 31), widening participation is displayed as a means of raising individual and 

collective wealth and thereby improving economic performance. Instead of highlighting the impact of 

structural barriers, this perspective assumes that everyone has the same opportunities if only willing 

to demonstrate high performance. This economic-oriented rationale sees ‘potentials for talents’ 

mostly among one target group, namely, vocationally qualified persons. Consequently, the suggested 

measures concentrate on improving the permeability between vocational and academic education and 
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the possibilities for lifelong learning. On the part of the policy, the main regulative obstacle for this 

target group has already been abolished with the political decision of the KMK in 2009 that allows 

access to higher education for vocationally qualified persons without having school-based university 

entrance qualifications. To increase the number of students coming from this group, this political 

decision was complemented by several funding programs to help universities improve the 

attractiveness of their study programs by developing more flexible study structures and instruments 

for the recognition of prior vocational learning. In this context, on the part of the universities, the policy 

documents call for the establishment of “demand-oriented training programs in line with market 

conditions” (Wissenschaftsrat, 2006, p. 65). According to this perspective, universities are expected to 

fulfill their role as providers of professionals for the economy by operating as drivers of innovation and 

answering the growing demand for a skilled labor force, both of which are needed to strengthen the 

national economy. By means of formulations, like “Germany needs professionals and engineers” 

(BMBF, 2015), this ascribed role is legitimized. The future investment in education is supported by 

statements such as “when we continue to rely on good education, our country is well-equipped for the 

challenges of the future: digitalization, integration and demographic change” (BMBF, 2015). On the 

European level, such an economic perspective can be rediscovered in the wider context of lifelong 

learning and the Lisbon Strategy, which aims to make the EU “the most competitive and dynamic 

knowledge-economy in the world” (Deutscher Bundestag, 2006, p. 4). 

Thus, concerning the first research question, it is suggested that the political discourse on widening 

participation transports two different functional claims regarding the role of universities: on the one 

hand, by supporting equality in educational opportunities, and, on the other hand, by securing the 

demand for a skilled labor force. In general, the document analysis indicates that these functional 

claims are accentuated in the policy documents in different ways, but they are seldom clearly 

separated. Instead, they are even often intertwined, as illustrated by the following example: 

We can only overcome the challenges of the demographic change and an imminent 
shortage of skilled labor by relying also in the future on good education for all and 
supporting all people in our country in the development of their potentials. This is why the 
improvement of educational equality was and will be a central aim of our work. (Wanka, 
2013, p. 5) 

Both perspectives postulate similar organizational measures to widen participation, but they differ in 

ascribing meaning to how universities contribute to widening participation due to a different 

underlying rationale about the key problem and respective solution (see Figure 2.1). According to the 

social justice rationale, the problem lies within structural barriers that hinder certain social groups 

from beginning and/or finishing their studies. Inequalities can thus be diminished by removing these 

barriers. According to the economic rationale, in turn, the not yet fully exhausted potential of talent 

among vocationally qualified persons is regarded as the key problem. Inequalities can only be reduced 
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by encouraging potential students to participate in higher education. The distinction between these 

two rationales is often blurred though, as illustrated by the above quote. Further, a lot of policy 

documents acknowledge both study structures and individual behavior—or, in fact, the relationship 

between those two parts—as important factors for supporting widening participation. But both 

perspectives postulate organizational actions regarding widening participation in a rather vague way. 

As a wide range of possible measures is listed in the policy documents, universities are left without 

clear guidelines about what actions are required to support widening participation. 

Figure 2.1  Summarized Findings: Analysis of the German Political Discourse on Widening Participation 

 

In summary, this sub-chapter included an analysis of the political discourse on widening participation. 

Special focus was put on policy content with regard to identified perspectives on widening 

participation and student diversity. It should be noted here that the present study focuses on the 

identification of policy content instead of analyzing the whole policy formation process. Such a focus 

was perceived as sufficient for the present research objective because the main interest of this study 

is to examine the level of individual organizations, how they translate policy content concerning 

widening participation in the local context, and how (different) translations can be explained. 

Therefore, I decided that an in-depth analysis of the policy processes underlying the widening 

participation policy agenda, including an identification of key actors and policy arenas, was not 
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necessary. In addition, several studies have already analyzed the (German) policy processes in the field 

of widening participation and student diversity before, as reviewed earlier in this chapter.15  

2.5. Summary 

This chapter introduced key concepts and necessary background information on the topic of widening 

participation in the German higher education context. It started with a definition of key terms like 

‘diversity’, ‘heterogeneity’ and ‘widening participation’ (see Chapter 2.1.). A review of the literature 

on student diversity in the German higher education context revealed that student diversity can be 

conceptualized in terms of access routes, socio-demographic characteristics, students’ heterogeneous 

living situations and individual competences (see Chapter 2.2.). Chapter 2.3. pointed out that the 

German widening participation agenda is not so much a uniform reform agenda but rather a 

conglomeration of policy instruments that differ in their foci and definitions of student diversity. These 

instruments take the form of either legal regulations, recommendations or funding programs issued 

by central political actors. All these instruments have the aim to stimulate universities’ responses to a 

predicted increase in student diversity, yet they differ with regard to their underlying perspective on 

student diversity and appropriate reactions to it. To analyze these differing perspectives on student 

diversity in more concrete terms, Chapter 2.4. introduced an analysis of the German political discourse 

on widening participation. The analysis builds on a literature review of prior research on widening 

participation discourses in the field of higher education. The findings show that the German political 

discourse is dominated by two perspectives on widening participation. On the one hand, widening 

participation is perceived as a means to bring about social justice, while perceiving the 

underrepresentation of student groups according to socio-demographic characteristics as the central 

problem. According to this perspective, universities as promoters of educational equality should 

contribute to improving educational opportunities for these groups. On the other hand, widening 

participation is displayed as a means to secure the pool of skilled labor. Accordingly, the demographic 

change and the shortage of skilled labor are perceived as the central problem. The focus is particularly 

on the group of vocationally qualified persons whose potential of knowledge and talent should be 

exploited by higher education. Hence, universities are seen as providers of professionals.  

The findings of the policy analysis align with prior research indicating that the German political 

discourse on widening participation is dominated by economic as well as social justice imperatives 

(Archer, 2007; Davies, 2003). Consequently, universities are confronted with two different 

                                                           

15 For more detailed information about the historical development and policy processes about widening partici-
pation, student diversity and lifelong learning, see Wild and Esdar (2014); Hanft (2015); Klein and Daniela 
(2012); Kreft and Leichsenring (2012).  
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perspectives on the central problems, objectives and functions of higher education in the context of 

widening participation. Accordingly, the question arises how universities respond to these external 

pressures. This analysis serves as a frame of reference for the analysis of organizational responses, i.e., 

how the demand to deal with student diversity is translated at German universities. Due to the rather 

broad and unspecific way these perspectives postulate organizational actions towards widening 

participation, no specific prototype or model is defined at the macro-level. This also leaves universities 

without any concrete guidelines on the kind of actions required to support widening participation; 

rather, a wide range of possible measures are listed in the policy documents.  
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 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

After having made the concept of student diversity in the context of the German widening participation 

agenda more concrete, this chapter focuses on the theoretical framework needed in order to 

understand and explain universities’ responses to institutional pressures to cope with student diversity 

and, thus, provide answers to research questions 2-4. After introducing the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions of the present study, the theoretical chapter reveals why universities can 

be displayed as a ‘special’ form of organization (Musselin, 2006; Wilkesmann & Schmid, 2012), which 

is important to consider when analyzing organizational responses. This study takes on an institutional 

perspective (Scott, 2010, 2013), which is particularly suitable for this undertaking because the field of 

higher education can be described as a highly institutionalized environment in which universities face 

pressures to comply with value-laden expectations such as widening participation (Kehm, 2000). More 

precisely, the study introduces concepts from Scandinavian institutionalism and research on 

organizational responses to widening participation to explain how German universities respond to 

student diversity (research question 2). In order to understand local variations in response to this 

institutional demand, the argument is inspired by research on the role of the local context for 

explaining organizational heterogeneity in responses to widening participation (research question 3). 

Finally, to identify organizational practices that deal with student diversity, the study reviews earlier 

literature on universities’ responses to widening participation (research question 4). The chapter ends 

with a theoretical conceptualization of how the idea of student diversity travels from the political 

discourse on widening participation to the organizational level of German universities in the context 

of the QPL initiative.  

3.1. Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions 

As a first step, it is important to reflect on the presuppositions or world views we bring towards the 

social world that we wish to examine. How do we position ourselves as researchers and how and with 

what kind of techniques can we detect and examine the social phenomenon of interest? A discussion 

of the ontological and epistemological positions of me as a researcher will clarify the subject, theory 

and methods of this thesis. Therefore, the chapter starts with a short excursion to the epistemological 

and scientific foundations of this work, embedding it in the field of social science, and, more explicitly, 

the field of organizational research and higher education research. 

The social sciences comprise scientific disciplines concerned with society and the relationships among 

individuals within a society. In social sciences, the scientific methods used are in part related to the 

natural sciences as well as to the humanities. All research is guided by certain abstract principles 

subsuming beliefs about the nature of reality (ontology), how knowledge is created (epistemology) 
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and how we gain knowledge of the world (methodology). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011) “the 

net that contains the researcher’s epistemological, ontological, and methodological premises” can be 

called a paradigm, representing “a basic set of beliefs that guides action” (p. 13). These beliefs 

influence the way the researcher perceives the world and acts in it and reflect the different world views 

researchers have. They shape their interpretations of the world and guide choices with regard to 

research topics, theoretical perspectives and methodology (Bess & Dee, 2012). 

The two most common paradigms in the field of social science are the positivist paradigm and the 

social constructivist paradigm. According to the philosophic belief of positivism, there is (only) one 

objective reality that is independent of any observer´s perspective. It is assumed that through careful 

observation, conclusions about reality can be drawn and shared with other observers. As a result, 

conceptualizations assumed to be generalizable across institutions and societies develop. Common 

types can then be identified and compared according to a range of performance indicators. Therefore, 

positivist social scientists often use methods for understanding society that are common in the field of 

natural sciences. By constructing empirically tested theories, they aim to identify independent 

variables that explain or predict outcomes for a dependent variable of interest referring to criteria of 

internal and external validity, reliability and objectivity (Bess & Dee, 2012; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  

The social constructivist perspective objects to the positivist view of one objective reality “independent 

of our volition” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 13). Alternatively, social constructivism acknowledges 

the existence of a subjective reality that is constructed by every member of society based on their own 

experiences and beliefs. Therefore, reality is only accessible through human cognition (Czarniawska, 

1992). This also means that multiple realities exist which each depend on the respective individual 

(Lincoln et al., 2011). By depending on such a relativist ontology, this perspective draws attention to 

the process of ‘reality construction’ suggesting that people are not passive recipients in organizational 

settings, but that they can influence and generate the context in which they engage as active agents 

(Bess & Dee, 2012). This construction of reality is created through ongoing communication, interaction 

and the interpretation of meaning and purpose by the actors (Giddens, 1984).  

This is the perspective that this research draws on. Social constructivism provides the epistemological 

background for choosing an interpretative research approach that emphasizes the performance of 

interpretation of the (inter-)acting human actor (Keller, 2009). This so-called interpretivist perspective 

of social science (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Giddens, 1984) is based on the assumption that human 

action and social interaction require the permanent performance of interpretation. People need to 

continuously interpret and understand the situations and relationships they are involved in order to 

be able to act. During interactions, persons are engaged in the permanent efforts of interpreting the 

signals and messages they send out and receive. The present study follows interpretivist researchers 
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who are interested in the practical-interpretive performances that social actors deliver in their actions, 

their interactions and the construction of social phenomena and social order (Keller, 2009).  

Although interpretative approaches can be identified as belonging to a distinct organizational 

perspective, they also use and integrate concepts from such cognitive psychology, ethnology or 

ethnomethodology. Still, there are certain characteristics that interpretative approaches share. In the 

first place, most interpretative researchers agree that what is experienced as reality within organized 

social systems is constructed by the social (inter-)action of actors. The process of reality construction 

is only maintained by means of continuous interaction. Secondly, all interpretative approaches 

emphasize the subjective sense-making efforts of actors while they are engaging and interacting 

(Wiegand, 1996). Wilson (1970) contradicts the interpretative paradigm by arguing that the normative 

paradigm—in particular the sociological theory of Parsons—explains actions through their orientation 

along norms and role requirements. According to the normative paradigm, actors must fulfill certain 

role expectations. Their disregard is sanctioned negatively, while compliance with them is being. The 

norm here is perceived as “the engine behind what is happening” (Keller, 2009, p. 21). This resembles 

a rather passive execution of prescribed roles. The interpretative paradigm, in contrast, suggests that 

actors are actively involved in a permanent process of interpreting their roles and resulting actions and 

interactions. Thus, it is not the execution of a prescribed role that is emphasized, but rather the way 

actors plan and design their own actions based on a role that is prescribed by others. Thereby, the 

acting parties come to a joint perception of the situation (Keller, 2009). It follows that within interpre-

tative approaches, the interpretative power of (inter)acting parties is of central interest.  

Further, this research is situated in the field of higher education research, and more precisely takes on 

an organizational perspective on higher education, since the focus of analysis is on universities as 

‘organizations’ and the organizational actors within those organizations. The interpretative approach 

is especially suitable in the context of higher education research as both higher education systems and 

organizations are complex entities (Hüther & Krücken, 2016; Teichler, 2003). Universities engage in an 

increasingly complex environment, which makes it virtually impossible to draw on empirically-tested 

rules concerning their reactions and responses in certain circumstances. In other words, there is no 

opportunity to create experimental situations in order to test hypotheses by manipulating certain 

mediating variables. Further, the field of higher education research is interdisciplinary and relatively 

new. Therefore, there is a lack of basic knowledge and general theory on the organizational processes 

and responses of universities. This makes a normative methodology of testing hypotheses deriving 

from certain theoretical assumptions insufficient. In sum, the interpretative paradigm is the most 

suitable paradigm that can be used in the field of higher education in the current moment in order to 

analyze such complex entities like universities.  
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3.2. Universities as a ‘Special’ Form of Organization 

To understand and explain the various ways universities respond to the political demand of widening 

participation, the present chapter follows the traditions of organizational sociologists who perceive 

universities as a special form of organization with characteristics that set them apart from ‘normal’ 

organizations (Enders et al., 2008; Hüther & Krücken, 2016; Kehm, 2012; Wilkesmann & Schmid, 2012). 

These characteristics have a great impact on the purposes of the organizations, their structure and 

culture and their internal processes of decision-making (F. Meier, 2010; Musselin, 2006).  

Universities are complex organizations that represent one of the oldest institutions in the world, 

predating the challenges of a rapidly changing and diverse environment (Würmseer, 2010). They have 

expanded their mission from serving an elite to the provision of mass education, offering the most 

important vehicle for the contemporary ‘knowledge society’ (Trow, 2005; Wolter, 2013b). Despite the 

fact that many features of the first universities have survived to the present day, for example, the 

importance of academic freedom, developments in the modern world and society have changed the 

role, modes and conditions of universities heavily. This relates to the increasing complexity and 

differentiation of rapidly emerging disciplines, new challenges deriving from the growing number of 

students that differ in several characteristics from students before, and the changing role of and the 

relation to the external environment for the universities (Bess & Dee, 2012; Kühl, 2010; Pasternack & 

Kehm, 2000). As these examples indicate, universities find themselves in an interdependent relation-

ship with their environment that consists of a wide range of (sometimes conflicting) forces with distinct 

interests. In this context, universities are neither the powerless victim of environmental determinism 

nor are they totally unrestricted in their choice of (strategic) actions (Lawrence et al., 2009). At the 

same time, from an open system perspective, it can be said that universities do not and cannot exist 

on their own (Fumasoli & Stensaker, 2013; Scott, 2004).  

The following part introduces the main research findings about the ‘special’ structure(s) and culture(s) 

of universities. Although the present study refrains from an in-depth analysis of the structures and 

cultures of the universities analyzed here, the following part provides the necessary background 

information for grasping the complexity of universities and their organizational responses to 

institutional demands.  

3.2.1. The ‘Special’ Structure(s) of Universities 

The structural characteristics of universities are marked by their high degree of differentiation and 

decentralization. This significantly impacts the way universities deal with institutional pressures in 

general and with the demand of student diversity in particular (Dee, 2016). These special structures 

result from the fact that universities are professional organizations (Mintzberg, 1983). In general, this 
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means that professionals (i.e., academics) play a central role for the university and many decisions are 

made by professional experts. The occupational group of professionals is characterized by the fact that 

they resolve complex problems and have a high degree of autonomy over their own working processes 

(Hüther & Krücken, 2018). In other words, academics enjoy professional autonomy in their research 

and teaching (Leisyte, 2016). Professional autonomy is particularly high in German higher education 

due to the Humboldtian tradition that academic freedom represents the strongest asset for being able 

to fulfill the objectives of universities. The high professional autonomy of academics results in ‘bottom-

heavy’ organizations (Gornitzka, 1999, p. 12) which means that universities’ governance structures are 

characterized by a strong diffusion of power in decision-making processes, low probability of collective 

action and weak institutional leadership (Cohen & March, 1974). Thus, the organizational structures of 

universities differ from the typical formal-bureaucratic organizational model concerning existing 

governance and decision-making structures (Hüther & Krücken, 2016).  

As professional organizations, universities employ professionals that are working in different 

disciplines. Consequently, the structuring of universities into working units is predominantly 

characterized by disciplines. A discipline is a specialized form of organization that is clustered around 

specific subjects or knowledge domains. Hereby, the profession groups specialists of the same 

knowledge domain (Hüther & Krücken, 2018). Unlike being the case with a classic organization, the 

discipline (and the profession) is not tied to a locality; it rather connects a community that shares the 

same interests and perspectives involving everyone who ‘speaks the language’ across different 

organizations and national systems (Clark, 1983). Consequently, interactions within the community, 

even over long distances (in particular with the help of modern technologies), are more common for 

academics than interactions with the other distinct groups of experts within their organization.  

At this point, it is important to consider that the discipline is the primary source of loyalty for academics 

because it is costlier for them to leave their field of expertise than to leave their university, especially 

due to the high level of advanced education they had to complete to be part of this knowledge 

community (Clark, 1983). Consequently, organizational members tend to identify themselves more 

with the work and the goals of their respective discipline than with the work and the goals of the entire 

organization (Dee, 2016). Due to the relatively high degree of autonomy, the disparate disciplines tend 

to not only lose contact with the overall organization but also to the other sub-units within the 

organization, resulting in low degrees of interaction and unit-wide coordination (Bess & Dee, 2012; 

Clark, 1983). Consequently, the organizational members of one sub-unit (i.e., discipline), operate 

rather autonomously and independently from organizational members of other sub-units. This 

distinguishes universities from other types of organizations.  
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In his seminal article, Weick (1976) describes educational systems as ‘loosely coupled’, whereas their 

sub-units have no direct influence on each other and the opportunities of steering those loosely 

coupled basic units are enormously constrained. Nevertheless, there are also some advantages 

associated with this form in contrast to centrally controlled systems as the former can respond more 

quickly to environmental changes and develop detailed solution strategies. If these solutions turn out 

to be disadvantageous, the negative effects will be concentrated on the specific basic unit, while the 

overall organization will be protected by their loose coupling (Altvater et al., 2007; Weick, 1976). What 

is more, the decentralized and highly differentiated structures of universities promote innovation and 

experimentation at the level of the respective sub-unit, while the same characteristics can have 

hindering effects on organization-wide efforts (Dee, 2016). The challenge for managers and academics 

lies in the development of cross-departmental linkages. These linkages are more likely to be 

established by means of informal networks than formal structures (Kezar, 2014).  

In the face of external demands, this structural differentiation makes it difficult for universities to 

coordinate large-scale responses. As mentioned before, studies suggest that in order to support 

widening participation, whole-institution approaches to studying and teaching are required which 

acknowledge the diversity of today’s student population (Gorard & Smith, 2006; Kift et al., 2010; Kreft 

& Leichsenring, 2012). Since academic departments tend to act independently from each other, it is 

however unlikely that experiences with successful widening participation practices are exchanged at 

the departmental or individual level.  

Since disciplines are the main differentiating feature of universities, it should also be noted that the 

kind of widening participation practices deemed appropriate to deal with student diversity might differ 

according to disciplines. One reason for these differing perspectives might be related to the 

differentiation between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ sciences that has profound consequences for a wide range of 

organizational activities (Bess & Dee, 2012; Clark, 1983). The terms ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ sciences refer to a 

distinction made between disciplines according to the way their knowledge content is structured. 

Certain disciplines rely on well-developed and relatively clear and universal structures of knowledge, 

for example, the natural sciences. Within these disciplines, students need to acquire these highly 

structured contents gradually in a certain pre-defined way. This way of structuring knowledge makes 

it easier to determine what level of knowledge students should have prior to their studies and at 

certain points during their studies. Consequently, widening participation practices in these disciplines 

tend to focus on measuring students’ knowledge in terms of pre-defined standard levels and sending 

them, if needed, to preparatory courses. Other disciplines, in turn, are concerned with ambiguous 

notions of knowledge, e.g., in the humanities (Clark, 1983). On the one hand, disciplines without any 

agreement on consistent knowledge standards make it easier for students to enter higher education. 
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On the other hand, these disciplines have nevertheless certain expectations towards their students’ 

competences, but these expectations emerge in the form of ‘unwritten rules of the game’. This lack of 

transparency may cause difficulties for students, particularly when they are unfamiliar with the higher 

education system. Widening participation practices in these disciplines often focus on the social and 

academic integration of first-year students by matching them with older and more experienced 

students, for example in mentoring programs.  

3.2.2. The ‘Special’ Culture(s) of Universities 

The concept of culture refers to the question of why universities can be so different from each other 

and how people in those academic organizations think about themselves and their work (Bess & Dee, 

2012). As mentioned before, institutional culture plays a crucial role in the way universities respond to 

institutional demands in general and their response to the demand of widening participation in 

particular (Greenbank, 2007).  

Academic organizations have strong internal dynamics rooted in the history of the organization. They 

are expressed by the ways decisions are made, actions are performed and communication takes place, 

both on an instrumental and a symbolic level (Tierney, 1988). The notion of culture includes the 

common beliefs that help the members of the organization to define who they are, what they are 

doing and why they are doing it (Clark, 1983). These common beliefs have been researched in the 

context of organizational sagas that refer to “a collective understanding of unique accomplishment in 

a formally, established group” (Clark, 1972, p. 178). It involves emotionally loaded stories, or even 

legends “between the coolness of rational purpose and the warmth of sentiment found in religion and 

magic” that are “intrinsically historical but embellished through retelling and rewriting” (Clark, p. 189). 

Especially normative organizations like universities tend to overstress the importance of symbolic 

bonding. By this, the organization creates a community that represents an emotionally charged sense 

of place, thereby generating and supporting loyalty (Clark, 1972). Especially in times of crisis, the depth 

of belief people have in the values of the institution can decide whether the institution will survive. 

Stable institutional beliefs are also an important vehicle for securing resources from the external 

environment by means of institutional reputation and self-image. Here, the strength of the 

organizational culture is directly connected to the degree of coupling, although there is always a 

symbolic unity of the whole academic institution (Clark, 1983). For outsiders, the symbolic side of 

organizations is mostly more obvious than their technical structures. These symbols are transported 

using the official images, logos or public reputation. 

Thus, culture in academic organizations includes shared values, beliefs, expectations, attitudes and 

assumptions that guide the behavior within the social system. Symbols, norms and rituals transport 
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information about appropriate behavior, how this behavior can be rewarded, and how inappropriate 

behavior can be punished (Bess & Dee, 2012). Schein (1990) sums it up as he describes culture as  

the pattern of basic assumptions, invented, discovered or developed by a given group, as it 
learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, and that 
has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore to be taught to new members 
as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (p. 111)  

However, it is not only the culture of the organization that plays a significant role here in guiding 

behavior. Rather, academic organizations subsume different “nested groupings that manufacture 

culture as part of their work and self-interest” (Clark, 1983, p. 73). In universities, several vocational 

groups manage their everyday working life based on different guiding norms, values and attitudes. At 

the same time, they rely on each other’s cooperation at some moments. The two most dominant 

groups employed at universities are academics and administrative staff. As mentioned before, 

professionals have a high degree of autonomy in deciding about their working processes, while solving 

complex problems (Dee, 2016). Dealing with complexity would be hindered by strong external control. 

Their interactions are characterized by scholarly engagement, common ambitions and shared decision-

making that arise primarily from the disciplines of the faculty. Such a culture is described in the 

literature as collegial (Bergquist, 1992). Leaders are selected by their peers for a certain period of time 

as representatives of their common group interests, being more servants to the group than their 

masters (Kezar & Eckel, 2002). Here, power positions are based on the general agreement about their 

professionalism rather than on authority based on hierarchy. By demonstrating professional expertise 

and interpersonal skills, the most influential role of the leader is the definition and exemplification of 

the common aspirations of the organization (Bensimon et al., 1989). 

The work of administrative staff, in turn, is influenced by very different norms and values, like hierarchy 

and clear and formal structures for decision-making. According to Birnbaum (1988), such a 

bureaucratic culture emphasizes compliance to formal chains, whereas the behavior of the 

organizational members relies on a system that is characterized by written rules and reporting 

relationships. Bergquist (1992) developed a similar archetype, describing the culture as managerial, in 

which emphasis is put on efficiency and effective governance skills in order to reach the goals and 

purposes of the institution. The role of leadership within the bureaucratic paradigm is defined as a 

final authority who is responsible for the well-being of the whole university. His/her task involves 

synchronization by ensuring that all the separated units work effectively and harmonically together. In 

this regard, decision-making is described as result-oriented, rational problem solving that follows 

formal and rational bureaucratic procedures (Bensimon et al., 1989). 

Further, universities also consist of several democratic and political elements (e.g., student union, 

senate) with diverging interests, trying to strengthen their power positions, gain control over 
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institutional processes and pursue their own objectives (Baldridge, 1971). Such a political or 

negotiating culture—as described by Birnbaum (1988) and Bergquist (1992) respectively—is 

characterized by the establishment of fair and democratic procedures through means of interest group 

building, confrontation and consensus. Organizational behavior can be described in terms of social 

exchange where people support certain interest groups, for which, in return, they expect benefits for 

their own situation (Bensimon et al., 1989). Leaders within these systems have the task to mediate 

between the shifting power groups. Their power is based on the control of information and the 

manipulation of expertise, rather than on their hierarchical position (bureaucratic model) or the 

respect of colleagues due to their professional expertise (collegial model) (Bess & Dee, 2012; Kezar & 

Eckel, 2002). 

Thus, universities comprise multiple and often conflicting subcultures. Different actor groups, like 

academics and administrative staff, might differ according to what they perceive as the appropriate 

way of dealing with external demands in general and widening participation in particular. Even among 

academics, there is rarely agreement among their beliefs in what constitutes appropriate ways to deal 

with student diversity (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Dee 2016). These different beliefs originate in 

academics’ disciplinary traditions which each constitute a distinct subculture of their own. Further, due 

to the high degree of structural differentiation previously mentioned, it is likely that the overarching 

culture of the organization is only weakly developed or not well accepted within the different sub-units 

(Bess & Dee, 2014). This cultural differentiation can be challenging when universities are faced with 

institutional demands, like widening participation. According to research, organizational members are 

more likely to select and support widening participation initiatives that are consistent with their own 

values (Dee, 2016; Greenbank, 2007). Thus, efforts to enhance widening participation are expected to 

be more successful if the type of initiative fits in with the cultural values of the educational institution. 

For example, at a university that has a traditionally high proportion of vocationally qualified students, 

acceptance for developing study programs and support structures for this non-traditional student 

group is expected to be higher than at a university where most students enter higher education directly 

after they have obtained their Abitur at a Gymnasium.  

Further, it should be taken into account that all aspects of an organizational and professional culture 

are embedded in the culture of the system. The culture of the system relates to the national traditions 

that guide the status and purpose of (higher) education. For example, one systemic belief over which 

national traditions can differ significantly lies in the degree of accessibility to higher education (Clark, 

1983). This belief manifests itself in discussions where some people argue for equitable access, while 

others fear a loss of prestige. Although nearly all developed countries have experienced an expansion 

towards mass education, they differ in their opinions about what degree of qualification is necessary 
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to enter the system, which can be related to their traditions and educational history (Clancy & 

Goastellec, 2007).  

To put it in a nutshell, literature displays universities as structurally differentiated and loosely coupled, 

not following strict hierarchies and having rather weak decision-making competences (Weick, 1976). 

Other authors describe them as ‘incomplete’ organizations because they have unclear hierarchies and 

their main sources of identity are rooted in the discipline and academic community rather than in the 

institution with its own set of values and norms (Brunsson & Sahlin-Andersson, 2000; Clark, 1983; 

Cohen et al., 1972). 

In light of several university reforms that strengthened institutional autonomy, accountability and 

competition among institutions (Gornitzka & Maassen, 2000; Paradeise et al., 2009), some scholars 

argue that universities have become ‘complete’ organizations with more clearly defined identities 

(Brunsson & Sahlin-Andersson, 2000). However, although current universities can no longer be 

described as organized anarchies (Cohen & March, 1974), they also do not fulfill the role of a rational 

actor (Fumasoli & Stensaker, 2013; Krücken & Meier, 2006). At the same time, it has to be 

acknowledged that the environment of academic organizations has also increased in its complexity. 

Thus, the present study wishes to explore the gaps between contrasting explanations more closely in 

order to understand how universities deal with institutional pressures while taking into account the 

complexity of universities as organizations and their environment. Here, the study employs an 

institutional perspective, which will be further discussed in the following sub-chapter.  

3.3. Explaining Universities’ Responses: Choosing an Institutional Perspective 

Deriving from the ontological and epistemological assumptions and the higher education research 

context, certain criteria can be deduced that guide the choice of the theoretical framework for the 

present study. The objectives of the present study require a theory that is suitable for studying both 

the macro-level of a university’s environment and its organizational level because it wishes to examine 

how the topic of student diversity is constructed in the political discourse, but also how German 

universities respond to the institutional demand of student diversity. The main research interest 

consists of the topic of widening participation. As it has been shown in Chapter 2, widening 

participation represents a value-laden concept that transports inconsistent normative values and 

expectations that universities face. At the same time, the field of higher education represents a highly 

institutionalized environment, as has been explained in the previous chapter. Consequently, an 

institutional theory perspective seems to be a promising way to explain organizational responses of 

German universities to student diversity.  
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Institutional theory or, more precisely, organizational neo-institutionalism, can be perceived as one of 

the most dominant approaches to understand organizations and organizational behavior (Palmer et 

al., 2008). This is particularly true for the field of higher education (Krücken & Röbken, 2009). The field 

of higher education can be described as a highly institutionalized environment in which universities 

are pressured to comply with widely endorsed institutional values (Mampaey, 2018). One example of 

such an institutional value is widening participation (Archer, 2007; Osborne, 2003a). Here, numerous 

studies have examined how universities respond to the institutional forces they are faced with through 

a neo-institutional theoretical lens (Krücken & Röbken, 2009). Most of these studies use concepts from 

the classical works of Meyer and Rowan (1977), DiMaggio and Powell (1983), Zucker (1977), Tolbert 

and Zucker (1983), and Meyer and Scott (1983).  

The foundation of neo-institutionalism lies in the critique of the classical rational conceptualization of 

organizations that portray them as agentic actors capable of responding adequately to situational 

circumstances (Palmer et al., 2008). At that time in the first half of the last century, prominent 

technocratic theories focused on the relationship between the organization and their (technical) 

environment and the ways formal organizational structures were adapted to those technical demands 

to increase efficiency and ensure an appropriate ‘fit’. Even so, Meyer and Rowan (1977) emphasize in 

their seminal work that organizations are not only influenced by technical expectations (i.e., pressures 

towards efficiency, accountability), but also by their ‘institutional’ context which incorporates 

rationalized myths, i.e., widespread social understandings about what is defined as being rational 

(Greenwood et al., 2008). These rationalized myths are institutionalized in their environment, 

emerging as formal and informal rules, social norms and ideologies of society (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 

While earlier work concentrated mostly on regulative and normative aspects of the institutional 

context, later neo-institutionalists added the role of symbolic elements, such as behavioral schemata 

and scripts that shape organizational structures and actions (Scott, 2004). Overall, rationalized myths 

are regarded as a recipe for appropriate behavior. In order to signal their ‘social fitness’, organizations 

incorporate practices defined by prevailing rationalized concepts about organizational work, guided by 

a logic of appropriateness (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; March & Olsen, 1984). As Meyer and Rowan 

(1977) state, “organizations that do so increase their legitimacy and their survival prospects, 

independent of the immediate efficacy of the acquired practices and procedures” (p. 340). This means 

organizational action is not solely triggered by the organization’s impetus of being rational to increase 

efficiency, but also by appearing to be rational to secure legitimacy and survival (Meyer & Scott, 1983). 

Most attention of these early institutional theorists is concentrated on the role of shared meaning, 

institutional processes and institutional conformity (Lawrence et al., 2009). Institutional theory builds 

on observations that organizations often look alike, although their activities might be very different, 



 
 

51 
 

and that organizational administration tends to take over certain practices that originally stem from 

disparate sectors (Palmer et al., 2008; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). In this context, neo-institutionalism is 

characterized by its two most important contributions to organizational theory, namely the concept of 

isomorphism and the phenomenon of decoupling.  

By conforming to rationalized myths, organizations become isomorphic with their institutional context. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe how institutionalization actually takes place through three 

‘mechanisms of diffusion': coercive isomorphism that results from political influence and the issue of 

legitimacy, mimetic isomorphism that derives from standard responses to uncertainty, and normative 

isomorphism that is related to professionalization. Organizations might also enact ceremonial 

conformity in cases where institutional expectations contradict considerations and requirements of 

(technical) efficiency (Meyer & Scott, 1983). According to Meyer and Rowan (1977), organizations 

comply with institutional expectations in a symbolic manner by decoupling their formal structures from 

their technical activities. Thus, in order to secure legitimacy, the expectations and institutional 

demands are met externally, whereas they have no impact on actual everyday business (Greenwood 

et al., 2008). Therefore, the main research interest of neo-institutionalist research lies within the 

similarities between organizations and not their heterogeneity.  

The question why organizations or, more precisely, organizational structures, become more alike has 

also stimulated studies in the field of higher education research. For example, research indicates that 

an increasing number of universities have begun to implement mission statements (Jungblut & 

Jungblut, 2016; Kosmützky & Krücken, 2015; Morphew & Hartley, 2006). Mission statements are 

regarded as legitimate strategic instruments of university leadership. Higher education research has 

also investigated the three isomorphic mechanisms mentioned above. Schriewer (2007) for example 

shows that the legal regulations in the context of the Bologna Process (e.g., the introduction of credit 

points, two-cycle study programs) have resulted in a unique and historically high level of structural 

harmonization among higher education systems on the European level. This can be described as the 

result of coercive isomorphism (Krücken & Röbken, 2009). Here, the state as the most influential player 

in public higher education systems has sparked off structural adaptation processes with the help of 

legal regulations. However, the consistent Bologna framework had to face very diverse European 

higher education systems, which implemented the Bologna regulations very differently. The 

consequence is that formally similar models and programs mask considerable variations in concrete 

activities that might even have counterproductive effects. In the case of the Bologna Process, it seems 

that the more structured Bachelor’s degree programs and the shortened study cycles indeed have 

hindering effects on the mobility of young students across Europe, which runs counter to the original 

objective of the Bologna Process (Schriewer, 2007). Mimetic isomorphism was identified in the context 
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of universities that adopted academically oriented programs (e.g., Master’s and PhD graduate 

programs) in order to strengthen their reputation and, thus, strengthen their legitimacy (Morphew & 

Huisman, 2002). The underlying mechanism here is imitation. Smaller universities with less academic 

reputation copy the structures and norms of bigger research-oriented universities which serve as role 

models within the organizational field. Finally, normative isomorphism results from pressures exerted 

by the profession. For example, accreditation agencies can exert normative pressures on universities 

to align curricula and study programs according to specific quality assurance standards (Krücken & 

Röbken, 2009).  

The concept of decoupling has been confirmed in numerous higher education studies. For example, 

Morphew and Hartley (2006) show that the formulation of mission statements is often not followed 

by any changes in organizational practice. In the context of dealing with student diversity, universities 

have been criticized to meet this institutional demand on a merely rhetorical basis, while their 

organizational practices of teaching and learning remain unchanged (Kehm, 2000).  

However, over the course of time, neo-institutionalism has received extensive critique. In general, 

institutional theorists fail to provide clear definitions of the concepts of ‘institution’, ‘institutional 

context’ and ‘institutionalization’ (Czarniawska, 2008; Lawrence et al., 2009). In some cases, these 

notions are taken for granted and it is left to the reader to make suppositions of what they might entail. 

In other cases, these concepts are even defined differently within one work, resulting in conceptual 

ambiguities. According to Greenwood et al. (2008), institutional theorists seem to have different 

understandings of these terms, but without making their points of view apparent, the authors claim, 

it is difficult to start a debate about the most important concepts the theory entails (Greenwood et al., 

2008). 

Further, neo-institutionalists’ coverage of organizational change has been criticized. This can be traced 

back to its origin as a counter-movement to traditional organizational theory which—based on the 

rational choice theory—assumes that change is an organizational norm. Institutionalists object to this 

assumption by stating that stability, and not change, is the norm (Czarniawska, 2008). But according 

to Czarniawska and Sevón (1996a), reality resembles a rather paradoxical and ambiguous picture, 

where planned initiatives for change often fail or produce unexpected and unintended results, while 

simultaneously people convince others—on purpose or by accident—to change their actions and 

underlying beliefs. 

A related critique stems from the assumption of institutional theory that institutional rules are ‘out 

there’. In other words, neo-institutional research assumes that there are certain characteristics of an 

organization’s organizational field that determine whether institutional pressures or expectations are 
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adopted or not. This, in turn, implies the existence of ‘one’ institutional rule. It is regarded as something 

definite, invariable and apparent to everyone in the same way. This point of view was challenged by 

research that acknowledged the complexity of institutional contexts, in which institutional demands 

are often perceived as conflicting with each other. Therefore, in line with a social constructivist 

perspective, growing attention was given to the question why and how organizations interpret and 

respond differently to their contexts. This development questioned previous assumptions of 

‘objective’ and fixed institutional expectations by emphasizing the ‘subjective’ character of different 

interpretations and translations organizational actors may depend on (Greenwood et al., 2008).  

A similar critique concerns the limited role that agency plays in neo-institutional approaches, as these 

focus more on processes on the macro-level. This can be explained by the initial concern to explain 

organizational isomorphism which could not be traced back to competitive pressures or motives of 

efficiency. Therefore, early institutionalists were mostly interested in the ways institutions affect 

organizational actions. Accordingly, agency was of secondary interest, mostly ignored or considered as 

a reaction to institutional pressures by means of adoption, decoupling or ceremonial conformity. Early 

on, the subordinate role of agency and its over-socialized image was criticized in the literature 

(Lawrence et al., 2009). There were several attempts to incorporate concepts of agency into 

institutional theory, for example by combining approaches from neo-institutionalism and resource-

dependency (Oliver, 1991). Accordingly, research started to shift its focus from the processes through 

which institutions affect organizational action towards the processes through which actors affect the 

institutional practices within which they operate (Palmer et al., 2008). In this context, research on 

institutional entrepreneurship evolved, referring to “activities of actors who have an interest in 

particular institutional arrangements and who leverage resources to create new institutions or to 

transform existing ones” (Maguire et al., 2004, p. 657). Alternatively, studies integrated practice-

oriented literature to derive a more balanced understanding of agency and institution (Greenwood et 

al., 2008). By focusing on the relationship between human action and the cultures and structures the 

actors are embedded in, these approaches contrast with both, structuralist and voluntaristic views 

(Krücken and Röbken, 2009). 

Krücken and Röbken (2009) argue that current developments in the higher education sector can no 

longer be grasped by the established concepts of neo-institutionalism. Yet, there are only a few studies 

to date that argue for an adaptation of neo-institutional theory according to changes in higher 

education systems worldwide. One example is the study of Kraatz and Zajac (1996) whose findings 

indicate that the increase of competitive pressures and a tighter coupling of organizational structures 

due to efficiency resulted in an organizational change of universities which cannot be explained by 

isomorphic mechanisms or decoupling. Further, Levy’s (2006) study on the expansion of the private 
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higher education sector examines the reasons for the increasing heterogeneity of higher education 

systems, which would counter the neo-institutional assumption of increasing similarities among 

organizations in the field of higher education. Further, he points out that a stronger actor-oriented 

perspective is required rather than making the passive changes of universities according to external 

institutional requirements subject of discussion. He emphasizes the impact of single actors in shaping 

the way universities deal with challenges they are faced with in a deliberate and intentional way.  

The present study follows this criticism and defines two additional criteria for choosing an appropriate 

theoretical framework for studying the phenomenon of interest. Considering the social constructivist 

perspective of the present study, the theoretical framework should acknowledge that actors are 

actively involved in a permanent process of interpretation of the institutional pressures they are faced 

with. At the same time, the second criterion refers to the observation that actors’ actions and 

interpretations are neither always planned nor always unconscious. In other words, the present study 

is looking for a theoretical framework that can overcome simple dichotomies that prescribe 

organizational responses either as a result of strategic actorhood or environmental determinism. 

Instead, the present study aims to build on a theoretical framework that acknowledges the complexity 

of higher education systems and institutions.  

Here, Scandinavian institutionalism (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) provides an interesting 

complementary theoretical lens to understand how external pressures lead to local variations. While 

institutional theory suffers from the ‘either-or”’ character of modernist organizational theory which 

divides the organizational landscape into opposite dichotomies like technical/institutional, 

change/stability, structuralist/voluntaristic and objective/subjective, Scandinavian institutionalism 

seeks to overcome those dichotomies, pointing towards a more holistic picture of organizations and 

their inner processes.  

3.4. Scandinavian Institutionalism 

Scandinavian institutionalism (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) is mostly concerned with the question of 

how organizations respond to institutional pressures. It focuses on understanding how organizations 

perceive and interpret institutional expectations and how these perceptions and interpretations 

influence organizational action in their daily lives (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). 

Thereby, Scandinavian institutionalists acknowledge the heterogeneity of organizational responses, 

while putting special emphasis on intra-organizational dynamics and processes, which leads to a 

preference for combining elements of institutional theory with practice-oriented literature 

(Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). Accordingly, they prefer to examine phenomena of interest that are 

situational, dynamic and emergent, but also ambiguous and fragmented.  
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This line of theory was first developed in the 1980s and 1990s, based on research on public 

organizations and public reforms in Norway and Sweden (Brunsson & Olsen, 1993; March & Olsen, 

1989). Scandinavian institutionalism was built around the phenomenon of organizational change by 

taking up the ambiguity often witnessed concerning change (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 

2009). This theory is based on observations within organizational life that show both intentional and 

contingent factors shaping the process of change. Therefore, Scandinavian institutionalists regard 

organizations as a combination of change and stability that together represent an organizational norm 

(Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996b).  

This strand of theory builds on concepts from neo-institutional, cultural and cognitive approaches, and 

is influenced by the work of James G. March, Karl E. Weick, Bruno Latour, and Michel Callon 

(Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). Due to their interest in the dynamic elements of 

circulating ideas this tradition is primarily based on extensive qualitative studies, like case studies and 

micro-studies of individual decision-making and change processes (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Certain 

concepts, such as translation, sense-making and loose coupling, have shaped the development of 

Scandinavian institutionalism in a profound way and will be presented in more detail in the following 

part (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). 

3.4.1. Translation and the Travel of Ideas 

The most prominent concept within Scandinavian institutionalism is ‘translation’ (Czarniawska & 

Joerges, 1996). It assumes that institutional demands transport certain underlying ideas which are 

translated as they travel from one local context to another (Wæraas & Sataøen, 2014). During this 

travel, the idea underlies certain modifications that result in increasingly heterogeneous organizational 

fields.  

The translation perspective of Scandinavian institutionalists was developed as an alternative to the 

diffusion models of American institutionalists. According to the concept of diffusion, certain elements 

determine whether the diffusion of an innovation or an idea will take place (Rogers, 2002). Here, 

studies try to identify the ‘original’ idea and the criteria that determine whether ideas become 

successful. This perspective, however, appears to be too mechanical and static when applied to the 

observations made by research. The diffusion process was displayed as a physical process in which a 

physical unit from one source diffuses to other contexts due to certain powerful properties they entail. 

But research suggests that “it appears to be not so much a case of ideas flowing widely because they 

are powerful, but rather of ideas becoming powerful as they circulate” (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Ideas 

become legitimate and popular due to the way they have been displayed, formulated and fitted into 

their respective contexts by certain actors in the field (Røvik, 2011; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983). This means 
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that what is diffused from one context to another is not a consistent and premade entity, but rather 

ideas or practices that are subject to constant translation (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996a). This explains 

the emergence of management fads and fashions where attention is brought to an idea whose time 

and space has come (Abrahamson, 1996). In other words, ideas do not come out of the blue, but rather 

circulate all the time. Nevertheless, at a specific local time/space, certain ideas enter the field of 

attention of organizational actors. Then, ideas and practices are first dis-embedded and then re-

embedded in the context they have traveled to (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). Czarniawska (2008) 

describes this process with a gardening metaphor, when she emphasizes 

that plants that are to be moved to another place are taken from the bed where they were 
growing, and then, cleaned of most of the soil in which they sat, are put into a new bed. … 
The plant growing at a new place is never identical to the one that started traveling. (p. 93) 

This means that an idea is subject to change every time it is applied in another context because 

meaning is created by connecting the idea to other elements in the organizational context (Boxenbaum 

& Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). This puts emphasis on the social aspects of diffusion processes rather 

than understanding the spreading of ideas in physical terms (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008).  

Consequently, this line of institutional research builds on literature about sense-making, which refers 

to the observation that certain ideas or practices that diffuse under the same term are given different 

meanings when they are implemented in different organizational contexts (Weick, 1979). By trying to 

make sense of the situation, actors interpret events and actions differently due to their different 

understandings and interests, which is, in turn, based on their (prior) knowledge, experiences and 

expectations. Sense-making, in this context, builds on the basic idea that reality is an ongoing act that 

results from efforts to establish order and make (retrospective) sense of occurrences (Weick, 1993). 

Accordingly, people try to make these occurrences rationally comprehensible by means of sense-

making, which “involves the ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize 

what people are doing” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). Thus, the literature on sense-making emphasizes 

the position of actors as “interpreters of institutional pressure and hence as mediators of the 

institutional pressures on organizations” (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009, p. 190). During 

the process of trying to comprehend institutional processes, they automatically shape the effects of 

institutional pressure on the organization.  

The literature on translation opposes the traditional institutional assumption that organizations are 

passive recipients which adopt “the same thing for the same reason” (Abrahamson, 2006, p. 513). 

Instead, the translation perspective acknowledges the “richness of interpretations that the idea 

triggers in each actor within a network” (Røvik, 2016, p. 291). Consequently, the travel of ideas is a 

process of translation and “not one of reception, rejection, resistance or acceptance” (Latour, 1992, p. 
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116 as cited by Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). Actors modify ideas through a process of transformation 

in order to fit them to the unique needs of the organizational context. By emphasizing the social 

constructionist principle of institutional thought, the process of translation “implies deliberate and 

accidental or unintended transformations of ideas as they transfer from one setting to another, and 

the potential for continuous adjustment and change” (Lawrence et al., 2009, p. 17). Thereby, this line 

of literature allows taking a closer look at local organizational variations in contrast to the conventional 

notion of organizational homogeneity (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977), while asking 

“how and why ideas become widespread, how they are translated as they flow and with what 

organizational consequences” (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008, p. 219).  

3.4.2. Editing Rules and the Role of Agency 

Organizational researchers are keen to understand the mechanisms behind organizational 

heterogeneity and translation as the “key heterogeneity-producing social mechanism” (Røvik, 2016, 

p. 293). However, there is some disagreement concerning the degree of agency in this process. It is 

possible to differentiate between agentic approaches that assume actors can manipulate institutional 

pressures according to their own interests, and the embeddedness approach that assumes, in contrast, 

that an actor’s translations are implicit and unconscious efforts to make sense of certain ideas while 

making them fit into their local context (Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). 

According to Sahlin-Andersson (1996), the perspective of these local actors suggests that change 

processes are triggered by the construction of local problems. In other words, actors perceive a certain 

problem by comparing their local situation with that of similar organizations. The respective prototype, 

idea, or model represents a ‘successful’ solution to solve this problem so that they imitate these 

successes. This can be described as an editing process, in which ideas and practices are formulated and 

reformulated as they circulate. Thus, in each new situation, “a history of earlier experiences is re-

formulated in the light of present circumstances and visions of the future” (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996, 

p. 82), while meanings given to the idea or prototype are continuously edited. This process is based on 

changing situational and institutional circumstances. Here, similarities between the idea and the local 

setting are emphasized, while differences are downplayed.  

Although this process of translation appears at first to be open-ended, Sahlin-Andersson (1996) 

identifies certain editing rules that guide translations. These editing rules arise from the local context, 

enable and restrict the modification of circulating ideas by actors, and influence how they translate 

and fit them to the local context (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). These editing rules are not explicit or strict 

rules, but rather implicit “rules which have been followed” (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996, p. 85) in the 

process of telling and retelling the stories of editing. Sahlin-Andersson (1996) distinguishes between 
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three kinds of rules, framing ideas according to context, logic or formulation. Firstly, when ideas enter 

a new local setting, they are decontextualized or disembedded as abstract models or prototypes that 

enable actors to ‘edit’ or re-embed social meaning so that the ideas fit into the local context 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). The respective translation of ideas is, thereby, 

brought into direct relation to certain aspects of the context. Secondly, elements of logic are added to 

the story of initiatives and the effects of certain activities. This set of rules includes a certain 

rationalistic logic that is presented in order to legitimize developments and actions, referring to data, 

evaluations, statistics or observations (Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). The third set of rules concerns the 

formulation: while presenting circulating ideas and their effects, these stories might include elements 

of dramatization, moralization or other attention-tracking justifications in order to make sense of ideas 

and the way they are translated (Kirkpatrick et al., 2013; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008).  

The concept of editing underlines that organizations are “no passive adopter[s] of trends” (Sahlin-

Andersson, 1996, p. 92). At the same time, actors seem to have some interpretative and creative 

capacities while being confronted with new ideas and practices, although translations follow certain 

implicit editing rules to make them fit to the local context according to context, logic or formulation. 

The question remains how much control local actors have over the translation process. Here, an 

interesting third alternative perspective is suggested by Battilana and D'Aunno (2009) who propose 

the concept of embedded agency. This concept calls for perceiving agency as a multidimensional 

concept consisting of elements oriented towards the past, future and present. Agency is 

conceptualized as a  

temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual 
aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative 
possibilities) and toward the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and future 
projects within the contingencies of the moment). (Battilana & D'Aunno, 2009, p. 47) 

The authors follow the approach of Emirbayer and Mische (1998) who argue that agency consists of 

three elements, iteration, projectivity and practical evaluation. The first element refers to past patterns 

of thought and action that actors selectively recognize and apply when interpreting current situations. 

The second element involves the imaginative conceptualization of future courses of action that emerge 

from a constellation of habits assumed self-evident which then are reconfigured according to the 

actor’s hopes and desires for the future. The third aspect is oriented towards the present and describes 

the capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgments about courses of actions as a 

response to present situations and demands. Consequently, they argue that institutions influence 

actors, but that the latter can also develop a ‘practical consciousness’. In other words, actors might 

follow habitualized routines and practices, but “they often do so with awareness and purpose, rather 

than simply acting as institutional automatons” (Battilana & D'Aunno, 2009, p. 47). To find out whether 
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actors behave purposively or not would go beyond the scope of this study. Nevertheless, although the 

role of agency will not be an explicit focus of the present study, its findings might provide useful insights 

that future research can build on.  

3.4.3. Loose Coupling and Decoupling 

The idea of organizations as loosely coupled systems stems from a group of organizational sociologists 

and social psychologists and was established in the mid-1970s. It was developed by Glassman (1973) 

and applied to the context of specific types of organizations by Weick (1976) and March and Olsen 

(1984) in order to challenge the prevalent position of system theory which regarded organizations as 

coherent units consisting of densely linked and interdependent elements. They stated instead that 

organizational elements are loosely coupled to one another, either unintentionally or because it was 

seen as appropriate in a particular situation (Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). Decoupling, as previously 

mentioned, resembles one form of loose coupling. It refers to the disconnection of organizational 

structure and organizational practice, which is oriented towards the perceived demands of (technical) 

efficiency as the result of external pressure to conform. The principle of decoupling was later taken up 

by Scandinavian researchers who demonstrate that organizations also use this technique in situations 

where they are confronted with multiple and contradictory institutional pressures and expectations 

(Greenwood et al., 2008). The most famous illustration of this phenomenon is provided by Brunsson 

(1986) and his distinction between how organizations talk on the one hand, and how they act on the 

other hand. More precisely, he distinguishes between three organizational outputs: organizational 

talk, decision and action (Brunsson, 1986). In general, it can be assumed that talk—the spoken word—

and decisions serve the aim to initiate and coordinate internal actions. However, Brunsson (1986) 

claims that the instruments of talk and decision might also be used to reflect the institutional norms 

of the environment, serving as “ideological outputs of the organization, beside its output of products” 

(p. 170). Accordingly, by talking, i.e., rhetorically acknowledging, and by making (ceremonial) decisions, 

organizations adopt the institutional expectations on the level of externally visible formal structures. 

These demonstrate their adaptability, while simultaneously leaving the internal structure of activities 

unaffected (Brunsson, 1989). One example stems from a study on a radical reform at Swedish Rail 

which showed how this reform was formally implemented on the structure level while having had no 

impact on daily procedures. Management feared that the reform would cause chaos, but instead, they 

realized that the work of rail traffic and operational supervisors were unaffected by the reform 

(Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2017; Brunsson & Olsen, 1993).  

An important additional notion of new Scandinavian institutionalist research is that ideas are not 

perceived ’just’ as containing symbolic value. Rather, it is assumed that transformation takes place in 

both verbal accounts and actual practices (Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). Scandinavian institutionalist 
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research has shown how over time ideas indeed have long-lasting effects by being adopted into 

organizational practice, for example by means of newly introduced terminology and models. This 

perspective suggests that symbolic considerations of legitimacy might trigger the translation process 

of certain ideas first, while, its subsequent adoption is nevertheless based on sense-making processes 

about how this idea fits the local context (Wæraas & Sataøen, 2014). 

3.4.4. Scandinavian Institutionalism in Higher Education Research 

Scandinavian institutionalism was driven by research in public organizations and on public reforms 

(Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). More precisely, its research interest was driven by new 

public management-inspired reforms that resulted in the adoption of management ideas and concepts 

by public organizations (Waeraas & Nielsen, 2016). For example, several studies investigated how 

management ideas were translated in health care organizations (Boch Waldorff, 2013; Boxenbaum, 

2006; Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). Although Scandinavian institutionalism and the translation perspective 

can be perceived as particularly useful for analyzing organizational responses of complex entities like 

universities, it is remarkable that so far this theory has not been used extensively in the field of higher 

education research.  

 Studies in higher education research about governance reforms that aim at strengthening autonomy, 

accountability and competition of universities (Paradeise et al., 2009) might count as exceptions. For 

example, Stensaker (2007) examines how the concept of quality can be described as a management 

idea that has been introduced to higher education. In addition, Mazza et al. (2016) analyze how the US 

academic degree of Master of Business Administration (in the following abbreviated as MBA) diffuses 

in Europe, resulting in local translations of MBA programs at four European universities. Similarly, 

Lamb and Currie (2011) explore how business schools in China have copied the US MBA model, yet did 

not find any evidence for practice variation. For this undertaking, a translation perspective was 

particularly useful in analyzing the travel of ideas that have the form of concrete models or practices 

(Sahlin & Wedlin, 2017).  

As mentioned before, the concept of ‘student diversity’ is ambiguous, incorporating different value-

laden meanings. Consequently, only a few studies have investigated diversity-related concepts from a 

translation perspective so far. One exception stems from the field of gender studies: Offenberger and 

Nentwich (2017) analyze traveling ideas of equal opportunities in the context of gender equality 

reforms at a Swiss University. They emphasize the benefits of a process-oriented theory like 

Scandinavian institutionalism that understands organizational change as a continuous translation 

process in which ideas are translated into organizational realities by active interpretative work. Such 

an understanding is particularly useful for a practical application in gender equality work. The authors 
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suggest that gender equality work requires an ongoing active interpretation of gender equality reforms 

within the organization in order to move this organization towards a changed understanding of equal 

opportunities.  

Another interesting exception is the study of Mampaey (2018) who examines how the idea of socio-

demographic diversity was translated in Flemish universities. He identifies translation rules that shape 

how heterogeneous definitions of this institutionalized value evolved. However, his research focuses 

on symbolic or strategic responses of universities in their external communication rather than 

investigating how they respond to diversity on the level of their actual organizational practices. In 

contrast to the present study, his research is based on a rather narrow definition of diversity, as it 

concentrates on the socio-demographic characteristics that approve to be important determinants of 

diversity in the Flemish higher education context. As mentioned before, the concept of diversity is 

highly context-sensitive. Consequently, the term ‘diversity’ has very different connotations and 

associations in the German higher education context, as the review undertaken in Chapter 2 has shown 

in more detail. The present study explicitly wishes to keep the definition of ‘student diversity’ as broad 

as possible in order to analyze what German universities understand under this term. Narrowing it 

down to socio-demographic characteristics would be counterproductive for this research objective.  

The present study considers the implications of the Scandinavian institutionalist assumption that ideas 

are not only translated in verbal accounts, but also have an impact on organizational practices. 

Consequently, the present study wishes to examine organizational responses to student diversity not 

only on the strategy level but also on the level of structures and action. Here, the study builds on 

research on organizational responses to widening participation on these three levels. This research will 

be introduced in the following chapter.  

3.5. Research on Organizational Responses of Universities to Widening Participation 

Accompanied by several widening participation policy initiatives, universities have begun to open 

themselves up to non-traditional students and inform, consult and support underrepresented student 

groups (Banscherus & Pickert, 2013). This is not only a worldwide trend but also true for German 

universities (Buß et al., 2018; Osborne, 2003b; Watson, 2006). Accordingly, the number of studies 

examining these organizational responses to deal with student diversity has increased substantially.  

The German research landscape is characterized by inconsistent statements about how universities 

interpret and translate the demand to deal with student diversity in their local contexts. Literature 

suggests, on the one hand, that the demand is only met in terms of rhetoric, while organizational 

practice remains unaffected (Hanft, 2015; Kehm, 2000). On the other hand, researchers criticize that 

universities develop a conglomeration of measures that lack a coherent underlying strategy of how to 
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bring a new consciousness for student diversity into the university (Leicht-Scholten, 2011). These 

inconsistent findings suggest that there are different levels of organizational responses. The strategy 

level includes universities’ statements on definitions of student diversity and their plans to widen 

participation for certain underrepresented student groups. On a structure level, universities establish 

formal structures in different areas to support widening participation, for example in the area of 

information structures, access structures, study program structures and support structures during 

studies. The structure level can be distinguished from the action level which includes the concrete 

activities for widening participation in teaching and studying. This third level comprises, for example, 

activities that aim at improving student performance (e.g., bridging courses), the institution (e.g., 

practice-oriented teaching) and the fit between the student and the institution (e.g., mentoring 

programs).  

Inconsistent research findings suggest that by investigating organizational responses on all three levels, 

one gains a more in-depth understanding of the ways universities translate the demand to deal with 

student diversity. This is of special importance when considering the underlying theoretical 

background of the present study. According to institutional theory, organizational responses on these 

levels can differ within one organization, when it is confronted with conflicting or complex demands 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The result is an inconsistency between the way the university presents itself 

to the outside world (i.e., the strategy level) or establishes formal structures to widen participation 

(i.e., the structure level) on the one hand, and the way they actually act in the context of studying and 

teaching (i.e., the action level) on the other hand. Organizations overcome this inconsistency by 

decoupling these three levels from each other so that they are still able to meet the demand on a 

rhetorical basis to secure their legitimacy, while their activities remain unchanged to secure their 

efficiency (Brunsson, 1989). Thus, to detect inconsistencies between the different levels of 

organizational responses and signs of decoupling, the present study builds on recent research on 

organizational responses on the levels of strategy, structure and action which will be introduced in the 

next subsections. Since the national (education) context is of crucial importance, the main focus lies 

on research in the context of German universities. Nevertheless, international research, in particular 

international comparative studies, will be reviewed as well.  

3.5.1. Organizational Responses to Widening Participation: The Strategy Level 

Organizational strategies indicate what organizations perceive as important, while they provide a plan 

how to achieve its desired objectives (Dee, 2016). Although strategies can also contribute to the 

development of an innovative vision for the future, they are mostly reactive to external pressures or 

they imitate what other organizations are doing (O'Meara, 2007). 
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Universities worldwide have begun to acknowledge widening participation as an important strategic 

topic. For example, there is numerous research on how British universities have integrated widening 

participation as a part of their mission statements. This integration was seen as a response to the 

Labour government’s widening participation policy agenda, which aimed to increase the number of 18 

to 30-year-olds who participate in higher education to 50 percent (McCaig, 2018). Consequently, 

British universities positioned themselves in prospectus documents and on websites in the discourse 

on widening participation by stating their institutional commitment to welcome certain non-traditional 

student groups. Interestingly, depending on their age and profile, differences among universities 

became apparent. While pre-1992 institutions highlight their elite status and the desire to select the 

brightest and best students, post-1992 institutions market themselves as welcoming, open and 

accessible to all students (Graham, 2010, 2013). Similar research points to the importance of the 

institutional culture for the introduction of widening participation strategies, making it easier or harder 

to pursue strategies of widening participation (Greenbank, 2006, 2007). This is in line with the 

institutional perspective that claims that widening participation requires an institutional change in that 

sense that universities need to “change fundamentally their modus operandi, their view of the world 

and their values” (Foskett, 2002, p. 79). However, evidence for institutional change is limited. Rather, 

researchers like Foskett (2002) suggest that although British universities have indeed discovered 

widening participation as an important strategic topic, it is mostly understood as a marketing challenge 

in order to win over new target groups. Consequently, the institutional culture and practices remain 

unresponsive to the needs of non-traditional student groups (Bowl, 2001). Other research from a 

British context argues that explanations that interpret universities’ responses as primarily 

economically motivated are too short-sighted. Instead, Greenbank’s (2006, 2007) analysis of factors 

influencing the development of widening participation strategies at British universities suggests that a 

more in-depth analysis of institutional responses to widening participation is required. His research 

findings show how widening participation strategies emerge out of a complex interplay between 

economic forces and political factors, mediated by the organizational culture of universities.  

Overall, international research points to the importance of including widening participation as a 

strategic area of activity to get involved in the discussion on student diversity (Gorard & Smith, 2006). 

A strategic approach to widening participation implies the formulation of an institutional commitment 

that considers the whole student life cycle and takes all of the universities’ activities into account. This 

makes student diversity a cross-sectional task. Such an approach formulates a coherent and 

sustainable way of dealing with student diversity instead of developing multiple activities on a project 

basis without any underlying links (Gorard & Smith, 2006).  
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In the German context, universities are often criticized for their lack of an overall strategy for widening 

participation (Hanft, 2015). This can be related to the general problem universities have when it comes 

to building a profile, something which is relatively new and unknown terrain for German universities 

(Kosmützky, 2012). However, as a new trend, some universities have begun to develop diversity 

concepts comprising the institution as a whole which seek to deal with student diversity in a strategic 

way (Mooraj & Zervakis, 2014). Here, dealing with student diversity is integrated as a cross-sectional 

task in organizational development and influences the governance of universities’ core tasks. These 

concepts often integrate a more general strategic commitment to connecting student retention and 

support throughout the student lifecycle with widening participation efforts. Depending on the 

respective profile of the institution, the definition of widening participation varies within these 

concepts and what dealing with student diversity means in their local context for teaching, learning 

and assessment (Mooraj & Wiese, 2013). For example, the student profile of the University of 

Duisburg-Essen is very special since most of the students are regionally recruited. More than half of 

the students come from a non-academic family, one quarter of the student body has a migration back-

ground and two thirds of the students work alongside their studies (Mooraj & Zervakis, 2014). 

Consequently, the university presents itself as having “the chance and responsibility to create 

framework conditions for study success, regardless of the individual predispositions and students’ 

origin” (Mooraj & Wiese, p. 4). The university became famous in Germany for its consistent integration 

of diversity management into strategic areas for action, led by a prorectorate for diversity 

management. In the area of studying and teaching, different activities which consider the whole 

student life cycle were developed and coordinated by this prorectorate, accompanied by initiatives 

that support the development of the staff’s diversity competences. This example shows how a strategic 

approach to widening participation can fit the local context of an institution, comprised of student 

population, regional factors and historical background.  

A strategic approach to widen participation requires the formulation of objectives that are measurable 

so that universities can examine whether these objectives have been achieved. Hence, monitoring 

procedures and tracking data are needed to evaluate on a regular basis whether progress has been 

made towards the fulfillment of widening participation strategic objectives. Research criticizes that 

universities mostly have poor tracking data about their students and that they are not able to assess 

the impact of their interventions (Holland et al., 2017). Institutional research might help to inform the 

organization about the current status of their students and identify areas in need of improvement. On 

such a basis, targets and interventions can be defined and regular surveys can help to assess the 

purposed progress (Watson, 2006). International experience shows that the way the topic of diversity 

is communicated on the part of university leadership impacts its adaptation within the organization. 

In order to increase the internal acceptance of these initiatives, it makes a decisive difference how 
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such a concept is developed: by involving all actors, providing room for skepticism as well as enriching 

experiences, or by prescribing the development of diversity management in a more top-down-oriented 

way (Kreft & Leichsenring, 2012). 

3.5.2. Organizational Responses to Widening Participation: The Structure Level 

Universities have highly differentiated and decentralized structures. Typically, their structures are 

characterized by a large number of academic departments that are autonomously responsible for their 

teaching curriculum and research agendas, depending on their respective disciplines (Dee, 2016). 

Concerning the demand to deal with student diversity, universities have expanded and adapted their 

institutional structures concerning their information structures, access structures, study programs, 

study and teacher support structures as well as their coordination structures. The following sub-

chapters will introduce the main research findings for these thematic areas and their role in widening 

participation. 

Information structures 

Information structures play a crucial role in widening participation because these are the first 

structures potential students are confronted with. Accordingly, studies show how important the 

presentation of relevant information on studying and teaching is (Scheller et al., 2013). This does not 

only relate to the content of the information (e.g., whether information about access and participation 

opportunities can be found), but also the way this information is presented with regard to language, 

transparency and consistency. These factors play an even more important role for website 

information, which presents the main source for potential students to inform themselves about access 

and study opportunities at German universities (Scheller et al., 2013). However, it can be a special 

challenge to produce online texts and present relevant information in an appropriate way, which 

requires special knowledge and expertise in the area of web marketing. Often, German universities do 

not have personnel resources with the necessary competences to professionalize their web presence. 

Professional marketing structures are in general a relatively underdeveloped area at German 

universities, although institutional differences can be detected here. For example, in the face of 

increasing competitiveness for students, particularly smaller universities of applied sciences have 

begun to professionalize their marketing and information structures to attract more and new student 

groups. In the light of widening participation, literature from the German context shows how 

important it is to integrate information about different entry routes to higher education into 

institutional marketing and information structures (Kerres et al., 2012). This is particularly true in the 

face of research which indicates that non-traditional first-year students make use of this kind of 

information more often than other student groups (Banscherus et al., 2015). Non-traditional students 
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are characterized by their specific needs for information on admission procedures, the balance 

between studies and other obligations and so forth (Brunner et al., 2015). Here, some universities have 

established special advisory services for students without school-based university entrance 

qualifications to inform prospective students about study opportunities and help them with 

administrative procedures. Other universities organize information campaigns, like Open Houses, 

establish contacts with vocational schools or send study ambassadors to inform pupils about study 

opportunities (Mooraj & Wiese, 2013).  

Apart from information distributed via websites, other online tools became more and more important 

in the field of information structures. This is particularly true for the area of widening participation 

because online tools allow students to inform themselves regardless of time and place (Brunner et al., 

2015). The flexibility in time and place is especially interesting for non-traditional student groups who 

do not have the possibility to visit the universities themselves. Here, German universities have begun 

to develop online information portals, for example for vocationally qualified persons or online courses 

for study orientation (Bellen & Tiesler, 2015; Heide-von-Scheven et al., 2015).  

Access structures 

Access structures represent one of the main obstacles for potential non-traditional students. Although 

in Germany access to higher education is predominantly determined by federal law, universities have 

gained autonomy in developing their own admission procedures. A percentage of applicants is chosen 

according to universities’ criteria in order to “ensure a better fit between the expectations of first-year 

students and study opportunities” (Wissenschaftsrat, 2013, p. 41). Therefore, institutional access 

structures which are mostly organized at the level of study programs are an important area for 

widening participation. The most important distinction in Germany lies between study programs with 

admission and those with restricted admission due to a limited number of places. Admission to 

restricted study programs is most commonly determined by the grade point average of the higher 

education entrance qualification and semesters to be waited.16 The better the grade of the higher 

education entrance qualification and the more semesters a potential student has waited, the higher 

the chances of getting a place. Further, some study programs have special selection procedures or 

performance tests. This is mostly common in the fields of fine arts or sports. Other study programs 

demand additional criteria, like proof of language competences, letters of motivation or vocational 

experiences in a relevant professional field. The recognition of vocational expertise is of special interest 

in the face of widening participation because traditionally the two educational sectors of vocational 

                                                           

16 ‘Semester to be waited’ describes the time between receiving a university entrance qualification and the 
start of studies. One semester is six months.  
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and higher education have been strictly separated in Germany. However, some study programs are 

designed to increase permeability between these two educational sectors, while at the same time 

valuing prior vocational knowledge as an appropriate qualifying criterion.  

A related question is whether non-traditional qualifications are accepted by universities or whether 

they have certain quotas for applicants with a non-school-based university entrance qualification. In 

British higher education, Watson (2006) reports a wide variation in the acceptance of non-traditional 

qualifications between universities. Some educational institutions accept less than 1 percent of 

applicants with these qualifications, other institutions accept up to 70 percent. Such extreme 

differences are not expected in the German context, but it is anticipated that there are certain 

differences among organizations due to their different profiles and history regarding widening 

participation. These differences are not only expected among organizations but also within 

organizations, depending on the respective disciplines and study programs.  

Further, for some study programs, in particular at universities of applied sciences, a test assessing the 

interests and predispositions of prospective students is obligatory. These tests aim to identify at an 

early stage the best fitting candidates along certain criteria perceived as important for the discipline. 

This is the case, for example, among medical study programs where selection procedures not only test 

prior knowledge in physics or biology but also include an examination of individual competences or 

skills needed for future careers, such as decision-making under pressure or communication with 

patients. Yet, according to Hanft (2015), only a few universities use these opportunities due to a lack 

of adequate resources and appropriate diagnostic tools. 

Structures of study programs 

Study programs represent one of the most important institutional structures that can contribute to or 

hinder widening participation. One crucial factor here is the flexibility of study structures. As 

mentioned before, Hanft (2015) emphasizes that more flexible study structures are required in order 

to meet the demands of current and potential students that have—next to their studies—other 

obligations to fulfill. Such flexible structures include options for part-time study or accompanying study 

programs for employed persons. In the context of several funding initiatives, German universities have 

begun to expand their traditional repertoire of study programs to also offer continuing education 

programs (Hanft, 2012). More innovative forms of flexibility are provided by module or certificate 

programs that allow students to complete certain parts of their study program in independent time 

intervals that accumulate over time to complete a recognized study degree (Wolter et al., 2014). 

However, as mentioned before, the numbers of these study programs and enrolled students are still 

rather low (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018).  
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Another area of widening participation refers to the recognition and accreditation of previous (work-

related) experiences and competences in the context of study programs. As mentioned before, in the 

context of funding programs universities have begun to develop accreditation procedures for certain 

study programs. With the help of these accreditation procedures, students can shorten their studies 

by receiving credits for previous vocational qualifications (general accreditation) or individual 

competences and experiences gained before in different ways (individual accreditation). Research on 

the topic of accreditation of prior experiences in study programs in Germany indicates that substantial 

differences in structures, degree of sophistication and experiences with these accreditation 

procedures exist (Freitag, 2012).  

Student support structures 

Student support structures are essential to support non-traditional students during their course of 

studies. As studies have indicated, not only access to higher education but also participation and the 

successful completion of studies are related to social inequalities (Gorard & Smith, 2006). One of the 

most important obstacles that students face here are the costs (Gorard & Smith, 2006; McCowan, 

2016). While tuition fees resemble one of the primary mechanisms for regulating entry to universities, 

students are also confronted with high living costs and a loss of income resulting from not working 

(McCowan, 2016). Here, special attention should be paid to financial advisory services or financial 

support programs, like vouchers or grants for certain student groups and to making information on 

these financial benefits transparent. Further, many universities offer child caregiving services and 

advising for students with children.  

In this context, it should be differentiated between the kinds of support programs that are exclusively 

directed towards specific (non-traditional) student groups. There is indeed a need for special 

information and advisory services that address more directly the demands of, for example, potential 

students with vocational qualifications because they may have very specific questions with regard to 

admission procedures. However, there are other topics, like student finances or the compatibility 

between study and family, or study and career, which are not only relevant to the group of students 

with vocational qualifications. It should be noted that research suggests that non-traditional students 

felt more comfortable at universities with specific informational and advisory services for them. Based 

on a qualitative interview study, non-traditional students reported that according to their perception, 

their questions were answered in a more competent and satisfying way by university support staff who 

are familiar with the special demands and needs of non-traditional students (Banscherus et al., 2015).  
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Teaching support structures 

Finally, research shows the importance of additional teaching support structures that prepare lecturers 

for dealing with student diversity (Gorard & Smith, 2006). According to university didactics literature, 

the increase in student diversity also requires a more diverse set of teaching and learning practices to 

meet the needs of individuals’ learning strategies and motivations (Wild & Esdar, 2014). What is more, 

the flexibility of study structures and the development of learning environments that are not bound to 

specific times and locations demand certain competences from lecturers that had not been required 

before. Mooraj and Zervakis (2014) point out that current lecturers tend to replicate a more teacher-

oriented teaching approach because they were socialized in such an approach as students. Here, 

authors recommend the shift from teaching to learning that requires a different attitude of lecturers 

and the use of a broader repertoire of didactic methods. In the context of widening participation, the 

literature argues that diversity-sensitive teaching in which lecturers critically reflect on their own 

prejudices and their image of a ‘normal student’ is of crucial importance (Gorard & Smith, 2006). 

Therefore, universities have begun to develop qualification programs for lecturers in order to support 

their methodological and didactical repertoire and to improve their teaching settings (Mooraj & 

Zervakis, 2014). More specifically, some universities offer special trainings or coaching courses for 

diversity-oriented teaching.  

One challenge lies in the fact that the shift from teaching to learning demands much more engagement 

and resources from lecturers than before. However, often such efforts are not sufficiently appreciated. 

For example, teaching plays almost no role in professors’ reputations. Lecturers are not motivated to 

engage in activities related to widening participation because they are at the same confronted with 

challenges deriving from increasing student numbers, overburdened study courses, a lack of time for 

research (which is generally rewarded much more) and administrative burdens (Kehm, 2000). Here, 

universities have begun to use incentives like the provision of financial support, temporal space or 

teaching awards for lecturers to develop innovative competence-oriented teaching and learning 

approaches. Thus, in order to stimulate the development of alternative learning and teaching 

approaches that are suited to meet the needs of a diverse student body, reward structures and 

supporting qualification measures seem to play an important role to promote a more competence-

oriented teaching and learning experience (Mooraj & Wiese, 2013). 

Coordination and communication structures 

In order to pursue a whole-institution approach to widening participation, communication and 

coordination structures are an essential structural element to incorporate dealing with student 

diversity into the main educational tasks of teaching and learning consistently and sustainably. Here, 
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the involvement and participation of different universities’ actor groups have been proven as crucial. 

For example, research indicates that widening participation policy developed in a top-down manner 

often gets lost when “it migrates down the organizational hierarchy” (Greenbank, 2007, p. 209). 

Alternatively, bottom-up actions that include representatives from all stakeholder groups are more 

sensible to the institutional culture.  

Further, such an approach to widening participation, which considers the whole institution, needs to 

be communicated to inform the diverse activities of the organization. This requires the establishment 

of communication channels and networks throughout the whole institution which are utilized on a 

regular basis. Finally, the diverse activities need to be coordinated in order to ensure that they all fit in 

with the overall diversity strategy and, thereby, identify possible areas that need to be improved 

(Mooraj & Zervakis, 2014). This requires a coordinating unit responsible for the communication, 

initiation, coordination and implementation of diversity-related activities. Such a unit can also 

contribute to an improved exchange about experiences and best-practice examples, facilitating 

institution-wide communication and engagement, which may, preferably, result in a more diversity-

sensitive culture. 

3.5.3. Organizational Responses to Widening Participation: The Action Level 

International and German research indicates that universities have made some progress concerning 

widening participation strategies, structural aspects like admissions, curriculum and student support. 

The area of teaching and studying, though, still needs significant change to meet the needs of non-

traditional students (Gorard & Smith, 2006; Hanft & Brinkmann, 2012). As mentioned before, although 

universities have established several organizational practices on the level of teaching and learning to 

deal with student diversity, these activities are seldom explicitly linked to widening participation 

strategies.  

The action level of teaching and studying is of particular importance because it is the area that is most 

affected by a changed student composition since it is characterized by a strong interaction between 

students and the institution. Research indicates that non-traditional students experience several 

barriers within the context of teaching and studying. For example, the participation of students in 

lectures might be prohibited concerning language, physical access, or time resources (Knauf, 2016). 

Further, McCowan (2016) emphasizes that curricula and institutional cultures are more likely to favor 

dominant social groups, while they contribute to marginalizing disadvantaged groups. Here, Bernstein 

(1977) distinguishes between two pedagogical codes according to which institutional learning 

processes are organized. In institutions or study programs that are organized according to the 

‘collection code’, the student needs to accumulate in a pre-defined way knowledge that is separated 
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from each other. In other words, knowledge is provided only in portions without any direct links 

between the received content. Students are required to make these links on their own without having 

any influence on the pace, temporal sequence or the way knowledge is transferred. In institutions or 

study programs that function according to the ’integration code’, the borders between knowledge 

elements are less strict. Lecturers and students both have a share in decisions about the knowledge to 

be conveyed, and therefore have higher chances to bring their subjective perceptions, prior 

knowledge, and experiences into the institutionalized learning process. Such a mutual knowledge 

transfer enables students to connect their individual experiences with curricular academic knowledge. 

Concerning dealing with student diversity, students gain more opportunities to find their own way 

through the curriculum here and adapt the processes of knowledge acquisition according to their own 

needs (Wildt, 1985).  

Likewise, the learning environment itself is affected because student diversity has an impact on the 

requirements, strategies, resources, interests, and goals of learning. According to Kreft and 

Leichsenring (2012), students use different learning methods and strategies due to their different 

competences and interests, resulting in different learning outcomes. For lecturers, the requirement 

lies in the creation of appropriate conditions so that the learners are able to learn in their diverse and 

individual ways. This is not possible when lecturers adduce the concept of ‘the average student‘ to 

their teaching approach. In that case, some students will feel unchallenged because they already know 

the subject matter or because they can work fast and are highly motivated. Others will feel 

overburdened because the topic is new to them or they have difficulties in becoming acquainted with 

the topic (Knauf, 2016). In this context, it is criticized that didactic challenges resulting from students’ 

heterogeneous competences cannot be solved by artificially trying to unify students’ divergent 

performances in order to build homogeneous learning groups (Hanft, 2015). As an answer to deal with 

student diversity, university didactic research distinguishes between different teaching approaches to 

acknowledge individual differences. For example, Wildt (1985) introduces the approach of external 

differentiation and the approach of internal differentiation. Within the first teaching approach, 

additional learning contexts are created for specific subgroups of students. Examples are bridging 

courses that aim to compensate knowledge deficits of students who have been out of school for 

several years. However, he also noticed that these extra-curricular courses put an additional burden 

on the students with regard to what they have to accomplish. It is furthermore highly doubtful that 

specific bridging courses or introductory courses solely directed at non-traditional students would 

benefit their social and academic integration into the university. On the contrary, several authors argue 

that this would separate this group from early on and strengthen their feeling of being ‘different’. 

Besides, Mooraj and Zervakis (2014) show that everyone benefits from such courses, although in 

different ways and to different degrees. 
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Activities modeled after the approach of internal differentiation, in turn, try to take differences among 

students within one learning context into consideration. Their purpose is to acknowledge student 

diversity by establishing productive ways of dealing with different competences, motivations, ways of 

learning and preconditions within the regular teaching and studying setting. Within the approach of 

internal differentiation, the focus is placed on the individual competences which students bring to the 

university. These are acknowledged instead of emphasizing the lack of competences that needs to be 

compensated by additional activities (Wildt, 1985). Such a competence-oriented teaching approach 

also allows the competences and knowledge of students to be integrated into teaching. For example, 

students with vocational qualifications can contribute to teaching by adding their practical knowledge 

and experience. Such a teaching approach perceives the different entry qualifications of students as a 

resource. It emphasizes how students’ individual competences, diverse backgrounds and experiences 

can contribute to the learning situation. Some didactic formats seem to be particularly suitable for 

practical realization, like project-based learning, problem-based learning and research-oriented 

learning (Seidel, 2015). Research also indicates that team-based work has several advantages for the 

development of competences in students. It does not only contribute to the development of teamwork 

competences, which are considered to be some of the most favorable skills for graduates entering the 

labor market. Team-based work also facilitates social integration and strengthens social cohesion. 

Further, in mixed teams (that is, teams bringing together students with different competences and 

experiences) students get into contact with persons they may not have interacted with before and can 

learn from each other’s experiences, thereby improving their subject-related, personal and social 

competences (Viebahn, 2009).  

Overall, the two teaching approaches of external and internal differentiation refer to the question 

whether additional measures are necessary to deal with student diversity or whether this should be 

integrated within regular teaching and learning contexts (Wildt, 1985; Bosse, 2018). Indeed, opinions 

among researchers are divided. On the one hand, studies indicate that introductory-level courses can 

be beneficial for non-traditional students in order to learn the unwritten ‘rules of the game’ of 

university life (Read et al., 2003). Further, induction programs seem to be effective to familiarize 

students with institutional practices and prepare them for their studies (Gorard & Smith, 2006). On the 

other hand, some authors criticize that many universities concentrate solely on providing additional 

learning support in the form of tutorials and extra-curricular preparatory courses which aim at closing 

subject-related knowledge gaps and improving academic writing methods (Banscherus et al., 2015; 

Hanft, 2015). As mentioned before, in most cases those individual activities are developed without any 

comprehensive strategy and explicit linkages between them (Kehm, 2000). It is also questionable 

whether such activities need to be target-group-specific or could just as well be open to all. Preparatory 

courses that explicitly address certain non-traditional student groups might be conceived as 
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discriminating if based on the assumption that these student groups lack certain capabilities which 

they need to acquire to ‘fit’ into the organization. In this context, students with vocational 

qualifications complain about their treatment at some universities, where they are obligated to 

participate in certain advisory services before being able to apply to the university in question (Wolter 

et al., 2016). This indicates how sensitive these topics can be and that careful consideration is needed 

on the part of the universities with respect to the underlying message that is sent by decisions for 

certain formats.  

In addition to activities of internal or external differentiation, some activities focus on differentiation 

within study structures. Examples are the temporal extension of the first year of studies or the 

adaption of structural framework conditions according to the different living situations of students 

(Hanft & Kretschmer, 2014). Structural differentiation might also include individual learning 

agreements that do justice to the different study objectives students pursue and the various living 

situations they are in. These learning agreements resemble a contract between lecturer and learner 

which incorporates the individual resources and interests. These agreements facilitate individual ways 

of learning and objectives while establishing a high degree of commitment (Gorard & Smith, 2006). 

With the help of new technologies, other forms of structural differentiation to increase the flexibility 

of the curricular design of learning and teaching settings have been developed. These new 

technologies take various forms: for example digital scripts, lecture videos, virtual conferences or 

courses that are offered on electronic learning platforms (Wolter et al., 2014). Much attention has 

been paid to the development of blended-learning approaches, in which e-learning elements are 

entwined with regular face-to-face lectures (Euler & Seufert, 2005). A central element of these 

activities is flexibility. This also means that studying increasingly consists of self-learning phases in 

order to acknowledge the diverse living situations and preconditions of students. Further, teaching in 

blocks (in units of 3-4 weeks) instead of weekly lectures can facilitate the participation of students who 

have other obligations apart from their studies (Kerres et al., 2012). 

As has already been indicated, activities can have different underlying assumptions about what the 

concrete ‘problem’ concerning student diversity is and what kind of ‘solution’ is perceived to be most 

appropriate to deal with student diversity. Based on the preceding literature review, the present study 

uses a three-fold differentiation of activities that can be distinguished in terms of their perspectives 

on the central problem and solution. First, some activities define the student as the central problem in 

widening participation. These activities aim at improving the student, for example in the case of 

bridging courses or subject-related tutorials designed to fill in gaps in knowledge. Second, other 

activities see the main problem within the institution and its structures that prohibit the participation 

of non-traditional students. Consequently, these activities aim at improving the institution, for 
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example with the help of new technologies to provide more innovative forms of teaching. Third, some 

activities perceive the lack of fit between the individual student and the respective institution as the 

main issue at hand. These activities aim at improving the fit between the student and the institution, 

for example in the context of mentoring programs that accompany students in their first year of 

studies.  

3.6. Explaining Local Variations in Organizational Responses to Student Diversity 

A closer look at the organizational level reveals that universities differ considerably in the way they 

approach the topic of student diversity and the extent to which they turn it into a relevant issue for 

their own agendas. This might be related to institutional differentiations by a number of structural as 

well as cultural characteristics which result in differences in the composition of the student body and 

in their experience with widening participation (Banscherus & Pickert, 2013; Wild & Esdar, 2014). 

Additionally, literature has identified certain underlying perspectives universities have on student 

diversity. These perspectives differ with regard to the definition of student diversity, how it is valued 

(e.g., diversity as a chance or challenge), and how responses should look on the strategic, structural, 

and practical level. These perspectives, described in the literature as diversity paradigms, will be 

introduced shortly in the following section. 

3.6.1. Institutional Characteristics of (German) Universities 

The structural and cultural differences of universities result in variances concerning the composition 

of the student body and in their experience with widening participation. Some of the most significant 

structural differentiations in the German higher education landscape are its institutional types of 

higher education. There are two dominant types of institution: ’university’ and ‘university of applied 

sciences’. The purpose of German ‘universities’ is traditionally defined by the Humboldtian ideal of 

promoting both research and teaching (F. Meier & Schimank, 2009; Würmseer, 2010). In this tradition, 

universities should convey a form of general and broad education that focuses on furthering human 

development. In contrast to universities, the educational mandate of universities of applied sciences 

differs in its core objective. Its core objective is the mediation of competences and skills relevant for 

specific occupations, thus education is relatively closely related to professional practice (Würmseer, 

2010).  

These institutionalized ideas about the task and function of the two institutional types of higher 

education result in a need to address different student groups. According to the results of the Social 
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Survey17, more than 60 percent of the students at universities of applied sciences have a non-academic 

family background, whereas more than 50 percent of the students at universities have parents where 

at least one of them has an academic degree (Middendorff et al., 2017b). 

Regional boundary conditions are another important dimension of differentiation. Recently, 

opportunities for action and development of universities have varied distinctly in reference to their 

location. Demographic and economic dynamics in the different regions of Germany as well as the 

financial scope of the respective federal state to support their universities are responsible for these 

differences (Wissenschaftsrat, 2010). For example, statistics show that the social composition of the 

student body in a more urban area such as Hamburg differs from those in other federal states. This 

manifests in the fact that the amount of students from an academic parental home is 

disproportionately higher in urban regions (Middendorff et al., 2013). Further, due to their history, 

areas such as the Ruhr area have a much higher proportion of students with a migrant background 

than other areas, for example in the federal states that formerly belonged to the GDR 

(Mooraj & Zervakis, 2014). Most importantly, however, regional differences can be attributed to the 

different federal state laws. Due to the fact that the legal responsibility for higher education lies with 

the respective federal states, differences can be identified: for example with regard to the rules and 

regulations concerning access to higher education and the accreditation of prior work experience and 

qualifications (Duong & Püttmann, 2014). Statistics indicate that this results in varying numbers of 

students entering higher education via alternative access routes (Stöter, 2012).  

Finally, the profiles of universities can differ substantially. Overall, the main purposes of universities 

are often described as the trinity of teaching, research and service. With the global trend of 

diversification and stimulated by a number of reforms, universities have begun to specialize in certain 

areas and build specific profiles (Bülow-Schramm, 2016; Kosmützky & Krücken, 2015). In the German 

context, a distinction is possible between universities with a stronger research focus and universities 

with a stronger teaching profile. Typically, research-oriented universities are big universities that cover 

a broad spectrum of disciplines, usually including at least a fundamental spectrum of disciplines within 

the humanities, mathematics, law and medicine. Professors at research-oriented universities are 

officially involved in both research and teaching due to the traditionally high relevance given to that 

combination. Research indicates, however, that the research performance of candidates plays a much 

more important role for being appointed than their teaching performance (Kleimann & Hückstädt, 

2018). Teaching-oriented universities are predominantly to be found among universities of applied 

                                                           

17 The data for the 21st Social Survey was gathered from April to September 2016 with the help of a standard-
ised questionnaire distributed among a representative cross-section of students enrolled at public and state-
recognized universities. 
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sciences, as the professors there have a higher number of semester hours to teach than their 

colleagues at universities (Wilkesmann, 2016b). Research, in turn, does not belong to their primary 

area of responsibility. Also, teaching-oriented universities have a more pronounced tradition of higher 

education didactics training for teachers. Apart from the differentiation between research- and 

teaching-oriented universities, there is a third category detectable that refers to the purpose of 

‘service’ in the sense that universities serve the needs of the respective region. They understand their 

main task in contributing to regional economic development by fulfilling local demands for skilled 

labor. This requires well-established networks and contacts with the local industry and labor market. 

These regional-oriented universities can be both, universities or universities of applied sciences. They 

are mostly characterized by their location and are situated in the periphery of metropolitan areas, in 

regions with relatively low economic performances (Pasternack, 2013). 

Thus, due to certain structural factors, universities are assumed to have varying degrees of experience 

with certain heterogeneous student groups while supporting them. This results in different starting 

points for the implementation of widening participation initiatives.  

Certain intra-organizational characteristics also impact the way universities deal with the topic of 

widening participation. This involves the vision or mission of universities, their structures and cultures 

as well as their leadership and/or management styles. As it has been reviewed in this chapter before, 

universities differ in a number of characteristics that should be taken into account when analyzing 

organizational change processes on the organizational level. Amongst other things, these 

characteristics include the multiplicity of purposes, reputation, size, age, the degree of structural 

differentiation, governance structure and the distribution of authority (Clark, 1983; Gornitzka, 1999; 

Hall & Tolbert, 2005). Several studies have indicated that cultural features are important factors in the 

context of organizational change. Universities with very similar missions and structures can perform 

quite differently due to their different styles of communication with internal and external stakeholders 

and the varying perceptions these stakeholder groups have about themselves (Clark, 1983). As 

mentioned before, institutional theorists emphasize the importance of a normative match between 

the identity and traditions of the university and the underlying values and beliefs of a certain policy 

(Gornitzka, 1999). Therefore, it is more likely for ideas to be implemented as they are deemed to fit 

into the dominant institutional order, which is embedded in the history and culture of the organization 

(Czarniawska, 2009). However, academic organizations also subsume different “nested groupings that 

manufacture culture as part of their work and self-interest” (Clark, 1983, p. 75). This includes, for 

example, the culture of the discipline. Research has shown that it is important for change agents to 

consider the different underlying academic viewpoints and values within the disciplines. In other 

words, the response to a change initiative might vary even within the organization in accordance with 
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the respective fit of the underlying values of a discipline and the underlying values of a change initiative 

(Becher & Trowler, 2001). 

3.6.2. Diversity Paradigms and Ways of Dealing with Student Diversity 

Depending on the previously mentioned structural and cultural characteristics, universities differ 

according to the dominant image or idea they have about their students. In the German higher 

education context, literature has identified two main ideas of students that affect universities’ 

responses to student diversity enormously. These two ideas are called the homogenization and the 

heterogenization idea.  

The homogenization idea favors the image of the ‘traditional’ student population in which students 

with similar needs and requirements enter universities. Such a student is male, white, under 25, 

unmarried, childless, has no low social origin, is a citizen without migrant background, has gained his 

higher education entrance qualification via the first educational pathway (Abitur), studies full-time, 

does not work to support himself and has no physical or mental disabilities (Buß, 2010; Middendorff, 

2015; Wielepp, 2013). These students share a similar socio-cultural background with their professors 

due to their academic family background, hence they already incorporate the appropriate cultural 

codes and social ways of behaving. Thus, it is assumed that students are already equipped with 

necessary behaviors, prior knowledge and attitudes since they adapted them from their parents and 

during their school career (Wildt, 1985). As mentioned before, in Germany, studying at universities is 

often still oriented towards the ‘ideal’ student. According to this perspective, students that do not 

conform to the ‘homogeneous ideal’ (Viebahn, 2009) should preferably adjust and be unified by means 

of specific measures. This is related to the assumption that heterogeneous students lack the necessary 

abilities to study (Wielepp, 2013). In other words, this perspective prefers to use the concept of non-

traditional students by differentiating them from ‘traditional students’ in terms of their social 

characteristics or their educational biography/route. These external characteristics are used as 

indicators for culturally and socially induced disadvantages, which, in turn, are associated with 

problematic learning attitudes and competences (Wolter, 2013b). Thereby, non-traditional students 

are equated to students with insufficient academic competences that do not fit as well into higher 

education as traditional students (Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013). 

This paradigm is also described by Dass and Parker (1999) as resistance perspective that perceives 

diversity as a threat and has the aim to preserve the exclusive status quo of the dominant, 

homogeneous majority. Here, universities encounter widening participation with skepticism because 

student diversity is perceived as oppositional to ’elite education’. In this context, diversity is associated 

with students whose ability to study is questioned. Such focus on a suspected lack of academic abilities 
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is often associated with a deficit-oriented perspective on students (Seidel, 2014). According to this 

perspective heterogeneous student groups pose several challenges to the organization, a claim which 

culminates in questions asking “how much heterogeneity is bearable in teaching” (Wild & Esdar, 2014, 

p. 17). This perspective perceives the individual student as ’the problem’, as someone who needs to 

be adjusted to study requirements, without the institution realizing the necessity, to change the 

framework or study conditions themselves. Consequently, universities following this perspective often 

lack an overall strategy how to deal with student diversity. In this context, universities as professional 

organizations are criticized for being resistant to change (Kezar, 2014; Manning, 2013; Pasternack & 

Kehm, 2000). According to Kehm (2000), they deal with this complex problem in two different, but 

generally inappropriate ways. On the one hand, organizations meet these demands on a plainly 

rhetorical basis in order to fulfill the normatively appropriate behavior, for example by re-defining 

reform approaches. On the other hand, the problem is answered by developing multiple measures 

without a coherent underlying strategy. These measures are often criticized for constituting a 

conglomeration instead of using a more holistic approach that brings a new consciousness on student 

diversity into the higher education organization (Leicht-Scholten, 2011). 

Thus, on the strategy level, there is either a lack of overall strategy or the strategy is characterized by 

referring to political rhetoric and repeating political demands without being very concrete. On the 

structure level, a cooperating unit for unifying and coordinating activities is missing and 

communication or an exchange of experiences dealing with student diversity among organizational 

members is rather low. On the action level, the appropriate way of dealing with student diversity 

seems to be found in unifying the heterogeneous student body through homogenizing activities to 

adapt them to the normative expectation of the ‘traditional’ student (Seidel, 2014). According to Hanft 

(2015), universities that follow the resistance perspective have developed a range of measures that 

mostly concentrate on the transition phase of the first-year, like consultation services, tutorials and 

supplementary courses. She questions whether a homogeneity-oriented approach that is still 

preferred by most universities meets the requirements of an increasingly heterogeneous student body. 

According to critiques, this deficit-based orientation has the consequence that universities not only 

deny themselves a productive way of dealing with different starting conditions and diversity 

characteristics, but they also force students to a one-sided adaptation to the institution and its 

prevalent cultural norms and attitudes (Seidel, 2014).  

This is contrasted by the alternative perspective commonly referred to as the heterogenization idea 

(Buß et al., 2018) or the diversity approach (Seidel, 2014). This perspective accepts the diverse living 

situations, requirements and needs of students with which they enter higher education and 

encourages universities to appreciate these differences, since the diversity of life experiences is 
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perceived as beneficial for academic learning processes. Facilitating wider access to education for 

different social groups is consistent with the educational mission of universities (Buß et al., 2018). 

Consequently, universities are pressured to improve their own capabilities to adapt and increase their 

activities to support heterogeneous student groups. This requires to reflect on and transform their 

normative expectations and the resulting perspective on diversity (Seidel, 2014). This perspective is to 

be found among approaches from diversity management. Diversity management18 stems from 

organizational development theory and can be understood as strategies that aim at steering 

organizational change to support productive diversity, reduce unequal treatment and discrimination 

and contribute to an improvement of corporate success and efficiency (Seidel, 2014). Here, the 

diversity approach subsumes different underlying logics and argumentations, referring to societal as 

well as economic reasons. Accordingly, the heterogenization idea can be broken down further.  

Thomas and Ely (1996) identify three different paradigms that all share a heterogeneous perspective 

on diversity: the fairness and anti-discrimination approach, the market approach and the learning and 

efficacy approach. The fairness and anti-discrimination perspective is based on a socio-ethical 

understanding of diversity while focusing on disadvantaged minorities in the organization. Accordingly, 

the overall aim is the fair and equal treatment of persons, regardless of individual differences, by 

reducing prejudices and stereotypes and by improving the demographic representativeness of 

different groups. In the context of higher education, this perspective focuses on socio-demographic 

characteristics, like gender or a student’s disability status. On the strategy level, a clear commitment 

to dismiss discrimination and support equality is often formulated. According to this logic, it is the 

responsibility of universities to ensure formal equality of treatment and diminish structural barriers for 

disadvantaged groups. On the structure and action levels, concrete activities involve the establishment 

of equal opportunities offices or special support programs like, for example, mentoring programs for 

women in the natural sciences or the development of alternative learning materials for disabled 

students.  

The market approach perceives diversity as a useful resource in the competition for highly skilled 

labor. This perspective is economic- and results-oriented while focusing on specific demographical 

characteristics. The aim is to have a competitive advantage by means of smoother access to new 

markets and customers (Gaisch et al., 2017; Thomas & Ely, 1996). In the context of higher education, 

this perspective often focuses on students with vocational qualifications, who are perceived to 

represent a new customer group for higher education. On the strategy level, widening participation is 

                                                           

18 For a more extensive discussion about diversity management in general, see Schulz  (2009) and about diver-
sity management in the context of German higher education, see Buß  (2010).  
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described as a tool for attracting the brightest and fighting the shortage of skilled labor. According to 

this logic, the role of universities should be geared towards national and local economic growth by 

satisfying the increasing demand for professionals. On the structure level and action level, this 

includes, for example, the introduction of more flexible study structures, the accreditation of prior 

learning, the development of blended-learning scenarios or the establishment of cooperation with 

local industry to develop study programs that fit with their needs and interests.  

The learning and efficacy approach, in turn, is characterized by a more comprehensive perspective 

that incorporates the moral-ethical argumentation of the fairness and anti-discrimination approach 

and the economic argumentation of the market approach. As such, this perspective acknowledges 

diversity as a resource that is worthwhile to be protected and supported. This approach has the aim 

to share organizational knowledge, promote resource-oriented learning, and, thereby, achieve an 

open organizational culture. Thus, this approach interprets dealing with diversity as an overall 

organizational learning process that constantly aspires to find a balance between difference and 

integration, while adapting dynamically to the diverse ideals, norms and attitudes of the persons 

involved (Gaisch et al., 2017; Thomas & Ely, 1996). In the context of higher education, this approach 

often defines diversity in terms of individual learning personalities that should be acknowledged by 

different styles of teaching and studying. This competence-oriented and student-centered perspective 

focuses on the individual competencies the students bring along and their individual study goals, 

motivations, interests and learning strategies. This is in line with the more general discussion in 

university didactics about the shift from teaching to learning that emphasizes more competence-

oriented and student-centered teaching approaches (Wild & Esdar, 2014). According to this 

perspective, universities and their study programs should focus more attention on the competence 

profiles of their students and how these competences can be assessed and considered in study 

structures and individual curricula (Kerres et al., 2012). This approach calls for a more positive 

connotation of student diversity by focusing on possible benefits and gains for the whole organization. 

Such an attitude cannot be evoked by homogenizing efforts. Consequently, on the strategy level, there 

is a clear commitment to support students in their individual ways of learning. On the structure level, 

responsibility for multiple activities and actions is often in the hands of a higher education didactic unit 

which is very much involved in supporting more competence-oriented ways of teaching and learning. 

On the action level, there is a certain emphasis on developing innovative learning contexts with the 

help of new technology or more practice-oriented approaches.  

Finally, Schulz (2009) adds a fourth approach that he calls responsibility and sensibility approach. 

According to this perspective, diversity is perceived as a social and societal responsibility. Thereby, this 

approach refers to the humanistic function of organizations in global times and highlights how dealing 
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with diversity should be considered an important contribution to society. Further, it does not only 

consider single measures, like the approaches before, but focuses on how these measures are 

connected to the overall organizations’ strategies and aims. Thereby, this approach perceives dealing 

with diversity as a strategic action that addresses internal but also external challenges. It incorporates 

a humanistic societal orientation, while at the same time pursuing an economic-oriented strategic link 

(Schulz, 2009). In the context of higher education, diversity is understood as an important educational 

mission, together with research and teaching. It also does not focus on single aspects of diversity but 

includes measures to deal with diversity with the organization’s profile. This results in a university-

wide strategy for dealing with student diversity that incorporates several concrete activities to 

stimulate an overall cultural change of perspectives on diversity (Schulz, 2009). In the German context, 

this perspective is particularly common among universities that participate in diversity audits which 

have been conducted in the last couple of years. These audits seek to support universities in their 

efforts to attain a holistic approach to student diversity (Krell, 2008). Consequently, on the structure 

level, a cooperation unit is responsible for coordinating single activities and establishing networks for 

communicating constantly about efforts and experiences in dealing with student diversity. On the 

action level, there is a broad spectrum of activities to be identified that fit within the overall strategy 

(Mooraj & Zervakis, 2014).  

This latter diversity approach is in line with several other international studies that stress the 

importance of more comprehensive institution-wide approaches and enhancements (Kift et al., 2010). 

Here, similarities to Australian literature and research in the field of first-year experience (in the 

following abbreviated as FYE) of students can be identified. In Australia, numerous initiatives have 

been developed with the ambition to improve the FYE of students since this transition period has 

proven to be of particular importance for later academic success (Tinto, 2009). Research shows how 

the integration, coordination, coherence and bringing academic, administrative and support programs 

together can be a challenge for Australian universities (McInnis, 2003). Kift et al. (2010) identify three 

types of FYE approaches: First-generation approaches relate to co-curricular initiatives, such as 

learning support, orientation and peer programs. Second-generation approaches are defined as 

integrated curricular and co-curricular activities, and strategies with a focus on improving the learning 

experience of students by means of pedagogy, curriculum design and learning and teaching practice. 

The third-generation approach results in a transformation of a whole institution by bringing first and 

second-generation approaches together to integrate them in a comprehensive and coordinated 

strategy for all its disciplines, programs and services. As Kift (2009) emphasizes, “third-generation 

strategies will require an institutional vision for the FYE that is shared by academic and professional 

staff who form sustainable partnerships across institutional boundaries to ensure its enactment” (p.1). 

Applied to the context of the FYE of heterogeneous student groups, such an approach assumes an 
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institutional change in a wider sense, where most importantly strategies and programs developed to 

widen participation first have to be integrated into an overall concept (Bosse & Mergner, 2019).  

Such a diversity approach acknowledges the importance that student diversity has to become a part 

of the overall organizational culture (Leicht-Scholten, 2011). Research from a German higher education 

context supports the hypothesis that a cultural change is a basic prerequisite for achieving a way of 

dealing with diversity in studying and teaching that is well-accepted by the majority of organizational 

actors (Mooraj & Wiese, 2013). According to Foskett (2002), “it is inherently a challenge to internal 

institutional culture that requires colleges to change fundamentally their modus operandi, their view 

of the world and their values” (p. 79). One point of critique is the current institutional culture at 

German universities is unresponsive to the needs of non-traditional students, which influences the 

experiences of certain minority students in a negative way (Wolter et al., 2014). In the British context, 

Read et al. (2003) suggest that students from non-traditional backgrounds are “disadvantaged by an 

institutional culture that puts them as ‘other’” (p. 263). That might even prevent these students to 

apply to certain institutions. Here, research from the United Kingdom indicates that minority students 

do not want to go to an institution where they feel like an isolated minority and working-class students 

do not apply for institutions that they regard as snobbish (Gorard & Smith, 2006).  

The first application of these paradigms to the context of higher education was undertaken by Gaisch 

et al. (2017). The following Table 3.1 is based on their findings, but adapted to include statements 

about universities’ ways of dealing with student diversity on the strategy, structure and action level. 

This table serves as an indicator for the identification of different understandings of student diversity 

and relates how these interpretations are materialized on the three levels of interest. 
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Table 3.1  Diversity Paradigms in the Context of Higher Education 

Diversity 

paradigm 

Diversity 

definition 
Validation Logic of response Strategy level Structure level Action level Common factor 

Resistance 

(Dass & Parker, 

1999) 

None Diversity as a 
threat 

Rejection: striving 
for excellence (of 
an elite group) 

No references made 
to student diversity 
or vague statement  

Lack of 
coordinating unit 

Bridging courses, 
subject-related 
tutoring 

Preservation of a 
status quo 

Fairness and 

anti-

discrimination 

(Thomas & Ely, 

1996) 

Socio-
demographic 

Diversity as a 
problem 

Political 
correctness: social 
permeability, social 
dimension 

Commitment to dis-
miss discrimination 
and ensure equal 
treatment 

Implementation 
of Equal Oppor-
tunities Officer 

Mentoring 
programs for 
women, learning 
materials for dis-
abled students 

Equal opportuni-
ties for and co-
ordinated sup-
port of human 
resources 

Market access 

(Thomas & Ely, 

1996) 

Educational 
biography 

Diversity as a 
competitive 
advantage 

Competitive ad-
vantage: new pub-
lic management, 
entrepreneurial 
university 

References contribu-
tion to economic 
growth and the sup-
ply and demand for 
highly skilled labor 

Special study 
programs 
Accreditation of 
prior learning 
Cooperation with 
industry  

Flexible study 
structures 
blended-learning 
concepts 

Orientation to-
wards key per-
formance indica-
tors, winning 
new customers 

Learning and 

efficacy 

(Thomas & Ely, 

1996) 

Individual Diversity as a 
resource 

Change and organi-
zational learning: 
competence 
orientation  

Commitment to com-
petence orientation; 
emphasis on individ-
ual competences and 
resources 

Higher education 
didactics unit 

Emphasis on 
measures for 
internal differen-
tiation  

Openness and 
flexibility for 
continuous ad-
vancement and 
transformation 

Responsibility 

and sensibility 

(Schulz, 2009) 

All aspects Diversity as a 
social and 
societal 
responsibility 

Social 
responsibility (in 
addition to 
research and 
teaching) 

Commitment to 
student diversity as a 
central task of 
universities; 
references to societal 
role 

Coordinating unit 
well-established 
networks and 
channels for 
communication 
and exchange of 
experiences  

Broad spectrum 
of activities that 
are additional 
and integrated 
into curriculum 

Building and 
securing 
resources in a 
sustainable way 

Note. Adapted and translated from „Diversitätsparadigmen neu gedacht: Schnittmengen zwischen hochschulischer Vielfalt und unternehmerischer Sinnwelten“, by M. Gaisch, R. 

Aichinger, & S. Preymann, 2017, presentation at the Research Colloquium of Austrian Universities of Applied Sciences at the IMC FH Krems (Austria), p. 5 

(https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316541707_Diversitatsparadigmen_neu_gedacht_Schnittmengen_zwischen_hochschulischer_Vielfalt_und_unternehmerischen_Sinn

welten).
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However, it should be noted that the distinctions between the paradigms and the corresponding ways of 

dealing with student diversity on the levels of strategy, structure and action are only made for analytical 

purposes. When looking at the organizational level, mixtures of different underlying perspectives and 

logics are expected. Thus, the present study assumes that the picture of diversity paradigms and ways of 

dealing with student diversity is much more complex and intertwined. Nevertheless, this table serves as a 

guideline for providing an answer to the question how organizational responses to student diversity can 

be explained theoretically and, more precisely, to what kinds of general trends these responses can be 

related.  

To put it in a nutshell, organizational responses of German universities differ according to their local 

contexts. It is not only institutional characteristics that impact the way student diversity is interpreted or 

which approaches are perceived as appropriately dealing with it, but also underlying diversity paradigms 

apparent at German universities.  

The following sub-chapter brings the previous findings of this theoretical survey chapter together and 

assembles them conceptually into the idea of student diversity and how this idea travels from the macro-

level of the political discourse on widening participation to the organizational level of German universities. 

3.7. Conceptualization of the Idea of Student Diversity 

Overall, this study contributes to the increased research interest in how higher-level systems both affect 

and are influenced by meso and micro forces (Scott, 2010). Choosing a translation perspective, it 

conceptualizes student diversity “as a story of ideas turning into actions in ever new localities” 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996, p. 13). This idea travels around in the field of (academic) organizations and 

is materialized within the political discourse that underlies the widening participation policy agenda 

(Archer, 2007; Boch Waldorff, 2013) as it transports certain beliefs about what constitutes the role of 

universities with regard to student diversity (see Figure 3.1). Thereby, we concentrate on the construction 

of the political discourse on the part of the most important and influential stakeholders in the 

organizational field. Such a policy analysis serves as a frame of reference for the analysis of the 

organizational responses, i.e., how the idea of student diversity is translated within the organizational 

context.  

As described in Chapter 2 in more detail, the policy analysis reveals that universities are confronted with 

two different perspectives on student diversity. According to the social justice perspective, the main 

problem within the widening participation agenda is the underrepresentation of student groups according 

to socio-demographic characteristics and living situations. To increase educational opportunities, 
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universities should be promoters of educational equality and diminish financial and structural barriers that 

these student groups are faced with. According to the economic competitiveness perspective, in turn, the 

main problem is the demographic change and the lack of skilled labor because higher education has not 

fully exploited the existing pool of talent and knowledge. The potentials for talents are particularly seen 

within the group of vocationally qualified persons. Therefore, universities should fulfill their role as 

providers of professionals by improving their attractiveness for this target group.  

Figure 3.1  Theoretical Framework for Analyzing the Travel of the Idea of Student Diversity 

 

Note. The figure illustrates the travel of the idea of student diversity from the macro-level of the widening participation agenda 

to the organizational level of German universities in the context of the QPL initiative.  

After identifying the different perspectives on student diversity within the German widening participation 

agenda, the question is how the idea of student diversity is interpreted at the local level of German 

universities. Student diversity can be described as one of several circulating ideas that are translated as 

they travel from one local context to another. Here, universities seek to create localized meanings of the 

concept of student diversity through the process of translation (Boch Waldorff, 2013). This study aims to 

retell the narrative behind translating the idea of student diversity in the context of three German 

universities which each are confronted with the institutional demand to widen participation.  
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Choosing a concrete example for this institutional demand, the present study focuses on organizational 

responses of German universities in the context of the QPL funding program. Here, the study examines 

how universities respond to student diversity not only on a rhetorical basis, i.e., the way verbal accounts 

are constructed but also by considering how the idea is translated into/onto action on the structural and 

practical level (Brunsson, 1989). In accordance with Brunsson’s (1989) distinction between talk, decision 

and action, the study assumes that the translation of the idea of student diversity takes place on the three 

levels of strategy, structures and action. More precisely, this study builds on previous research on 

organizational responses to student diversity by investigating the QPL initiative’s strategy (i.e., how 

student diversity is defined in the QPL initiative’s strategy), the QPL-related structures (i.e., what structures 

to deal with student diversity were created in the context of the QPL initiative) and activities within the 

QPL initiative (i.e., single QPL projects for dealing with student diversity in teaching and studying).  

The translation of the idea of student diversity follows certain ‘editing rules’ that arise from this context 

and direct how actors modify and translate circulating ideas and make them fit through context, logic and 

formulation (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). Based on previous research on the role of the local context, the 

study wishes to explain local variations of organizational responses. More precisely, the study assumes 

that the translation process relates to institutional characteristics deriving from the context as well as to 

some more general trends concerning diversity paradigms that are apparent in the context of higher 

education (Gaisch et al., 2017). These aspects of the local context do not only impact the way editing takes 

place, but also how universities translate the idea of student diversity within the QPL initiative’s strategy, 

structure and practices.  

 In line with Scandinavian institutionalism (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996), this study argues that in the long 

run—despite some sort of decoupling—the diffused idea indeed triggers institutional change in 

organizational performance. This, it is assumed, is due to the observation that over time ideas turn into 

organizational practice while retaining their symbolic value (Kirkpatrick et al., 2013).  

3.8. Summary 

In summary, this chapter introduces the theoretical background perceived to be particularly suitable for 

answering the research questions of the present study. The chapter begins with a short excursion to the 

epistemological and scientific foundations of this work, embedding it in the field of social science, and, 

more explicitly, the field of organizational research and higher education research. Here, the study follows 

organizational sociologists who perceive universities as a ‘special’ form of organization (Musselin, 2006; 

Wilkesmann & Schmid, 2012). A review of these special characteristics is of relevance for the present study 
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because they influence the way universities deal with institutional demands (Kehm, 2012). In order to 

understand and explain how universities respond to the institutional pressure of student diversity, the 

course of this study takes on an institutional perspective (Scott, 2010, 2013). This perspective is perceived 

as particularly suitable for this undertaking because the field of higher education can be described as a 

highly institutionalized environment in which universities face pressures to comply with value-laden 

expectations such as widening participation (Kehm, 2000). In contrast to classic neo-institutional 

assumptions that are involved in explaining universities’ resistance to change or the rhetorical compliance 

to institutional pressures (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), the present study builds on the observation that 

universities interpret the demand of student diversity very differently. Consequently, it chooses 

Scandinavian institutionalism (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) as its theoretical lens to answer how 

organizations perceive and interpret institutional demands and how these interpretations, in turn, 

influence organizational action in their daily lives (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). At the same 

time, this theoretical lens is particularly suitable for studying both the macro-level of political discourse 

and the organizational level of universities’ responses. This chapter introduces the theoretical concepts of 

‘translation’, ‘editing rules’ and ‘decoupling’ in order to explain how the idea of student diversity is 

travelling from the macro-level of the political discourse on widening participation to the organizational 

level of universities. Since the present study is interested in explaining local variations of organizational 

responses, a literature survey introduces 1) prior research on organizational responses of universities to 

widening participation and 2) research on the role of the local context for explaining variations in the 

organizational responses of universities. The chapter concludes with a final conceptualization of the idea 

of student diversity and how this idea travels from the political discourse on widening participation to the 

organizational level of German universities in the context of the QPL initiative.  
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 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

As mentioned before, the present study takes on a constructivist-interpretive perspective.19 This 

perspective draws attention to the process of reality construction by means of ongoing communication, 

interaction and interpretation of meaning and purpose by the actors involved (Bess & Dee, 2012; Giddens, 

1984). This results in a subjectivist epistemology that assumes that knowledge and understanding are co-

created in interactions (Lincoln et al., 2011). Knowledge is thus constructed through our lived experiences 

and interactions with other members of society. In terms of methodology, this means that as researchers 

we have to participate in the research process with the subjects studied to make sure that the produced 

knowledge reflects the study subjects’ realities. Such a methodology focuses on processes of reality 

construction that provide the basis for collective forms of action (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

Consequently, social constructivists use qualitative inquiry in order to study each system as a unique entity, 

gaining ’thick’ descriptions of organizational reality. Thereby, they aim for contextual knowledge that 

might not be generalizable to other social entities.  

The constructivist paradigm relies on a naturalistic set of methodical procedures, which means that the 

inquiry takes place in the natural world—instead of e.g., an experimental setting. Instead of relying on 

positivist criteria like internal and external validity, reliability and objectivity, the methodology refers to 

inter-subjective comprehensibility and triangulation which will be explained later in more detail (Denzin, 

1970; Flick, 2014; Steinke, 2004). This is regarded as an appropriate way to answer the overall research 

question of how the idea of widening participation is translated in the organizational context and how 

variations in organizational responses can be explained.  

After clarifying the prevailing paradigm of this research, this chapter introduces the chosen research design 

and methodology. After explaining the reasons for choosing a multiple case study design, the selection of 

cases is presented. This is followed by the operationalization in which the research questions are linked to 

research methods, embedded within the chosen theoretical framework from which indicators are derived 

to investigate organizational responses to student diversity. The chapter continues with a description of 

methods of data collection and analysis and ends with a reflection on how this qualitative empirical 

research meets appropriate quality criteria.  

                                                           

19 According to Denzin and Lincoln  (2011), there are four major paradigms within qualitative research, namely the 
positivist, constructivist-interpretive, critical and feminist-poststructural paradigm. For a more detailed overview, 
see Denzin and Lincoln  (2011).  
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4.1. Research Design 

The research design introduces the purpose of this study by determining the kind of information that is 

regarded as most appropriate to answer the present research questions and the kind of strategies that are 

most effective for gaining the information (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Thereby, the research design describes 

a more or less flexible set of guidelines that connect the theoretical paradigms firstly, to strategies of 

inquiry and, secondly, to methods for collecting empirical material.  

Following the Scandinavian tradition, this research design is highly influenced by a narrative approach. 

Organizational narratives as the main mode of communication and knowledge transfer have become a 

central topic in organizational studies (Czarniawska, 1998, 2010). This is also true for the field of higher 

education research, starting with the work of Clark (1972) on organizational sagas. Clark collected 

circulating ideas or ‘tales of the field’ of three US colleges. These narratives were deeply rooted in the 

colleges’ histories, paradoxically each emphasizing their uniqueness, while at the same time following 

similar narrative patterns.  

Narrative knowledge is “the main bearer of knowledge in contemporary societies” (Czarniawska, 2010, 

p. 59). Narratives resemble a common form of communication to entertain, learn, teach or interpret. At 

the same time, narrative reports complement, illustrate and question logical-scientific forms of 

presentation. As Czarniawska (1998) points out, it has been shown that these narratives can teach students 

the practices of the field in a much more efficient way than scientifically written texts.  

Narrative approaches are common among researchers in the tradition of Scandinavian institutionalism, 

which is primarily due to the similarity of story-telling to sense-making, as it is described by Weick (1995) 

in the following way:  

If accuracy is nice but not necessary in sense-making, then what is necessary? The answer is, 
something that preserves plausibility and coherence, something that is reasonable and 
memorable, something that embodies past experience and expectations, something which 
resonates with other people, something that can be constructed respectively but also can be 
used prospectively, something that captures both feeling and thought, something that allows 
for embellishment to fit current oddities, something that is fun to contrast. In short, what is 
necessary in sense-making is a good story. (p. 60-61) 

In other words, the process of story-telling can be regarded as “the never-ending construction of meaning 

in organizations” (Czarniawska, 1998, p. 15). From a constructivist perspective, stories mediate reality. 

Stories are a basic instrument used by people to communicate, create and exchange understanding with 
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other people and for themselves (Feldman et al., 2004). A story20 serves as a frame of reference that is 

developed, adapted and refined in a way that new events can be more easily absorbed (Czarniawska, 

2010). In this context, stories are used to make sense of organizational life and communicate the created 

sense retrospectively (Weick, 1995).  

Choosing a narrative approach guides the choice of the appropriate research design. One common 

research design for narrative approaches is a case study design (Czarniawska, 1998) which has the aim to 

collect organizational stories. Collecting stories can be useful to understand how actors make sense of the 

demand of student diversity, how it is translated into the local context and transferred into concrete 

strategies, structures and practices. These stories contain actors’ understanding of specific ‘recipes’ for 

dealing with change (Feldman et al., 2004).  

4.2. Case Study Design 

Following the Scandinavian tradition, this study uses a process-oriented and qualitative methodological 

approach that focuses on the organizational level by employing a case study design (Boxenbaum & 

Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). A case study design is particularly useful as it 

foregrounds the ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions central to our study since we examine how universities 

perceive and respond to the institutional demand of widening participation and how they translate the 

idea of student diversity into the local context. Here, the contextual conditions are highly relevant to gain 

an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of interest (Yin, 2003). Further, case studies are thorough 

in that they comprise in-depth and qualitatively rich descriptions of the units under study (Flyvbjerg, 2011). 

Therefore, it is common to gather multiple data materials, while reconstructing the collective 

understandings and beliefs within the individual unit (Yin, 2003). Since the research takes place within a 

natural setting and the research interest focuses on the processes and actions underlying the 

organizational responses to student diversity, it is important to take into consideration that the case 

evolves over time so that data materials should be gathered from different points in time. 

As mentioned before, the widening participation agenda is particularly appropriate for studying translation 

as it does not represent a consistent legislative reform but is rather embedded within a broad range of 

                                                           

20 Often, the terms narrative and story are used in an intertwined way. However, I argue for the distinction based 
on Feldman et al.  (2004) who emphasize that a story is a subset of narrative. Thus, a narrative provides the grand 
conception that encompass several stories illustrating the overall narrative. Stories resemble interpretations of ac-
tions in a chronological order, while describing “from the storyteller’s perspective how things used to be and how 
they are, as well as how they should be” (Feldman et al., 2004, p. 150). 
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different political initiatives that call for various ways of responding to this demand. In this context, the 

German government makes increasing use of soft steering instruments like funding programs that aim at 

supporting universities financially in their efforts to widen participation (Eurydice, 2011; Osborne, 2003b). 

However, due to the high complexity of universities as professional organizations (Mintzberg, 1983), it 

remains unclear what kind of impact these political impetuses really have. In more concrete terms, the 

widening participation agenda represents a policy that a) has a high political and societal relevance, b) 

universities have varying experience with (overall it is regarded as relatively new to universities), c) 

requires some changes in the formal and informal procedures of the organization and d) a changed 

understanding of their core functions for society and their educational mission (Kehm, 2000). In this 

context, research on the role of educational policy instruments is important. This is not merely due to their 

widespread application in the field of higher education and the increasing financial resources they entail. 

Rather, it is due to their voluntary character, which leaves universities with a larger scope of action for 

how to deal with the political demand of widening participation and, more precisely, the 

(re-)interpretation for and translation into their own respective local contexts.  

Germany provides an example for introducing political reforms to promote wider participation in a higher 

education system characterized by a traditionally high level of social exclusion (Mergner et al., 2017). As 

mentioned before, Germany belongs to the countries with the lowest degree of permeability between 

different levels of education (Orr & Hovdhaugen, 2014). This can be traced back to the institutional 

separation between academic and vocational education in Germany, the so-called “German education 

schism” (Wolter et al., 2014, p. 12). Concerning the social composition of the student body, studies suggest 

that despite the substantial increase in student, this expansion has not automatically resulted in fewer 

inequalities in higher education access and participation (Middendorff, 2015; Wolter, 2011).  

As a concrete analytical example for German policy initiatives that promote widening participation, the 

QPL funding program was chosen for to three reasons. First, this program represents one of the most 

extensive programs in Germany in terms of finances and outreach. It was a nation-wide funding program 

that allocated subsidies to universities with a total funding volume of two billion euros. During their first 

funding period (2011-2016), 253 projects at 186 universities were subsidized, and for the second funding 

period (2016-2020) the follow-up applications of 156 universities were accepted (BMBF, 2017). Second, 

the QPL funding program sought to contribute to a more general improvement of the quality of teaching 

and study conditions, while simultaneously emphasizing measures focusing on the design of first-year 

study programs that aim to “acknowledge the heterogeneous student composition” (BMBF, 2010, p. 2). 

This very general nature of the QPL funding program provided universities with a high degree of autonomy 
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in choosing to what extent they connect their projects with the topic of widening participation. Due to this 

autonomy, this program provides a very interesting example of how universities translate the topic and 

relate it to their own strategies, structures and activities. Third, due to this focus, the QPL funding program 

allows to study project initiatives of universities within the wide range of regular Bachelor’s and Master’s 

study programs since the research interest of the present study lies in how the traditional activities of 

teaching and learning are affected by widening participation. Other project initiatives with a more explicit 

focus on widening participation mostly encourage the development of postgraduate programs and 

training courses. Postgraduate programs represent an educational sector that is relatively new and 

unknown at German universities and clearly provides an interesting alternative research area for further 

studies.  

4.3. Selection of Cases 

Since the study examines variations in organizational responses of universities to the institutional demand 

of student diversity, a multiple case study design with universities as the unit of analysis is chosen. The 

first criterion for case selection is the participation of the university in the QPL funding program. In order 

to account for institutional differentiation that maps out different levels of experience and attitudes 

towards student diversity, three additional selection criteria are selected: they include the type of higher 

education institution (university or university of applied sciences), the location (metropolitan/periphery) 

and the institutional profile (research-oriented, teaching-oriented and regional-oriented).  

As mentioned before in Chapter 3, universities differ fundamentally in a number of structural and cultural 

characteristics. This results in differences concerning the composition of their student bodies and their 

experience with widening participation. One of the most significant structural differentiations in the 

German higher education landscape is the type of higher education institution. Here a distinction is 

possible between universities that focus on the provision of general and broad education from a scientific 

perspective and universities of applied sciences that aim at a more specialized, practice-oriented 

education (Würmseer, 2010). Regional boundary conditions are another important dimension of 

differentiation, while metropolitan universities show a different social composition of their student body 

compared to universities in rural areas. Finally, it is possible to differentiate between the profile of higher 

education institutions, having either a stronger orientation towards research, teaching or regional needs 

(Kleimann & Hückstädt, 2018; Pasternack, 2013). Consequently, three universities were selected as case 

studies. The first university is the University of Hamburg. It is located in a metropolitan region and is 

characterized by a strong research orientation. The second university, the University of Kassel, is located 
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in a more peripheral region with a stronger regional orientation. Finally, the third university, the HAW 

Hamburg, is located in a metropolitan region with a stronger teaching orientation since this is a university 

of applied sciences.  

4.4. Operationalization  

This operationalization serves the purpose of deriving indicators, which result from the theoretical 

framework (see Chapter 3), for answering the research questions of the thesis. At the same time, the 

operationalization indicates the research methods and data sources the empirical research is based on 

(see Table 4.1).  

Organizational responses of German universities to student diversity in the context of the QPL initiative 

(research question 2-4) are analyzed within a qualitative multiple case study design. Multiple data 

materials were collected at the three analyzed universities, including text materials (websites, mission 

statements, project descriptions, reports, n=129), protocols from participatory observations (n=11), 

expert interviews with organizational actors involved in QPL management and/or single QPL projects 

(n=6), group discussions with persons working in single QPL projects (n=3 á 5-8 participants) and interviews 

with lecturers involved in single QPL projects (n=7). To analyze organizational responses to student 

diversity, sociological constructed coding is informed by literature on Scandinavian institutionalism and its 

related concepts of translation, editing rules and decoupling (Brunsson, 1989; Czarniawska & Joerges, 

1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). Further, previous studies about responses of 

universities to demands of widening participation and student diversity inspire the coding process (Buß et 

al., 2018; Hanft, 2015; Harris-Hümmert et al., 2015; Knauf, 2016; Mooraj & Zervakis, 2014; Wild & Esdar, 

2014; Wildt, 1985). 

In order to answer the second research question, a case-specific analysis examines how the institutional 

demand to deal with student diversity is translated at the three case study universities in the context of 

the QPL initiative’s strategy, its structures and activities. The case-specific findings of the three universities 

are described in Chapters 5 to 7. In addition, a cross-case analysis was executed to identify editing rules 

that are used in the context of the QPL initiative at the three universities (see Chapter 8.1.). Further, to 

explain local variations of organizational responses (research question 3), the narratives of how the three 

universities deal with student diversity in the context of their QPL initiative are retold in Chapter 8.2. These 

narratives reveal aspects of the local context (i.e., institutional characteristics and diversity paradigms) 

that impact the way the idea of student diversity is translated in the local context. Finally, to answer the 
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fourth research question, a cross-case analysis is executed to identify organizational practices to deal with 

student diversity in the context of the QPL initiative (see Chapter 8.3.).
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Table 4.1  Operationalization of Research Questions 

Research Questions Theory Operationalization Data sources Data examples 

RQ 2:  

How do German 

universities respond to 

student diversity in the 

context of the QPL ini-

tiative? 

Scandinavian 
institutionalism:  
concept of translation 
editing rules 
 
Research on organiza-
tional responses to 
student diversity 
 

Case-specific findings: analysis of QPL initiative’s 
strategy, structure and action 
 
Strategy:  
- information about the QPL initiative’s 

strategy, motives, aims and purposes 
Structure: 
- structure of the QPL initiative, including insti-

tutional anchoring, its components and 
involved faculties/departments 

Action:  
- projects within the QPL initiative (improving 

the student, improving the institution, 
improving the fit between student and insti-
tution) 

 
Cross-case findings: analysis of editing rules at the 
three universities 
 
- identifying editing rules that are used in the 

context of the QPL initiative at the 
universities including rules of context, 
formulation and logic 

 

Institutional 
documents 
 
 
 
Expert 
interviews 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Group 
discussions 
 
 
Protocols 
 
 
 
 

Institutional documents: 
- mission statements 
- annual reports 
- project reports 
 
Expert interviews:  
- persons involved in 

QPL management 
- persons working in sin-

gle QPL projects  
- lecturers involved in 

single QPL projects  
 
Group discussions:  
- persons working in sin-

gle QPL projects  
 
Protocols from partici-
patory observation:  
- workshops on student 

diversity and the first-
year experience 

- cooperation work-
shops with staff from 
case study universities 
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Table 4.1  Operationalization of Research Questions (continued) 

Research Questions Theory Operationalization Data sources Data examples 

RQ 3: 

How can variations in 

organizational responses to 

student diversity be 

explained? 

Scandinavian 
institutionalism:  
organizational stories 
 
 
 
Research on organiza-
tional responses to 
student diversity 
 
 
 
The role of institutional 
characteristics 
 
 
 
Diversity paradigms and 
approaches to deal with 
student diversity 

Cross-case findings: analysis of the narratives of 
student diversity at the three universities 
 
- retelling the narratives of student diversity 

in the context of the QPL initiative at the 
universities  

 
Institutional characteristics:  
- impact of structure: structural characteris-

tics that organizational actors link to their 
interpretations of dealing with student 
diversity (e.g., size) 

- impact of culture: cultural characteristics 
that organizational actors link to their inter-
pretations of dealing with student diversity 
(e.g., tradition) 

 
Diversity paradigms:  
- impact of diversity paradigms: perspectives 

or paradigms that organizational actors 
refer to in the context of student diversity 
(e.g., anti-discrimination) 
 

Group 
discussions 
 
 
Expert 
interviews 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Protocols 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Institutional 
documents 
 

Group discussions:  
persons working in single 
QPL projects  
 
Expert interviews:  
- persons involved in 

QPL management 
- persons working in sin-

gle QPL projects  
- lecturers involved in 

single QPL projects  
 
Protocols:  
- workshops on student 

diversity and the first-
year experience 

- cooperation workshops 
with staff from case 
study universities  

 
Institutional documents: 
- mission statements 
- annual reports 
- project reports  

RQ 4:  

Which organizational 

practices dealing with 

student diversity can be 

identified? 

 

University didactics 
research  
 
Research on organiza-
tional responses to 
student diversity 

Cross-case findings: analysis of organizational 
practices to deal with student diversity 
 
- definitions of student diversity 
- organizational practices to deal with 

student diversity  
- aim of measures 
- contextual characteristics 

Group 
discussions 
 
 
 
 
 

Group discussions:  
- persons working in sin-

gle QPL projects  
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4.5. Methods of Data Collection  

The process of data collection in the present study for analyzing organizational responses (research 

question 2-4) was inspired by principles of grounded theory (in the following abbreviated as GT), which 

represents “a method of inquiry in which data collection and analysis reciprocally inform and shape each 

other through an emergent iterative process” (Charmaz, 2011, p. 360). In other words, the researcher goes 

back and forth between the process of collecting and analyzing data. This process involves analyzing 

fragmentations of the present data using comparative methods, working with interim codes and asking 

analytical questions that, in turn, guide the further process of data collection, a strategy called theoretical 

sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Theoretical sampling does not restrict the process of data collection to 

certain types of data materials, although the main focus lies on manifest artifacts (recordings, interviews, 

text materials). The main characteristic of theoretical sampling lies in the circular nature of the inquiry: 

the criteria for data collection are developed on the basis of the data material that has already been 

analyzed (S. Meier & Pentzold, 2010). Therefore, the processes of data collection and analysis go hand in 

hand, informing each other continuously. 

The use of GT strategies is especially useful when the aim of the research is to study actions and processes 

instead of themes and structures (Charmaz, 2011). Further, deriving from a constructivist GT perspective 

it is acknowledged that knowledge is always located in a certain time, space and situation and is co-created 

in the interactions between participants and researcher. Accordingly, GT requires researchers to interact 

constantly with participants, data, codes and interim categories that have been developed. Such an 

interactive approach is especially suited for the specific research context in which this study took place. In 

particular, data collection was partly executed in the context of the accompanying research project, 

StuFHe whose aim was to evaluate project initiatives at four partner universities in the context of the QPL 

funding program. However, from early on I did not regard myself as an external evaluator from a distance, 

but rather as a close partner who is interested in the practical relevance of the findings. Further, since data 

materials are highly context-specific, it was acknowledged from the beginning that the interpretation of 

data is only possible in close cooperation and interaction with the partner universities from which the data 

was gathered. These joint interpretations took place regularly via workshops, presentations and co-

organized conferences. These events, in turn, provided the basis for additional data materials in form of 

observatory protocols. Further, I visited the partner universities periodically to present tentative results 

and discuss with the local partners how these results could be interpreted and how the results could be 

used to change organizational practices. During this fieldwork, organizational stories were collected that 
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helped to improve understanding the contextual conditions, as it is described by Czarniawska (1998) in the 

following words:  

It is impossible to understand human conduct by ignoring its intentions, and it is impossible to 
understand human intentions by ignoring the settings in which they make sense. Such settings 
may be institutions, sets of practices or some other contexts created by humans and non-
humans – contexts that have a history, that have been organized as narratives themselves. (p. 4) 

Thus, in order to understand the underlying intentions and settings in which organizational action took 

place, the discussions with actors of the universities were essential. Consequently, I was part of the 

organizational change processes and actions in the context of the QPL initiatives at the three partner 

universities because I contributed by presenting tentative research findings to internal discussions about 

how the universities deal with student diversity. On the one hand, this involvement represents a necessary 

condition for conducting constructive-interpretive research to gain insight into the collective 

understandings of the case at hand. On the other hand, this also requires a more profound critical 

reflection on the role of the researcher, which will be discussed in this chapter. 

Thus, the process of data collection was inspired by GT guidelines in order to sample, select and structure 

the data material for this study. First, a first round of document collection was carried out between January 

and April 2015 (see Table 4.2). Since the study is interested in the way the institutional demand of student 

diversity is interpreted in the context of the QPL initiatives of German universities, the project descriptions 

of the three universities’ QPL initiatives were collected from the QPL project database, the universities’ 

websites of the QPL initiatives and press releases. Over the course of time and on the basis of interim 

codes, further text materials from the three universities were collected, including descriptions of the 

institutional profile on the website, mission statements, annual reports and other communication 

materials having either a reference to the QPL initiatives, the topic of dealing with student diversity or 

relate to general characteristics of the universities. In total, document collection ran from January 2015 to 

June 2018.  
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Table 4.2  Data Collection Process Concerning Organizational Responses to Student Diversity 

Time 

period 
Data collection 

01/2015- 

04/2015 

Documents I 
Online documents gathered at the three universities concerning their presentation of the QPL 

initiative (n=15) 

UHH 
- QPL initiative homepages UHH (n=1) 
- QPL UHH project database (n=1) 
UKassel 
- QPL initiative homepages (n=3) 
- QPL UKassel project database (n=1) 
HAW Hamburg 
- QPL initiative homepages (n=3) 
- QPL HAW project database (n=1) 

 
06/2015- 

08/2015 

Expert interviews I 
Interviews with persons involved in QPL initiatives at the three universities (n=6) 

UHH 
- interview with a person involved in QPL management (n=1) 
- interview with a person responsible for a single QPL project (n=1) 
UKassel 
- interview with a person involved in QPL management (n=1) 
- interview with a person responsible for a single QPL project (n=1) 
HAW Hamburg 
- interview with a person involved in QPL management (n=1) 
- interview with a person responsible for a single QPL project (n=1) 

 
07/2017- 

11/2017 

Group discussions 
Group discussions with persons responsible for single QPL projects (n=3) 

UHH 
- group discussion with 8 participants who held responsibility for single QPL projects 

(duration=3 hours)  
UKassel 
- group discussion with 7 participants who held responsibility for single QPL projects 

(duration=3 hours) 
HAW Hamburg 
- group discussion with 5 participants who held responsibility for single QPL projects 

(duration=2 ½ hours) 
 

03/2018- 

07/2018 

Expert interviews II 
Interviews with lecturers at the three universities who were involved in single QPL projects (n=7) 

UHH 
- interview with lecturers (n=1) 
UKassel 
- interviews with lecturers (n=4) 
HAW Hamburg 
- interviews with lecturers (n=2) 
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Table 4.2  Data Collection Process Concerning Organizational Responses to Student Diversity (continued) 

Time 

period 
Data collection 

01/2015- 

06/2018 

 

Documents II 
Participatory observation protocols from joint workshops with all case study universities (n=5) 
- joint workshop 2014-12-12 
- joint workshop 2015-06-12 
- joint workshop 2016-04-28 
- joint workshop 2017-05-15 
- joint workshop 2018-05-29 
UHH 
- websites of QPL initiative and single projects (n=33) 
- QPL related documents (project proposal, yearly reports, QPL report first project phase; n=7) 
- other university documents (mission statements, guidelines for teaching, agreements; n=4) 
- participatory observation protocol from a QPL related workshop (n=1) 
UKassel 
- websites of QPL initiative and single projects (n=27) 
- QPL related documents (QPL presentation, project proposal, press release; n=4) 
- other university documents (profile, mission statement, development plans, concept for good 

teaching, annual reports, bachelor survey results; n=10) 
- observatory participation protocol from a QPL related teaching event (n=1) 
HAW Hamburg 
- websites of QPL initiative and single projects (n=21) 
- QPL related documents (presentation, transcript of marketing film; press releases; n=10) 
- other university documents (dates and facts, mission statement, diversity audit, opinion poll 

results, annual reports; n=13) 
- observatory participation protocol from QPL related events (teaching event, workshops, 

presentation; n=4) 
 

 

Since all these documents are also accessible to non-members of the organization, these documents can 

be understood as means for (self-)representation to the outside world. Such a public image has the original 

task to legitimate the organization by being a center of reflection that displays how the environment is 

scanned by organizational actors, and external expectations are connected to organizational processes 

(Sandhu, 2014). Consequently, it was decided to not anonymize these documents, since they were publicly 

available.  

Second, a first round of expert interviews was carried out between June and August 2015 with persons 

involved in the QPL initiative at the three case study universities. These semi-structured interviews had 

the aim to complement the previous document analysis in that they should add an inside perspective to 

the outside representation. In line with Meuser and Nagel (2009), an expert is defined as a person with 

institutionalized authority to construct reality in that they set the conditions for actions for other 

organizational members. First, persons involved in the management of the whole QPL initiative were 

selected according to their expertise about the overall QPL approach, the motives for application, and how 
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the QPL initiative was implemented. Second, persons working in single QPL projects on the operational 

level were selected according to their expertise about specific QPL projects that focus on student diversity. 

These persons with the status of spokesmen can be regarded as experts in that they provide 

“crystallization points” (Bogner et al., 2009, p. 2) for practical insider knowledge about the organization. 

Thus, the interviewee is of interest as a functionary and not as a private person. The subject matter of the 

interview is the special knowledge the person acquired during carrying out these functions. The expert 

represents a perspective that is typical for the organizational context in which this person has acquired 

their knowledge and acts accordingly, typically including a theory about the problem, a solution and 

decision-making structures (Meuser & Nagel, 2009). The interviews took between 49 minutes and 131 

minutes. During the semi-structured interviews, the persons were asked about the institutional profile, 

the motives behind the application and focus of the QPL initiative and specific projects respectively, and 

their experiences during the process of project implementation and coordination. For analytical purposes, 

the interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim.  

To analyze organizational responses of the three case study universities, the expert interviews were useful 

in that they provided first insights into the different interpretations of the topic of student diversity, which 

in turn result in various organizational practices. However, the present study aims to gain a more 

complementary picture of organizational understandings and underlying beliefs about student diversity. 

More concretely, based on the assumption that these understandings and beliefs are embedded within 

collective interactions, the main research interest in the following research period followed an 

identification of ‘group opinions’ (Mangold, 1960) at the three universities.  

Therefore, between July and November 2017 three group discussions were carried out at the three 

universities respectively. Group discussions provide the opportunity to rather focus the analysis on 

interactions within their social context than looking at individual actions (Bohnsack, 2004). Thus, other 

than individual interviews, group discussions are less concerned with the individual construction of 

meaning, but more with collective attitudes and orientations towards a specific topic of interest and 

rooted within a common environment of experiences (Przyborski & Riegler, 2010). Thereby, group 

discussions provide an empirically-based access to the collective body, which entails collectively anchored 

orientation patterns that are the product of shared experiences and prior collective interactions which are 

updated during the discussion (Bohnsack, 2013). This is relevant because the present study aims to identify 

these collective attitudes and orientations with regard to the topic of widening participation and student 

diversity at the case study universities.  
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Participants for the group discussions were selected based on their responsibilities for single QPL projects 

within the university’s QPL initiative. They, therefore, share a similar background experience. Thus, group 

formation was oriented towards homogeneity, while reflecting a ’real’ group composition in the sense that 

although members of the group came from different departments and disciplines, they knew each other 

from the context of the QPL initiative and had interacted before on a regular basis. The three-hour group 

discussions consisted of five to eight participants. They were moderated by the senior researcher of the 

junior research group and me by giving selected stimulus materials (Barbour, 2014). Stimulus materials 

were tentative research findings, for example, quotations from the expert interviews about student 

diversity. For purposes of data analysis, the group discussions were minuted, but also audio-taped and 

transcribed verbatim.  

During the process of data analysis, the findings indicated the important role of lecturers, who are actively 

engaged in the course of the QPL projects. Following GT guidelines (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), it was decided 

to conduct a second round of expert interviews with committed lecturers involved in QPL projects. The 

goal here was to detect common understandings and beliefs about student diversity and the ways these 

understandings and beliefs provide the basis for the daily actions of teaching and learning. Between March 

and July 2018, seven expert interviews were conducted at the three partner universities. Since knowledge 

about the organizations varied, it was decided to have a variable number of interviews. This can be traced 

back to different reasons. First, due to fact that I was situated at one of the university’s studied, most 

knowledge and data materials were already available in the case of the University of Hamburg. 

Consequently, in comparison to the other two universities, I already had established a good rapport with 

academic staff and QPL employees. Further, I was regularly asked to present findings in the context of 

informal and formal events at this university (e.g., teaching events). These events were protocolled in 

order to use the protocols as data material for interpretation. According to the principle of theoretical 

saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), data material about this university was already comprehensive so that 

I decided to execute only one interview. This interview supported the assumption that theoretical 

saturation had been accomplished so that it was decided to stop data collection. At the University of 

Kassel, in contrast, the contact with the institution was sparse due to distance, although regular meetings 

and events were held at least twice a year. Therefore, it was decided to conduct the highest number of 

interviews featuring four experts at this university. As the third case study, the HAW Hamburg is located 

in the same city as the University of Hamburg, so a lot of events and interactions with this university took 

place during which I also got into contact with lecturers. Therefore, I decided that the data material was 

already sufficiently comprehensive, so that only two additional interviews with academic staff were to be 
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conducted. The interviews took between 45 and 72 minutes. They were audio-taped and selectively 

transcribed verbatim for purposes of data analysis.  

Finally, as mentioned before, I presented and discussed research findings with the case study universities 

in QPL related workshops, meetings and events. Most importantly, yearly joint workshops with the case 

study universities21 were organized. They served as updates on the latest developments at the case study 

universities and their QPL initiatives. These workshops also enabled the participants of the case study 

universities to exchange experiences and information about their approaches to deal with student 

diversity across their institutions. Participants of these workshops were representatives for the QPL 

initiatives at their respective universities, including administrators on the management level and persons 

working in single QPL projects on the operational level. In total, five protocols of joint workshops between 

December 2014 and May 2018 were collected.  

Further, one protocol from a QPL workshop at the University of Hamburg, one protocol from a QPL-related 

teaching event at the University of Kassel and four protocols from QPL-related events at the HAW Hamburg 

(1 teaching event, 2 workshops, 1 presentation) were gathered between 2015 and 2018. These protocols 

were part of the second round of collecting documents. In addition, in June 2018, information from the 

universities' websites was collected in a more systematic way, including universities’ websites of the QPL 

initiative and single projects, QPL-related documents (e.g., project proposal, press releases) and other 

university documents (e.g., mission statements, annual reports). A special focus was put on information 

that documented changes between the first funding period (2012-2016) and the second funding period 

(2016-2020).  

For the purpose of anonymization and transparency, it was decided to choose acronyms indicating the 

type of data material and data source. Document data are abbreviated by ‘doc’, interview data are 

abbreviated by ‘int’ and group discussion data are abbreviated by ‘gd’. Documents are numbered 

consecutively; interviews with higher education administrators are abbreviated as ‘intA’, interviews with 

project assistants are abbreviated as ‘intB’ and interviews with lecturers as ‘intC’. Data materials from the 

three universities are abbreviated by referring to the University of Hamburg by ‘UHH’, the University of 

                                                           

21 In addition to the three universities examined in the present study, there was a fourth university under investiga-
tion in the context of StuFHe, namely the Technische Hochschule Mittelhessen. It was decided to exclude the THM 
for practical reasons. For example, data materials were quite extensive at the three chosen universities. Gathering 
additional data materials from the THM would have been too costly due to the distance and the lowest degree of 
contact. Finally, the three universities provided a consistent sample of universities concerning a) type of institution, 
b) profile and c) location.  
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Kassel by ‘UK’ and the HAW Hamburg by ‘HAW’. Following this coding logic, data sources from the three 

universities can be distinguished (e. g., UHH_doc_4/2). To indicate in the findings chapters of this study 

which empirical evidence the findings are based on, however, it was decided to refer to the names of 

document data sources, when these document data sources are publicly accessible (e.g., QPL final report).  

Most of the data material was only available in German, including documents, interviews and protocols, 

but also the names of the universities’ QPL initiatives, their single QPL projects and the names of university 

units. I decided to translate data material from German into English in the findings chapters of this thesis 

to improve readability and traceability. Where an official translation by the university was available, I used 

this official translation and indicated the source in a footnote.  

4.6. Data Analysis 

All data materials were analyzed according to GT principles (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) with the help of 

MAXQDA. The GT method was perceived as the most appropriate method for data analysis due to three 

reasons. First, the main research interest was in the definition of student diversity and its relation to 

certain ways of dealing with this topic as well as in an analysis how this is, in turn, connected to 

characteristics of the university at hand. This requires an in-depth analysis that identifies underlying 

relationships among these categories for which the GT method is especially suitable (Cho & Lee, 2014). 

Further, the present study wishes to examine the underlying understandings and beliefs that guide the 

translation of the idea of student diversity within the organizational context. Thus, research was interested 

in identifying the underlying structures of meaning, i.e., the collective orientations that guide 

organizational members’ actions. Methods of abduction (Charmaz, 2011) can be useful here since 

knowledge about the phenomenon of interest is fragmented and previous research findings have raised 

questions about the reasons for the different translations of the topic of student diversity in the local 

context. Abduction then provides the opportunity for the researcher to formulate hypotheses including 

possible ways of interpretations for these findings, which are then subsequently tested based on new data 

(Charmaz, 2011; Cho & Lee, 2014).  

The whole process of data analysis was computer-assisted with the help of MAXQDA. After the first phase 

of data collection, the data materials from the document analysis and the expert interviews were 

triangulated and integrated into one MAXQDA dataset. All data materials were read intensively and 

repeatedly (Schmidt, 2004). In accordance with GT principles, the first step during the reading process was 

to ask questions about the data materials by using open coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Here, data is 

divided into units of meaning that are interpreted. The process of interpretation is guided by asking 
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questions about the phenomenon of interest (e.g., what is the phenomenon of interest, what is identified 

as the cause, what kind of rationales are given, what kind of strategies are used and what kind of 

consequences are anticipated?) (Böhm, 1994; Wendt, 2009). Here, memos and a log book were used to 

record the researcher’s interpretations and thoughts about preliminary codes, theoretical questions and 

hypotheses (Strauss, 1998). It is important to reflect that open coding is strongly influenced by the 

researcher’s own prior theoretical knowledge and the research questions that guide attention to specific 

topics of interest (Schmidt, 2004). There are two sorts of codes that can be assigned: natural codes (in-

vivo codes) and sociological constructed codes. In-vivo codes are concise terms that stem directly from the 

data material. Sociological constructed codes are theoretical general terms that the researcher chooses 

on the basis of theoretical knowledge (Wendt, 2009).  

Open coding was particularly helpful to retell how the idea of student diversity was translated at the three 

German universities in the context of the QPL initiative and how these translations materialized on the 

levels of strategy, structure and action. In this context, it was helpful to identify and collect text passages 

that are relevant for the topic of student diversity. As a first step, draft analytical categories were 

determined during the intensive and repeated reading of the material. Relevant passages in the text were 

coded according to the analytical categories. Second, while processing more and more material, these 

categories were assembled into a guide of analysis and coding, including detailed descriptions of the 

individual categories (Schmidt, 2004). The main categories that were identified were ‘student diversity’, 

‘characteristics of the university’ and ‘QPL initiative’. Third, after coding the whole material according to 

the coding guide, these main categories were further differentiated in an inductive-deductive way. This 

means some categories originated out of the data material, while other categories were built inspired by 

the previously mentioned literature. During the whole process of data collection and analysis, the 

categorical system was continuously adapted, while new data sources were triangulated with previous 

data sources.  

Since the main interest was directed at the translation of dealing with student diversity, the first main 

category ‘student diversity’ was divided into sub-categories that specify the contained information in the 

material with respect to this main category, namely ‘definition of student diversity’, ‘attitudes towards 

student diversity’ and ‘dealing with student diversity’. The first sub-category refers to text passages in 

which diversity is defined by referring to certain student characteristics (e. g. students from a migrant 

background, international students). The second sub-category includes text passages in which judgments 

towards diversity are articulated, while giving the topic a specific meaning (e. g. diversity as a challenge, 
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diversity as a chance). The third sub-category refers to text passages that involve descriptions of how the 

interpretation of diversity is converted into concrete activities.  

Further, the second main category ‘characteristics of the university’ involves text passages in which 

statements about the university were made. This includes cultural characteristics, like their profile, history, 

tradition and educational mission, but also structural characteristics, like the size, number of faculties and 

departments, number of students and statistics about their student population and financing.  

The third main category ‘QPL initiative’ involves text passages in which information about the aims, 

structures, measures and developments of the project was provided. In order to develop an answer to the 

research question how the demand of student diversity was translated in terms of strategy, structure and 

action within the QPL initiative, the category subsumes the respective sub-categories ‘strategy’, ‘structure’ 

and ‘action. The sub-category ‘strategy’ includes data materials in which information about the QPL 

initiative’s strategy, motives, aims and purposes is provided. The sub-category ‘structure’ includes 

information about the structure of the QPL initiative, for example, the institutional anchoring of the overall 

initiative and its components and the faculties and departments involved. The sub-category ‘action’ refers 

to information about the single projects that are part of the overall QPL initiative. A first helpful distinction 

was the differentiation of activities that aim either at improving the student, improving the institution, or 

improving the fit between student and institution. Activities that aim at improving the student include, for 

example, bridging courses that perceive the student as lacking certain competences necessary for a 

successful completion of studies. Therefore, these kinds of actions see the student as the main ‘problem’ 

that needs to be adapted according to the expectations embedded within the institutional system. 

Activities that aim at improving the institution, in turn, perceive insufficient or inflexible institutional 

structures or realities as the main problem. Therefore, these activities, for example teacher trainings, have 

the purpose to improve the quality of teaching or the conditions in which teaching and studying take place 

and adapt them more to the needs of the current student population. Finally, activities that aim at 

improving the fit between the student and institution perceive the interplay of both factors as important 

for a successful study. These activities, for example online-self-assessments, provide support for the 

students to reflect about their own interests, abilities and aims, while they also encourage the institution 

to make their expectations concerning students’ interests, abilities and aims more transparent 

(see Figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1  Categorical System for the Analysis of Organizational Responses to Student Diversity 

 

Based on the coding, the final step of data analysis included the production of detailed case interpretations 

(Schmidt, 2004). The case overviews for the three universities concerning their responses on the strategy, 

structure and action level can be found in Chapters 5 to 7.  

Next to these single-case interpretations, the present study also seeks to examine between-case 

differences. Here, the research design follows a narrative and process-oriented approach in order to 

provide an answer to the research question of how variations in organizational responses to student 

diversity can be explained. First, text passages with a high interactive and metaphorical density were 

identified in which certain incidents, processes, changes or particularities were described. These incidents 

are regarded as potential indicators of the phenomenon under study and are labelled conceptually 

according to editing rules of context, formulation and logic (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Editing rules 

concerning context include text passages in which the respective interpretations of student diversity are 
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connected to contextual factors like the university’s educational mission, profile, experiences and prior 

projects, other funding programs, financial situation and current developments. Editing rules concerning 

formulation embed the translation of student diversity into a wider storyline, using dramatic linguistic 

turns and give ideas special labels. Finally, editing rules concerning logic include arguments for certain 

perspectives and activities that are reformulated in rationalistic terms, referring to evaluations, statistics, 

but also means-and-ends based on personal experience and observations. The findings for editing rules 

are presented in Chapter 8.1.  

As a next step, the aim was to identify the ‘overarching narratives’ at the three universities in order to 

provide an answer to the question of how variations of organizational responses to student diversity can 

be explained. This step is a common technique described in the GT literature as selective or theoretical 

coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Here, the researcher examines and sorts all code lists and reads the 

memos and the logbook intensively again. Further, literature on diversity paradigms was consulted to 

inspire thought processes about how organizational responses on the strategic, structural and practical 

levels are connected to each other. Here, summaries and tables helped to conceive of a story-telling in 

more abstract terms, attempting to conceptualize in a few sentences how the idea of student diversity 

was translated. This summary helped to reveal the aspects of the local context that guided the translation 

process substantially and, consequently, resulted in local variations of the idea of student diversity. Such 

a way of selective coding resulted in the identification of the core category by which all categories are 

unified (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This core category is called ‘local context’. The findings concerning the 

‘overarching narratives’ of the three German universities are presented in Chapter 8.2.  

In addition, axial coding was used to provide an answer to the research question about the kinds of 

organizational practices dealing with student diversity that could be identified in the data material. This 

step served the differentiation of previous concepts and categories, while examining their underlying 

relationships and interconnections. The main data sources for this analytical step were the group 

discussions, since it was suggested that they provided the best opportunity to identify the common 

understandings and underlying meaning structures that provide the basis for collective actions (Bohnsack, 

2003). Here again, text passages with a high interactive and metaphorical density were identified. They 

were directed at defining student diversity in specific terms and provided certain ways of dealing with this 

sort of student diversity. In order to examine the underlying interpretative patterns of student diversity, 

i.e., developing an understanding of the conditions under which these concepts emerge and how these 

concepts are connected to each other, the coding paradigm (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) was applied. The 

coding paradigm offers a guide for the focused analysis of central phenomena of interest to examine not 
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only the characteristics but also their relation to other concepts based on the data material. Here, the 

central phenomenon, which is in the present case the translation of student diversity (“what do you 

understand in the context of your QPL project under ‘diversity’22?”) is brought into relation to the causes, 

strategies, conditions, consequences and contexts (see Figure 4.2). In more detail, around the main 

phenomenon of interest, the data material is analyzed according to  

- the proclaimed cause for the occurrence of the phenomenon, 

- the conditions or underlying assumptions that are associated with the phenomenon, 

- the context in which the phenomenon occurs, 

- the strategies to deal with the phenomenon and 

- the consequences that result from dealing with the phenomenon.  

Through constant comparison, it is suggested that interpretative patterns can be identified that link 

translations of diversity with concrete approaches for action. These interpretative patterns are expected 

to be not only found within subjects, but rather represent collective interpretative patterns that 

organizational members share (see Figure 4.2). 

                                                           

22 In German, the term Heterogenität was used in order to avoid the often strong normative character of the term 
Diversität, as it is described in more detail in Chapter 2. Therefore, in German, the group discussants were con-
fronted with the question “Was verstehen Sie im Kontext Ihres QPL-Projekts unter Heterogenität?” 
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Figure 4.2  The Coding Paradigm According to Corbin & Strauss (1990)  

 

Note. This figure illustrates the coding paradigm according to Corbin & Strauss (1990). Adapted and translated from “Grounded 

Theory – wie aus Texten Modelle und Theorien gemacht werden” by A. Boehm, 1994, in A. Boehm, A. Mengel, T. Muhr (Eds.), 

Texte verstehen: Konzepte, Methoden, Werkzeuge (p. 132). Konstanz: UVK Universitätsverlag.  

The analytical process can best be described with the help of an example. When asked about how student 

diversity in the context of their respective project is defined, one participant in a group discussion 

answered: 

The diversity is very clearly given among first-year students. Especially within mathematics the 
kinds of prior knowledge they arrive with here differ markedly from each other. By means of 
this first knowledge test, the individual obviously learns, ‘where are my individual weaknesses 
that I need to compensate for?’ And here we give justice to diversity in that the individual 
recommendations that are made via the system become clearly visible on the personal online 
desk. The one person with a lot of prior knowledge is required to do less rework. The one who 
lacks a lot of prior knowledge, of course, has to rework a little bit more. That’s the one thing: 
visibility of the differences in prior knowledge via the test. (HAW_gd/306) 

Here, the phenomenon of interest is the definition of diversity that can be labeled ‘prior mathematical 

knowledge’. As a next step, this text passage is compared with other text passages in which similar or 

different incidents are described. By comparing incidents and giving phenomena of the same kind the 

same label, concepts for these incidents evolve that become more abstract as the analysis continues 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Applying the coding paradigm, the analysis reveals for this definition of student 

diversity that the cause for this phenomenon is attributed to divergent educational biographies and 

different school-leaving certifications of first-year students. Based on the condition that there is a certain 

performance standard that should be present at the beginning of studies, it is regarded as an appropriate 
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strategy to identify and give the students feedback on their individual weaknesses in comparison to this 

standard. As a consequence, the deficits on the part of students are expected to be compensated (see 

Figure 4.3).  

Figure 4.3  Applying the Coding Paradigm: Interpretative Pattern of Prior Mathematical Knowledge 

 

These interpretative patterns are constantly compared to derive categories on a more abstract level. These 

link perspectives on student diversity with specific organizational practices and identify the underlying 

meaning and understanding that is given to this topic. In total, the present study identifies seven 

organizational practices to deal with student diversity. The findings are presented in Chapter 8.3.  

4.7. Quality Criteria in Interpretive Qualitative Research 

Based on the social constructivist perspective, the present study acknowledges that the ‘lifeworld’ 

(Lebenswelt) is a world interpreted by social actors, established by so-called first-order cognitions and 

constructs (Altheide & Johnson, 2011). The researcher is only able to interpret the meanings of actors and 

produces second-order constructs that are constructed within a certain social, cultural and historical 

context and with a focus on a specific audience (Altheide & Johnson, 2011). For the audience to follow 

these second-order constructs, transparency of the qualitative research process is central. By 

reconstructing the way in which qualitative research was conducted, the reader should be able to relate 

to the researcher’s interpretations (Wilkesmann, 2019). However, it is also true that the reader—due to 

his or her different experiences, perspectives and knowledge background—might arrive at alternative 

interpretations that make more sense to them. The traceability of researcher’s interpretations is of special 

importance for qualitative social research because social ‘data’ are constructed in a special social context. 
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In other words, in qualitative social research, data is not available as an objective value that can be 

accessed anytime. Rather qualitative data is generated in an interactive process between the researcher 

and the research object under scrutiny. Consequently, to ensure traceability, qualitative social researchers 

are called on to emphasize the context of the data collection process (Wilkesmann, 2019). In this context, 

it is of central importance for the quality of qualitative research to ensure that the research meets certain 

criteria.  

This research takes the position that it is not possible to adapt quantitative criteria to qualitative research 

since both are based on completely different epistemological and ontological assumptions (Flick, 2014). 

Consequently, quantitative criteria have been developed in the context of methods (experiments, tests) 

that differ substantially from the methodological settings in the context of qualitative research (Steinke, 

2004).  

However, qualitative research should nevertheless be built on evaluation criteria to avoid randomness and 

arbitrariness and to strengthen the recognition of high-quality qualitative research within the scientific 

community. Therefore, it is necessary to clarify beforehand which criteria are regarded as appropriate in 

the context of the present study. We agree with qualitative researchers stating that the formulation of 

quality criteria should be based on the general theoretical, methodological and procedural character of 

qualitative research (Flick, 2014; Przyborski & Wohlrab-Sahr, 2013; Steinke, 2004). Subject comprehen-

sibility and triangulation are regarded as appropriate core criteria for ensuring the high quality of the 

qualitative research process. Finally, in accordance with choosing an interpretivist approach, a reflection 

on the role of the researcher will be provided.  

4.7.1. Inter-Subject Comprehensibility 

This quality criterion means that persons other than the researcher performing the work should be able 

to comprehend the research process so that methodological decisions and procedures made during the 

research process can be evaluated in as detailed a manner as possible (Steinke, 2004). According to Steinke 

(2004) there are three ways to fulfill this quality criterion. First, documentation of the research process is 

the ultimate path. This includes not only the documentation of the researcher’s prior understanding and 

expectations based on previous knowledge, but also documenting the process of data collection including 

the documentation of context factors that have influenced data collection and the documentation of 

methods of analysis. Further, decisions and problems that came up during the process of sampling, choice 

of method of collection and analysis should be documented accurately. Second, interpretations in groups 

are a good way to verify tentative hypotheses and concepts developed during the process of data analysis. 
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Third, the use of codified procedures ensures a more systematic and rule-based strategy to arrive at the 

interpretation of data. By developing a coding frame that describes the characteristics of the present codes 

in more detail, other persons besides the researcher performing the work can comprehend the coding 

process and replicate the process of interpretation (Steinke, 2004).  

All these criteria for inter-subject comprehensibility have been met in the context of the present study. 

First, the research process was documented thoroughly, including the researcher’s understanding and 

expectations through memos, a log book and literature reviews that were written during that time. The 

process of data collection was documented as well, including ideas and decisions about new additional 

data material and choices about appropriate methods and tools for data analysis. As mentioned before, 

the process of data collection and analysis went hand in hand with the principles of theoretical sampling.  

Second, the interpretations of data material were discussed in several groups in order to collect alternative 

interpretations and verify preliminary hypotheses. Interpretations were discussed with the other 

researchers of the junior research group StuFHe. This had the big advantage that these researchers were 

highly knowledgeable and sensitive about the local context from which the data materials were collected. 

Further, these researchers came from different disciplinary backgrounds, including psychology, sociology 

and linguistics. Their multiple perspectives coming from different academic backgrounds on the pheno-

menon of interest made an important contribution to the interpretations of data material. In order to 

check these ‘insider’ perspectives against perspectives from people who have no direct links to the present 

study, I exchanged my interpretations with an additional interpretation group consisting of doctoral 

students involved in interpretative higher education research. These regular exchanges of interpretation 

results and data material among the two groups contributed to high inter-subject comprehensibility.  

Finally, the use of MAXQDA for data analysis with its functions of writing memos, assigning text passages 

to codes, sorting these codes into concepts and categories and keeping a log book about current thoughts 

and ideas helped substantially to ensure a systematic and rule-based procedure for data analysis that can 

be reproduced by other researchers. 

4.7.2. Triangulation 

Triangulation should be used to avoid one-sided or distorted findings that resulting from using only a single 

method, theory, or database. There are different ways of using triangulation as a validation strategy with 

the aim of developing a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under investigation (Flick, 2004). 

According to Denzin (1970), to add depth to the analysis, researchers may use four different forms of trian-
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gulation, including methodological triangulation, data triangulation, theory triangulation and investigator 

triangulation.  

First, methodological triangulation can be realized by using different methods (between-method) to 

ensure different modes of access to the phenomenon of interest (Flick, 2004). The present study takes 

methodological triangulation into consideration. Group discussions were triangulated with document 

analyses and expert interviews.  

Second, data triangulation combines data that has been collected from different points in time, from 

different sources, at different places or with different persons (Flick, 2014). The present study uses data 

triangulation as well: It combines documents from different points in time and produced by different 

actors, transcripts from interviews as well as group discussions that were conducted at different points in 

time with different stakeholders.  

Third, theory triangulation describes the analysis of data material by looking through different theoretical 

lenses (Flick, 2004). In the present study, the data analysis not only follows Scandinavian institutionalism 

and the travel of ideas (B. Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) but also editing rules (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) 

and the translation of discourses into practices (Boch Waldorff, 2013) to gain a better understanding of 

the translation processes at the universities in question. Literature on university didactics research 

complements these theoretical lenses with more practical-oriented research (Viebahn, 2009; Wild & 

Esdar, 2014; Wildt, 1985). However, here it is important to note that one should only combine those 

theoretical perspectives that share the same epistemological assumptions about the phenomenon of 

interest.  

Finally, investigator triangulation refers to the quality criterion that suggests interpretations of data should 

always be carried out by more than one researcher or, at least, the subjective interpretations gained by 

one researcher should be discussed on the basis of the original data material within groups (Flick, 2014). 

In the present case, most research was carried out in a group of two to three researchers who interpreted 

the data material together and discussed tentative concepts and categories on a regular basis seeking to 

ensure high inter-coder reliability (Steinke, 2004). However, the final in-depth interpretations, in particular 

by using analytical tools from grounded theory, were done by myself alone. As mentioned above, to check 

subjective interpretations, I met with two groups of researchers regularly to discuss those interpretations 

on the basis of data material.  
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4.7.3. Reflection on the Role of the Researcher 

A reflection on the role of the researcher is of special importance in higher education research because 

researchers mostly examine their own organization in which they interact every day (Wilkesmann, 2016a, 

2019). According to Bleiklie et al. (2015), such an approach of self-ethnography (Eigenethnographie) can 

have several advantages. For example, as organizational members, researchers have easier access to 

information than non-organizational members. This is particularly true for researching organizational 

behavior in real-life situations. Within their organization, researchers can also easily gather data over a 

very long period of time and with minimal use of resources. Finally, such an approach is particularly helpful 

in explorative designs that aim to reveal real-life patterns of organizational behavior. However, self-

ethnographical research approaches bear the danger of ‘self-objectification’ and ‘hubris’ (Wilkesmann, 

2019).  

Self-objectification means that higher education researchers as organizational members are involved in a 

conflict of interest that influences their perspectives on the research topic. Higher education researchers, 

according to Schmid (2016), have a special interest in the field they examine because their research has 

practical implications for their organization and, thus, their own work environment. Additionally, empirical 

evidence points to the fact that there is a correlation between the university status and university 

members’ statements in surveys (Enders & Teichler, 1995). For example, professors will assess their 

potential influence on inner-university decision-making processes differently compared to non-

professorial academic staff. Accordingly, Wilkesmann (2019) argues that a professor who examines the 

situation of a professorate can design the research in such a way that it strengthens the professor’s own 

interests. In this case, evidence-based practical guidance might transport hidden interest-driven politics.  

Further, the problem of hubris (Wilkesmann, 2016a) refers to the fact that organizational members 

perceive themselves as experts for the field of higher education research because they are themselves 

researchers. However, these persons tend to generalize their personal experiences or their subjective 

perspective in an illicit way. What they do not reflect in this context is that their personal experiences stem 

from a special discipline, a special disciplinary culture, experiences made in their faculty or their university, 

which might be different in a different setting. Thus, experiences made in a special discipline or type of 

higher education institution are generalized incorrectly to apply to other disciplines or cultures 

(Wilkesmann, 2019).  

To avoid self-objectification and hubris, Bleiklie et al. (2015) suggest that higher education researchers 

should install mechanisms in the design of the study that create distance and promote reflectivity. For 
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example, the case study reports should be written in constant confrontation with the underlying 

theoretical assumptions and be repeatedly rewritten to promote reflectivity and distance from personal 

experience. Further, it can help to define a set of points of observation, establish links between theory and 

written reports, and focus the reports on certain theoretical dimensions. Finally, it is important to contrast 

the present cases by systematic confrontation with different perspectives.  

The present study represents a self-ethnographic research design only to some extent. I worked in two of 

the three institutions, but I had also several contacts with the third institution through workshops, 

seminars and so forth. Further, this research is interested in the way different organizational actors 

interpret and translate the idea of student diversity in the context of their local context or, more precisely, 

in the context of the QPL initiative. In this sense, its main interest lies in detecting ‘first-order constructs’ 

(Schütz, 1971), which describe the subjective theories that actors have about their everyday actions. Here, 

the study examines not only the perspectives of the actor group which I am part of (i.e., doctorate students 

or academic staff) but also involves the interpretations of other actor groups, like professors and 

administrative staff. Consequently, it is suggested that the probability for the problem of hubris to emerge 

is relatively low.  

Following the qualitative explorative research design, the main research interest is not to arrive at research 

findings that can be generalized to fit other higher education institutions. Rather, choosing a translation 

perspective, the theoretical assumption is that the specific local context of universities plays a crucial role 

in the way universities translate the demand of widening participation and derive organizational practices 

to deal with student diversity. In this sense, this study is also interested in ‘second-order constructs’ 

(Schütz, 1971), which encompass the theoretical explanations why and how actors attain first-order 

constructs. In this context, this study aims to sensitize readers to the impact of institutional characteristics 

on organizational change processes which develop out of the constant confrontations with institutional 

demands that the organization has to deal with. Whether the results can be explained by this theoretical 

approach, and do not only reflect the author’s subjective experiences (i.e., the problem of self-

objectification), it is still important to interact openly with other researchers (Wilkesmann, 2019).  

Thus, since elements of self-ethnography are detectable in the present research design, the extent to 

which it was possible “to keep a sufficient distance from the object of study” (Bleiklie et al., 2015, p. 878) 

should be discussed. Referring to Bleiklie et al. (2015), the GT methodology (in that data collection and 

analysis went hand in hand) is perceived as particularly useful for guaranteeing the constant interplay 

between writing up results and reflecting on theoretical assumptions. Since data had been collected since 
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2015, I worked throughout the whole period of data collection and analysis simultaneously on literature 

reviews and theory chapters. Further, research findings were constantly written down and revised. Such a 

textualization of research findings varied in format and concerned different target groups. For example, in 

the context of StuFHe, research findings were presented and discussed with persons involved in QPL 

initiatives at the three case study universities. This sort of communicative validation (Wilkesmann, 2019) 

was perceived as particularly helpful to test whether interpretations of research findings were sensitive to 

the special features of the local context. Further, research findings were presented and discussed at 

several scientific conferences. Since the present study is situated in the interdisciplinary field of higher 

education research, I visited international and national conferences that subsumed a broad spectrum of 

different disciplines, including sociology, organizational theory, university didactics, pedagogy and 

psychology. At these conferences, I was able to reflect on the theoretical and methodological approach as 

well as on the research findings in cooperation with researchers of different disciplinary backgrounds. In 

addition, some parts of the study were published in peer-reviewed scientific publications. Both sorts of 

argumentative validation (Wilkesmann, 2019) (i.e., at conferences and in publications) were important to 

make sure that the study follows the rules for ensuring good scientific practice, which lowers the 

probability of self-objectification.  

4.8. Summary 

This chapter introduced the research design of the present study, following a narrative-interpretive 

qualitative research approach. The thesis is based on a multiple case study that examines in depth the 

organizational responses to student diversity at selected universities in the context of the QPL initiative. 

Since research is interested in identifying potential local variations of organizational responses, three case 

study universities were selected. They vary according to type of higher education institution, location and 

institutional profile. Following GT principles (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), methods of data collection and data 

analysis went hand in hand. Data sources for the multiple case study include text materials from the three 

case study universities (e.g., mission statements, QPL project descriptions, annual reports), expert 

interviews with persons involved in the QPL initiative, group discussions with persons working in single 

QPL projects and protocols from participatory observations from QPL-related events at the three case 

study universities (e.g., teaching events, workshops for QPL employees). Data was triangulated and 

analyzed according to GT principles with the help of MAXQDA. First, open coding was helpful to retell how 

the idea of student diversity was translated in the context of the QPL initiative at the three case study 

universities on the levels of strategy, structure and action. Second, with the help of selective coding, the 

‘overarching narratives’ at the three case study universities were identified to account for local variations 
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in the translation of the idea of student diversity in the context of the QPL initiative. Finally, axial coding 

supported the identification of organizational practices dealing with student diversity at the three case 

study universities. The chapter ends with a discussion on how the present study meets appropriate quality 

criteria for interpretive qualitative research, like inter-subject comprehensibility, triangulation and a 

reflection on the role of the researcher.  

In the chapters that follow, the findings from the analytical procedures described will be presented. The 

present study examines organizational responses of three case universities that can be distinguished 

according to the 1) type of higher education institution, 2) location and 3) profile. These three case 

universities will be introduced in single-case descriptions in the following three chapters, including the 

University of Hamburg (Chapter 5), the University of Kassel (Chapter 6) and the HAW Hamburg (Chapter 

7). The single cases will be introduced as follows: Each chapter will start with a short overview of 

background information about the respective university. This is followed by statistics about the university’s 

student profile in comparison to the national average student population. 

In order to examine universities’ responses to the demand to deal with student diversity, the following 

study takes the QPL initiative as an example for this political demand. Further, the study is interested in 

identifying not only how universities respond to the demand rhetorically (i.e., on the strategy level) or 

what kind of structures are established (i.e., the structure level), but also how the demand of widening 

participation is translated within the organizational practices of teaching and learning (i.e., the action 

level). Consequently, each single case description includes an analysis of the university’s strategy of the 

QPL initiative, its QPL structure as well as the QPL activities or, in other words, the single projects that are 

part of the QPL initiative.  
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 CASE 1: THE UNIVERSITY OF HAMBURG 

5.1. Background Information 

The University of Hamburg is a large university in a metropolitan region with over 42.000 students in 170 

study programs (Jahresbericht, 2016). It comprises eight faculties: Law, Business, Economics and Social 

Sciences, Medicine, Education, Psychology and Human Movement, Humanities, Mathematics, Informatics 

and Natural Sciences (in the following abbreviated as MIN) and Business Administration. Due to this broad 

spectrum of disciplines, the University of Hamburg can be defined as a comprehensive university 

(Volluniversität). There are 660 professors and 3,700 academic staff members supported by 6,000 non-

academic staff members (Jahresbericht, 2016). In 2016, the proportion of third-party funding among 

financial resources amounted to 32 percent (Jahresbericht, 2016).  

The university was founded in 1919 by local citizens as the first democratically founded university in 

Germany. According to its mission statement, the university understands itself as a “gateway to the world 

of knowledge” (UHH_doc_40/2) and education should be facilitated through “science and scholarship” 

(UHH_doc_41/3). 

Student profile 

The following statistics gathered in Table 5.1 help to gain a better understanding of the student 

composition and give an impression of the diversity of the University of Hamburg’s student population 

compared to the national average. As indicators for student diversity, the present study takes the following 

into account:  

 socio-demographic characteristics like gender, age, migrant background, family educational 

background; 

 living situation, like health, student employment, completed professional qualification, 

parenthood;  

 university entrance qualification.23  

In comparison to the national average, there is a significantly higher proportion of women enrolled at the 

University of Hamburg. Only one third of the students at the University of Hamburg are male, while on 

national average half of the students are male. Concerning the age structure, the student population at 

                                                           

23 The choice of indicators was driven by previous research as discussed in Chapter 2.  
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the University of Hamburg is in general younger: 65 percent of the students are under 22 years, while the 

national average of students belonging to this age group amounts to 38 percent. With regard to the factors 

of ‘migrant background’ and ‘family educational background’, there is no significant difference to the 

national average: 21 percent of the students at the University of Hamburg and 20 percent of students in 

general have a migrant background. 56 percent of the students come from academic families, while the 

national average amounts to 52 percent of the students with an academic family background.  

Concerning the category of health, students at the University of Hamburg reported health problems 

impeding their studies more often than their peers: 30 percent of the students at the University of 

Hamburg say they feel hampered in their studies because of health problems. The national average is 11 

percent. However, concerning student employment, completed professional qualification and 

parenthood, there are some differences between the University of Hamburg and the national average. 38 

percent of the students at the University of Hamburg are working beside their studies and 27 percent of 

students have a completed professional qualification. On national average, 31 percent of the students are 

employed and 22 percent of them have completed a form of professional qualification before entering 

university. Concerning parenthood, only 6 percent of the students at the University of Hamburg have 

children already. The same applies to the national average.  

Finally, the amount of students entering university via alternative access routes is higher at the University 

of Hamburg than on national average: 28 percent of the students have an alternative entrance 

qualification, whereas only 16 percent of the national student body enter university with an alternative 

entrance qualification.  
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Table 5.1  Student Profile at the University of Hamburg  

 University of Hamburg (2016)a Social Survey (2016)b 

Socio-demographic characteristics n % n % 

   
  

Gender     

 Female 405 68 26.325 48 

 Male 187 32 28.165 51 

Age     

 Under 22  386 65 20.794 38 

 Between 23 and 26  100 17 15.680 29 

 27 and above 110 19 18.359 33 

Migrant background     

 With migrant background 95 21 11.085 20 

 One parent from abroad  40    

 Both parents from abroad 55    

 No migrant background 352 79 43.969 80 

Educational family background     

 Non-academic family background 188 44  48 

 Academic family background 137 56  52 

Note. aData for the University of Hamburg stem from the research project StuFHe. b Data for the national average student 

population stem from the 21st Social Survey. Data compiled by the author.  
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Table 5.1  Student Profile at the University of Hamburg (continued) 

 University of Hamburg (2016)a Social Survey (2016)b 

Living situation and university entrance qualification n % n % 

   
  

Health     

 No health problems 317 53 40.212 77 

 Health problems not impeding studies 101 17 6.381 12 

 Health problems impeding studies 180 30 5.847 11 

Student employment     

 No 227 38 15.809 31 

 Yes 374 62 35.760 69 

Completed professional qualification     

 No 368 73 43.129 78 

 Yes 82 27 12.045 22 

Parenthood     

 No 564 93 51.963 94 

 Yes 37 6 3.047 6 

University entrance qualification     

 Abitur obtained at a Gymnasium  325 72 45.86 84 

 Alternative entrance qualification 125 28 8.798 16 

Note. a Data for UHH stem from the research project StuFHe at the University of Hamburg. b Data for the national average student 

population stem from the 21st Social Survey. Data compiled by the author.  

5.2. QPL Initiative  

The university participated in both the first (2012-2016) and second round (2017-2020) of the QPL funding 

program. For the first round, the title of the QPL initiative was “Bridges to the University–Pathways to 

Academia” (Brücken in die Universität – Wege in die Wissenschaft24) and it received over 12.8 million euros 

of project funding. In this context, the university established the Universitätskolleg25 in 2012, which 

“provides a conceptual, institutional and administrative framework for a multitude of projects” 

(UHH_doc_1/2). Overall, 45 projects focusing “on the transition from school or job to university and the 

cultivation of skills required for academic pursuit” (UHH_doc_1/4) were funded. Conceptually, these 

                                                           

24 Official translation by the University of Hamburg (2017b).  
25 In the following, the German term ‘Universitätksolleg’ will be used througout this work due to the lack of an ap-
propriate translation.  
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projects were united under the umbrella of the Universitätskolleg while their practical implementations 

were realized within the faculties or central service units. Thematically, these projects covered a broad 

range of topics, e.g., online assessments for student orientation, coaching programs for accompanying 

first-year students, courses for scientific writing and tutorials compensating deficits in prior knowledge. 

They were assigned according to their content to seven clusters (see Figure 5.1). The four clusters ‘School 

Projects’, ‘Assess your own Knowledge’, ‘Expanding Knowledge’ and ‘Shaping Transitions’ belonged to the 

category of projects serving to ‘Build Bridges’ in the transition from school or job to university. The two 

clusters ‘Learning to Study’ and ‘Accompanying First-Year Students’ focused on first-year challenges and 

prepared students on ‘their Pathways to Academia’. The final cluster ‘Accompanying Research and 

Evaluation’ evaluated the projects and provided feedback for the further development of teaching and 

learning.  
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Figure 5.1  Structure of the QPL Initiative at the University of Hamburg for the First Round 

 

Note. Figure shows the structure of the QPL initiative “Bridges to University – Pathways to Academia” at the University of Hamburg 

for the first round of the QPL funding program. Adapted and translated from “Jahresbericht Universitätskolleg 2013—

Dokumentation des zweiten Jahres” by the University of Hamburg, 2013, p. 79 (https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-

hamburg.de/publikationen/uk-schriften-004.pdf).26  

In 2017, the university launched the Universitätskolleg 2.0, this time under the title ‘Diversity as a Chance’ 

(Diversität als Chance). For this second round of the QPL initiative, the university received almost 11 million 

euros. Compared to the first round, the focus was broadened in that the projects were to serve the 

“general improvement of studying and teaching” (UHH_doc_2/2) while focusing on different stages of the 

academic life cycle. Overall, the Universitätskolleg 2.0 featured six measures grouped into three different 

clusters (see Figure 5.2). The cluster ‘Preparation’ comprised activities for prospective students, including 

online self-assessments and activities within the measure ‘Welcome Culture and Chances of Digitalization’. 

The cluster ‘Studying’ focused on extra-curricular courses for students for promoting subject-specific and 

general competences and the Writing Center. Finally, the cluster ‘Teaching’ offered support for lecturers, 

                                                           

26 This image was created by the author in MS Powerpoint. The text of the original image in the report is written in 
German. The graphical representation of the original image was reconstructed to make the QPL initiative’s struc-
ture more transparent to readers.  
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including the two measures ‘Teaching Laboratory’ (Lehrlabor) and ‘Student Participation in Sustainable 

Teaching’.  

Figure 5.2 Structure of the QPL Initiative at the University of Hamburg for the Second Round 

 

Note. Figures shows the structure of the QPL initiative “Diversity as a chance” at the University of Hamburg for the second round 

of the QPL funding program. Adapted and translated from “Universitätskolleg QPL” by the University of Hamburg, 2018, 

retrieved from https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-hamburg.de/universitaetskolleg-2-0.html. 27 

5.2.1. Strategy Level: The Search for a Profile 

The narrative behind the University of Hamburg’s QPL strategy began in 2011 with the rejection of the 

university’s first QPL proposal by the expert QPL committee.28 The rejection was attributed to the QPL 

initiative proposal’s lack of profile or focus, therefore prompting the university to launch a new attempt. 

The commission responsible for the QPL proposal at the University of Hamburg decided to sharpen the 

profile of the QPL initiative. As indicated in the interview with a manager involved in the process of writing 

                                                           

27 This image was created by the author in MS Powerpoint. The text of the original image in the report is written in 
German. The graphical representation of the original image was reconstructed to make the QPL initiative’s struc-
ture more transparent to readers. 
28 The QPL applications were reviewed by an expert committee consisting of experts from science, higher education 
management and the student body as well as representatives of the federal state and the states. For further infor-
mation, see BMBF (2017).  
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the new QPL proposal, the commission, which was led by the president directly, decided to strongly focus 

on the transition period between school or job and university. With this focus, the university’s QPL 

initiative aimed to support skills deemed necessary for academic study, “given the rapidly increasing 

diversity of the student population” (UHH_doc_34/3). As such, the political demand to deal with student 

diversity was directly adopted in the QPL proposal. Further, in the university’s QPL proposal it was stated 

that this transition phase, which plays an important role in a person’s educational biography as important 

foundations for ensuring academic success are laid here, is confronted with new challenges due to the 

increasing heterogeneity of the student body. As described in an interview with a QPL manager, this 

transition phase was identified as a “problem zone” (UHH_intA/28) that needed adequate measures to 

prepare students for their way into academia. A possible interpretation of this statement suggests the 

underlying assumption that students were not well equipped for entering the academic world. 

Consequently, student diversity was perceived as a lack of necessary competences for academic study. A 

manager involved in the QPL initiative explicated this as follows: 

In my opinion, the background to this was, and I think it would be wrong to deny this, above all 
else, the perception of deficits (Defizitwahrnehmung). That is to say, there has been the 
impression—and that is not unjustified—that school does not convey academic abilities on a 
sufficient basis. That the heterogeneity of students concerning their social, cultural, language-
related background, but also, to be honest, concerning their capabilities, exhibits a very broad 
range. Heterogeneity is not only about plurality but also about huge differences in the students’ 
academic abilities. At first sight, this heterogeneity was perceived as a problem and it was said 
“we have to eliminate these deficits”. There was also the idea that the richness that comes with 
the diverse study programs can be used in a positive way. But above all— as I recall it—there 
was this idea that we need to eliminate deficits so that the dropout rates go down. And also 
that the students ask themselves from early on, “Am I here at the right place or should I do 
something else?” (UHH_intA/29) 

This quote indicates quite well how torn the University of Hamburg was between two different 

perspectives on student diversity. On the one hand, university documents referred to diversity in a rather 

vague way. Often, the documents included a list of several diversity-related characteristics, like social, 

cultural and national background, to proudly indicate the broad spectrum of students at this university. 

The university also perceived itself as ‘diverse’ because of its broad spectrum of study programs. It can be 

interpreted that the underlying attempt here was to build a connection between the university and 

students from different social, cultural and national backgrounds, conveying a message along the lines of 

‘we are different, too, we know how you feel’. On the other hand, the interviews, protocols and group 

discussions revealed a second perspective in which student diversity was defined in terms of students’ 

differences in or lack of academic abilities. According to this perspective, students were perceived as ill-

prepared for higher education, which was attributed either to schools’ failures or heterogeneous 
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educational biographies. As indicated in the above quote, these deficits resulted in high dropout rates that 

needed to be reduced. Accordingly, student diversity resembled a challenge or a problem that needed to 

be tackled by either eliminating these deficits or letting students know early on whether they should 

continue their studies or drop out. Although these deficits were attributed to changes in educational and 

higher educational policies, like the reduction of time spent in upper secondary education29 and the 

changed study structures that were developed as a response to the Bologna Process, the starting point for 

dealing with these changes was seen to lie within the students themselves. What needed to be changed 

was thus not the challenging institutional context, but rather the student who needed to be made to fit in. 

This second perspective was often introduced by organizational actors with minced words (e.g., “to be 

honest”, “it would be wrong to deny this”, “that is not unjustified”) after they also made references to the 

first perspective.  

Next to diversity, the university’s QPL strategy was highly influenced by its research orientation, detectable 

in the university’s mission statement ‘Education through Science and Scholarship’ (Bildung durch 

Wissenschaft30). According to this mission statement, general education should be accomplished in close 

collaboration between research and teaching so that “the students acquire high levels of academic 

competences, unfold their abilities autonomously and can develop into responsible members of society, 

who are able to shape society in a socially and ecologically sustainable, democratic and peaceful way” 

(UHH_doc_34/3). These notions can be interpreted as resembling Humboldt’s ideal of the mutual 

integration of teaching and research as an important principle of scientific education.31 Thus, the university 

perceived its responsibility as an educational institution to “educate future citizens through science”, 

helping them develop into “strong personalities” who take responsibility in society. In order to achieve 

these objectives, a stronger orientation towards a more science-oriented general education was regarded 

as a necessary step. The QPL initiative, in this context, was postulated as one opportunity to deal with a 

“decline in general education while demand is increasing” (UHH_doc_46/6), as it was described in the QPL 

project database. Thus, as it was published on the QPL website (2015), the Universitätskolleg was seen as 

                                                           

29 The reduced time spent in upper secondary school was the result of a school reform at Gymnasien in Germany, 
shortening the regular time of schooling until obtaining the Abitur from thirteen to twelve years. Also known as 
G12, this was introduced between 2012 and 2015 in all federal states and resulted in a substantial short-term in-
crease of potential students due to dual Abitur cohorts. Since 2014, however, the federal states have returned to 
the former 13 years of secondary school (G13). For further information on the German education system, see 
Eurydice (2019).  
30 Official translation by the University of Hamburg (2017b) 
31 For further information on the teaching-research nexus, see Leisyte et al.  (2009).  
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one opportunity to bundle activities in this area of generalized university education and “become in 

perspective a place for general studies as a basis for all disciplines” (UHH_doc_1/8).  

As the mission statement already suggests, the university’s profile is characterized by a strong orientation 

towards academic education and science, which in turn influenced the university’s strategic approach to 

the QPL initiative. For example, the title of the first QPL initiative quite obviously reflected the importance 

of academia and science, stating that the QPL initiative focused on providing passages into academia and 

supporting skills necessary for academic study. In this context, academic education was displayed as a 

counterpart to vocational education. The QPL website (2015) for example stated that “[to] study needs to 

be more than vocational training. It is rather about putting more emphasis on general scientific education” 

(UHH_doc_42/5). Thus, the university positioned itself unambiguously in the debate about the tension 

between academic and vocational education, while linking this positioning to its mission statement. 

This emphasis on general scientific education was not only directly linked to the university’s mission 

statement, but also to its profile as a huge university characterized by a “high degree of diversity” 

(UHH_doc_34/2). As mentioned before, this diversity, according to the QPL proposal, was defined in terms 

of an “attractive richness of subject and research areas with about 70 disciplines” (UHH_doc_34/2). Thus, 

the term ‘diversity’ was used to highlight the university’s distinguishing feature as “one of the biggest 

universities in Germany” with a broad spectrum of subject areas and “excellent research opportunities” 

(UHH_doc_34/2). The emphasis on “excellent research opportunities” recalls the university’s strong 

research orientation. In other words, diversity was defined in terms of organizational diversity: As a 

comprehensive university, the University of Hamburg covers a broad spectrum of disciplines and study 

programs as well as research fields. Here again, a feasible interpretation could be that the project 

documents portrayed this (organizational) diversity as something that should be used in a positive way 

and that the students can benefit from. The project homepage (2015) for example states that “[t]he 

university is big and diverse. That is one of its strengths” (UHH_doc_42/4). The interviewees, however, 

also referred to the challenges this diversity can pose. According to one manager involved in the QPL 

initiative, the huge size of the university and its diversity of disciplines presented a challenge because “as 

a big, typical mass university” (UHH_IntA/18) it was difficult to develop a unifying profile.  

In this context, the Universitätskolleg was also seen as an opportunity to promote collaborations and 

interactions among faculties by becoming “a place for general studies as a basis for all study subjects” 

(UHH_doc_42/5). Thus, under the guiding principle of general scientific education, the Universitätskolleg 
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was supposed to “develop impulses for substantial improvements of teaching and studying” and thereby 

“provide an impetus towards a sustainable university” (UHH_doc_46/7).  

As described in the QPL proposal, the university’s QPL initiative should support the university in its efforts 

to “develop towards a University for a Sustainable Future” (UHH_doc_34/2). The reference made here to 

the term ‘sustainability’ is interesting because it again refers to the university’s search for a profile. A 

manager involved in the QPL initiative explained the origin of this term as follows:  

That was the direction that was specifically promoted by [president of the university] to make 
the university a ‘University for a Sustainable Future’, thus connecting the university with the 
topic of sustainability, whereby sustainability goes further than classical associations, like 
climate, resources or environment. Rather, it is about questions what sustainability in science 
or teaching could mean. And these were ideas that were mostly promoted or developed by 
[president of the university]. This concept was intended to bring about a connecting, unifying 
idea for the whole university. … And when the university wants to develop a profile, there is a 
good chance that it can distinguish itself in this context of sustainability. Not that the university 
is alone in this, almost all [German] universities have discovered it. But it is decisive what the 
special profile, what the distinguishing feature of the university, is in the context of 
sustainability. (UHH_intA/19) 

As indicated in this quote, the concept of sustainability was developed to sharpen the profile of the 

University of Hamburg, which had its origin in the Excellence Initiative, a different funding program the 

university applied for. The Excellence Initiative aims to support top-level research to strengthen the 

international competitiveness and visibility of elite research institutions in Germany. The funding 

program’s main focus is on providing funding for excellent research clusters or graduate schools for highly 

qualified junior researchers. In 2012, the University of Hamburg applied for the title of ‘Elite University’32 

with a future concept that was however rejected by the responsible expert commission, although two 

excellence clusters got accepted. In this future concept, the vision of a ‘University for a Sustainable Future’ 

(Universität der Nachhaltigkeit33) was described for the first time. The president of the University of 

Hamburg regarded it as a good opportunity for distinction from other universities, while simultaneously 

strengthening the university’s visibility as an institution with excellent research activities. On the basis of 

the two research clusters that received funding, the long-term aim of the president was to apply for the 

                                                           

32 The of title ‘Elite University’ is awarded to universities which have been selected in the context of the Excellence 
Initiative on the basis of a future concept describing the long-term development of a university’s research areas. It 
requires a focus on specific subject areas, a target definition for the university as a whole and a strategic develop-
ment plan. Only universities which have attracted funding for at least one excellence cluster and one graduate 
school can apply with a future concept.  
33 Official translation by the University of Hamburg (2017a). 
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next round of the Excellence Initiative, attempting again to earn the title of ‘Elite University’ to underline 

the profile as a strong research university beyond national borders.34 

In 2014, while writing the project proposal for the second QPL round, the university commission charged 

with the task decided to let an external agency evaluate the Universitätskolleg in order to identify its 

strengths and weaknesses. Based on several surveys and interviews with students, members of faculties, 

project coordinators and representatives on the university’s executive level, the agency identified several 

strengths but also challenges. One of the main findings of the agency’s evaluation concerned the focus of 

the QPL initiative on eliminating deficits. A person involved in QPL management described this as follows:  

If we go on with this focus on what students lack and need, we support a strong deficit 
perspective. With regard to reputation, this is not tenable. It will likely be said, “the 
Universitätskolleg is a repair shop. Only a repair shop.” And other universities will ask, “Don´t 
you have something excellent to offer?” (UHH_intA/44) 

This quote shows how widening participation was first interpreted as supporting students with insufficient 

academic competences. This interpretation resulted in judging widening participation as a potential threat 

to excellence. Such a strategic focus of the QPL initiative was seen as problematic since it conflicted with 

excellence and the strong research orientation of this particular university.  

The agency’s criticism of the QPL initiative’s focus resulted in a modified strategy for the second round of 

applications adopting the recommendations of the agency as they stood. The agency suggested to put 

more emphasis on ‘Diversity as Chance’, to integrate the Universitätskolleg within the university-wide 

sustainability strategy and to align the planned initiatives with the student life cycle as a whole. The impact 

of these recommendations can be seen most clearly in the new title of the second QPL round—‘Diversity 

as Chance’—and the description of the QPL initiative’s aim on its website:  

The Universitätskolleg 2.0 aims at strengthening the idea of education through science and 
scholarship in a changed educational and academic world. All project areas serve the 
improvement of studying and teaching and provide different measures along the student life 
cycle. (UHH_doc_2/3) 

As it can be seen in this quote, the title of the QPL initiative was changed from Universitätskolleg to 

Universitätskolleg 2.0. The supplement ‘2.0’, as a reference to Web 2.0, can be associated with the next 

evolutionary stage the Universitätskolleg saw itself entering. The term Web 2.0 is used to describe the 

                                                           

34 In 2017, the University of Hamburg submitted four proposals for excellence clusters within the fourth round of 
the Excellence Initiative. In October 2018, all four proposals were accepted and the excellence clusters could begin 
their work starting January 2019. With this decision, the university fulfills the conditions to reapply for the title of 
‘Elite University’. 
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changed use of the internet. While during its early years (Web 1.0) the internet served mainly as a means 

to consume information, following generations of users became more actively involved by developing their 

own content and distributing information with other users. Accordingly, the term 2.0 stands for the next 

evolutionary stage in internet usage (Wirtschaftslexikon, 2018). Such a supplement indicates how 

important it was for the responsible actors at the University of Hamburg to emphasize that there is 

something new about this second QPL application and that the second phase differs markedly from the 

first phase. One could even interpret that, if the Web 2.0 reference is taken seriously, the first phase of 

the Universitätskolleg focused on students’ (i.e., the user’s) consumption of course offers, whereas the 

second phase encouraged them to become more actively involved in the activities of the Universitätskolleg 

and, thus, to become part of the QPL initiative.  

In conclusion, the strategic orientation of the Universitätskolleg reflected the university’s overall search 

for a profile, while it tried to position itself with respect to different institutional demands perceived as 

conflicting. The way these various institutional demands were interpreted by the relevant actors in their 

local contexts resulted in several areas of tension: one such area was the university’s strive for excellence 

and its deficit-oriented perspective on student diversity during the first QPL phase. Another area of tension 

was the university’s leading educational mission to “educate through science and scholarship” and its 

emphasis on personal development. This conflicted with the focus most of the projects put forward on 

supporting academic competences that were perceived to be lacking. The result is an ambiguous and 

contradictory picture of how the University of Hamburg dealt with student diversity.  

5.2.2. Structure Level: Power Conflicts and Institutional Fragmentation 

The structure of the QPL initiative was quite special for the University of Hamburg since the 

Universitätskolleg was one of the first cooperative projects between faculties, central service centers and 

university administration. After the university commission responsible for the QPL proposal at the 

University of Hamburg had decided to focus in the first proposal on the ‘problem zone’ of the transition 

period between school or job and university, the commission approached the faculties to cooperate. They 

asked them first if they agreed with assessing this period to be a ‘problem zone’ and, consequently, 

whether they had ideas for dealing with the challenges of a ‘changed student body’. Interested faculties 

applied for their participation in the QPL initiative with project ideas and the commission selected 45 

projects. Thus, on the one hand, the QPL initiative was planned top-down, identifying the most urgent 

areas to act upon, while, on the other hand, it was a bottom-up initiative due to the faculties pitching their 
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project ideas. This approach provided the faculties the necessary freedom to determine their special 

challenges in the transition period and, based on their unique experiences, to handle these challenges.  

The Universitätskolleg was founded in 2012 as a cross-faculty operating unit with the aim to provide a 

“conceptual, institutional and operational framework” (UHH_doc_34/2) for the projects organized and 

conducted within the faculties or central service centers. As an independent, autonomous institutional 

body, it was the first of its kind at the University of Hamburg, since usually all activities are organized 

separately within the faculties. According to persons involved in the QPL initiative, the university’s specific 

characteristic that “the faculties define the dominant structure of the university” (UHH_intA/18) provided 

some challenges to the establishment of such a cross-faculty institution. For example, there were no 

existing examples of cooperation and collaboration between the faculties. Further, as indicated in the 

protocols of participatory observations, due to the historically high autonomy and strong power of the 

faculties, the establishment of a non-faculty institution was at first met with skepticism and caution on the 

part of the professors. Given the novelty, there were many issues that first of all needed to be recognized 

as problems to find appropriate solutions.  

In the first round of the QPL initiative, the Universitätskolleg was run by a leadership team consisting of an 

academic leader (wissenschaftliche Leitung), an academic manager (wissenschaftliche Geschäftsführung), 

and a deputy academic leader. During the first round, several personnel turnovers caused disturbances. 

As described by a manager involved in the QPL initiative, it was quite a challenge to find an appropriate 

person for the coordination and the management of the Universitätskolleg.  

At the point of officially establishing the Universitätskolleg, the QPL leadership team realized that it might 

be difficult for a single person to oversee 45 projects. Therefore, they decided to gather thematically 

related projects into seven clusters, designate persons responsible for these clusters (so-called ‘stylites’) 

and promote the interaction between projects both within their clusters and outside of them. The persons 

in charge had mostly strong connections to the respective faculties involved with several projects, like for 

example Deans of Studies. This constellation aimed to improve the visibility of the Universitätskolleg within 

the faculties and enhance trust among the institutions.  

According to the interviews, one of the major issues of the first QPL phase was the development of a 

common basic identity uniting the single projects. The number of projects was quite high and some of the 

projects had existed long before in different faculties financed by faculty funds. From the perspectives of 

these projects, the start of the Universitätskolleg only shifted their financial sources, but they did not 

recognize the Universitätskolleg as a new platform for interaction: 
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It was even more difficult to develop something that was common to all of them and to convince 
them that they belong to the Universitätskolleg. Some of them haven’t even realized this and 
just say: “Well, where the money comes from is not really important. We are doing our project 
nevertheless.” (UHH_intA/31)  

Apart from the lack of a common basic identity for all projects, there was also no coherence between the 

projects, as it will be laid out in more detail later. Some of the projects focused on improving academic 

writing for students with a migrant background training to be teachers, while other projects provided 

guidance for students with vocational qualifications.  

Overall, the beginning of the Universitätskolleg was characterized by its need to develop and adjust a new 

governance structure with which the university had so far no experience with. The first academic leader 

of the Universitätskolleg described this experience in the yearly report of 2013 as follows:  

The Universitätskolleg is a bold undertaking—everyone involved is aware of this. At a large 
public university, a university-wide network for innovations in study and teaching is created, 
active in all faculties without the possibility to fall back on already established structures or 
traditions: organization theorists would describe this as a ‘risky project’, in which enormous 
energies must be made available to avoid failure. It is a long way until the desired and required 
successes—ideally visible and plausible for everyone—can be achieved. (UHH_doc_38/4) 

This indicates that the establishment of such a cross-faculty institution was perceived as being very 

innovative and unusual, yet also running the risk of failure, hence the academic leader’s assessment of the 

whole project as “risky”. This could be interpreted as a sign of rather low expectations regarding the QPL 

initiative’s success. The innovative character was also underlined by describing the first round of the QPL 

initiative as an experimental phase, as indicated on the QPL initiative’s website (2015). In this experimental 

phase, the aim was to test how activities developing randomly and coincidently within the faculties can be 

coordinated and linked within one institution independent from those faculties. The objective here was to 

use synergy potentials more efficiently. For example, when one project in one faculty proved to be 

successful, its concept could be transferred to other faculties as well.  

The newly established overarching service unit was responsible for coordinating communication and 

establishing exchange channels between the projects and fields of action. Publications were chosen as the 

main strategy for communication and documentation of the projects. Persons responsible for the QPL 

projects as well as the ‘stylites’ were asked to document regularly their latest progress and contribute to 

publications about specific topics, like academic writing. For this purpose, the service unit introduced three 

different publication formats: the ‘Kolleg-herald’ (Kolleg-Bote), the Universitätskolleg publications 

(Universitätskolleg-Schriften) and a process documentation. 
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The ‘Kolleg-herald’ had the aim to make the activities within the Universitätskolleg more transparent, 

introduce the projects and inform about the latest progress. It was published once per month, including 

information on current topics on 4 to 8 pages. The publication series Universitätskolleg publications aimed 

to embed knowledge, experiences and activities made within the projects in a more scientific context. For 

example, volume 15 was dedicated to the topic ‘ability to study’ (Studierfähigkeit) in which theoretical 

insights, empirical findings and practical perspectives from different projects were compiled. Other 

volumes were directed towards objectives of documentation, like yearly reports in which the work of the 

QPL projects was described and reflected upon. Finally, a comprehensive process documentation focused 

on single projects in more detail, for example, online self-assessments. Overall, the employees working in 

the QPL projects reported a high workload concerning the documentation of project progress. At the same 

time, they did not feel that this made the exchange of information more efficient. As indicated in the 

protocols of the joint workshops, the QPL employees claimed that they did not have the time to read the 

enormous amount of publications and inform themselves about the activities of the other projects. At the 

same time, they were frustrated about the necessity to report in such a comprehensible and time-

consuming way.  

Besides publications, the service unit also organized a yearly conference to improve the exchange of 

experiences on a more personal basis. At these conferences, students, lecturers and employees of the 

universities as well as guests from other universities were invited to discuss current developments in the 

context of the Universitätskolleg. However, in the protocols of the observatory participation, the QPL 

employees expressed their doubts whether this conference contributed to a continuous exchange of 

knowledge and improved cooperation among the projects due to the huge number of projects. 

While preparing for the second round of the QPL initiative, the QPL leadership team recognized that the 

establishment of the Universitätskolleg might be regarded as a success in the sense that it represented an 

important first step for the future aim to create a place for general studies following the example of 

American college models. In other words, the future perspective of the Universitätskolleg was supposed 

to stabilize it as an independent unit that bundles all programs, initiatives and activities for preparing and 

introducing students to higher education to “realize general academic education” (UHH_doc34/24). 

Consequently, the proposal for the second round of the QPL initiative described the ‘new’ 

Universitätskolleg 2.0 still as a model project.  

According to the project proposal, the overall aim of the second application to take part in the QPL 

initiative was to get away from isolated projects to a more coherent, systematic picture of activities. Thus, 



 
 

135 
 

the lack of coherence between projects and the low degree of interaction between the persons 

responsible for the projects were perceived as problematic by the QPL leadership team. At the same time, 

in accordance with the recommendations of the external evaluation agency, the QPL leadership team 

decided to not only focus on projects with the aim to support students in the transition period between 

school or job and university, but to broaden the scope and include activities that target the whole student 

life cycle. Further, the project proposal included other thematic issues, like ‘Diversity as a Chance’, 

‘Sustainability’ and ‘Digitalization’.  

It seems contradictory at first to criticize the lack of consistency between projects in the first round while 

simultaneously expanding the thematic spectrum of projects even further. An explanation for this can be 

found in the far-reaching structural changes introduced in the second round of the QPL initiative. As 

mentioned before, the whole structural logic of the Universitätskolleg changed from seven clusters to 

three clusters with markedly different names. These clusters were now organized according to the topics 

‘Preparation’, ‘Studying’ and ‘Teaching’, and included specific stages of study (i.e., before studying and 

during studying) or target groups (i.e., students and lecturers). These names made it relatively clear to 

insiders as well as outsiders what kind of activities the respective clusters subsumed and who they 

addressed. Before, the names of the clusters were more cryptic in that the titles left ample room for 

interpretation concerning the kinds of activities to be found within these clusters (e.g., ‘Accompanying 

First-Year Students’). What is more, these three clusters incorporated only six projects that continued from 

the first round of the QPL initiative. Thus, although the thematic spectrum of the Universitätskolleg had 

been expanded including the whole student-life-cycle, the number of projects shrunk enormously from 45 

to 6 projects.  

As indicated in the final report (2017), all projects from the first round of the QPL initiative officially ended 

in 2016 and the clusters of the first round were disbanded. The discontinuation of projects was, according 

to persons working in the QPL projects at the University of Hamburg, justified by the law on fixed-term 

employment contracts in the science and research sector (Wissenschaftszeitvertragsgesetz35). University 

officials presented the situation to QPL employees as if the law prohibited the continued employment of 

                                                           

35 The law on fixeds-term employment contracts in the science and research sector is a law that guarantees univer-
sities and research institutes privileges with regard to the possibilities of fixed term contracts for the employment 
of academic staff. The aim of the law is to take into account the special conditions in the science sector, in which 
fixed-term employment provides employees the opportunity to obtain their further academic qualification. Often, 
however, temporary employment can be found at German universities in the context of third-party funding pro-
jects that do not automatically have qualification purposes. Different trade unions regularly criticize this aspect, 
amongst others. For further information, see ver.di (2016). 
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project assistants from the first round to the second round. This resulted in the dismissal of a high number 

of employees working in the QPL projects. At the same time, 50 new job positions were advertised for the 

second round of the QPL initiative, as indicated in the final report (2017). Some of the projects of the first 

round were re-financed by the faculties or the projects were integrated into the curricular structures of 

the study programs. Six projects were identified as ‘successful’ and were elected to be financed again in 

the second round of the QPL initiative. In most cases, these projects had proved successful in one faculty, 

so that their concept was transferred to other faculties for the second round. However, these projects 

were no longer realized within the faculties. Instead, the second round saw the whole structure of the 

Universitätskolleg and its associated single projects transferred into a centralized structure, as it is 

described in the yearly report 2017. This also meant that persons working in the QPL projects were no 

longer employed by the faculties but by the Universitätskolleg. Due to this new structure, the 

administration team was expanded considerably. This team needed to develop completely new 

procedures and structures for the management of personnel and non-personnel resources since 

previously the main responsibility for these tasks laid within the faculties.  

5.2.3. Action Level: Multiple Projects Under One Roof 

The action level highlights the single projects that were realized in the context of the QPL initiative. It is of 

special importance for studying organizational responses to widening participation because here it can be 

examined how a university’s actors deal with student diversity in their daily practices of studying and 

teaching. In other words, the action level is where the concrete activities take place.  

Due to the sheer amount of projects, it is not possible to describe every single project within the 

Universitätskolleg. Instead, the following part emphasizes those activities that focus on dealing with 

student diversity during the first round of the QPL initiative. This focus on the topic of student diversity 

was identified during the process of data analysis (see Chapter 4.6). Where the text segments in which the 

single projects were described were coded with the category ‘student diversity’, these single projects were 

shortlisted as relevant to the topic of student diversity. After the whole data material was coded, this 

shortlist was checked again to see whether the relevance of single projects proved sufficient enough. 

Sufficiency was determined in a qualitative manner by checking if in each project the topic of ‘student 

diversity’ was really the center of attention in the text materials. Projects in which only single sentence 

fragments referred to ‘student diversity’ were excluded because the examined text material did not allow 

a thorough interpretation of how these activities seek to contribute to deal with student diversity.  
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In the following, relevant clusters for dealing with student diversity will be described, followed by a 

detailed explanation of relevant projects. This includes the following clusters: ‘Assess your own 

Knowledge’, ‘Expanding Knowledge’, ‘Shaping Transitions, ‘Learning to Study’ and ‘Accompanying First-

Year Students’. To ensure clarity with the large number of projects, the projects in the respective clusters 

are displayed in tables. 

In general, the QPL initiative referred directly to the issue of student diversity on the project homepage 

for the first round of the QPL initiative (2015). Here, it was stated that 

The requirements, the age, the origin, the motivation and the aims of students have hardly ever 
been as diverse as today. In line with the guiding principle’Bridges to the University—Pathways 
to Academia’ the aim is, therefore, to enable everyone to find his or her own way. 
(UHH_doc_38/4) 

According to this quote, individuals with their unique prerequisites and circumstances should be at the 

center of all activities. In other words, the activities should focus strongly on providing everyone with the 

skills necessary to find their way into the academic world. According to such a perspective, there is not 

one ‘right’ way, but multiple ways of succeeding in academic studies, depending on individual goals and 

requirements. Overall, specific emphasis is put on preparing students for university studies. However, a 

closer look at the activities within the QPL initiative should reveal the kind of approaches regarded as 

appropriate for dealing with student diversity.  

Assessing your own knowledge: Student orientation and online self-assessments 

According to the project description, the guiding principle within the cluster ‘Assessing your Own 

Knowledge’ is that “everyone should study what is right for them” (UHH_doc_38/28). According to the 

text material studied, the underlying assumption is that the fit between the study programs chosen and 

the interests, expectations and skills of the potential students are important for studying successfully. As 

described in the yearly report of 2013, potential students should gain an impression of what is expected 

of them in their study programs and whether the content, requirements and methods, as well as the 

prospective vocational fields, match their expectations. In order to reconcile the expectations of potential 

students with the requirements of the study programs, the cluster comprises four different projects. 

Within these projects, different online procedures were developed that assessed potential students’ 

capabilities in terms of necessary basic knowledge, but also provided information on the study programs 

and tried to stimulate self-reflection. The online procedures were developed for Psychology, Medicine, 

Law and the study programs of the MIN Faculty (see Table 5.2).  
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Table 5.2  Projects in the Cluster ‘Assessing your own Knowledge’ (University of Hamburg) 

Project Target group Activities 

Study compass psychology Prospective students of psychology The study compass has the aim to 
align study expectations and 
requirements to allow for a 
reflected decision for a course of 
study 
 

Selection procedure medicine Applicants for studying medicine 
and dentistry 

Development and application of 
testing methods in addition to the 
final high school exam grades 
(Abitur)  
 

MIN-CHECK—online self-

assessment for prospective 

students in MIN subjects 

Prospective students of MIN 
subjects 

Information and tests assessing the 
fit between the requirements of 
MIN subjects and the individual 
competences of prospective 
students 
 

Online self-assessment for 

prospective students of law 

Prospective students of law Online advising procedure for 
improving study orientation 
 

Note. Translated from “Gestern, Heute, Morgen Das Universitätskolleg von 2012 bis 2016“ by the University of Hamburg, 2017, p. 

26 (https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-hamburg.de/publikationen/uk-schriften-022.pdf).  

In medicine, the emphasis was put on developing an empirically valid instrument for assessing applicants’ 

abilities deemed necessary for studying medicine (doc_38/28). Adding to the empirically-based selection 

procedure for applicants, the project featured an online information portal that provided information on 

the study programs in medicine and dentistry and guided applicants through the selection procedure. The 

other three projects, in turn, focused on developing interactive and multimedia online procedures that 

illustrated typical requirements of the study program and ensuing vocational career paths with the help 

of digital scenarios. As illustrated in the yearly report 2015, the projects also developed online tests that 

encouraged self-reflection and the reconciliation of expectations and capabilities over the assessment of 

students’ competences based on psychometric test procedures. Overall, the discipline’s culture seemed 

to play a major role in what was regarded an appropriate way to fulfill the cluster’s guiding principle of 

“everyone should study what suits them” (UHH_doc_38/28). On the one hand, the three projects in the 

faculties of Psychology, Law and MIN shared the perspective that students needed to be informed about 

the contents and requirements of the study programs. This enabled them to reflect on whether the 

requirements fit their own expectations and abilities. On the other hand, the medicine project chose to 

focus on identifying candidates that were qualified according to previously determined, empirically valid 

indicators rather than relying on self-selection on part of the students. Thus, turning back to the previously 

mentioned guiding principle of the field of action, the three projects wanted to provide potential students 
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with the necessary background information to let them decide whether they were suited for the respective 

study programs. The medicine project, in turn, put forward some clear ideas about what kind of persons 

or competences were ‘suitable’ for their medical study program.  

For the second round of the QPL initiative, the online self-assessments were reinstated as a project within 

the cluster ‘Preparation’. While the projects were realized within their respective faculties during the first 

round, a center for online self-assessments was centrally established within the Universitätskolleg for the 

second round. This center had the primary task to develop a central tool-kit that could be used to put 

together online-self-assessments according to the respective needs of the faculties. Its task was described 

on the website as follows:  

Instead of offering a third-party development product, this central tool-kit is developed in 
cooperation with the faculties and is designed in such a way that the faculties themselves are 
able to create and maintain online self-assessments for their own study programs with 
assistance by the lecturers. (UHH_doc_13/4)  

This quote indicates again how important it was for the University of Hamburg in general to emphasize 

the strong involvement of the faculties in the activities of the Universitätskolleg and how projects were 

the product of a cooperation between the Universitätskolleg as a cross-faculty institution and the faculties. 

According to the persons working in this QPL project, there was still tremendous skepticism on the part of 

the faculties whether a non-faculty institution could help the faculties develop online self-assessments. 

Faculty members were convinced that they knew better how to identify potential students for their 

faculties. Further, there was the fear voiced by the faculties that measures were produced within the 

Universitätskolleg that stood in competition to the offers of the faculties.  

According to the yearly report 2017, the overall aim of the online-self assessments in the second round of 

the QPL was to “achieve the best possible fit between the students and their study program and, thereby, 

reduce dropout rates in the long run” (UHH_doc_47/35). Here, dropout rates were perceived as the result 

of a mismatch between the students’ competences and interests and the study program’s requirements 

and contents. According to the project description, an appropriate way to improve the fit between 

students and study programs was seen in assessing students’ competences and improving the 

transparency of requirements of the study programs. As described on the website, “potential students can 

test on their own how they fit a study program. Simultaneously, they inform themselves about contents 

and requirements of the study programs” (UHH_doc_13/3).  
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The second round of the QPL initiative featured another project within the cluster ‘Preparation’, titled 

‘Welcome Culture and Chances of Digitalization’. Student diversity played a central role here, although it 

remained vague in terms of which instruments were perceived as appropriate for dealing with it. Student 

diversity was defined in the context of this project in a relatively open manner. In the yearly report of 

2017, the project description referred to “different educational backgrounds, cultural experiences and life 

models among the students” (UHH_doc_47/39) that were speculated to further differentiate in the 

upcoming years. Diversity and the demands of digitalization were described “as both a challenge and a 

chance” (UHH_doc_47/39). Herewith, the project intertwined the two highly normatively loaded 

institutional demands of diversity and digitalization. The appropriate way to deal with these two demands 

was displayed in the development of digital cross-faculty welcome and information services that 

complemented the already existing welcoming and introductory offers of the faculties. According to the 

website (2018), this included the development of an interactive online tool accompanying students at the 

beginning of their studies (“how does studying work?”) and a website for publishing interactive welcome 

course offers for students. Further, the project team was involved in organizing workshops in agile project 

management and design thinking, they implemented a university-wide digitalization survey and organized 

a student photography competition. Judging from the text materials examined, these activities seemed to 

miss a direct link to the topic of student diversity, although the general project description defined 

‘supporting diversity’ as one of the leading principles of the project. Looking at the concrete activities that 

were subsumed under this project, the focus on digitalization seemed to be stronger than that on student 

diversity. This can be attributed to the close collaboration with the Universitätskolleg Digital, which is a 

separate unit structurally integrated within the Universitätskolleg. According to their website (2018), 

Universitätskolleg Digital subsumed a number of third-party funded projects focused on developing digital 

concepts for teaching, providing open educational resources and researching open educational practices. 

The unit was led by the former academic director of the QPL’s first round, who has a strong research profile 

in the area of digitalization of teaching. This might have shaped the orientation towards digitalization 

within the proposal for the second QPL initiative quite substantially. 

Next to the focus on digitalization, two other developments at the University of Hamburg affected the 

development of this project. The first was the university’s participation in the diversity audit ‘Shaping 
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Diversity’ (Vielfalt gestalten36), a funding program of the Stifterverband37 in which the university has been 

taking part since 2016. Within this program, universities were advised in establishing structures, measures 

and instruments to improve the inclusion of diverse student groups and to help them successfully 

complete their studies, as was described on the diversity audit website of the University of Hamburg 

(2018). It seems likely that the participation in this audit stimulated discussions about the topic of student 

diversity at the University of Hamburg and also impacted the strategic shift of the Universitätskolleg to 

giving the Universitätskolleg 2.0 the additional title ‘Diversity as a Chance’. The title ‘Diversity as a Chance’ 

can be interpreted as emphasizing a more positive connotation of diversity instead of seeing diversity as a 

danger or challenge. This interpretation is supported by interview data. Further, the project description of 

the project ‘Welcome Culture and Chances of Digitalization’ makes a direct link to the topic of diversity, 

emphasizing that “supporting diversity” (doc38/10) is one of the leading concepts behind this project. 

However, when looking at the concrete activities, there is no hint how activities like, for example, 

workshops for agile project management serve the support of diversity. It is even more remarkable that 

the project ‘Welcome Culture and Chances of Digitalization’ is the only project that made direct links to 

the topic of student diversity on their website. The other projects of the second round of the QPL initiative 

lacked direct links to the topic of diversity, at least on their websites in 2018.  

Secondly, the German concept of ‘welcoming culture’ (Willkommenskultur), which is used directly in the 

title of the project, has a special meaning against the background of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ in 2015. 

Generally speaking, it describes a positive attitude towards foreigners, in particular towards migrants and 

refugees. More specifically, it embraces the notion that institutions dealing with foreigners and migrants 

should accept them and not make them victims of discrimination. This is particularly interesting for the 

discussion about student diversity since migrant status and nationality represent important diversity 

dimensions in terms of socio-demographic characteristics (Middendorff, 2015). As indicated by the 

development of several support programs for these groups, the ‘refugee crisis’ had a significant impact on 

the activities of the University of Hamburg as well as on other universities. At the University of Hamburg, 

a program called #UHHHILFT was developed that offered study orientation for refugees. According to the 

                                                           

36 The initiative Diversity Audit is funded by the Stifterverband and supports universities to develop and implement 
diversity concepts, involving all operating units (e.g., strategy and structures, personnel management, internal and 
external communication, studying and teaching). Currently 24 universities participate in the diversity audit. For fur-
ther information, see Stifterverband (2020). 
37 The Stifterverband (Donor’s Association) is a German organization that is involved in activities in the field of 
higher education, science and research through several programs and initiatives. In the following, the German term 
‘Stifterverband’ will be used throughout as it lacks an appropriate translation. 
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website (2018), “the University of Hamburg wants to help people who had to interrupt their studies in 

their countries of origin to find their way into a regular study program” (UHH_doc_48/11). Since the winter 

term 2015/16, a broad range of information, consultation, support, lectures and language courses for 

refugees who are interested in studying in Germany has been initiated. With this program, the university 

positioned itself in the political debate on the integration of refugees and took a stance on how to welcome 

them in Germany. Hence, the project ‘Welcoming Culture and Chances of Digitalization’, for which the 

application was written in 2015, can be understood as a direct reaction to the refugee crisis. However, 

when looking at the concrete activities subsumed under this project, there were no special offers for 

students with migrant or refugee status, the opposite of which could have been expected when looking at 

the title of the project. Hence, the analysis of text materials suggests a disparity between what the title of 

the project suggested (i.e., the talk) and how the actual practice within the project looked like (i.e., the 

action) (Brunsson, 1989). 

Expanding knowledge: Extra-curricular courses 

According to the project homepage (2015), the cluster ‘Expanding Knowledge’ was guided by the principle 

that “everyone should be capable to study” (UHH_doc_44/11). As described in the yearly report of 2013, 

this cluster was based on the assumption that a lot of necessary basic knowledge is not sufficiently taught 

in school or got lost along the way. Consequently, this cluster comprised four projects that imparted 

fundamentals that, according to the yearly report of 2013, are necessary “to be able to begin a study at 

the required high level” (UHH_doc_38/30). These projects were directed towards “prospective students 

with divergent and partly insufficient knowledge” (UHH_doc_38/30). As described in the yearly report of 

2013, these projects were organized within the faculties and included extra-curricular activities to “reduce 

frustration on the parts of students and lecturers, reduce failure rates in examinations and early study 

dropout while improving overall student success” (UHH_doc_38/30). The first project included a ‘Language 

Advancement Coaching’ that offered diagnostic tests, workshops and consultation for first-year students 

in English Studies and American Studies at the Faculty of Humanities. The second project was called ‘Crash 

Courses for the Natural Sciences’ for students of Medicine and Dentistry “to make sure first-year students 

are able to follow the basic lectures” (UHH_doc_38/30). The third project was ‘Study and Media 

Competences Online’, an online learning platform for students of the MIN Faculty. Finally, the fourth 

project was called ‘Methods of Business Administration and Mathematics’ and aimed to compensate for 

heterogeneous levels of prior mathematical knowledge with the help of preparatory courses and a tutorial 

program for students of Business Administration (see Table 5.3). 
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Table 5.3  Projects in the Cluster ‘Expanding Knowledge’ (University of Hamburg) 

Project Target group Activities 

Language advancement coaching First-year students of English 
Studies/American Studies 

Course offers for self-assessment 
and external assessment of 
language competences, testing of 
consultation concepts and self-
learning programs 
 

Crash courses for the natural 

sciences in studies of medicine and 

dentistry 

First-year students of Medicine and 
Dentistry 

Study-related crash courses in the 
natural sciences during the first 
semesters 
 

Study and media competences 

online for students of the MIN 

Faculty 

Students in their first semester in 
the MIN studies 

Online-learning platform including 
information and learning offers in 
addition to curriculum 
 

Methods of business 

administration and mathematics 

First-year students of Business 
Administration 

Two-week preparatory course and 
tutorial program for refreshing 
basic mathematical and statistical 
knowledge 
 

Note. Translated from “Gestern, Heute, Morgen—Das Universitätskolleg von 2012 bis 2016“ by the University of Hamburg, 2017, 

p. 27 (https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-hamburg.de/publikationen/uk-schriften-022.pdf).  

Despite the fact that these projects were located in different disciplines, they shared a common logic. 

According to this logic, it was assumed that students need to possess a certain required level of abilities 

to be able to start their studies. Although the projects differed in their definition of concrete aptitude (i.e., 

mathematics, linguistics, natural sciences), each assumed students lacked it or had too divergent levels of 

knowledge at the beginning of their studies which was identified as a problem. For example, the project 

description of the ‘Crash Courses for the Natural Sciences’ (2013) stated:  

New students enter university with strongly divergent levels of prior knowledge. The shortened 
visit of high school and the choices made on the advanced high school level often result in a 
lack of basic knowledge in the natural sciences like biology, chemistry and mathematics. 
Particularly chemistry and physics are known to be critical. The crash-courses in natural sciences 
during the first year of studies aim to improve the very heterogeneous knowledge levels and 
allow students thereby an easier start into the study of human and dental medicine. 
(UHH_doc_38/70) 

As indicated in this quote, new students were perceived as having insufficient basic knowledge in the 

natural sciences and not able to follow the lectures during their first year of studies. Consequently, student 

diversity was defined in terms of a lack of knowledge. It was thought that the appropriate way of dealing 

with this aspect of student diversity was to compensate for it by means of extra-curricular activities that 

students should either participate in before starting their studies or during their first year besides regular 

lectures. The regular lectures, in turn, were not regarded as a problem per se and, thus, remained 



 
 

144 
 

unchanged. As indicated in the previous quote, the underlying assumption was that after participating in 

these extra-curricular activities, students would be better equipped to follow those lectures.  

According to the persons working in these QPL projects, there was a great discussion in all four projects 

on how to reach students in need, claiming that the target group of students was not participating in these 

activities. To identify the target group, the projects used different approaches. In the ‘Language 

Advancement Coaching’ project, the QPL employees developed diagnostic tools that assessed students’ 

language competence levels. For the ‘Crash Courses in the Natural Sciences’ project, in turn, the QPL 

employees explicated certain criteria on their website defining the addressee of the project. Criteria 

included, for example, students who had been out of school for a longer time or had no courses in the 

natural sciences in upper-secondary high school.  

Officially, these projects ended with the first round of the QPL initiative. According to the final report 

(2017), the projects were not able to provide evidence for their activities resulting in higher student 

success and a reduction of dropout rates. This was taken as an argument to offer some of the projects’ 

activities again in the second round. For example, there were still preparatory courses in mathematics and 

tutorials for students in Business Administration in the second round. However, these courses were no 

longer part of a single faculty project. Instead, these activities were to be found amongst others in the 

project ‘Course Offers’ as part of the cluster ‘Studying’. In the second round of the QPL initiative, the 

project ‘Course Offers’ bundled extra-curricular teaching offers of all eight faculties of the University of 

Hamburg. On a central website, students were able to search an annotated course catalog and choose 

from a multitude of faculty-organized course-offers that were mostly remains of projects developed in the 

first round of the QPL initiative. 

Learning to study: Writing workshops and didactic training  

Due to the variety of projects involved, the cluster ‘Learning to Study’ was split into two separate sub-

clusters early on, called ‘Academic Learning’ and ‘Academic Writing’. According to the project homepage 

(2015), the two sub-clusters shared the guiding principle that “everyone should realize their full potential” 

(UHH_doc_44/17). Regarding academic learning, the yearly report 2015 stated that students “should be 

supported in taking responsibility for their own learning, in reflecting their learning processes critically and 

in acquiring their individual learning style” (UHH_doc_37/32). This sub-cluster incorporated eight projects 

distinguished according to tutoring programs and didactic training measures (see Table 5.4).  
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Table 5.4  Projects of the Sub-Cluster ‘Academic Learning’ (University of Hamburg) 

Project Target group Activities 

Teaching laboratory Lecturers and students of the MIN 
Faculty 

Support for projects to improve 
teaching in the first year of studies 

Mathematical didactics teacher 

training 

Students of mathematics training 
for grammar school teaching 

Analysis of individual competences 
of students and related course 
offers 
 

Self-organization and learning 

strategies for first semester 

students in law 

Students of law, tutors Tutor qualification and advice for 
supporting a sustainable learning 
culture 
 

Didactic optimization of the first 

year of studies in law 

First-year students of law Consultation and support for 
developing teaching offers; 
developing exemplary teaching 
material 
 

Self-reflected studying First-year students at the Faculty of 
Education, Faculty of Business, 
Economics and Social Sciences, and 
Faculty of Business Administration 

First semester tutorial: allows 
students to evaluate their skills, 
formulate interests and identify 
appropriate learning objectives and 
working methods 
 

RIO — the scientific-academic e-

portfolio accompanied by a 

tutorial 

First-year students Two-semester tutorial program: 
encourages students to critically 
reflect on their relation to 
disciplinary culture and course of 
studies 
 

Intercultural training and coaching International students Expansion of the PIASTA program 
to include soft skills seminars for 
international students  
 

Note. Translated from “Gestern, Heute, Morgen—Das Universitätskolleg von 2012 bis 2016“ by the University of Hamburg, 2017, 

p. 32-33 (https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-hamburg.de/publikationen/uk-schriften-022.pdf).  

In the tutoring programs, qualified tutors stimulated first-year students to reflect on their learning 

processes and develop their own learning strategies. For example, in the project ‘Self-reflected Studying’, 

a person working in the QPL project formulated the project’s aim as follows:  

The objective was to provide first-semester students opportunities to get to know their own 
study behavior, to develop their own study objectives and to align them with the curriculum 
and, thereby, acquire study competences. (UHH_gd/25)  

Concerning student diversity, these projects shared the perspective that students have different study 

objectives and different preferences for studying and learning. They also agreed that the university world, 

and thus academic studying, is something new to most of the students. Studying was perceived as a 

“learnable meta competence” (UHH_doc_37/108) that needed to be specifically promoted in the 
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transition period between school, vocation and university. The activities within the projects intended to 

promote this meta-competence. According to the project descriptions, these competences were best to 

be acquired with the help of experienced tutors who had already overcome the challenges of entering the 

university world. These tutors supported the new students in developing their individual learning and 

studying styles by introducing different learning strategies and accompanying students’ self-reflection on 

that topic.  

Next to these projects that focused on the personal development of students, other projects within this 

cluster aimed to improve the subject-specific didactic competences of lecturers. With such an emphasis 

on the competences of lecturers, the projects’ focus did not solely rely on improving students’ 

competences, but also covered the feasibility and study conditions of the study programs. Students should 

thus be enabled to structure their learning processes in a way that supports achieving their personal 

objectives (as described in the yearly report of 2015), while course content and teaching methods should 

also be adapted by “testing innovative didactic concepts that change teaching on a sustainable basis” 

(UHH_doc_38/36).  

The Teaching Laboratory deserves emphasis in this context. For this project, lecturers were able to apply 

for financial resources so that they had free time to develop and implement new innovative teaching 

concepts. For the second round of the QPL initiative, the concept of the Teaching Laboratory was extended 

within the cluster ‘Teaching’. In the second round, lecturers from both the MIN Faculty and the Faculty of 

Humanities were invited to apply with their ideas for innovative teaching concepts. Each semester, a jury 

from the Universitätskolleg 2.0 selected 15 projects and provided them with financial resources to realize 

their concepts for one semester. Overall, the persons working in this QPL project observed that spending 

more time on contemplating the improvement of teaching and the possibilities in the mediation of content 

often resulted in a changed mindset on the part of the lecturers. There was one story told by a QPL 

employee about a teaching project in physics: 

There was one teaching project in physics. The point was that students were not well prepared 
for the lectures. Before class, they were assigned written material to read. But barely any of 
them actually did. Then, the teacher started to develop some small tests. Then new tools were 
added, there were videos and interactive scripts or quizzes. And it turned out that no one made 
use of everything but they chose selectively. Some of them preferred to read. Others liked to 
watch a video, and others used scripts. But for all of them their level of expertise improved. It 
is like this: One offer alone is not sufficient because people are always different. (UHH_gd/209).  

Within the teaching projects, some lecturers began to gradually rethink their assumptions and attitudes 

towards student diversity but also reflected on the complexity and reciprocity of teaching and learning 

processes. At the starting point, the lecturer implied that students did not read the texts and thus were 
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insufficiently prepared for the lessons. This echoed a deficit-oriented way of looking at students and 

student diversity. As indicated by this quote, an awareness for the different types of learners arose on the 

part of the lecturer, suggesting that teaching should take these different types into account. Thus, a shift 

of perspective took place. At first, the lecturer assumed that the appropriate way of dealing with student 

diversity was to mediate content in a homogeneous, more traditional way. Here, students needed to adapt 

themselves to one way of mediating content. Over time, the lecturer developed a broadened perspective 

on how teaching and learning could take place. Consequently, he realized that institutional practice, and 

not the students, needed to be adapted. This adaptation resulted in offering students different routes for 

learning.  

Such a perspectival shift in participating academic staff can also be observed in the projects of the sub-

field of action ‘Academic Writing’. Overall, it was stated in the yearly report of 2015 that students “should 

be supported in developing their competences in the area of academic writing due to it being one of the 

central requirements and aims of successful studying” (UHH_doc_37/34). The aim was to enable students 

to meet the diverse writing requirements related to studying and to extrapolate and apply the special 

language of the respective study program. All four projects within this field of action were quite diverse, 

but they all involved writing workshops and were situated in the faculties (see Table 5.5). As described in 

the final report (2017), activities in these writing workshops could be distinguished according to three 

categories: 1) support for students employing different formats (consulting, workshops and seminars), 2) 

support for lecturers through workshops, cooperation in curricular lectures and advising for lecturers and 

3) professional training for tutors in teaching academic writing.  



 
 

148 
 

Table 5.5  Projects in the Sub-Cluster ‘Academic Writing’ (University of Hamburg) 

Project Target group Activities 

Writing workshop “multilinguals” Teacher training students with 
migrant background 

Tutorials to train academic writing 
skills  
 

Writing center for students Students of the Faculty of 
Education 

Block seminars, seminars, and 
individual advising 
 

Writing workshop humanities First-year students in the 
humanities  

Professional writing coaches 
accompany students in writing 
their first papers 
 

Introduction to jurisprudential 

work 

First-year students of law Introductory courses in the first 
semester, modules in the first year 
of studies 
 

Note. Translated from “Gestern, Heute, Morgen—Das Universitätskolleg von 2012 bis 2016“ by the University of Hamburg, 2017, 

p. 34 (https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-hamburg.de/publikationen/uk-schriften-022.pdf).  

Due to this study’s focus on student diversity, one project deserves particular emphasis, and that is the 

Writing Workshop ‘Multilinguals’. This project targeted multilingual teacher training students. In the 

project context ‘multilingual’ was understood to be “a resource that needs to be used” 

(UHH_doc_37/116). At the same time, the project documents acknowledged that in the past, these 

students had often been confronted with the perspective that multilingualism was a challenge. The project 

intended to show these students how their multilingual backgrounds could be used for academic writing. 

At the same time, it supported lecturers to deal with the specific needs of multilingual students. Related 

activities were workshops and seminars to improve their academic writing.  

At the beginning of the first round of the QPL initiative, the writing workshops started with a stronger 

focus on students or, more precisely, their lack of writing skills. As described in the project descriptions, 

writing skills were perceived as something very discipline-specific. Consequently, an appropriate way of 

dealing with the lack of writing skills was seen in offering extra-curricular activities within the faculties 

directly, for example, academic writing for historians. These courses were offered by professional writing 

coaches within the faculties. However, over time, the persons involved in these QPL projects gained two 

insights they shared in the group discussion at the University of Hamburg: first, that academic writing is a 

skill so central to studying that it needed to be trained from early on; and second, that developing 

academic writing skills is a complex process that is best trained and learned when it is directly applied to 

course contents. Therefore, the persons working in the writing workshops started to offer collaborative 

projects with lecturers in which they consulted lecturers on how to include small writing projects early on 

in the student-life-cycle and how to give students feedback on discipline-specific academic ways of writing. 
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With time, this collaborative work led to a heightened awareness on the part of the lecturers that the 

process of developing academic writing skills could be very complex. Lecturers learned how students could 

be stimulated and supported in developing their own writing skills and began to reflect on their discipline’s 

own culture of academic writing.  

Concerning student diversity, the persons working in these QPL projects defined diversity in terms of 

different writing types. In the group discussions, they suggested that there is no single best way how to 

write. Instead, persons prefer different academic writing approaches. The QPL employees distinguished, 

for example, between strategic types and intuitive types of academic writers. The strategic writer first 

plans and structures the text before starting to write, while the intuitive writer is more associative, 

spontaneous and capable of starting to write right away. According to the group discussions, the QPL 

employees aimed to improve appreciation for this sort of diversity in their writing workshops. Their 

approach was to support students to reflect on their own style of writing and to let them test different 

writing methods. Simultaneously, the persons working in this QPL project also emphasized in the group 

discussion how important it was to make discipline-specific requirements transparent to the students early 

on. Here, extra-curricular activities, as well as more integrated approaches in collaborations with lecturers, 

were regarded as the appropriate way of dealing with diversity.  

The writing workshops are also interesting in that they were expanded for the second round of the QPL 

initiative within the cluster ‘Studying’. A cross-faculty center for academic writing was established on the 

basis of the decentralized writing workshops within the faculties. The project reports emphasized that this 

development “does not merely represent a collective merger under the same roof, but rather a common 

new model is developed in dialogue with the faculties” (UHH_doc_18/4). The center was organized and 

located at the Universitätskolleg 2.0, but workshops, seminars and consulting services for both students 

and lecturers were developed in close collaboration with the faculties. This included general and discipline-

specific writing courses for students (e.g., ‘Reading Fast and Effectively’, ‘How to Develop my Academic 

Writing Style’, ‘Citing Sources in Law’), weekly ‘write-ins', academic writing consultation, training for 

academic writing tutors and accompanying writing workshops in cooperation with teachers for specific 

lectures.  

Shaping transitions: Advisory services for specific target groups 

As described on the project homepage (2015), the cluster ‘Shaping Transitions’ was guided by the principle 

that “everyone should find their own path into studies” (UHH_doc_44/14). Based on the observation that 

“universities open up to people without school-based entrance qualification and with vocational 
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qualifications”, but also to international students and students with children, the yearly report of 2013 

stated that “the campus has never been as varied like today” (UHH_doc_38/31). Thus, within this cluster, 

student diversity was understood in terms of socio-demographic categories and diverse living situations. 

Responding to the diverse biographies more flexibly was regarded as appropriate. Building custom-fit 

support and consulting services “to make sure that the individual requirements of the potential students 

and the varied disciplinary and structural requirements of the study programs are brought together” 

(UHH_doc_38/31) was deemed apt. The cluster comprised five projects that all focused on specific target 

groups, like persons with vocational qualifications, international students, but also teacher training 

students and students in Social Economics (see Table 5.6).  

Table 5.6  Projects in the Cluster ‘Shaping Transitions’ (University of Hamburg)  

Project Target group Activities 

Question and idea management 

teacher training 

Teacher training students in the 
first year of studies 

targeted advice services via a web-
based peer-to-peer community 
 

Study orientation for working 

persons without school-based 

entrance qualification 

Students without school-based 
entrance qualification 

Offers concerning the individual 
aptitude test and study 
preparation, tutorial program 
 

Advice for prospective 

international students 

prospective international students Online coaching portal, mentoring 
program 
 

Hemisphere - Hamburg 

introductory module for a 

successful study 

First-year students in Social 
Economics 

Courses that inform on major fields 
of studies, advice in learning and 
studying, web-based learning 
community, excursions, science 
workshops 
 

Passages from employment into 

studies  

First-year students in Social 
Economics 

Analysis of the first year of studies 
to develop concepts for entrance 
exam and recognition of prior 
qualifications 
 

Note. Translated from “Gestern, Heute, Morgen—Das Universitätskolleg von 2012 bis 2016“ by the University of Hamburg, 2017, 

p. 28-29 (https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-hamburg.de/publikationen/uk-schriften-022.pdf).  

Two of the five projects were organized by central service centers, while the other three projects were 

situated within faculties. The projects in the faculties for teacher training and social economics students 

shared a common logic and focused on the special features of their study programs. As described in the 

project description, teacher training is characterized by special requirements due to the combination of 

different disciplines, which inhibits the mutual interaction between teacher training students and provides 

challenges for study planning. Within the project, a blog was developed, where (potential) students were 

able to ask questions about study organization and give feedback on difficulties in study planning and 
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organization. The Bachelor’s program in Social Economics, in turn, is characterized by its interdisciplinary 

character and heterogeneous student body, as described in the year report of 2015. First, the study 

program combines economics, law and social sciences and students can specialize in one of these 

disciplines at a later stage. Second, the study program has a quota of 40 percent for students without 

school-based entrance qualification.38 In other words, 40 percent of the program’s seats are reserved for 

persons without a school-based entrance qualification. The study program is the only study program at 

the University of Hamburg with such a quota.  

According to the yearly report of 2015, the first year of studies and the interdisciplinary character of the 

study program might overstrain students at the beginning of studies. Therefore, the project wanted to 

help students enter university with the help of courses providing an overview of the different fields of 

study. These courses were accompanied by advisory services for study planning and learning, a web-based 

learning community with online portfolios, excursions and a ‘science workshop’ to support an 

interdisciplinary understanding of academia and academic writing.  

The projects ‘Study Orientation for Working Persons without School-based Entrance Qualification’ and 

‘Advice for Prospective International Students’, in turn, were under the auspices of the Central Student 

Advisory Office. According to the yearly report of 2015, the projects sought to contribute to widening 

participation and to strengthen “a culture of the ‘open university’” (UHH_doc_37/76), as well as to 

improve “the internationalization of universities” and enhance cultural diversity (UHH_doc_37/78). In the 

project descriptions, student diversity was defined with regard to specific target groups, like persons 

without school-based entrance qualification and international students, and their special requirements 

particularly in relation to their social integration. These projects developed advisory and orientation 

services in different formats, such as peer-to-peer advising, casual get-togethers, workshops or classic 

individual consulting, each with the aim to improve the transition from school to university. The projects 

focused on helping students who are new to the (German) university system to get started and make the 

transition easier. Thus, the appropriate choice of instruments to deal with student diversity was seen in 

improving social integration, supported through peer-formats in which the new students were brought 

together with students with a similar background and/or more experienced students.  

                                                           

38 The Department of Socioeconomics has a special history of allowing persons without general university entrance 
qualification access to the study program. 
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The projects of this cluster ended within the first round of the QPL initiative. However, parts of the 

activities within the projects were kept and integrated into existing services. For example, individual and 

group advisory services for students without school-based entrance qualifications were integrated into 

the Central Student Advisory Services and Psychological Counseling, and a new job position responsible 

for international students was established. 

Accompanying first-year students: Tutoring and mentoring programs 

According to the yearly report of 2013, the cluster ‘Accompanying First-Year Students’ followed the guiding 

principle that “everyone should have the opportunity to share their knowledge” (UHH_doc_38/32). Based 

on the assumption that “transitions are inherently associated with risks for the persons affected” 

(UHH_doc_49/29), this cluster comprised eight projects supporting first-year students through tutoring 

and mentoring programs. Three of the projects were attached to the Faculty of Humanities, one to the 

Faculty of Law, one to the Faculty of Psychology, one to the International Office and two projects were 

organized in cooperation between faculties and services (see Table 5.7).  
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Table 5.7  Projects in the Cluster ‘Accompanying First-Year Students’ (University of Hamburg)  

Project Target group  Activities 

Peer mentoring network First-year students of Psychology Training of mentors to accompany 
200 first-year students per year 

Tutorials for accompanying the 

first year of studies 

First-year students in participating 
bachelor’s study programs 
 

Training of tutors  

Mentoring program for special 

target groups 

First-year students in participating 
study programs 

Use of mentors, regular meeting 
hours 
 

Mentoring law: Accompanying 

transition phases 

(PhD) students of law Bringing together mentors and 
mentees, developing a mentoring 
handbook 
 

Accompanying and supporting 

student projects 

Students of all disciplines Providing financial means for 
student initiatives, organizing a 
selection process and consultation 
of applicants 
 

International welcome week & 

welcome buddy program 

First-year students of all disciplines Yearly international welcome week; 
conception of the international 
buddy program 
 

Bridges to the humanities First-year students Testing new course offers for 
consultation services, workshop-
series, meeting hours 
 

Tutor qualification Student and academic tutors, 
teachers and all academic staff that 
work with tutors 

Workshop program for the 
qualification of tutors, consultation, 
tutor certificate 
 

Note. Translated from “Gestern, Heute, Morgen—Das Universitätskolleg von 2012 bis 2016“ by the University of Hamburg, 2017, 

p. 30-31 (https://www.universitaetskolleg.uni-hamburg.de/publikationen/uk-schriften-022.pdf).  

All of them were based on the pedagogical idea that advanced students should share their professional 

knowledge and experiences with less advanced students. Nevertheless, the main focus was on supporting 

“the empowerment of students” (UHH_doc_49/29). In other words, the students were encouraged to 

develop their individual strategies to deal with the specific requirements they are confronted with. The 

projects shared a similar perspective on student diversity while emphasizing how specific and individual 

the challenges could be for students due to their very different experiences, backgrounds and living 

situations. The tutoring and mentoring programs were regarded as the appropriate framework for dealing 

with this kind of student diversity. They provided an informal atmosphere in which students could 

exchange experiences and information, but also benefit from the experiences of more advanced students. 

A person involved in the QPL project described the aim of the project as follows:  
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The aim of the first-semester tutoring program was to provide the students with opportunities 
to get to know and reflect on their own study habits, to develop their own objectives and 
compare them with the schedule, and to develop study competences. (UHH_gd/25) 

These projects were based on the assumption that students were to be encouraged to practice self-

reflection in order to identify their study objectives and should be accompanied on their path to find 

appropriate strategies to reach these objectives.  

The projects within the faculties ended with the first round of the QPL initiative, while one of the 

overarching projects was extended. This included the project ‘Supporting Student Projects’ providing 

financial resources for student initiatives. For the second round of the QPL initiative, this project was 

renamed ‘Student Participation in Sustainable Teaching’ within the cluster ‘Teaching’. Within the project, 

students were invited to propose and realize their ideas for the improvement of studying and teaching by 

applying for project funding. Part of the project included the development of accompanying networking 

and advisory structures for those students who received funding. This included workshops for project 

management, but also regular meetings with other student initiatives to share experiences and identify 

possible synergies. Based on the assumption that “students are active members of the university” 

(UHH_doc_37/90), as it was described in the yearly report of 2015, this project’s aim was to develop 

instruments for improving the participation of students. Simultaneously, the project signaled to “the 

university public that students can achieve a lot and be part of reform efforts with relatively small 

resources” (UHH_doc_37/90). This project was interesting in a number of ways as it positioned itself within 

the university’s discussion about the role of students in decision-making processes while emphasizing their 

important role in realizing the idea of participative democracy, a value that is held high at the university. 

Second, the project was structurally affiliated with the Vice President for Studies and Teaching and had, 

thus, a very central position and high standing. Third, as mentioned before, the project got extended into 

the second round of the QPL initiative as part of the cluster ‘Teaching’. Here, it was renamed ‘Student 

Participation in Sustainable Teaching’. With this name, the project not only built on the discussion about 

student participation but also connected the project to the discussion about what sustainability in teaching 

can mean (see Chapter 5.2.2.). With the general objective to “support the participation of students as 

central actors of the university in all change processes” (UHH_doc_47/82), as it is said in the yearly QPL 

report of 2017, it was assumed that students already participated in designing studies and teaching with 

their work as student assistants or tutors. The project involved the development of structures for 

improving the exchange and communication among students who were already working in the 

Universitätskolleg. This included, for example, developing and implementing training programs for 

students in agile project management, organizing networking meetings for students working in the 
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Universitätskolleg and establishing new communication channels (e.g., newsletter). In other words, 

student participation was translated and interpreted in the context of the QPL initiative as participating in 

projects of the Universitätskolleg.  

5.3. Summary 

The single-case description of the University of Hamburg revealed some general findings about the 

university’s response to the demand of student diversity in the context of the QPL initiative on the level of 

strategy, structure and action.  

Concerning the strategy level, the shift of strategic focus had implications for the structural and agential 

levels. In the first round of the QPL initiative, the QPL initiative’s strategic focus was on the transition 

period between school and university. The first year of studies had been identified as a ‘problem zone’. 

Judging from reading the strategy papers, this transition period was perceived as problematic because 

students were not well prepared for academic studies. The Universitätskolleg, therefore, was to integrate 

measures to prepare students for their studies and make the transition to university easier. After the first 

round, however, the Universitätskolleg was evaluated by an external evaluation agency which criticized 

the QPL initiative’s strategy for focusing too much on students’ deficits. According to the university’s QPL 

management, such a strategy ran the risk of making the Universitätskolleg look like a ‘repair shop’. This 

conflicted with the university’s objective to qualify as an elite university in the context of the Excellence 

Initiative, another funding program that aimed to support top-level research at universities. Consequently, 

the QPL initiative’s strategy was altered substantially for the second round of the QPL initiative. In the 

second round, the QPL initiative’s strategy was not only linked to additional highly value-laden demands, 

like diversity and sustainability, but its activities were expanded to include the whole student life cycle. 

Despite this thematic expansion, the number of projects decreased enormously, from 45 projects to only 

6 projects remaining.  

The structure of the first QPL initiative was characterized by its considerable size: 45 single projects were 

gathered under the roof of the Universitätskolleg. It took quite some time to find an appropriate 

governance structure and the right people for leadership positions. Further, the huge size made 

documentation and channels for the exchange of information even more important. There was an 

enormous amount of publications in the context of the QPL initiative. Persons working in the QPL projects 

were regularly asked to document their current project status. Nevertheless, the degree of exchange 

among the single QPL projects was rather low because of the sheer number of projects, the size of the 

university and the distance between faculties and central service units in which the projects were realized.  
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In addition, the Universitätskolleg was established as the University of Hamburg’s first cross-faculty 

institution. The establishment of such an institution was met with skepticism on the part of the academic 

staff working in the faculties who traditionally enjoy a considerable degree of autonomy and decision-

making power. Consequently, they perceived the Universitätskolleg as a competitive threat to their own 

activities. These structural challenges, in combination with the agency’s recommendation to change the 

Universitätskolleg’s strategy, resulted in an overall change of the Universitätskolleg’s structures in the 

second round of the QPL initiative. Not only did the number of projects change, but also the structural 

anchoring of the projects was altered. During the first round, most of the projects were realized within the 

faculties and central service units. For the second round, the six remaining projects were directly tied to 

the Universitätskolleg. Consequently, staff working in the QPL projects were employed centrally. This new 

structure of personnel was accompanied by an extension of administrative support.  

In the first round of the QPL initiative, the activities of the Universitätskolleg were characterized by their 

diversity, which can be attributed to the sheer amount of involved projects. The projects were organized 

by the faculties or central service units and the degree of exchange among the projects was relatively low. 

All of these projects were driven by different underlying assumptions about student diversity and 

appropriate ways of dealing with it. Consequently, there is no single or simple answer to the question how 

the University of Hamburg responded to the demand to deal with student diversity in the context of their 

QPL activities. In summary, the University of Hamburg seemed to be of the opinion that the academics 

working in faculties knew best how to deal with student diversity. This can be attributed to the faculty 

projects’ emphasis on the specificity of the challenges for students in the different disciplines, as this was 

repeatedly pointed out in their project descriptions. The interviews and the group discussion support this 

assumption. The appropriate way to answer to student diversity, thus, was seen in developing faculty 

projects that take the specific disciplinary background into account. This disciplinary background could for 

example consist of special requirements or structures of programs that needed to be made more 

transparent to the students, or that the students needed to be prepared for with the help of extra-

curricular courses. Statements about the benefits of faculty projects were mostly to be found among 

persons who worked in faculty QPL projects. In QPL projects organized by central service units, in turn, the 

perspective prevailed that specific student groups experienced similar challenges. A lack of experience 

with the (German) university system would have been an example for that aspect. This also included 

international students or working persons without school-based entrance qualifications. The appropriate 

way of dealing with these kinds of challenges was seen in offering low-threshold opportunities to get into 

contact with more experienced students with a similar background. These social contacts between new 
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students and experienced students were also established among different faculties. However, the QPL 

employees in these cross-faculty projects emphasized that their activities were only to be understood as 

a sort of starting aid. In the long run, the aim was for students to establish social contacts in the study 

programs so that cross-faculty activities were no longer needed.  
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 CASE 2: THE UNIVERSITY OF KASSEL 

6.1. Background Information 

The University of Kassel is a relatively young, medium-sized university in the city of Kassel in the Northern 

Hessen region of Germany. In the winter semester 2017/18, the university had 25,538 students in 140 

study programs (UK_doc_1/9). Its eleven faculties comprise a relatively broad range of subjects, including 

Engineering, Agriculture, Natural Sciences, Humanities, Social Sciences, as well as a School of Art and 

Design. In 2017 it employed 334 professors, 1,602 academic staff members and 1,242 non-academic staff 

members (UK_doc_33/3). In 2017, the total amount of third-party funding was 60.5 million euros which 

are 19 percent of the total budget of 315.7 million euros (UK_doc_1/11). 

The University was founded in 1971 as a Gesamthochschule39, a type of institution combining 

characteristics of both universities and universities of applied sciences. It was possible to study there in 

so-called integrated study programs with entrance qualifications other than the general school-based 

university entrance qualification. Some of these integrated study programs followed a staged design, 

which means that it was possible to obtain a so-called ‘diploma I’, indicating a reduced course of scientific 

studies, or a ‘diploma II’, corresponding to a regular university diploma. These staged study programs at a 

Gesamthochschule can be seen as forerunners of the Bachelor’s and Master’s degree system.40 With the 

Bologna Process, this type of higher education institution lost its status. Since 2003, all former 

Gesamthochschulen are now by law universities. With such a history, the university describes itself in its 

mission statement as a “pioneer” in the development of modularized courses (UK_doc_37/7). The 

university’s profile has a strong regional orientation that emphasizes knowledge transfer and close co-

operations with regional and international businesses and companies. The university also displays itself as 

interdisciplinary due to the “unconventional profile with fields of expertise in nature, technology, culture 

and society” (UK_doc_35/7).  

Student profile 

Compared to the national average student population, the proportion of women studying at the University 

of Kassel is higher (see Table 6.1). 68 percent of the student population in Kassel is female, while on 

                                                           

39 In the following, the German term ‘Gesamthochschule’ will be used throughout this work as it lacks appropriate 
translation. 
40 For further information on the history of the University of Kassel, see Kluge et al.  (1981).  
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national average only 48 percent of students are. Against the national average, the students are also 

younger: 60 percent of the students at the University of Kassel are under 22 years, compared to 38 percent 

of students on national average. Concerning the migrant background and the educational family 

background, there are few differences to be found between students in Kassel and the average national 

student population. At the University of Kassel, 22 percent of the students have a migrant background; on 

national average, every fifth student has a migrant background. 54 percent of the students at the 

University of Kassel and 48 percent of the students in Germany come from a non-academic family 

background. Thus, the proportion of students from a non-academic family background is higher at the 

University of Kassel.  

Concerning health, 29 percent of the students at the University of Kassel report that they experience 

health problems that impede their studies. On national average, only 11 percent of German students 

experience health problems impeding their studies. Further, there is a much higher proportion of students 

working beside their studies in Kassel. Every second student reported that they are employed during 

studies, while on national average this concerns only 31 percent of the German students. Nevertheless, 

only 20 percent of the students in Kassel have completed a professional qualification before entering 

university. This proportion is almost as high as the national average (22 percent). What is interesting is 

that one out of three students has children already. This is a quite high proportion when compared to the 

national average, according to which only 6 percent of the German students reported about parenthood.  

Finally, more students in Kassel enter university via alternative access routes compared to the national 

average. 38 percent of the students obtained an alternative entrance qualification. In comparison, of the 

average national student population, only 16 percent of German students reach university via an 

alternative entrance qualification.  
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Table 6.1  Student Profile at the University of Kassel  

 University of Kassel (2016)a Social Survey (2016)b 

Socio-demographic characteristics n % n % 

   
  

Gender     

 Female 231 68 26.325 48 

 Male 110 32 28.165 51 

Age     

 Under 22  206 60 20.794 38 

 Between 23 and 26  93 27 15.680 29 

 27 and above 45 13 18.359 33 

Migrant background     

 With migrant background 53 22 11.085 20 

 One parent from abroad  17    

 Both parents from abroad 36    

 No migrant background 193 79 43.969 80 

Educational family background     

 Non-academic family background 129 54  48 

 Academic family background 112 47  52 

Note. a Data for the University of Kassel stem from the research project StuFHe. b Data for the national average student population 

stem from the 21st Social Survey. Data compiled by the author.  
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Table 6.1  Student Profile at the University of Kassel (continued) 

 University of Kassel (2016)a Social Survey (2016)b 

Living situation and university entrance qualification n % n % 

   
  

Health     

 No health problems 178 52 40.212 77 

 Health problems not impeding studies 67 19 6.381 12 

 Health problems impeding studies 100 29 5.847 11 

Student employment     

 No 172 50 15.809 31 

 Yes 175 50 35.760 69 

Completed professional qualification     

 No 200 80 43.129 78 

 Yes 49 20 12.045 22 

Parenthood     

 No 230 67 51.963 94 

 Yes 114 33 3.047 6 

University entrance qualification     

 Abitur obtained at a Gymnasium 154 62 45.860 84 

 Alternative entrance qualification 94 38 8.798 16 

Note. a Data for the University of Kassel stem from the research project StuFHe. b Data for the national average student population 

stem from the 21st Social Survey. Data compiled by the author.  

6.2. QPL Initiative  

The university participated in both the first (2012-2016) and second round (2017-2020) of the German 

federal QPL funding program. The title of the QPL initiative for both rounds was “Growth and Quality—

Professionalization of Studying and Teaching” (Wachstum und Qualität—Professionalisierung von Studium 

und Lehre). It was funded in the first round with 11.3 million euros (2.3 million p.a.) and in the second 

phase with almost 9 million euros (2.5 million p.a.).  

The QPL initiative of this university comprised three clusters: ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’, 

‘Professionalization of the Didactic Quality of Teaching’ and ‘Professionalization of Quality Management 

and Counseling’ (see Figure 6.1). Each cluster focused on a different target group, namely students, 

academic staff involved in processes of teaching and learning and administrative staff working at central 

service units. Further, each cluster subsumed six single projects that incorporated a broad spectrum of 
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activities. For example, the cluster ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’ involved advisory services, 

academic competence workshops, mathematical propaedeutics and foreign language courses. The cluster 

‘Professionalization of the Didactic Quality of Teaching’ incorporated activities like higher education 

didactic training, the integration of practical experience and research-oriented approaches and the use of 

e-exams. Finally, the cluster ‘Professionalization of Quality Management and Counseling’ included projects 

that aimed to improve the quality of service units responsible for study coordination, quality management, 

examination offices, advisory services for international students and psychosocial counseling. In parallel 

to activities within the projects, a central project administration team was responsible for process support 

and evaluation.  
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Figure 6.1  Structure of the QPL Initiative at the University of Kassel for the First Round (Projects 2012-2016) 

and Second Round (Projects 2017-2020) 

 

Note. Figures shows the structure of the QPL initiative “Growth and Quality—Professionalization of Studying and Teaching” at the 

University of Kassel for the first and second round of the QPL funding program. Adapted and translated from “Fortsetzungsantrag 

im Rahmen des Qualitätspakt Lehre” by the University of Kassel presented at the Conference of Deans of Studies on 20th May 

2015, p. 15. FTE = full-time equivalent employment.  

As indicated in Figure 6.1, the QPL initiative hardly changed with regard to its overall structure in the 

second round of the QPL initiative. Only two projects ended with the first round: project 1.6 ‘Basic 

Competences’ in the cluster ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’, and project ‘Concept Blended Learning’ 

in the cluster ‘Professionalization of the Didactic Quality of Teaching’. Small additional changes were only 

to be found in terms of the allocation of personnel resources in the single projects. For example, the 

personnel resources for project I.1 increased from 3 full-time equivalent employment (abbreviated in the 

following as FTE) positions to 3.5 FTE positions.  

6.2.1. Strategy Level: The Strategic Search for Money 

At the University of Kassel, the story of the QPL strategy began as early as 2008, when the Vice President 

for Studies and Teaching summoned the task force ‘Heterogeneity’ (Arbeitsgruppe ‘Heterogenität’) who 

were assigned to develop systematic recommendations for dealing with student diversity. The task force 

consisted of professors from all faculties, representatives of central service units and administration, a 
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senate representative and a student representative. This task force was created against the background 

of intensive discussions about the improvement of studying and teaching conditions in the wake of the 

introduction of modularized study structures of Bachelor’s and Master’s study programs.41 According to 

the final report of the task force (2009), the discussions revealed that the professors reported significant 

differences concerning students’ academic competences. At the same time, there was a high uncertainty 

and disagreement on the part of the academic staff in the faculties with respect to dealing with 

heterogeneous study requirements, for example, the development of “appropriate compensatory 

measures” (UK_doc_36/1).  

In 2009, the task force published its recommendations in a final report. As a central notion, the task force 

emphasized that “since its foundation, the University of Kassel has spoken out in favor of welcoming a 

broad spectrum of first-year students and avoiding early selection procedures, particularly before the start 

of studies” (UK_ doc_36/6). The task force recommended holding on to this principle. At the same time, 

they argued that it required quite some resources to live up to this commitment, “in particular when 

academic standards of the disciplines and the attraction for excellent students shall remain unchanged” 

(UK_ doc_36/6). This quotation puts the university’s ambivalence towards dealing with student diversity 

in a nutshell. Student diversity is understood as a challenge for upholding the quality of study programs 

and a counterpart to excellence, while at the same it is proclaimed that it is the university’s responsibility 

to maintain a widened access for students. Why is that so?  

The university’s emphasis on widened access is deeply embedded within its history. As mentioned before, 

the University of Kassel originated from a so-called Gesamthochschule, established in 1971 as the first of 

its kind. The main reform idea behind this new type of higher education institution was to overcome 

different access prerequisites, which was the declared socio-political goal of the state government at that 

time. The University of Kassel gained national importance with their Kasseler Modell, since the university 

was the first to introduce a two-cycle consecutive degree structure and allowed access to integrated study 

programs, both for students with a general higher education entrance qualification and those with a 

subject-based entrance qualification. Although the university turned from a Gesamthochschule to a full-

                                                           

41 The introduction of Bachelor’s and Master’s study programs in Germany in the course of the European Bologna 
Process was accompanied by huge discussions because it required Germany to give up the traditional Diplom and 
Magister qualifications in favor of Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. Nowadays, Germany has established the 
Bachelor’s and Master’s degree system for most of the study programs except for the disciplines of law, medicine 
and partly teacher education. For further information on reforms in studying and teaching in Germany, see Hüther 
and Krücken (2018).  
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university in 2003, it proclaimed still having a strong “inclusive understanding of education” (UK_intA/69). 

As indicated in the interviews and group discussions, student diversity was defined mostly in terms of 

different study requirements with which students enter university. These study requirements were 

perceived as heterogeneous which was related to differing university entrance qualifications.  

This heterogeneity in study requirements was perceived as a challenge for the regular framework 

conditions in which studying and teaching take place because resources to deal with this sort of student 

diversity were limited. As mentioned in the final report of the task force (2009):  

At the same time, according to the opinion of the task force, it should be clear that addressing 
diverse student requirements in a flexible and supporting way has its limits. These limits are set 
by conceptual decisions and resource-related possibilities of the university in general …. 
Therefore, the task force believes that the general orientation towards an openness for 
different study requirements should be connected to a second orientation, namely searching 
for a balance between support and selection. (UK_doc_36/6)  

As indicated in this quote, dealing with student diversity is a resource-intensive task. Since resources or 

capacities, either in terms of personnel, time, or money, were limited in the context of studying and 

teaching, dealing with student diversity was displayed as a danger or challenge to a regular organization 

of studies. In other words, dealing with student diversity was seen as a task in competition for resources 

already needed to maintain the regular daily business of studying and teaching. The faculties were 

responsible for this task as they were the ones organizing the daily business of studying and teaching. 

In order to guarantee that the resources spent on dealing with student diversity were balanced, the task 

force suggested that measures to deal with student diversity should be oriented along “a balance between 

support and selection” (UK_doc_36/6). The underlying assumption here was that students’ study require-

ments were not only heterogeneous but also insufficient for their academic studies. In other words, it was 

believed that students should have a specific level of academic competences when entering university. 

Student diversity was then associated with a lack of these academic competences, to be observed by 

students’ heterogeneous study requirements. In order to deal with this form of student diversity, the 

recommendations of the task force suggested diagnostic and compensatory measures. The faculties were 

asked to develop diagnostic measures to identify students’ levels of academic competences. As described 

in the final report, each faculty needed to define a level of academic competences deemed important for 

their discipline. For example, the final report of the task force stated that in the technical sciences, 

different levels of prior knowledge in mathematics and physics play a crucial role. In the social sciences, 

humanities and economics, in turn, the faculties reported disparities with regard to German academic 

language and orthography. Further, the faculties were supposed to decide what kind of diagnostic tools 
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were perceived as appropriate for their respective disciplinary background. The task force’s final report 

recommended, for example, to use surveys or assessment tests at the beginning of lectures to measure 

performance. These tests would provide students with feedback, e.g., on whether they should participate 

in extra-curricular bridging courses. Second, identifying levels of academic competences should be 

followed by first-year compensatory activities developed by the faculties. In their final report, the task 

force provided examples of compensatory activities, like advising, bridging and introductory courses, 

additional tutoring and mentoring, learning diaries, or mini projects with heterogeneous learning groups. 

The task force emphasized, “[t]he aim is to compensate knowledge deficits early on and to show students, 

whose performances do not fit the chosen study program, alternative ways” (UK_doc_36/2). Later, the 

task force concretized its vague description of “alternative ways”, when it stated that “it would be an 

overambitious claim to be able to help all students to fulfill their study objectives” (UK_doc_36/11). Thus, 

although it was not directly said, it can be interpreted that the working group suggested giving students, 

whose academic performance did not meet the required level, the advice to quit university. Yet it 

remained vague who was supposed to be responsible for giving students this kind of advice.  

The task force’s recommendations for dealing with student diversity are interesting in the context of the 

QPL strategy because they affected the QPL strategy and the choice of appropriate activities substantially. 

The task force was seen as a starting point for a more systematic discussion about improving the quality 

of studying and teaching in general and dealing with student diversity in particular. Further, the task force’s 

results were integrated into the university development plan 2010-2014.42 This consideration meant that 

institutional financial resources were activated to provide the faculties the opportunity to realize the 

recommendations. At the same time, according to an interview with a manager involved in the QPL 

initiative, the university leadership noticed that the financial resources coming from the base budget were 

not sufficient to support faculties in their efforts to develop activities in the face of student diversity. 

Consequently, the president identified the QPL request for proposals as a good opportunity to gain 

additional funding.  

In 2011, the president instructed a commission under the leadership of the former Vice President for 

Studies and Teaching to write a QPL proposal to go with the overall objectives of the university. Inspired 

                                                           

42 Structure and development plans are one of the most important strategic instruments for German universities. 
According to the federal states’ higher education laws (Landeshochschulgesetze), German universities are required 
to submit every five years structure and development plans for the ministries’ approval. In these plans, universities 
describe their main tasks and demonstrate their plans with regard to their strategic alignment as well as their 
development in terms of structure, personnel and finances. 
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by the task force’s recommendations, a strategy for the QPL initiative was developed that was strongly 

geared towards the two main demands that the university’s representatives saw themselves confronted 

with: widening participation and increasing participation. This orientation resulted in the formulation of 

the following objective for the QPL initiative on the QPL project homepage:  

the target group-oriented expansion of tertiary measures for students with different 
qualifications and—in the face of high quantitative growth in the last years—the continuous 
improvement of quality of studying and teaching. (UK_doc_44/4) 

According to this quote, the overall aim was to improve the quality of studying and teaching. The quality 

of studying and teaching was perceived as challenged by “the enormous growth in student numbers and 

their growing diversity” (UK_doc_46/5) because the support structures in studying and teaching had not 

been able to keep pace with this growth. This is why the two main drivers for the QPL initiative were 

increasing participation and widening participation.  

In order to prove the “enormous growth in student numbers” (UK_doc_46/5) referred to in the university’s 

QPL proposal, the authors referred to the substantial increase of student numbers from 16,700 students 

in the winter term 2007/08 to 20,300 students in the winter term 2011/12 (UK_doc_42/2). At the same 

time, the proposal emphasized that the growth in student numbers reflected the university’s guiding 

principle of „widening educational opportunities” (UK_doc_42/1). As mentioned before, the university has 

traditionally supported a relatively broad access to university study programs for certain non-traditional 

student groups, like, for example, people with vocational qualifications without school-based entrance 

qualification. This traditional championing of broadened access was consciously brought into direct 

relationship with its mission statement, stating in the QPL proposal that the University of Kassel seeks to 

“enable and ensure the full-width access to education without social, gender-related, ethnic or national 

selection” (UK_doc_42/1).  

These historical foundations are not the only roots for dealing with student diversity as university 

documents also referred to its regional character. Since its inception, the university has understood itself 

as a regional development agent, which is seen as one reason why the university has declared that it will 

welcome a broad spectrum of first-year students and avoid early selective measures. In the university’s 

mission statement, the inclusion of students with heterogeneous learning requirements is linked to its task 

of regional development as this inclusion contributes to fulfilling local labor market needs. Besides, there 

is no nearby university of applied sciences. This was seen as another reason by the university’s QPL 

management why “the university has a differently composed student population than other universities” 

(UK_intA/54). In other words, according to the QPL management, the student composition has more 
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similarities with the student composition of a university of applied sciences in terms of students’ entrance 

qualifications.  

Thus, diversity played a prominent role for the University of Kassel in general and the QPL strategy in 

particular. Diversity was mostly interpreted in terms of socio-demographic characteristics and educational 

biography. As mentioned before, documents suggested that the University of Kassel displayed itself as 

feeling obliged to discourage social selection by facilitating access to higher education for everyone. 

However, this social responsibility presented certain challenges for the university, as formulated by a 

manager involved in the QPL initiative:  

Basically, I think that the University of Kassel has in general a positive attitude towards diversity. 
It is not only the endeavor to make a virtue of necessity but it really is the case that often 
persons who are working here, bring with them a certain understanding of education. And that 
is a more inclusive understanding of education. Nevertheless, there are always some moments 
of dismay, when it transpires that indeed students do not have the competences one would 
expect. And that is a very difficult balancing act. (UK_intA/69) 

This indicates quite well the inner conflict or ambivalence that can be observed repeatedly. On the one 

hand, the data material emphasized how special the university is with regard to its inclusive self-

understanding. It perceives the execution of an inclusive approach to education as a moral obligation. On 

the other hand, to be found in the same data material, this was followed by the statement that a lot of 

first-year students lacked competences perceived as necessary for academic study in a quite dramatic way. 

This lack of students’ competencies was seen as a challenge for teaching and studying because the 

heterogeneous study prerequisites could not be compensated adequately in the regular curriculum. This 

ambivalence was to be found throughout QPL project documents, expert interviews as well as in the group 

discussion.  

Next to the challenges associated with student diversity, a second prominent topic at the University of 

Kassel was the topic of financing. In other words, the lack of funding to support the improvement of quality 

of studying and teaching—in the face of increasing student numbers and the growing heterogeneity in 

terms of study and learning prerequisites—played a significant role in applying for the QPL initiative. A 

manager involved in the QPL initiative described the initial situation as follows:  

And here another complication comes in, besides all of this wanting [diversity] and still suffering 
as a result, namely the need for financing. The higher education system in Hessen is to a higher 
degree financed on a competitive basis and its financing is to a high degree load-oriented. This 
means universities receive a big portion of their budget, roundabout four-fifths, on the basis of 
their number of students in specific disciplines. I do not want to explain this in too much detail 
but overall the number of students is the most important financially regulating variable in the 
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university funding system of the state Hessen, in such an extreme form that I do not know from 
any other state. (UK_intA/68) 

As indicated here, the university’s QPL management related the increase in student numbers not only to 

the university’s emphasis on widened access but also to the funding policy of the federal state Hessen. 

This funding system is strongly based on the number of students enrolled in the universities. In other 

words, universities needed to increase their student numbers when they wanted to receive more funding. 

Such a funding system, according to university management, had universities focus more on increasing 

quantities than on trying to improve the quality of studying and teaching. Such a funding system could be 

interpreted as favoring quantity over quality. According to the university’s QPL management, the federal 

and state governments had acknowledged that for too long, too little attention was paid to the topic of 

quality of studying and teaching. As a result, it developed the QPL funding program as a countermeasure. 

With the university’s application to the QPL funding program, the persons involved in the QPL initiative 

wanted to emphasize how the growth in student numbers could only be met by improving the quality of 

studying and teaching. This resulted in the title of the University’s QPL initiative ‘Growth and Quality’.  

QPL funding was perceived by the university leadership as an opportunity to achieve “a complementary 

allocation of resources to already existing financial resources” (UK_doc_28/3). Thus, as indicated in project 

documents, the QPL funding had the task to complement already existing funding at the University of 

Kassel. This complementation of funding resources was addressed very strategically. First, the QPL 

proposal included the results of a SWOT analysis on the basis of student surveys that identified the 

university’s strengths and weaknesses. The results of this SWOT analysis were displayed very transparently 

in the QPL project proposal, although the findings were not flattering for the university. For example, the 

findings of the Bachelor’s Student Survey 2010 showed how dissatisfied students were with student 

support and advisory services. Students were asked to grade the student support and consultation offers 

of the University of Kassel according to German school grades from 1 (very good) to 6 (insufficient). Here, 

students graded almost all counseling services with a 3 or worse. In addition, aspects of study structures 

(e.g., the transparency of study requirements) were rated as poor. Based on this SWOT analysis, two topics 

were highlighted as the main areas needing support in the context of the QPL initiative, namely study 

organization and study support. 

The QPL proposal also referred to other strategic papers, like the previously mentioned development plan 

2010-2014 and the ‘Framework for Action for Good Teaching’ (Handlungsrahmen für gute Lehre) to 

deduce the strategic objectives of the QPL initiative. This framework was developed at the University of 

Kassel in 2009 as a response to a strategic paper of the Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (German Rectors’ 
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Conference, abbreviated in the following as HRK43) in which the HRK demanded a reform of teaching in 

universities.44 In this strategic paper, the HRK recommended to begin an intensive strategic discussion 

about ‘good’ teaching. According to the HRK, a perspectival shift had taken place from perceiving teaching 

as a means for knowledge transfer to a more student-centered teaching that enables students to learn 

and study autonomously. This changed perspective demanded from universities and the individual 

lecturers to develop teaching strategies that direct students as autonomous and self-dependent learners. 

At the University of Kassel, the recommendations of the HRK were taken up directly in the context of their 

‘Framework for Action for Good Teaching’, as the following quote shows:  

The study success of students of the University of Kassel improves by means of ‘good teaching’. 
… ‘Good’ and effective means student-centered teaching. Higher education research shows 
how much more effective student-centered teaching is in contrast to traditional forms of 
knowledge transfer. The core of this new basic understanding of teaching in universities is that 
independent learning should be enabled and supported in students. Students are to be 
addressed and challenged as independent and autonomous learners. (UK_doc_40/1) 

As indicated in this quote, ‘good teaching’ was defined as student-centered teaching that enables students 

to learn independently and autonomously. The guiding principle of student-centered learning was directly 

taken up in the QPL strategy. Here, it was said that “student-centered teaching … shall enable independent 

and self-responsible studying” (UK_doc_3/11). Student-centered teaching was contrasted with traditional 

ways of knowledge transfer that are mostly teacher-centered. Such a perspectival shift, according to the 

project documents, also required a re-thinking of the student as an autonomous learner who is intrinsically 

motivated and self-responsible for their learning processes. In other words, the student-centered teaching 

approach required a change of perspective from perceiving students as individuals who lack certain 

knowledge that needs to be taught by lecturers to a perspective that acknowledges students as individuals 

who enter university with a broad range of interests and competences. Students, who need space to 

reflect and expand these interests and competences autonomously. According to student-centered 

teaching, the main processes of knowledge acquisition take place within the individuals while they interact 

                                                           

43 The HRK is is a voluntary body of almost all public and government-recognized higher education institutions in 
Germany. The institutions are represented by their respective executive boards and rectorates. Currently, the HRK 
has 268 member institutions and is involved in all issues relating to the role and tasks of higher education institu-
tions. It represents the German universities by means of opinion-shaping and political representation, it develops 
principles and standards in the higher education system and provides services to higher education institutions and 
the public. For further information, see Hüther and Krücken (2018).  
44 For further information on the HRK’s strategic paper for a reform of teaching in universities, see HRK (2008). 
 



 
 

171 
 

with their environment via lecturers and fellow students. In the university’s ‘Framework for Action of Good 

Teaching’, this perspective was also related to the topic of student diversity, while emphasizing that  

Student-centered teaching must offer all students opportunities to compensate for educational 
requirements without reducing the disciplinary academic standard and losing attractiveness for 
excellent students. This task is of particular importance for the University of Kassel because of 
its regional policy development mission. More than 30 percent of the students at the university 
arrive with a subject-related entrance qualification or with a vocational qualification in fulfill-
ment of admission requirements (national average 4 percent), while only 45 percent have 
parents with an academic degree (national average 62 percent). (UK_doc_40/2) 

In the quote, student-centered teaching was displayed as the one approach that provided a solution to all 

the challenges the University of Kassel perceived itself confronted with. These challenges included dealing 

with different educational requirements without having to fear a loss of academic reputation. The 

promotion of regional development was interpreted as providing students with different entrance 

qualifications access to further education. Overall, student-centered teaching as it was defined in the 

university’s ‘Framework for Action for Good Teaching’ played a crucial role in the QPL strategy for 

identifying areas that needed to be developed (see Chapter 6.2.3.).  

As it was reported in the joint workshops, in preparation for the second round of the QPL initiative, the 

university’s leadership decided to have the QPL initiative evaluated by an external agency. According to 

the QPL website (2018), the first round of the QPL initiative was evaluated very positively, describing the 

approach as “very target-oriented” and confirmed “the positive development and effects on the quality of 

teaching and learning” (UK_doc_3/6). The results of the evaluation report were accompanied by positive 

results of the new round of the Bachelor student survey in 2014:  

Also, surveys among the bachelor students show positive effects. The values for satisfaction 
with studying have clearly improved. While in 2010—before funding started—only 29 percent 
of the students reported that they were ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ with their studies, this value 
had increased to 55 percent in 2015. These improvements are not only attributed to the QPL 
project, but contributed to this improvement considerably. (UK_doc_3/8) 

As indicated in this quote, the “positive effects” on the quality of teaching and learning were verified on 

the basis of satisfaction levels of Bachelor’s students. Effects were in this context defined as improvements 

in the general satisfaction with the conditions of teaching and studying. This resembles a two-fold 

simplification. First, the aim of the QPL initiative was defined here along with satisfaction levels, although 

the question remains whether this is an appropriate indicator for the qualitative improvement of studying 

and teaching. Second, it is questionable whether the rise in satisfaction levels can be solely attributed to 

the QPL initiative. There might be other factors responsible for the rise of satisfaction levels that were not 

taken into account. 
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Overall, evaluations and statistical findings of ‘effects’ play a major role for legitimizing the strategic 

outline of the QPL project. The positive results of the evaluation by the external agency and the results of 

the Bachelor’s student survey were used to legitimize continuing with the QPL project as before. As 

mentioned before, the second proposal was accepted and the QPL initiative started its second round at 

the beginning of 2017 with only slight modifications with regard to personnel resources.  

6.2.2. Structure Level: Equipping Existing Organizational Structures with Staff 

As mentioned before, in 2011 a commission was put together under the leadership of the former Vice 

President for Studies and Teaching to draft the QPL proposal. One important actor in this commission was 

the Department for Development Planning (Abteilung für Entwicklungsplanung). It is situated in the central 

administration and is responsible for the overall strategic and developmental planning for the University 

of Kassel. Thus, it is involved in making strategic decisions about the profile and the direction the university 

wishes to go. Further, the department is responsible for academic controlling, which means that it 

coordinates the collection and processing of university-related statistical information and data (e.g., 

rankings, evaluations). In both rounds, the leader of the Department for Development Planning was also 

the operative project manager of the QPL initiative, supported by a project coordinator who also worked 

in the department. When reading the QPL proposal, the QPL initiative’s structural anchoring in this 

department is clearly recognizable because a lot of emphasis was put on how the QPL strategy fits with 

existing strategic conceptual plans of the university. Besides, evaluations and SWOT analyses were used 

as a legitimization for identifying the main topics that should be acknowledged in the context of the QPL 

initiative.  

The QPL proposal was written in a top-down process. Against the background of the SWOT analysis, the 

areas of student orientation and student support were identified as the most important topics that should 

receive monetary funding. From the perspective of the Department for Development Planning, it was 

important that the funding from the QPL initiative along with the financial resources coming from other 

third-party funding complement each other and build a conceptually consistent framework. Such a 

strategic outline, according to the QPL administrative staff, would not have been possible with a bottom-

up principle. Furthermore, coordinated by the Ministry of Education, the universities of the state Hessen 

came to an agreement concerning the financial volume of the QPL proposals. Thus, it was clear from early 

on that the QPL proposal of the University of Kassel would comprise a budget of around 2.4 million euros 

per year.  
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On the basis of a SWOT analysis that listed the university’s strengths and weaknesses, the structure of the 

QPL initiative was oriented towards three clusters, namely ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’, 

‘Professionalization of the Didactic Quality of Teaching’ and ‘Professionalization of Quality Management 

and Counseling’. These clusters incorporated single projects that were legitimized by findings from student 

surveys and whose ‘effects’ would be measured by the degree of satisfaction with study conditions 

determined by the next Bachelor’s student survey. These projects mostly built on already existing or past 

projects, previously funded by other third-party programs, aiming at expanding the already existing scope 

in terms of quantity and quality. In total, the three clusters incorporated 18 single projects in the first 

round and 16 single projects in the second round.  

Most importantly, QPL funding was used to support already existing projects and organizational structures. 

This support was strongly oriented towards providing additional personnel resources, as was told by a 

manager involved in the QPL initiative. Overall, almost 40 full-time equivalent positions were generated 

and distributed among faculties and scientific units, central units and central administration in a ratio of 

50:30:20, as indicated in the project documents. Thus, personnel was employed to support the faculties 

and departments in certain areas, which was very positively received on the part of the involved persons. 

Simultaneously, the involved faculties had a relatively high degree of autonomy in deciding on concrete 

actions the additional staff should be involved in, as was described in the interviews. Overall, the idea 

behind the structure of the QPL initiative was to use already existing organizational settings instead of 

creating additional project structures to avoid parallel administrative structures. This idea is explained by 

a QPL manager in the following way: 

In other words, we do not exercise any steering and control over single staff, but instead the 
responsibility for task fulfillment and personnel management lies within the respective 
department which received the additional capacities. Therefore, we built in relatively few 
control structures because we said that there should not be any competing control 
responsibilities, but those, who take the general responsibilities for the measures, also take the 
responsibilities for the measures financed by the QPL funding. (UK_intA/21) 

Thus, the QPL management team belonged to the central administration and, more precisely, to the 

Department for Development Planning. This QPL management team was responsible for process support 

for the single QPL projects. This included in particular the communication of the overall strategy of the 

QPL initiative, a differentiation of the overall goals into sub-goals and deducing appropriate quality criteria 

for all measures from which their success could be determined. These quality criteria were already 

concretized in the QPL proposal and included performance indicators, like the reduction of dropout rates 

of students from less-educated family backgrounds, an improvement of study success after the first year 

of studies, or improvements in the evaluations of the didactic quality of teaching. To gauge the 
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performance of the measures after the first round, the QPL management team was responsible for the 

evaluation of all activities. All activities within the single QPL projects were continuously evaluated. 

Persons working in the single QPL projects had to regularly report quantitative numbers, for example, the 

number of advising meetings per year or the number of participants in the respective workshops. In 

addition, participants in workshops and seminars were asked to fill out evaluation questionnaires, 

indicating their satisfaction with the offered service. Further, the Bachelor’s student survey, which laid the 

foundation for the QPL proposal for the first round, was repeated in 2014 with the help of the International 

Centre for Higher Education Research Kassel, a research facility of the University of Kassel for higher 

education research. The findings of these evaluations for the respective projects were very prominently 

displayed on the QPL projects’ websites. These online-published numbers were used to indicate the 

success of the respective projects and, thus, legitimize their continuation.  

For encouraging an exchange of experiences and information, the QPL management team was also 

responsible for developing a reporting system for the latest developments. Further, there were regular 

meetings and discussions between project coordination and the 18 persons responsible for the measures. 

Once per year, the experiences within the QPL initiative were discussed at the already existing teaching 

event ‘Pro Teaching’ (Pro Lehre). This event was installed as an opportunity to exchange experiences and 

information about teaching at the University of Kassel for persons working at the university.  

However, the level of interaction and degree of knowledge about concrete activities can be described as 

relatively low. As it was told by the QPL management team themselves, the team was not well informed 

about latest developments and activities. This can be attributed to the relatively low support structures 

that were installed. The focus was not so much on managing all single projects and being involved in all 

micro-processes on the level of activities. Instead, the QPL managers’ main task was to distribute the 

financial resources as planned and make sure that the project management plan was followed by all 

involved persons and projects. According to a manager involved in this process, the advantage of such an 

approach was that most of the energy went into the concrete activities realizing the respective projects, 

instead of being involved in documentation and networking. However, the disadvantage of such a 

structural composition was that a lot of inner knowledge got lost when personnel changed. According to 

protocols of participatory observation, this was particularly criticized in the second phase of the QPL 

initiative by academics in the faculties involved. Since most of the third-party funding was invested into 

personnel resources and the financing of this personnel after the QPL initiative ended was not clear, the 

second phase was characterized by personnel fluctuations. This challenged the sustainability of the 

existing projects.  
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Next to the QPL management team, other important actors involved in the QPL initiative were the 

Teaching Service Center (Servicecenter Lehre), the Central Student Advisory Service (Zentrale Studien-

beratung) and the Center for Teacher Training (Zentrum für Lehrerbildung). Of special interest is the 

Teaching Service Center because its head was not only involved in the previously mentioned task force 

‘Heterogeneity’, but also in the commission responsible for writing the QPL proposal.  

The Teaching Service Center was established as a service unit to improve the quality of teaching at the 

University of Kassel. It offers a broad range of activities, like higher education didactic training, classroom-

teaching coaching, tutor training, consultation and support in developing teaching projects and developing 

good framework conditions for e-teaching and e-learning. Further, the Teaching Service Center organizes 

workshops and consultation services for students to improve their academic competences, an area that 

had also been strengthened and expanded in the context of the QPL initiative. Further, the Teaching 

Service Center was involved in several single QPL projects, either in cooperation with the faculties or 

holding sole responsibility. Therefore, as indicated in the group discussion, the exchange of experiences 

and information between the Teaching Service Center and some committed members of the faculties was 

very intensive.  

6.2.3. Action Level: The Importance of Data and Evaluations 

As indicated before, the QPL initiative incorporated three clusters: ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’, 

‘Professionalization of Didactic Quality of Teaching’ and ‘Professionalization of Quality Management and 

Counseling’. Each cluster, in turn, subsumed six single projects. Before going into a more detailed 

description of single projects in the clusters, there are some general findings on the activities that should 

be highlighted first.  

Empirical findings and strategic guiding principles played—just like in the case of the strategy and structure 

of the QPL initiative—a major role in legitimizing activities within the QPL initiative at the University of 

Kassel. The university pursued three main strategic goals with those three clusters, which were in line with 

their development plan and were based on the SWOT analysis results. These clusters consisted of six 

projects respectively and were again legitimized based on empirical findings. Consequently, in the project 

proposal, the ‘effects’ of these projects were displayed as measurable in quantitative terms. In other 

words, it was expected that the effects of these projects could be verified through certain indicators for 

success, like improving the study success, decreasing dropout rates for specific groups in terms of their 

socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., students from non-academic backgrounds) and/or study phase 

(e.g., beginning of their studies, first semester). For each project, single indicators of success were 
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identified and written down in the project proposal, laying the basis for a quantitative evaluation after the 

first four years. This shows a strong penchant for managerial logic, legitimizing projects and approaches 

for action on a data-driven basis.  

Second, besides the strong data orientation, almost all projects built on already existing, previously third-

party funded projects, like the European Social Fund.45 Thus, similar to like the structures of the QPL 

initiative as a whole, the single projects were based on the logic that the QPL funding should not be 

invested in building up new projects, but use already existing university structures and projects.  

Third, since almost all projects built on already existing project structures and experiences, the focus of 

the QPL project proposals for the first and second round was put on the provision of job positions through 

QPL funding to expand or broaden project activities in quantitative and/or qualitative terms. In total, 36.75 

FTE positions were financed at the University of Kassel through the QPL funding over a four-year period in 

the first round. In the second round, this number decreased slightly to 35.5 FTE positions over a three-year 

period.46  

Finally, the three clusters focused on very different target groups, namely students, lecturers and staff in 

central administration and support units. That the three clusters could be distinguished according to three 

different target groups and that resources in terms of finances and personnel were distributed accordingly 

shows what was perceived as ‘appropriate’ for the university in dealing with challenges of widening and 

increasing participation. It was not only about supporting students in their learning but also about 

improving the institution or the institutional setting. Thus, at the University of Kassel, all important actor 

groups who were involved in the processes of teaching and learning were considered in the context of the 

QPL initiative. 

Since most activities concerning student diversity were to be found in the first cluster, this will be described 

in more detail, while the other two clusters will be introduced more briefly. Again, a focus on the topic of 

student diversity was identified during the process of data analysis (see Chapter 4.6). The following part 

will introduce the projects of the first cluster ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’, followed by a short 

overview of the projects of the other two clusters.  

                                                           

45 The European Social Fund is a financial instrument for supporting employment in the member states of the 
European Union. 
46 Comparable figures for the amount of employees or positions within the QPL initiatives of the other two case 
study universities do not exist.  
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Professionalization of propaedeutics 

In the QPL proposal, three strategic objectives provide the basis for the three clusters that determined the 

structure of the university’s QPL initiative. The first strategic objective was “the compensation of 

inequalities in the educational prerequisites without reducing disciplinary standards” (UK_doc_28/4). This 

objective provided the basis for the first cluster ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’. As indicated by the 

quote, student diversity played a central role and was defined in terms of the diverse educational 

qualifications with which students enter university. These educational qualifications were perceived as 

being unequal and these inequalities needed to be compensated. The use of the term “inequality” is 

interesting in that it is mostly used in a normative way to indicate the unequal (social) distribution of 

material and immaterial resources in a society resulting in differing opportunities for participating in 

society. From a normative perspective, it is required to diminish these inequalities by ensuring a fairer 

distribution of income, wealth and social inclusion. However, in the QPL project proposal, the term 

“inequalities” was used in a more descriptive way to indicate how students have differing levels of 

competences. Here, the focus was mostly on students who lack competences since the aim was the 

compensation of these inequalities. This compensation should be carried out without reducing academic 

standards, as is described in the QPL proposal. This notion is important because there are certain 

underlying assumptions associated with this. First, there seemed to be certain academic standards 

embedded within the disciplines. These academic standards were linked to educational qualifications in 

that academic standards seemed to define the kind of educational prerequisites with which students 

should enter university. To align educational prerequisites, one possible solution would be a reduction of 

academic standards. However, this solution was explicitly named as not being the objective of the QPL 

initiative.  

In addition, in the QPL proposal, inequalities in educational competences were displayed as the result of 

the “the openness of the university with regard to access to higher education”, which “results in 

considerable differences in learning requirements” (UK_doc_27/2). This ambiguous picture of, on the one 

hand, an inclusive character of higher education and, on the other hand, the need to align educational 

prerequisites, was also displayed in the following quote of a manager involved in the QPL initiative:  

The University of Kassel has a student population that covers to a great extent the so-called 
non-traditional groups. And one has to say that this is also related to restrictions that can be 
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described in a very precise way. If you have FOS47 graduates in engineering and they are visiting 
the respective basic lectures, then they lack certain mathematic knowledge—compared to what 
a graduate from a Gymnasium brings along—because this knowledge is not part of the FOS 
curriculum. (UK_intA/64) 

In the interview, the manager emphasized the special position of the University of Kassel in providing 

access to non-traditional students. He defined non-traditional students in terms of their entrance 

qualifications, i.e., students with subject-specific university entrance qualifications acquired at vocational 

upper-secondary schools. Consequently, traditional students are, in contrast, students who enter higher 

education with a general school-based university entrance qualification (i.e., Abitur) they have acquired at 

the Gymnasium. Differences between traditional and non-traditional students were related to the 

different schools they had visited and, thus, the different levels of knowledge they had acquired in their 

previous educational careers. The reference group against which what is expected at the beginning of 

studies is measured, however, seems to consist of traditional students who acquired their university 

entrance qualification at a Gymnasium. Consequently, non-traditional students are associated with a lack 

of mathematical knowledge. In other words, although the university was displayed as inclusive and having 

a heterogeneous student body, heterogeneity in educational qualifications was not displayed as the norm. 

The level of knowledge students who entered university via the traditional route (i.e., Abitur obtained at 

the Gymnasium) was deemed the (desired) norm. 

Consequently, students who did not fulfill the desired norms with regard to educational prerequisites were 

supposed to catch up by participating in a range of tertiary extra-curricular activities. The first cluster of 

QPL projects included a range of compensatory propaedeutic activities oriented towards first-year 

students: 

 Project I.1: Advising and Information for Students and Prospective Students 

 Project I.2: Improving Academic Abilities 

 Project I.3: Mathematical Propaedeutics for Technical Sciences and Economics 

 Project I.4: German as an Academic Language  

 Project I.5: Foreign Language Requirements for Studying 

 Project I.6: Basic Competences for the Teaching Profession 

                                                           

47 FOS (Fachoberschule) is a vocational secondary school at which pupils can acquire a subject-specific university 
entrance qualification in specific vocational subjects, e.g., economics, engineering, social work or agriculture. This 
qualification allows access to universities of applied sciences or to study specific subjects at universities.  
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The next section will introduce these projects in more detail. Each interpreted student diversity very 

differently and developed very different practices to deal with student diversity. The projects are grouped 

according to their focus on either improving the student or improving the fit between a student and the 

institution.  

Advising and information for students and prospective students 

Project I.1 ‘Advising and Information for Students and Prospective Students’ belonged to the central 

administration or, more precisely, the Central Student Advisory Service and IT support. According to the 

QPL project website, the project was based on the assumption that “many students choose a course of 

studies without having a clear idea of the content, requirements and future occupational prospects” 

(UK_doc_26/1). New activities for study orientation were supposed to help students to study 

autonomously. The focus was put on improving professional student advising and the provision of 

internet-based information. This included the development of a joint website for all extra-curricular 

workshops and a new website with information for new students, the introduction of a study portal 

providing opportunities for self-information, the development of diagnostic tools for study orientation and 

a study portfolio for selected study programs. 

In the context of this project, student diversity played an implicit rather than an explicit role. It focused on 

the different interests, motivations and requirements with which students entered university. Thus, 

student diversity was interpreted in terms of students’ individual competences. The appropriate way of 

dealing with this form of student diversity, according to the project documents, was seen in supporting 

the autonomous gathering of information, self-reflection and providing individual guidance. The objective 

of these activities was to improve the fit between the student and institution by increasing transparency 

on the part of the institution concerning the content of study programs, their requirements and future 

career prospects for graduates of these study programs. Further, as indicated on the project homepage, 

students were encouraged to reflect on the ways the study programs’ content, requirements and future 

employability prospects matched their own interests, motivations, requirements and study objectives.  

This project built on already existing organizational structures of the Central Student Advisory Services at 

the university as well as on the student advisory services within the faculties. According to the QPL 

proposal, the three main project objectives were 1) strengthening advising, 2) standardizing, expanding 

and modernizing study information in web and print media and 3) networking the student support offers.  

As mentioned before, one activity within this project was the development of a study portfolio. As 

described in the group discussion by a person working in this project, this study portfolio provided students 
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with a pre-structured framework for documenting their study progress and reflecting on their learning 

outcomes and achievements. The study portfolio had the form of a document file, including checklists and 

information materials on different topics that could be downloaded. According to the project homepage, 

these topics involved, for example, ‘My Start at the University’, ‘My Study and Exam Achievements’, 

‘Organizing my Learning and Examinations’, ‘My Development of Competences’, ‘My Supplementary 

Qualifications’ and ‘How do I use Student Counseling?’. Students were invited to download these materials 

(e.g., a checklist for first semester students, a list of important contact points at the University of Kassel) 

as pdf-files, print them, fill them out and collect them in their personal study portfolios.  

As indicated in the project documents, the concept of study portfolios was established for the first time in 

the winter semester of 2009/10 for students enrolled in primary education programs at the University of 

Kassel. At that time, the previously mentioned ‘Framework for Action for Good Teaching’ was developed 

in response to the HRK’s strategy paper on reforming teaching at German universities (see Chapter 6.2.1.). 

The study portfolio can be understood as one of the first measures to improve the quality of studying and 

teaching by introducing more student-centered teaching approaches. According to a QPL employee, the 

study portfolio concept was developed by an academic unit concerned with interdisciplinary elementary-

school pedagogy in cooperation with the Teaching Service Center. As indicated in the group discussion, 

this instrument was created because the organization of teacher training could be very complex and 

confusing due to the different combinations of disciplines, while at the same time there was no time for 

students to reflect on their own learning successes and their study planning. After 2009, the study portfolio 

concept was extended to other study programs with the help of QPL funding.  

As described by the QPL employee involved in the project, the study portfolio was meant to facilitate the 

beginning of studies by providing relevant information about study structures and organization, 

accompanying the students in developing their own learning and studying styles. The idea behind this was 

to support students to think independently, in line with the guiding principle of the university of ‘student-

centered teaching’. Further, it was envisaged that lecturers would integrate the study portfolio into their 

own lectures to support self-reflection and independent learning. Here, the QPL employees adapted the 

study portfolio materials in collaboration with instructors to make them fit in better with the specific 

requirements of the study programs involved. As mentioned by a QPL employee, in some study programs 

the study portfolio became an integrated part of the study program. However, it remained a voluntary 

instrument and no credits were granted because, as the QPL employee described, “it is absurd because 

then you have to assign marks on how you have reflected on yourself and that is not possible” 

(UK_gd/107). According to the QPL employee, such a portfolio not only helps students to reflect on their 
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learning achievements and study goals but also results in an intense discussion within the involved 

faculties about the aims of studying, where to prioritize and what kind of competences to support. 

Accordingly, there were huge differences in the way the faculties made use of this instrument.  

After the first round, according to the QPL project homepage (2018), over 300 additional individual 

counseling meetings had been held at the University of Kassel each year. Further, it was stated on the 

project homepage (2018) that over 1.000 persons had used workshops and advisory offers funded by the 

QPL initiative. These numbers were used to indicate the success of the QPL project and to legitimize the 

continuation of the project for the second round of the QPL initiative. Additionally, it was argued that the 

success of these activities stood in direct relation to the increasing user satisfaction rates measured in the 

context of the Bachelor’s Student Survey 2014: “By improving the range of advising and information offers, 

the satisfaction of students with central student advisory services has been increased” (UK_doc_26/20). 

Nevertheless, it can be questioned whether the increasing satisfaction rates can be directly linked to the 

QPL initiative.  

Workshops for the development of key competences 

Project I.2 ‘Improving Academic Abilities’ was situated in the Teaching Service Center. According to the 

project homepage (2018), this project focused on the “increasingly heterogeneous learning and study 

requirements” (UK_doc_22/5) with which students entered university. In order to improve students’ 

academic competences, the right way to deal with this dimension of student diversity was seen in 

“expanding the portfolio of already existing cross-disciplinary propaedeutics” (UK_doc_22/6) with the help 

of QPL funding and aggregating activities into one overall concept. The aim of this project was an overall 

improvement of study success with the help of these activities. The project incorporated four different 

activities—‘ProStudies’ (ProStudium), ‘Study Pilots’ (Studienlotsen), ‘Learning Accomplices’ (Lern-

Komplizen) and ‘Coaching for Learning and Exam Preparation’ (Lern- und Prüfungscoaching)—introduced 

in the following. 

In the context of ‘ProStudies’, propaedeutic workshops were offered for which students could acquire 

credits in the area of key competences. The project covered a broad thematic spectrum of workshops, like 

academic writing and working, presentation skills, time management, stress management, organization of 

learning, exam preparation and a certificate of rhetorical skills. All these workshops were extra-curricular 

courses that students attended next to their studies, but where they had the opportunity to acquire one 

credit point when certain requirements were met. This could for example include writing a reflection 

report and participating in a reflection meeting to analyze learning experiences. This opportunity had been 
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introduced in 2016 with the University of Kassel’s general guidelines for implementing key competences 

in Bachelor’s and Master’s programs. Students could enroll in these workshops via the electronic course 

catalog.  

With the help of QPL funding, the workshop program of ‘ProStudies’ had been broadened. This activity 

built on the project ‘Self-made Students’ which had been funded from 2009 to 2013 by the European Social 

Funds. The target group for this project was “first-generation students, students with a migrant 

background, or those entering the university with alternative entrance qualifications” (UK_doc_47/5), as 

described on the project homepage. According to project documents, students were to be supported in a 

successful start to their studies with the help of student advising, coaching and workshops. Thus, this 

predecessor project had a strong focus on student diversity, defining it in particular in terms of socio-

demographic characteristics, like educational family background, migrant background and entrance 

qualifications. The follow-up project ‘ProStudies’, in turn, did not explicitly focus on specific student groups 

due to the following experience made in the ‘Self-made Students’ project, explained by a QPL employee:  

When we had this focus on students with migrant backgrounds and first-generation students, 
there were so many other students showing an interest in these courses. Some of them even 
said, “but that is unfair, why can’t we also participate?” We also observed that it was not only 
these targeted students that had problems at the beginning of their studies. Other students 
were also challenged by organizing their learning and themselves. That is why we decided to 
open this project for all students. (UK_protocol_1/15) 

Due to this experience of positive discrimination and the fact that students came to them indicating 

interest and need to participate in their workshops for improving academic competences, the project team 

decided to open the project to all students, regardless of socio-demographic characteristics. In project 

descriptions, the persons working in this QPL project deliberately avoided defining specific target groups 

and did not emphasize certain social characteristics over others. However, looking at the success indicators 

defined in the original QPL proposal, the original character of this measure was still visible. According to 

this document, its success was to be indicated by a reduction of dropout rates of students from an 

educationally disadvantaged background.  

Tutoring programs for study orientation and learning and individual coaching 

The two other activities in project II.2, the ‘Study Pilots’ and ‘Learning Accomplices’ were both peer-to-

peer formats in the form of tutoring or mentoring programs. ‘Study Pilots’ were experienced students who 

provided support for new students in their first semester on a one-to-one basis. According to the project 

homepage, this project was based on the assumption that more advanced students had gathered 

important experiences as they had already faced and overcome first hurdles, which they then could pass 



 
 

183 
 

on to new students. New students could apply for this program prior to the start of their studies. They 

were then matched with a study pilot with the same disciplinary background. They met on a regular basis 

individually, in meetings for reflection, casual get-togethers (Stammtische) or other events for all new 

students and their tutors in order to get to know each other and exchange experiences and challenges, as 

described in project documents. All study pilots had to undergo tutor training to be prepared to support 

first-year students.  

Learning accomplices were experienced and trained students with different disciplinary backgrounds who 

gave advice on questions concerning learning and academic writing to find individual solutions. According 

to the project homepage, students could visit them daily during their opening hours in the Learning Center. 

The Learning Center, according to its website, is a two-floor building that was built to be a place where 

students can learn and work, either alone or together with their fellow students. In order to meet different 

purposes and preferences for learning, there are desks for single work, group desks and cubicles. Further, 

there are two seminar rooms for workshops and counseling on learning, writing and giving presentations. 

Additionally, the ground floor accommodates a café with seating facilities where students can take breaks 

together. The Learning accomplices were situated at a so-called learning kiosk to inform on the different 

offers.  

In both projects, student diversity was not directly addressed. Instead, the projects focused on students in 

the early phase of studies and on the challenges that students faced in the transition period. As indicated 

in the interviews and in the group discussion, both projects were based on the idea that the experience of 

more advanced students, who have already faced challenges in the first year of their studies concerning 

the organization of learning and studying, provided the best support for new students. These projects took 

on an individual approach while providing support on a one-to-one basis instead of encouraging group 

formations, like other tutoring programs commonly do.  

The project ‘Coaching for Learning and Exams’ took an individual approach as well. However, this project 

was based on the assumption that some situations required professional help for students to overcome 

these challenges. The coaching was organized by a psychologist who provided students support in stressful 

situations, for example exam periods, using mental training methods. In this project, student diversity was 

interpreted as the diverse ways of coping with stress, challenges, achievements, failures, but also despair 

and frustration. This is described by a QPL employee in the following way: 

Students or pupils who enter university have made different experiences with this. People who 
had always been good in school and then suddenly fail an exam for the first time, and fail this 
exam again in the second attempt, who have never experienced such a situation, can be 
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devastated. Yet others have not experienced anything else than that. Those people then have 
a different problem, maybe low academic self-esteem. But these are the differences. And this 
requires of course individual support. … Thus, for example, for some people it is good to 
remember that what is needed within the study programs is the same thing as in sports. Some 
people are really goal-oriented and tolerant to frustration in sports but not in their studies. And 
they only need to see that this might be similar. Other people need a different approach. 
(UK_gd/228) 

As indicated in this quote, students’ prior experiences influence the way they respond to new situations, 

which is highly individual and, consequently, requires an individualized way of dealing with this sort of 

student diversity. With the help of psychological consultation, the students were encouraged to reflect on 

their own learning behavior and identify strategies that work for them to handle new situations and 

challenges.  

The activities within both projects were continued in the second round of the QPL initiative. This 

continuation was legitimized based on positive evaluation results that indicated, as described on the 

project homepage (2018), increasing participation rates and high satisfaction rates of participants.  

Academic writing workshops and advising 

Project I.4 ‘German as an Academic Language’ was situated at the Teaching Service Center. It focused on 

divergent levels of competences in the area of German as an academic language. As described on the 

project homepage (2018), it was assumed that “an inappropriate use of academic language, also by 

students who are native speakers, makes it difficult to participate in the academic discourse and successful 

studying” (UK_doc_17/17). As a consequence, this project had the objective to support students in acquir-

ing linguistic competences in German as an academic language. Therefore, a language proficiency test for 

German as an academic language and respective workshops were developed. Additionally, individual 

writing advice and mentoring for writing as well as pronunciation training were offered.  

Although the activities within the academic language project were developed by the Teaching Service 

Center, the cooperation with study programs played an important role for developing courses for 

academic writing within a specific discipline. For example, as described by a person working in this project, 

academic writing workshops were split into basic and advanced courses to help students expand their 

competences in the area of academic language. The basic course addressed students of all study programs 

and invited them to acquire knowledge on ‘general’ German academic language. The advanced courses, 

in turn, focused on specific academic language knowledge in the context of a certain discipline (e.g., 

academic writing for engineers).  
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Within this project, student diversity was defined in terms of academic writing skills, which differed 

according to students’ prior experiences with academic writing. According to a QPL employee, students 

who have acquired their entrance qualification via the second route or from a technical or vocational 

school often have less experience in academic writing and think they are less capable of writing. Next to 

this focus on prior experiences with academic writing, the time students have available is another 

dimension of diversity, which was perceived as playing an important role:  

Well, it varies enormously what other responsibilities the students have besides their studies. 
Thus, students, who have to work a lot to be able to finance their studies need a different form 
of consultation than students who principally have the whole day to do something for 
university. Or those, who have a child or have to care for relatives or anything else. And a lot of 
students came to me and asked me about tips for time management. And my first question is, 
“how much time do you have?” And there is a broad spectrum from “sure, I have time, I have 
kept my schedule free for the next four weeks” to “I have to do this and this and five other 
things that always need to be given priority”. (UK_gd/229)  

As indicated by this quote, students differ in the time resources they have for their studies because they 

have different other obligations besides their studies. In order to deal with this dimension of student 

diversity, the QPL employees in this project first of all needed to identify the individual situation concerning 

what resources the individual student had in terms of competences, time and aims. As a second step, the 

QPL employees and the students tried to find the most appropriate tools to enable them to improve their 

academic writing skills.  

Thus, although the project also included diagnostic tools to identify the level of academic writing 

competences, these tools served as instruments of reflection and orientation to give students feedback 

on the areas with the potential to improve their knowledge and use of German as an academic language. 

Thus, according to the QPL employees, the language proficiency test was not used as a selective instrument 

for sorting students into certain extra-curricular activities.48 Additionally, the test was offered as a tool for 

lecturers to integrate it into their lectures, exercises or tutorials to identify students’ potential areas for 

improvement. Further, there was the possibility to provide feedback on the test results for smaller groups 

and give information on appropriate additional workshops by the QPL employees.  

Based on the positive evaluation findings of these workshops, this project was re-financed in the second 

round of the QPL initiative. According to the project homepage, the “effectiveness of this project is visible: 

In 2014, around 160 students have visited 27 workshops …. The satisfaction rates with these courses are 

                                                           

48 Although for some workshops it is required to take the language proficiency test in advance in order to receive 
credits for these workshops.  
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very high. Almost all participants would recommend the workshops to other students” (UK_17/25). Again, 

the number of participants, the number of workshops and the satisfaction rates were used as a 

legitimization to indicate success and, thus, to argue for a continuation of the project.  

Mathematical propaedeutics  

Project I.3 ‘Mathematical Propaedeutics for Technical Sciences and Economics’ was executed in the Faculty 

of Economics and Management, the Faculty of Civil and Environmental Engineering, the Faculty of 

Mechanical Engineering and the Faculty of Electrical Engineering and Computer Science. As described on 

the project homepage (2018), “the mathematical learning requirements of students in the technical 

sciences and economics vary according to their prior educational qualification” (UK_18/1). The project had 

the aim “to compensate heterogeneous mathematical knowledge” (UK_doc_18/10) and improve study 

success at the beginning of studies. To pursue this aim, the project incorporated a variety of activities, like 

mathematical bridging courses, courses for the preparation of repeated exams, online offers, advising and 

tutor training.  

The participating faculties were relatively autonomous in deciding what kind of activities they perceived 

as appropriate to deal with heterogeneous levels of mathematical knowledge, as was discussed in the 

group discussion. An interesting example could be identified in the Faculty of Electrical Engineering and 

Computer Science. Here, the mathematical bridging course became an integrated part of the curriculum, 

as a person working in the QPL project mentioned in the group discussion. Accordingly, until today all new 

students have to participate in a mathematical test that queries basic mathematical school knowledge. 

Students who fail this test are mandatorily required to participate in the bridging course. At the end of the 

semester, the mathematical knowledge is tested again in an exam similar to the one in the beginning. 

Since the bridging course is part of the curriculum, passing this exam is the requirement for participating 

in later exams of the study program. Students can participate in the bridging course and mathematical test 

as often as needed, but they need to pass the test once before being able to continue with their studies.  

The project interpreted student diversity in terms of prior mathematical qualification. According to one 

person working in the QPL project, the main cause for differing levels of mathematical knowledge is to be 

found in the educational background, but she also identified a general decrease in mathematical 

competences:  

A majority of students enter the study program with an entrance qualification for universities 
of applied sciences and not with the general higher education entrance qualification. And the 
results of the mathematical test are very convincing proof of that. … In general, one can 
observe, and that has nothing to do with diversity, that performances have become worse. Even 
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those students entering with the Abitur, when I compare the winter semester 10/11 to winter 
semester 16/17, I can see very clearly that those with Abitur perform way worse than six years 
ago. … Maybe this has to do with changes in the school system. But probably this is something 
that people have been complaining about for 50 years—that the mathematical competencies 
of pupils are getting worse, is maybe also a generational thing. (UK_gd /233-237)  

As shown in this quote, the QPL employee proclaimed that students’ academic performance with regard 

to mathematical knowledge had become worse. She supported this statement with the mathematical test 

results that showed, when comparing different student cohorts, significant differences between students’ 

performances in the test. However, it is unclear to her what caused the differences, although she 

suspected changes in the school system being one reason.  

Thus, in the context of this project, student diversity was defined as heterogeneous mathematical learning 

requirements. These heterogeneous mathematical learning requirements were associated with a lack of 

basic mathematical knowledge. In other words, there seemed to be certain academic standards to which 

the students’ levels of mathematical knowledge were compared. The appropriate way of dealing with this 

aspect of student diversity was, first, to identify the level of mathematical knowledge compared to a 

previously defined academic standard with the help of a diagnostic tool, such as the mathematical test. 

Second, based on the test findings, students with an identified lack of mathematical knowledge were 

advised to engage in extra-curricular activities to acquire the missing competences. A second test was then 

used to see whether students had caught up with the necessary knowledge. This procedure was repeated 

as long as the defined standard of mathematical competences required to study at the university was met.  

According to the QPL proposal, the indicators for the project’s success were defined in terms of success 

rates after the first year of studies. On the project homepage (2018), it was stated, “the proportion of 

students who did not make it to the second year of studies has been visibly decreased” (UK_18/25). 

However, concrete numbers or an explanation of the kind of statistics this assumption was based on were 

not mentioned here.  

Further, the project homepage referred to the results of the evaluation questionnaires indicating that “the 

demand, as well as the satisfaction of the students in the involved faculties, is high” (UK_doc_18/18). In 

addition, it was emphasized that “students who participated in extra-curricular mathematical courses on 

average performed better in mathematical exams than students who had not visited any courses. More of 

these students pass the exams after visiting these courses” (UK_doc_18/20). This statement suggests the 

existence of quantifiable data on students’ performances in mathematical exams and the possibility to 

compare their performances according to their participation in extra-curricular mathematical courses. 
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Both points were used to legitimize the project’s success and, thus, the continuation of the project into 

the second round of the QPL initiative.  

Foreign language requirements for studying  

Project I.5 ‘Foreign Language Requirements for Studying’ belonged to the Faculty of Humanities or, more 

precisely, the Department of English/American Studies and the Department of Romance Studies. The focus 

was put on the foreign language competences with which students enter foreign language study programs. 

As indicated on the project homepage (2018), “to assure the study quality of foreign language study 

programs, certain study requirements are in place. Additional advisory services and practical language 

exercises are intended to ensure a good practical language education” (UK_15/1). As was made clear in 

the QPL proposal, the study requirements that had been formulated in the context of foreign language 

study programs at the University of Kassel were oriented towards the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages.49 According to a person working in this project, the introduction of study 

requirements urged the departments involved to professionalize their advisory services for students on 

how to assess their language level. Further, the departments thought it necessary to provide students the 

opportunity for improving their foreign language competences as early as possible in order to be able to 

follow the lectures in the study programs. Consequently, the project developed diagnostic tools to test 

students’ foreign language competence levels, while simultaneously broadening the scope of extra-

curricular foreign language courses. These courses were offered either prior to or at the very beginning of 

the first semester. Thus, the focus was on first-year students. Additionally, QPL employees offered 

individual advising hours in the area of French and Spanish. Finally, students had the opportunity to repeat 

and deepen course contents with the help of learning materials and practice tests via an online learning 

platform.  

In the context of this project, student diversity was defined in terms of heterogeneous foreign language 

requirements with which students entered their foreign language study programs. As described during the 

group discussion by a person working in this project, a certain lack of language competences was identified 

when measured against a previously defined standard underlying the foreign language proficiency test 

and language levels. According to the QPL employee, students who did not achieve a certain mark in the 

foreign language proficiency test were recommended to participate in extra-curricular foreign language 

                                                           

49 The European Framework of Reference for Languages is an international standard for describing language ability 
on a six-point scale from A1 (beginners) to C2 (masters). 
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courses. The QPL employee attributed students’ lack of foreign language competences to prior schooling 

or language institutions they had attended. She criticized that these educational institutions had not pre-

pared students adequately for their foreign language studies.  

According to the project website, over 700 students participated in those additional courses until the 

winter semester 2014/15. Further, it is stated, “the feedback of the students is positive and the courses 

have an effect. The pass rates of exams increase and the proportion of students who drop out of their 

studies after the first semester has declined” (UK_doc_15/23). The numbers of participating students and 

the reduced dropout rates of first-year students were used here to indicate the success of the project. 

Consequently, in the second round, the project continued in the Department of Romance Studies. The 

extra-curricular courses in the Department for English/American Studies were discontinued after the first 

round when the Center for International English Language Testing System (abbreviated in the following as 

IELTS)50 was established with the help of project funding. This center offers additional English language 

tests for students.  

Basic competences for the teaching profession 

Project I.6 ‘Basic Competences for the Teaching Profession’ belonged to the Center for Teacher Training. 

This project was built on a previous project called ‘Basic Competences for the Teaching Profession’ that 

received the Hessian State Prize for ‘Excellence in Teaching’ in 2008. According to the project homepage, 

students in teacher training study programs were to be encouraged to reflect on their choice of profession, 

acquire competences central to this profession and develop practical experiences. The overall aim of this 

project was to better prepare students for their employment as a teacher with a particular focus on 

additional competences besides discipline-specific knowledge. Thereby, it served as preparation for the 

practical semester. This project resulted in an integrated module in general education for all study pro-

grams for future teachers. In other words, all teacher training students at the University of Kassel had to 

attend this module in their first semester. It had the form of a compact course running for 1,5 days with 

small groups of 12 students, two seminar leaders and two observers. 

With the help of the QPL funding, the aim was to expand the project to other study programs at the 

University of Kassel. However, this was impossible to be implemented in this form, as it was described on 

the project homepage. It was only possible to transfer the module to the study programs of Vocational 

                                                           

50 IELTS (International English Language Testing System) is one of the well-acknowledged standardized tests of Eng-
lish language proficiency for non-native English speakers. 
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and Economic Education. Unfortunately, it was not possible to retrieve the reason for the unsuccessful 

expansion of this project from the data material examined. On the project homepage, it was only 

mentioned that as an alternative, coaching for learning and exams was expanded, in particular for teacher 

training study programs (see Project I.2).  

Professionalization of the didactic quality of teaching 

According to the project proposal, a second strategic goal within the University of Kassel’s QPL initiative 

was the “continuous improvement of the didactic quality of teaching through further professionalization” 

(UK_doc_13/153). This strategic goal was pursued within the second cluster ‘Professionalization of the 

Didactic Quality of Teaching’. Thus, complementary to activities that addressed students, the activities of 

this cluster identified the institution or, more precisely, the institutional setting in which studying and 

teaching take place, as an area in need of improvement. This was to be accomplished by “strengthening 

engagement and creativity in teaching through appreciation, reward and support as well as by creating 

incentives to develop an interest in studies and their contents” (UK_doc_12/5) as is described on the QPL 

project homepage. Thus, these activities focus on lecturers and their teaching competencies. According to 

the project homepage, such an improvement was perceived as supporting “student motivation, study 

success and a successful preparation of the graduates for their future occupation or further academic 

qualification” (UK_doc_12/15). Although it was not referred to directly, there was an indirect reference to 

student diversity in terms of students’ individual competences, like study motivation and interests. Here, 

it was assumed that students’ individual competences would be positively influenced by improved quality 

of teaching in the context of the regular teaching and learning environment. As argued on the project 

homepage, such support should be encouraged through four aspects that contribute to the 

professionalization of the didactic quality of teaching. These four aspects were “improving the didactic 

qualification of teachers, strengthening aspects of research-oriented learning in teaching and learning 

settings, integrating practical experiences in the bachelor study programs and improving the use of new 

media and e-learning tools in exams and classroom teaching” (UK_doc_12/33).  

Accordingly, six different projects belonged to this cluster, including  

 Project II.1: University Didactic Training for Teachers  

 Project II.2: Development of Research- and Project-related Didactic Concepts in Higher 

Education  

 Project II.3: Competence Center for Empirical Research Methods 

 Project II.4: Practical Experiences in the Bachelor’s Study Programs 
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 Project II.5: Competence-oriented E-exams 

 Project II.6: Didactic Design Patterns for Blended Learning.  

Thus, in the second cluster, the appropriate way to improve the quality of studying and learning was seen 

in improving lecturers’ competences. This was not only about their didactic competences, but also to 

support lecturers in the development of innovative research-related or practice-oriented teaching 

concepts. In addition, the activities in this cluster also related to the digital competences of lecturers by 

exploring opportunities for the use of e-learning instruments in exam and classroom settings.  

In the second round, all projects continued except for project II.6. As it was argued on the project 

homepage (2018), the project ended after the first round because it had already fulfilled its objective to 

develop instructions for blended learning scenarios for lecturers. These instructions were later also used 

in higher education didactics workshops on blended learning.  

Professionalization of quality management and counseling 

The third strategic goal formulated in the QPL project proposal was to implement “quality assurance in the 

form of a regulatory cycle of goalsetting, realization, evaluation and innovation” (UK_doc_28/6). With this 

in mind, the third cluster—called ‘Professionalization of Quality Management and Counseling’—intended 

to develop activities to optimize quality management at the University of Kassel. This cluster was based 

on the observation, according to the QPL proposal, that the conditions for the coordination and 

organization of modularized study programs as well as the requirements concerning quality management 

and student counseling had become more complex. This increasing complexity challenged all involved 

actors, i.e., faculties as well as the administrative and advising service units. The appropriate way to deal 

with this situation was seen in the professionalization of the advising and support services for students, 

teachers and faculties. To achieve this objective, the cluster incorporated six projects:  

 Project III.1: Study Coordination, Advising and Quality Management 

 Project III.2: Quality Development and Optimization of Modularized Study Structures 

 Project III.3: Database for Decentral Quality Management 

 Project III.4: Quality Development of Examination Offices 

 Project III.5: Mobility Consultation International 

 Project III.6: Psycho-social Counseling for Study-related Challenges 

Thus, as it is argued on the project homepage, study organization and coordination were to be 

strengthened, study structures were to be optimized and the development of study programs and 
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examination offices were to be supported in the area of quality development. According to project 

documents, the idea behind this was to relieve lecturers from administrative tasks so that they could 

concentrate on their core tasks in the area of teaching and research. Further, the QPL funding was used to 

professionalize the university’s quality management system. One focus was put on improving the database 

for analyzing studying and teaching conditions. This improved database, in turn, was used to evaluate the 

single QPL projects. For example, as mentioned before, all extra-curricular workshops and seminars 

financed through QPL funding were evaluated on a regular basis. Participating students were asked how 

satisfied they were with these workshops and QPL employees had to keep records of participation rates. 

Further, dropout rates and exam grades of students who participated in these workshops were compared 

to the dropout rates of those who did not participate in the workshops. All these data were gathered, 

prepared and analyzed to integrate them into quality management processes. Further, as it can be inferred 

from the projects’ titles, another focus of this cluster was put on special support service units, like the 

International Office, examination offices and psycho-social counseling. The need for professionalizing 

these special support service units was determined by the previously mentioned Bachelor’s student 

surveys. The findings of the 2010 survey for example indicated that the examination offices were badly 

rated. Further, in this survey students voiced the need for more information on opportunities to study 

abroad and exchange programs. Finally, the Bachelor’s student survey showed that students often 

experienced stress and stress-related illnesses. Based on these findings the QPL proposal argued that these 

were the areas that needed investment.  

Thus, similar to the second cluster, the focus of this third cluster was put on improving the institutional 

setting in which studying and teaching take place. However, these did not center on lecturers and their 

teaching competences. Instead, the emphasis was put on staff who worked in administration and support 

service units. As mentioned before, the need to professionalize these institutional settings was legitimized 

by students’ feedback indicating that they were not satisfied with previous services. Consequently, the 

QPL cluster was intended to strengthen and improve the support services and administrative units to 

professionalize studying and teaching.  

In the second round, all projects were continued. The success of the projects of the first round was again 

defined by referring to the findings of the Bachelor’s student survey, this time of 2014. For example, 

Project III.1 ‘Study Coordination, Advising and Quality Management’ used QPL funding to increase the 

number of faculty staff working for the Deans of Studies, supporting them for example in the area of study 

program development or quality assurance. According to the project homepage (2018), “there were 

advancements and successes in several areas. From the perspective of students, there has been an 
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improvement, as indicated in the Bachelor’s student survey. Students across all faculties rated the study 

structures to be significantly better in 2013 compared to 2010” (UK_doc_5/11). As indicated by this quote, 

students’ satisfaction rates served again as a basis to legitimize the success of the QPL projects.  

6.3. Summary 

The single-case description of the University of Kassel revealed some general findings on the university’s 

response to the demand of student diversity on the level of strategy, structure and action in the context 

of the QPL initiative.  

In the QPL strategy for both rounds, widening and increasing participation played a crucial role. Against 

the background of increasing student numbers and the growing diversity of students’ study requirements, 

the QPL initiative was intended to provide an opportunity to develop activities in the area of study 

structures and organization. The university emphasized its social responsibility to include persons that 

enter university via alternative entrance qualifications. This social responsibility was legitimized based on 

its historical roots as a Gesamthochschule and its regional role as a promoter of regional development. At 

the same time, the University of Kassel was described as facing several challenges, pertaining to increasing 

student numbers, the growing heterogeneity of the student population, the fear of losing academic 

standards and the lack of appropriate funding for studying and teaching. This resulted in the perception 

that dealing with student diversity challenged the daily business of studying and teaching, particularly in 

the face of scarce (financial and personal) resources. Consequently, the QPL funding was perceived as 

filling in for missing funding opportunities to improve the quality of studying and teaching without 

lowering academic standards. In general, a continuous urgency for action became eminent in the data 

material. This contributed to the construction of a threatening scenario the university perceived itself to 

be confronted with.  

The structure of the QPL initiative was legitimized on the basis of a SWOT analysis that indicated the need 

to professionalize propaedeutics, the didactic quality of teaching and the quality management and 

advisory services. This resulted in the establishment of three clusters subsuming eighteen projects. The 

central management of the QPL initiative was in the hands of the Department for Development Planning, 

which was mostly responsible for the allocation of personnel resources for the faculties and service units 

in which the single QPL projects were realized. Further, the QPL management team evaluated the success 

of the single QPL projects regularly, based on evaluative questionnaires and statistical information. The 

positive results of these evaluations, displayed prominently on the QPL initiative’s website, were used to 

legitimize the argument for why the overall QPL structure remained almost unchanged in the second 
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round. Nevertheless, the degree of interaction and communication about the experiences made in the 

projects can be described as relatively low.  

The activities in the QPL initiative were oriented towards three target groups, namely students, lecturers 

and administrative and support staff. Thus it appears that in this case dealing with student diversity was 

not restricted to the responsibility of students, but also considered the institutional setting in which 

studying and teaching take place. First, the activities aimed to contribute to a professionalization of 

propaedeutics. Propaedeutic activities were largely characterized by defining student diversity as a lack of 

certain academic competences. This lack of academic competences was identified by comparing study 

performance to a certain academic standard that was more or less opaque to the students. Students who 

lacked these competences were requested to participate in compensatory extra-curricular activities. Other 

propaedeutic activities focused on the social integration of first-year students. For example, via tutoring 

or mentoring programs more experienced students accompanied new students on their way. Other 

propaedeutic activities aimed to improve self-information and self-reflection on the part of the students. 

These activities were inspired by student-centered teaching approaches, a principle that had been held 

high in several strategic papers of the University of Kassel. Other activities focused on the 

professionalization of the didactic quality of teaching. These activities aimed to improve lecturers’ teaching 

competences and stimulate the development of research-related or practice-oriented teaching 

approaches by lecturers. Other activities explored the integration of blended learning concepts or e-exams 

into teaching settings. Finally, activities that focused on the professionalization of quality management 

and counseling mostly entailed the provision of additional personnel resources. The intention here was to 

fill positions with experts in these areas. These persons were supposed to relieve lecturers from 

administrative tasks that are usually not part of their job description.  
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 CASE 3: THE HAW HAMBURG 

7.1. Background Information 

The HAW Hamburg is the second-largest university in Hamburg and the third-largest university of applied 

sciences in Germany. In the winter semester 2018/19, the university had 17,092 students in 41 Bachelor’s 

and 37 Master’s degree programs. It employed 401 professors, 492 contract teachers, 399 research 

assistants and 486 technical and administrative staff (HAW_doc_1/12-16). The university consists of four 

faculties, the Faculty of Design, Media and Information, the Faculty of Life Sciences, the Faculty of 

Engineering and Computer Science and the Faculty of Business and Social Sciences. In 2014, the global 

budget amounted to 76,939 million euros (HAW_doc_36/68). 

The university was founded in 1970 as one of the first universities of applied sciences in Germany. 

According to their website (2018), as a university of applied sciences and with lecturers who had industry 

jobs before joining the university, teaching focuses on the practical implementation of science. Here, the 

university formulates the objective to provide their student with “practical insight into their field of study 

through projects, lab work, internships and theses rooted in industry” (HAW_doc_47/6). Its mission is to 

develop “sustainable solutions for society’s challenges of the present and the future” (HAW_doc_2/1), 

while “the main focus is on the excellent quality of teaching and studying” (HAW_doc_2/3). Since, as it is 

argued on their website (2018), the university also hosts students from over 100 nations, it perceives “its 

diversity as their special strength” (HAW_doc_2/5). Student diversity seems to be at least partially equated 

with the international character of the student body.  

Student profile 

Concerning gender, there is a significantly higher proportion of women enrolled at the HAW Hamburg (see 

Table 7.1). While 59 percent of the students at the HAW Hamburg are women, on average only half of the 

German student population are female. Also, the student population at the HAW Hamburg is comparably 

young: 61 percent of HAW students are under 22 years, while on national average 38 percent of the 

students belong to this age group. Concerning migrant background and educational family background, 

the numbers of the HAW Hamburg and the national average show some differences. While in Germany 

one of five students have a migrant background, every fourth student at the HAW Hamburg has a migrant 

background. Further, at the HAW Hamburg, 57 percent of the students come from a non-academic family 

background, while on national average only 48 percent have a non-academic family background.  
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Concerning health, the students at the HAW Hamburg reported more often health problems impeding 

their studies. Here, 33 percent of the students say that they feel impeded in their studies because of health 

problems. The national average is 11 percent. Further, there are fewer students at the HAW Hamburg that 

work next to their studies (52 percent) than there are on national average (69 percent). However, 

concerning the aspect of a completed professional qualification, there is no significant difference between 

the HAW Hamburg and the national average. 23 percent of the students at the HAW Hamburg and 22 

percent of the general German student body have completed a professional qualification before enrolling 

at university. Concerning parenthood, 23 percent of the students at the HAW already have children, while 

on national average this is true for only 6 percent of German students.  

Finally, the proportion of students entering university via alternative entrance routes is higher at the HAW 

Hamburg than there is on national average. Every third student entered the HAW Hamburg with an 

alternative entrance qualification, whereas on national average only 16 percent of the German students 

come to university via an alternative route.  
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Table 7.1  Student Profile of the HAW Hamburg  

 HAW Hamburg (2016)a Social Survey (2016)b 

Socio-demographic characteristics n % n % 

   
  

Gender     

 Female 52 59 26.325 48 

 Male 36 41 28.165 51 

Age     

 Under 22  54 61 20.794 38 

 Between 23 and 26  23 26 15.680 29 

 27 and above 11 13 18.359 33 

Migrant background     

 With migrant background 16 25 11.085 20 

 One parent from abroad  7    

 Both parents from abroad 9    

 No migrant background 49 75 43.969 80 

Educational family background     

 Non-academic family background 35 57  48 

 Academic family background 27 43  52 

Note. a Data for the HAW Hamburg stem from the research project StuFHe. b Data for the national average student population 

stem from the 21st Social Survey. Data compiled by the author.  
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Table 7.1  Student Profile of the HAW Hamburg (continued) 

 HAW Hamburg (2016)a Social Survey (2016)b 

Living situation and university entrance qualification n % n % 

   
  

Health     

 No health problems 49 56 40.212 77 

 Health problems not impeding studies 10 11 6.381 12 

 Health problems impeding studies 29 33 5.847 11 

Student employment     

 No 43 48 15.809 31 

 Yes 46 52 35.760 69 

Completed professional qualification     

 No 50 77 43.129 78 

 Yes 49 23 12.045 22 

Parenthood     

 No 68 77 51.963 94 

 Yes 20 23 3.047 6 

University entrance qualification     

Abitur obtained at a Gymnasium 43 66 45.860 84 

 Alternative entrance qualification 22 34 8.798 16 

Note. a Data for the HAW Hamburg stem from the research project StuFHe. b Data for the national average student population 

stem from the 21st Social Survey. Data compiled by the author.  

7.2. QPL Initiative  

The university participated in both the first (2012-2016) and second round (2017-2020) of the QPL funding 

program. The title of the QPL initiative for both rounds was “Piloting Teaching. Dialogue-oriented Quality 

Development in Studies and Teaching” (Lehre lotsen. Dialogorientierte Qualitätsentwicklung in Studium 

und Lehre). It received 6.2 million euros (2011-2016) for the first and 5.4 million euros (2017-2020) for the 

second phase.  

In the first round, the QPL initiative was divided into university-wide projects and faculty projects (see 

Figure 7.1). The four university-wide projects included the installation of faculty quality managers for 

implementing dialogue-oriented quality management, a mentoring program for students’ transition to the 

job market, the development of a new method for measuring and monitoring study success and teaching-

learning coaches for improving teaching. The faculty projects involved improving the supervision of 
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laboratories (Faculty of Design, Media, and Information and Faculty of Life Sciences), the development of 

study programs (Faculty of Life Sciences), the development of blended-learning concepts for preparatory 

courses (Faculty of Engineering and Computer Science), and advising on the use of new media and e-

learning-tools (Faculty of Business and Social Sciences).  

Figure 7.1  Structure of the QPL Initiative at the HAW Hamburg for the First Round 

 

Note. Figure shows the structure of the QPL initiative “Piloting Teaching. Dialogue-oriented Quality Development in Studies and 

Teaching” at the University of Hamburg for the first round of the QPL funding program. Adapted and translated from “Lehre lotsen 

2011-2016—Erste Förderphase” by the HAW Hamburg, 2016, p. 12 (https://www.haw-ham-

burg.de/fileadmin/Hochschule/Lehre_lotsen/Fotos/HAW_LehreLotsen_161017_low.pdf).51 

 In the second round, the focus was put on university-wide projects (see Figure 7.2). Projects that had been 

faculty projects in the first round were extended to all faculties, for example, curricula development and 

coaching. Thus, according to the project documents, projects that had been developed and proved to be 

effective were used as best-practice examples and transferred to the whole university. Another emphasis 

was put on strengthening networking among the projects. Overall, five projects were funded, including 

                                                           

51 This image was created by the author with MS Powerpoint. The text of the original image in the report is written 
in German. The graphical representation of the original image was reconstructed to make the QPL initiative’s struc-
ture more transparent to readers. 
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dialogue-oriented quality management, study program monitoring, media 4.0 in studying and teaching, 

curricula development and coaching, and mentoring for students in vocational transitions.  

Figure 7.2  Structure of the QPL Initiative at the HAW Hamburg for the Second Round 

 

Note. Figure shows the structure of the QPL initiative “Piloting Teaching. Dialogue-oriented Quality Development in Studies and 

Teaching” at the University of Hamburg for the second round of the QPL funding program. Adapted and translated from “Quali-

tätspakt Lehre lotsen”’ by the University of Hamburg, 2018, retrieved from https://www.haw-hamburg.de/lehrelotsen.html.52  

7.2.1. Strategy Level: The Importance of Teaching 

The story of the QPL initiative’s strategy at the HAW Hamburg began in 2009 when the HAW attracted 

funding in the context of the ‘Competition Excellent Teaching’53, financed by the KMK and the 

Stifterverband for developing a coaching concept for lecturers. Prior to this coaching concept, didactic 

workshops already existed at the HAW Hamburg that all new professors had to attend. The new coaching 

                                                           

52 This image was created by the author with MS Powerpoint. The text of the original image in the report is written 
in German. The graphical representation of the original image was reconstructed to make the QPL initiative’s struc-
ture more transparent to readers.  
53 The ‘Competition Excellent Teaching’ was initiated by the KMK and the Stifterverband in order to increase the 
significance of teaching at German universities. All German public universities were invited to apply with strategic 
concepts in which they defined objectives of teaching on the basis of their self-understanding and their past accom-
plishments. In these concepts, universities were asked to define how the attractiveness of their university, in partic-
ularly for Bachelor’s programs, can be increased with the help of innovative teaching concepts. 
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concept went a step further by providing lecturers a more personal setting in which they worked together 

with a teaching coach on their individual teaching competences. The coaching was open to all professors 

and academic staff, while new professors were obligated to participate in coaching workshops, either in 

the form of individual coaching or in a thematic group workshop. 

According to the interview with a manager involved in the QPL initiative, winning the competition with 

this coaching concept was a success for the university in that it helped to get into contact with the 

professors at the HAW Hamburg and, thus, stimulated discussions about the quality of teaching. As 

indicated in project documents, 45 percent of professors at the HAW Hamburg have participated in the 

coaching programs. The discussions with the professors, in turn, laid the basis for the decision to apply for 

the QPL funding program. In this application, improving the quality of teaching was the main objective. 

Teaching has traditionally played an important role for the university, something which, according to the 

interviews and group discussions, is related to their type as a university of applied sciences. For this type 

of institution, one of the prerequisites for being appointed as a professor is to have at least five years of 

experience in a professional field outside of academia. Therefore, most of the professors transition from 

industry to university. These professors, according to the interviews, show a relatively high acceptance for 

participating in didactic training in order to prepare them for teaching because they mostly lack this 

experience. In comparison, professors at universities have already acquired teaching experience as 

research assistants, as was argued by the interviewees. Another argument mentioned in the interviews 

indicating the need for a professional didactic preparation of professors was that professors at universities 

of applied sciences have a much higher teaching load than professors at universities, with less time for 

research. Thus, teaching is their main task at the universities of applied sciences. Consequently, the need 

for didactic training was perceived as much more important than at universities. Further, as an academic 

member of staff reported from her personal experience of having worked both at a university and a 

university of applied sciences, lecturers at the latter show a much higher willingness to engage in teaching 

and develop teaching further. 

Next to the teaching competition, the data material refers to three other developments at the HAW 

Hamburg that preceded the QPL initiative’s proposal and had a substantial impact on it. First, the internal 

discussions about improving the quality of teaching were influenced by questions about quality assurance, 

in particular on the faculty level. According to the final QPL report (2016), the main problem was the lack 

of personnel resources to improve the quality assurance systems in place there. Therefore, as is described 

on the project homepage (2015), one important premise of the QPL initiative at the HAW Hamburg was 

that the faculties should benefit the most from QPL funding. With the help of this funding, experts for 
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quality management were to be deployed to support academic staff in the faculties in questions 

concerning quality assurance and development.  

Second, discussions about the quality of teaching were also influenced by findings of study program 

analyses. At the HAW Hamburg, these study program analyses consisted of student surveys. As indicated 

on the university website (2015), students in their second and fourth semesters were asked to fill out a 

questionnaire that evaluated their satisfaction with study conditions, study organization and university 

life. According to the project homepage (2015), the findings of these study program analyses revealed 

certain ‘hotspots’ in the faculties, identifying specific needs for improvement. For example, at the Faculty 

of Life Sciences, students of the study program Hazard Control and Rescue Engineering were unsatisfied 

with study structures. Overall, according to the project homepage (2015), the student surveys showed the 

need to improve the areas of study structures, student advising and student support during the first year 

of studies.  

Third, according to project documents, it was observed that at the HAW Hamburg students’ study success 

evaluations provided interesting insights into unfortunate curricula-related study conditions. 

Consequently, as described on the project homepage (2015), the QPL initiative was perceived as an 

opportunity to improve study success measures to contribute to a sustainable form of quality 

development at the HAW Hamburg by identifying potential areas for curricula revision. Experiences with 

study success measures had existed at the HAW Hamburg since 2007 when two professors from the HAW 

Hamburg developed a new model for measuring study success. As it was described in the final QPL report 

(2016), each semester it was possible to compare the credits points that students did obtain with the 

predetermined mandatory credit score according to exam regulations with the help of this analytical 

model. Since 2007, a programmed version of this model has been used for the economic study programs 

at the Faculty for Business and Social Sciences. In the context of the QPL initiative, the aim was to extend 

this model to all study programs, since it was perceived as a good instrument to identify obstacles for 

students within study structures and curricula. Although student diversity was not mentioned explicitly, 

the argumentation behind study success measures is interesting for the topic of student diversity because 

it shows how institutional structures were displayed as problematic for ensuring students’ successful 

participation in higher education. Alternatively, study success measures might also serve to identify 

unsuccessful students by comparing their actual credit point score with the score expected from them at 

a particular point in time during their studies. These students can then be addressed and directed towards 

certain extra-curricular activities, like counseling or propaedeutic courses. However, here the project 
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documents argue that study success measures should be used to identify the structural barriers hampering 

students to achieve the required credit points according to exam regulations.  

Thus, the previously funded coaching concept for new professors, the need for personnel to improve 

quality assurance in the faculties, the results of the study program analyses and the experiences made 

with study success measures laid the basis for the QPL proposal. According to a manager involved in the 

QPL initiative, it was clear from the beginning that the main focus would be put on improving the quality 

of teaching by professionalizing the area of quality assurance and quality development. According to the 

project homepage (2018), the overall aim of the QPL initiative was to develop a dialogue-oriented quality 

culture and optimize steering processes in the context of quality assurance and development. The 

important role of cultural change becomes most apparent in the following quote from the preface of the 

final report (2016), written by the Vice President for Studies and Teaching, who led the QPL initiative:  

The objective of this project is to establish a comprehensive quality network at the university 
that supports a culture of innovative teaching and learning development and builds on 
dialogue-oriented quality culture. With the project “Pilot Teaching” the HAW Hamburg pursues 
a longitudinal cultural change that understands the HAW as a ‘learning organization’ and whose 
members refine the university within the digital society in a systemic and sustainable way. The 
individual change processes of lecturers and students as well as the reforms within the faculties 
on the level of study programs support such a cultural change, guided by a compass of 
competence orientation. (HAW_doc_40/7) 

This quote shows multiple things. First, the QPL initiative at the HAW Hamburg did not include selective 

allocations of financial resources for specific areas to reduce challenges for a limited time period. Rather, 

the aim was much more comprehensive by emphasizing a longitudinal and sustainable cultural change 

that would comprise the whole university with all of its actors. Thus, these change processes should not 

only affect central actors within the service units responsible for quality management and assurance but 

also lecturers, students and study programs. This cultural change referred to a changed understanding of 

how teaching and studying should take place. Such an ambitious goal, as it was formulated here, gives the 

impression that the university had reached a relatively advanced level of discussion about the quality of 

studies and teaching at the time the QPL proposal was written.  

Second, special terms from the field of systemic organizational development were used in this quote as 

well as in other project documents. The use of these terms is an indication for the elaborate and extensive 

treatment of this topic, also from a scientific point of view, shown by references made to organizational 

theory researchers, like Senge (1990), who coined the term ‘learning organization’ in his famous book The 

Fifth Discipline. The term ‘learning organization’ comes from the field of organizational development and 

describes a fluid, dynamic system, capable of change and continuous transformation by facilitating the 



 
 

204 
 

learning of its members. Using these terms might be understood as signaling an intensive discussion about 

the meaning of organizational development and the ways it can evoke cultural change—from an academic 

point of view. The term “cultural change” was prominently used on several occasions by the Vice President 

for Studies and Teaching. This gives the impression that she had some in-depth understanding of 

organizational development and a clear vision for the university as a learning organization, emphasizing 

the specificity of such an approach in the final QPL report:  

What is special about the quality development at the HAW Hamburg is the open communication 
about this topic [improving the quality of teaching]—in line with the idea of a learning 
organization that is open for suggestions and initiates processes of development to 
continuously adapt to new requirements and optimize processes of teaching and learning. 
(HAW_doc_40/12) 

As indicated by this quote, she was convinced that the situation at the HAW Hamburg was special in that 

an open discussion and communication about the topic of quality of teaching was possible. As mentioned 

earlier, this openness was attributed to the type of university and the professors who were more willing 

to engage in changes in comparison to professors at universities. These changes not only included the 

willingness of professors to educate themselves in the area of teaching competences, which had only an 

impact on the micro-level of teaching settings. Rather, according to the expert interviews, professors were 

also willing to engage in discussions about changes on the meso-level of study programs, led by the 

question how to improve the quality of teaching by changing study structures and curricula.  

As previously mentioned, the data material repeatedly referred to the objective of inducing a cultural 

change with regard to the understanding of how studying and teaching should take place. Throughout the 

project documents and the interviews, this changed understanding was oriented towards three terms, 

namely dialogue orientation, digitalization and competence orientation. Dialogue orientation, according 

to the project documents, described the university’s understanding of quality improvement that could 

only be accomplished in a dialogue between all faculties and actors involved. As it was described in the 

final QPL report (2016), “quality means for the HAW Hamburg that all processes underlying the classical 

quality management PDCA-cycle54 should be characterized by a distinct dialogue orientation, understood 

in terms of a systematic inclusion of all relevant actors along the student life cycle” (HAW_40/6). Thus, 

‘good’ quality development was signaled in the project documents by the inclusion of all relevant actors 

at the HAW Hamburg. However, inclusion here meant that these actors were not only to be represented 

                                                           

54 PDCA stands for “plan, do, check and act” and is one of the well-known management models to describe continu-
ous change processes. For further information, see Deming (1986). 
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in processes of quality development. Rather, they were also to enter into a dialogue with each other to 

derive solutions regarding the question of continuously improving the quality of teaching at the university.  

As described in the project documents, competence orientation was another central component of the 

QPL initiative. Competence orientation had already played a crucial role in the structure and development 

plan 2011-2014 in which it was stated that “the overarching objective of teaching and studying are 

competent graduates” (HAW_doc_FINAL/6). Such a focus on competences can be interpreted in two ways. 

First, the term “competent graduates” emphasizes the outcome of higher education. In other words, the 

aim is to consider the end of a learning process rather than deciding at the beginning which repertoire of 

knowledge should be taught. Second, since competent graduates are able to adapt their competences 

autonomously, this also means that the conceptualization of teaching needs to be more oriented towards 

the individual learners and their prior knowledge, their motivation and personal dispositions. A graduate 

is competent when he or she is capable of solving a particular task by applying their specific skill set. 

According to the final QPL report (2016), the term “competence orientation” stood for a comprehensive 

shift towards a more strongly competence-oriented form of teaching, accompanied by an intensive 

discussion and scientifically-based engagement with the academic concept of competence. Competence 

orientation was defined in the final QPL report (2016) in the following way:  

This includes that students should be able to exercise their knowledge, competences, skills and 
attitudes based on scientific findings in complex, often new challenging situations in a solution-
oriented way. This requires the teacher teams responsible to have an overall strategy on the 
curricular level, developed in dialogue with students and lecturers on an interactional level that 
formulates high-quality learning outcomes and pursue evidence-based examinations … . This 
dialogue-oriented competence orientation goes hand in hand with respective teaching and 
learning formats, for example learning in projects or research-based learning to enable students 
to acquire competences on a higher level of standards, for example, analytical and reflective 
competences. (HAW_doc_40/7) 

As indicated by this quote, the focus on competence orientation means that students should be supported 

in the development of competences that enable them to find solutions to complex problems 

autonomously. Such a competence perspective requires a re-thinking of classical teaching-and-learning-

formats on all levels. The introduction of such new formats went hand in hand with certain demands 

placed on students as well as professors, as pointed out in the following quote:  

Such a holistic quality development demands students to take more responsibility for their own 
learning processes, take the steering wheel in their own hands, so to say. High requirements 
are also directed towards lecturers in the area of piloting their teaching, accompanying, advising 
and instructing students as well as executing examinations. (HAW_doc_40/7)  
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Thus, competence-oriented teaching in this form asked students to take on more responsibility for their 

own learning, which suggests that they had not taken on this responsibility before. In addition, lecturers 

needed to improve their ‘piloting of teaching’ by adapting their teaching tasks according to the principles 

of competence orientation. However, according to such a piloting of teaching perspective, teaching was 

not only perceived as knowledge transfer. Rather, teaching included advising and accompanying students 

in the course of their studies. Overall, teaching was to be oriented towards the competences that students 

should develop, while the lecturers are students’ companions in this process.  

Student diversity played a central role in the context of competence orientation because diversity was 

defined here as the competences with which students enter university. These competences differ, 

according to the interviews and group discussions, according to students’ entrance qualifications. Here the 

interviewees emphasized that, as a university of applied sciences, there is a traditionally higher proportion 

of people who enter the university with a subject-based university entrance qualification. Further, it was 

argued that the amount of students who have worked before their studies is much higher than at 

universities. In the light of competence orientation, a manager involved in the QPL initiative proclaimed 

that the HAW Hamburg used these competences in a positive way:  

I think we use this as a chance. At least that is my position and I think a lot of my colleagues 
share this position. Of course, this has limits when it comes to German-language lectures. 
Everyone has to be able to follow them somehow. … But we really use this [diversity], we have 
students who come with strong vocational qualifications and students who come directly from 
high school. And there is the discernment that for some of them, abstract formulations are 
easier, while others have experience with welding and therefore it is easier for them to follow 
lectures in mechanical engineering. So you really understand diversity as a strength, as 
something that they bring along and not as a deficit. (HAW_intA/36)  

In this quote, student diversity was defined in terms of entrance qualifications, which indicates that 

students enter the university with different sets of competences. These differing sets of competences 

meant that students had less trouble in some subjects than in others. The appropriate way of dealing with 

this sort of student diversity was displayed here in accepting and using the differences in competences. 

Thus, the task of the institution was to provide a broad spectrum of different subjects, some of them with 

a stronger academic orientation, others with a more practical orientation so that all students can make 

use of their skills respectively. Nevertheless, it should also be mentioned here that the quote referred to 

“certain limits” in dealing with student diversity. These limits included, for example, understanding 

lectures held in German. Students needed a certain level of fluency in the German language so that they 

were able to follow them. This might be the case for international students who have problems 

understanding what is taught in the lectures.  
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Further, on the part of the students, the competence-oriented teaching perspective asked students to 

learn from each other, to use their different sets of competences in an active way and to take responsibility 

for their learning processes. In this context, a QPL manager emphasized from a learning-psychological 

perspective that it should be acknowledged that “[w]e all have learned differently or we all learn 

differently. And we need a form of teaching or studying that does justice to the different learning types or 

the individual personality” (HAW_intA/36). According to this quote, the institutional setting of studying 

and teaching needed to be to acknowledge the diverse ways students are learning and studying. This calls 

for a definition of student diversity in terms of individual learning personality that should be considered in 

the context of studying and teaching. Such a competence-oriented perspective on student diversity could 

not only be observed in interviews with university management involved in the QPL initiative. The group 

discussions with persons working in the QPL projects repeatedly emphasized as well that students entered 

university with individual sets of competences that should be acknowledged in the teaching setting.  

Overall, the strategic outline of the QPL project was highly influenced by the signature of the Vice President 

for Studies and Teaching who did not only initiate and lead the process of writing the QPL project proposal 

but who was also responsible for the first and second round of the overall QPL initiative. As formulated in 

the final QPL report (2016), her vision behind the QPL initiative was to establish a ‘learning organization’ 

in which all individuals, in particular the professors, but also other members of the university, contributed 

their individual competences to the continuous transformation of the university adapting to new 

challenges. This learning organization was also brought into direct relation to the topic of student diversity, 

most notably in the structural and development plan for 2016-2020. In this plan, the following objective 

was formulated:  

to re-direct university culture and the structural development to become more diverse, 
international, gender-equal, family-friendly, inclusive and free of discrimination. As a learning 
organization, it actively includes diversity as a cross-cutting issue with multiple facets in all areas 
of activities and decision-making processes. (HAW_doc_49/9) 

As described in the structure and development plan for 2016-2020, the HAW Hamburg was working on a 

diversity management concept in the context of the diversity audit of the Stifterverband to fulfill this 

strategic objective. The Vice President for Studies and Teaching was again highly involved in the process 

of developing such a concept because she was also a team member of the administrative Department for 

Equality and in the Committee for Equality and Diversity, which is a standing committee of the university 

senate. According to this diversity management concept, dealing with student diversity was already 

happening in the daily businesses of teaching and studying, as it is described in the structure and 

development plan for 2016-2020: 
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The reality in seminar rooms and on campus shows that there are no typical students or 
employees at the HAW Hamburg, students and employees have diverse needs, requirements 
and resources with which they master their daily student and working life at the HAW. 
(HAW_doc_49/3) 

With this quote, the HAW Hamburg distanced itself from the image of a “typical student or employee” 

because they are all very individual with regard to the needs, requirements and resources they have. These 

individual differences of students and employees should be taken into account by the institutional 

structures and processes at the university. As mentioned before, such a competence-oriented approach 

required the university to engage in a cultural change or a changed understanding of how studying and 

teaching should take place.  

While preparing the QPL proposal for the second round, one question involved how such cultural change 

could be measured in terms of performance indicators. In the context of the QPL initiative, a manager 

involved in the QPL initiative formulated the following idea:  

One idea is to look concretely within the study programs to see how many modules require the 
examination type ‘project work’. Projects are particularly suitable for supporting students in 
their autonomous learning, not only in subject-related terms but also in terms of supra-
disciplinary competences. It allows them to adapt their personal skills and team spirit to leave 
us as competent graduates and to arrange their careers in a fulfilling way. This means project 
work helps you to learn to ask critical questions, develop and test hypotheses, and, thereby, 
develop new solutions, looking for innovative solutions, in particular in the area of practical 
implementation of science. (HAW_intA/65) 

As is indicated by this quote, first concrete ideas on how competence-oriented teaching and studies should 

look like emerged, including which examination types and learning-teaching-approaches this might entail 

to reach the overall objective to educate competent graduates. One example for a performance indicator 

was to assess the amount of project work integrated into the curricular structures of the study programs.  

From the first round to the second round, the strategic direction of the QPL initiative remained almost the 

same, although the structure of the QPL initiative changed (see Chapter 7.2.2.). Nevertheless, it was 

emphasized on the project homepage (2018) that in the second round the networking among the single 

QPL projects should be supported. Further, teaching and learning concepts that had been proven to be 

successful in the first round, were to be used as best-practice examples and be transferred to cover the 

whole university. The success of the individual QPL projects was measured based on previously formulated 

performance indicators. 

Overall, the strategic objective of the QPL initiative at the HAW Hamburg was to improve quality 

development in the areas of studying and teaching. In the data material, the high priority given to teaching 

was legitimized by the type and profile of the HAW Hamburg as a university of applied sciences. Here, 
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teaching was regarded as the university’s main educational task. Consequently, questions such as how to 

provide a high quality of teaching and what constitutes ‘good’ teaching were debated a bit more 

enduringly and intensively than it might have been the case with other institutions. Prior projects and 

experiences with improving the quality of teaching and study structures laid the basis for the QPL proposal. 

Finally, student surveys and data played an important role to identify certain ‘hot spots’ in the faculties as 

well as certain faculty-wide central themes that were to be taken into consideration in the context of the 

QPL proposal. These hotspots were identified on the basis of student surveys indicating these special 

needs. So far, the QPL initiative represented the biggest third-party funded project of the university.  

7.2.2. Structure Level: The Inner Circle of Committed Employees 

For the first round of the QPL, the initiative at the HAW Hamburg consisted of four university-wide projects 

and four faculty projects. The second phase included five university-wide projects. The Vice President for 

Studies and Teaching was responsible for the whole QPL initiative. A project manager and a project 

assistant, who were situated in the Stabsstelle Evaluation, Qualitätsmanagement, Akkreditierung 

(Evaluation, Quality Management and Accreditation Unit55, abbreviated in the following as EQA), assisted 

her. Together, they built the QPL management team.  

As mentioned before, the main strategic focus of the QPL initiative was on improving the quality of 

teaching by professionalizing quality development, revisions of curricula and didactic training of lecturers. 

Such a focus can be traced back to the institutional anchoring of the QPL initiative. Here, the two most 

important organizational units that were involved in the QPL initiative since the beginning of writing the 

QPL project proposal were EQA and the Arbeitsstelle Studium und Didaktik (Office for Degree Courses and 

Teaching, abbreviated in the following as ASD). Both units were able to expand their personnel resources 

substantially with the help of the QPL funding. 

First, EQA was involved in the university-wide QPL project ‘Faculty Quality Management’. EQA is 

responsible for all processes related to evaluation, accreditation and quality management at the HAW 

Hamburg. Before the QPL funding, the EQA team consisted of a centrally anchored team. This team 

consulted the faculties on issues regarding evaluation and quality management. However, as can be 

deduced from the protocols of participatory observation, one problem was that the main responsibility 

                                                           

55 The following translations of departments, units and teams in this sub-chapter are official translations by the 
HAW Hamburg. These English translations were retrieved from the HAW Hamburg’s English homepage. For further 
information, see HAW Hamburg (2020).  
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for implementing quality management instruments laid with the academic staff at the faculties. Academic 

staff, in turn, were dissatisfied with this situation as they felt overwhelmed by the workload that came 

with quality assurance tasks. Further, according to the protocols, they argued that quality assurance 

needed to take into account the different institutional settings of the faculties in which teaching and 

learning took place. For example, in some study programs, a lot of teaching was executed via project work 

for which five or six students worked together on a topic over the whole semester. Other study programs 

began with huge lectures visited by 200 students. It was argued by the academic staff as well as the 

administrative EQA team that these different teaching formats required different sets of evaluation tools 

because they pursued different objectives regarding teaching and learning. Further, the EQA team 

emphasized that each faculty had a very special culture that needed to be acknowledged in the process of 

adapting quality assurance tools. Only by taking the special culture into account, as it was described in the 

protocols of the observatory participation, the acceptance towards evaluation and quality management 

could be raised on the part of the faculties. Therefore, with the help of the QPL funding, the aim was to 

add decentralized structures to the operating unit EQA which each had its home base in the four faculties. 

This led to the funding of four Faculty Quality Managers who were directly situated in the faculties. These 

Faculty Quality Managers were the main contact persons for academic and administrative staff at the 

faculties for questions concerning quality management and evaluation. They were also responsible for 

distributing information on initiatives for improving the quality of studies and teaching, organizing 

evaluation procedures, quality circles of the faculties for improving studies and teaching and supporting 

the involvement of students and teachers in quality development, as is described on the project homepage 

(2018).  

The expanded structure of EQA in the context of the QPL initiative was of special importance for the HAW 

Hamburg because these structures laid the foundation for introducing the process of system 

accreditation.56 Since 2018, the HAW Hamburg has been system-accredited, which means EQA is the 

central unit responsible for the internal accreditation of study programs at the HAW Hamburg. It can be 

said that the QPL funding played a decisive role in the system accreditation process. This funding provided 

the necessary monetary resources to establish interconnected central and decentral structures for quality 

management. According to the EQA homepage (2018), with these structures, a quality management 

                                                           

56 The German accreditation system distinguishes between two approaches of accreditation: the accreditation of 
degree programs (program accreditation) and the accreditation of a quality assurance system within a university. 
Both forms of accreditation are assigned by accreditation agencies that subordinate to the Accreditation Council. 
For further information on accreditation procedures in German higher education, see Kehm (2010). 
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system was established that supported the dialogue about the quality of studies and teaching with all 

important actor groups. Further, this system made it possible to adapt measures for quality improvement 

and evaluation instruments according to the specific needs of the study programs.  

Next to EQA, the other important central unit involved in the QPL initiative of the HAW Hamburg was the 

ASD. Since 1995, the ASD has been supporting persons, faculties and university leadership in the area of 

higher education didactics. This department bundles all training activities for professors, teaching and 

project assistants and tutors. In this context, the department has developed its own mission statement 

which states that the ASD is “an impetus for themes and development processes around teaching, learning 

and evaluating” (HAW_doc_48/4). In the first round, this department was responsible for the university-

wide QPL project ‘Teaching-Learning Coaches’ (Lehr-Lern-Coaches). This project was expanded in the 

second round, including (apart from coaching) also the topic of curricula development, resulting in the 

name ‘Curricula Development and Coaching’. Since 2016, there has been a QPL-funded expert for curricula 

development. Although she is officially employed in the ASD, her position represented an informal 

interlocking of topics that addressed both university didactics and the quality management. Therefore, her 

connections to the Faculty Quality Managers can be described as being very tight, as can be retrieved from 

protocols from participatory observations. Further, due to its strong focus on e-learning-instruments, the 

ASD was in the second round also involved in the project ‘Media 4.0 in Studies and Teaching’. Overall, as 

indicated in the final QPL report (2016), of the 13 persons working in the ASD, five positions were financed 

with the help of the QPL funding and four positions were based on funding coming from the Hamburg 

Open Online University. The Hamburg Open Online University was another third-party funded project by 

all public universities in Hamburg, which aimed to develop concepts for the digitalization of academic 

teaching and open universities for society. Thus, the number of persons working in the ASD and who were 

financed on the basis of third-party funding can be described as being relatively high. 

Further, one project called ‘Mentoring in the Transition to Work’ was situated in the administrative 

Department of Equality (Stabsstelle Gleichstellung). This department exists of four divisions: ‘Equality’, 

‘Diversity’, ‘Family Office’ and ‘Mentoring in Vocational Transition’. As mentioned before, the Vice-

President for Studies and Teaching was a team member in this department. Further, this department was 

responsible for developing a diversity management concept in the context of the university’s participation 

in the diversity audit of the Stifterverband.  

Since the topic of the present study is student diversity, the Student Center (Studierendenzentrum) as 

another central service unit should be acknowledged. Although it was not officially part of the QPL 
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initiative, the Student Center played an important role in the QPL initiative because administrative staff 

working in the Student Center worked together closely with persons involved in QPL projects. The Student 

Center included four organizational units: the Student Counseling Office, International Office, Student 

Admissions and Registration Office and the First-Year Orientation Team (Team Studieneinstieg). These 

units provided students support and information for ‘successful studies’. This support included advising 

on specific topics (e.g., career service, tutors), information and materials for self-management (e.g., tips 

for successful studies, worksheets for supporting decision making, learning strategies, dealing with stress 

and fear). Further, members of the Student Center organized seminars and workshops concerning self-

management, exam preparations and learning strategies. Finally, the Student Center offered learning 

partners and first-semester tutorials (see Chapter 7.2.3.).  

What was interesting to see in the data material were the tight connections existing between members of 

the departments and units like EQA, ASD and the Student Center. As it can be observed in the group 

discussion and protocols from participatory observations, there were certain very committed members of 

these departments who worked regularly together, either in joint projects, in committees, or round tables. 

Further, over time, personal contacts were also established between certain members of staff. Thus, it is 

noticeable that often the same persons were very much involved in activities and projects in the context 

of improving studies and teaching. This was also true for the QPL initiative, which was planned top-down 

by the Vice President, who had influenced the language of the initiative substantially, as has already been 

described in Chapter 7.2.1. She was surrounded by a dedicated team that shared her vision of a ‘learning 

organization’ with the aim to stimulate a cultural change towards a more competence-oriented way of 

teaching. Most of them worked in administration in the service units, but there were also some 

connections to ‘committed’ academic members of staff. As it can be interpreted from the interviews, the 

latter were not ultimately convinced that competence-oriented teaching represented the only solution to 

all the challenges they were confronted with in their daily teaching settings. However, they were convinced 

that something needed to be changed with regard to the institutional structures in which studying and 

teaching take place. They were convinced that they themselves could make a change to improve the 

quality of teaching. Often, these academic members themselves had already developed some small 

projects or ideas how to improve studying and teaching (e.g., project work, extra-curricular courses), 

before getting into contact with members of the central service units who then supported them in their 

efforts. According to the group discussion, these dedicated members of academic staff were perceived to 

be very important for getting a foot in the door at the respective faculties. The academic staff, in turn, was 
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motivated to engage further in improving the conditions for teaching and studying because they were 

encouraged my the administrative staff to develop their own ideas.  

The size of the HAW Hamburg eased networking among committed staff and the exchange of experiences. 

The exchange of experiences often resulted in spill-over effects from single QPL projects, as was described 

in the interviews and protocols resulting from participatory observation. For example, one common 

approach was to first implement one innovative idea in one department or study program in the form of 

an experiment. This implementation was mostly based on a cooperation between members of the 

administrative service units and an academic from that department or study program. When this inno-

vation turned out to be ‘successful’, this idea was used as a ‘best-practice example’ to be made known to 

other departments or study programs. When a committed academic was found at that department or 

within that study program who was willing to participate, this idea was implemented in these contexts as 

well. The knowledge about push- and pull factors that contributed to the success of these innovations was 

secured and spread by dedicated staff via the previously mentioned exchanges (e.g., round tables, 

committees, project groups). Thereby, these ideas or projects were continuously adapted, new aspects 

were added and aspects that turned out to be hampering the success of these projects were eliminated.  

An external design agency was appointed to develop a branding concept with a maritime motto suitable 

for the title of the QPL initiative ‘Piloting Teaching’. Consequently, the project structure was displayed as 

a big sailing ship, consisting of a hull, including the university-wide projects and four masts, representing 

the faculties and their inner-faculty projects (first round) or the Faculty Quality Managers (second round). 

This big ship was headed by a pilot boat, which included—in the second phase—scientific project 

management, communication and networking and an advisory board. Further, the language of the project 

presentation was adapted accordingly, using maritime metaphors in project descriptions, like ‘piloting 

teaching’, the ‘compass of competence orientation’, or that students should take the ‘steering wheel’ into 

their own hands.  

The same design agency was also appointed to design the final QPL report (2016). As can be interpreted 

from the data material, such branding gave off a very professional and well-thought-out impression. This 

became not only apparent on the QPL homepage (2015, 2018) or in the final QPL report (2016), but also 

in the context of the QPL symposium that was held in September 2018 at the HAW Hamburg. The 

symposium had the aim “to provide impulses for shaping change processes and improve the quality of 

teaching and studies against the background of an increasingly heterogeneous student population and the 

challenges and opportunities arising from societal change and digitalization” (HAW_doc_24/1). In this 
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context, the university invited both persons from the HAW Hamburg and external representatives. 

Concluding from participatory observations, over 200 participants were there. The program consisted of 

two days of workshops and keynotes, accompanied by an intensive framework program for the exchange 

of experiences and the building of networks. Afterward, the materials and impressions of the symposium 

were extensively prepared for a multimedia report, which supported the professional public image of the 

QPL initiative.  

Although this kind of branding resulted in a good external perception of the project, the QPL management 

team criticized that they did not pay enough attention to public relations, in particular, to make the QPL 

initiative more visible within the university. Apart from the final report and the website, there existed only 

one additional publication, the ‘Pilot-Post’ (Lotsenpost), which was published sporadically to inform about 

new developments in the context of the QPL projects. Besides that, only little publicly available 

information regarding specifically the QPL initiative existed. This matches the overall impression that the 

emphasis put on public relations was in general relatively low. Many strategic documents, for example the 

structural and development plans, were only available via the intranet. Thus, within the QPL initiative, 

there seemed to be less documentation of process development, as described by a QPL manager. He 

argued that the QPL employees were occupied with the daily business of their QPL projects rather than 

retaining and marketing information and knowledge.  

Although the level of publicly available information was relatively low, this did not automatically mean 

that the persons involved in the QPL projects did not know of each other. On contrary, the data material 

reveals that the exchange of information did take place, although it concentrated more on exchanges via 

informal channels. These informal channels were, for example, round tables or committees in which often 

the same inner circle of committed people participated. This might represent a problem in case of 

personnel fluctuations, which posed a significant problem for the QPL initiative at the HAW Hamburg in 

the beginning, because two members of the project ‘Faculty Quality Management’ left the university and 

the EQA team needed to find a replacement. The lack of knowledge written down in documents might also 

become more problematic by the end of the QPL funding when the question arises how to retain necessary 

personnel resources and make developments more sustainable. First efforts were detectable in 

discussions led after the first round, about how to merge certain projects and turn them into standard 

instruments for quality assurance or make certain faculty projects available for the whole university. This 

can be retrieved from the group discussions, the interviews and the final report (2016). The discussion 

resulted in the changed structure in the second round. 
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In the second round, the QPL initiative consisted of five university-wide projects that were all further 

developments from QPL projects of the first round. For example, in the second round, the university-wide 

project ‘Media 4.0 in Studying and Teaching’ was a merger of the QPL projects ‘Blended Learning for 

Preparatory Courses’ at the Faculty of Engineering and Computer Science and ‘Informatization’ at the 

Faculty of Business and Social Sciences. Further, the QPL project ‘Curricula Development and Coaching’ in 

the second round evolved from the QPL project ‘Teaching-Learning Coaching’ in the first round. As 

mentioned before, the QPL leadership and coordination team noticed that the first round featured no 

networking or communication tools to stimulate the exchange of information and experiences among the 

different QPL projects. Therefore, in the second round, improving networking and communication among 

the QPL projects was emphasized. Since the Faculty Quality Managers were already installed from the first 

round, their main task for the second round was to stimulate the dialogue between students and teachers. 

Interestingly, there was no indication that the QPL initiative at the HAW Hamburg was evaluated by an 

external agency at the end of the first round, as it had been the case at the other two case universities. 

However, this QPL initiative was not only accompanied by the research project StuFHe, but also by 

wirQung, another research project in the BMBF Funding Program ‘Accompanying Research Regarding the 

Teaching Quality Pact’ (Begleitforschung des Qualitätspakt Lehre). This project examined the effects of 

quality management interventions at German universities.57 Both research projects were characterized by 

a strong interaction with persons involved in the QPL initiative. For example, the research results of both 

projects were regularly reported in workshops or round tables. Therefore, it can be interpreted that some 

of the QPL projects were already evaluated in the context of those accompanying research projects. 

However, a holistic examination of the QPL initiative as a whole was missing.  

7.2.3. Action Level: From Best-Practice to University-Wide Innovations 

In the first round, the QPL initiative at the HAW Hamburg incorporated four university-wide projects and 

four faculty projects. In the second round, five university-wide projects were financed through QPL 

funding. As mentioned before, all the activities within these QPL projects were concerned with questions 

of improving the quality of studying and teaching. Such an improvement, according to the project 

homepage, was to be accomplished by improving the institution or, more precisely, the institutional 

setting in which studying and teaching take place. For example, study program analyses were to identify 

structural barriers for students that were inherent to the curricula of study programs. Further, lecturers 

                                                           

57 For further information on the research project wirQung, see Ditzel et al. (2016).  
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were to advance their teaching competences so that they would be capable of developing more 

competence-oriented teaching settings. Interestingly, activities that focused more on improving the 

student or students’ competences were not explicitly found in the data material about the QPL projects, 

although there were some exceptions (e.g., the QPL project ‘Mentoring for Students in Vocational 

Transition’). Consequently, the topic of student diversity was not directly on the agenda in the QPL 

projects’ activities. Nevertheless, student diversity played a role for the QPL initiative in that the 

development of the QPL initiative was legitimized against the background of an increasingly 

heterogeneous student population. Further, there existed a relatively broad spectrum of extra-curricular 

activities that focused on improving students’ competences. These activities had already been offered by 

central service units at the HAW Hamburg for ten or fifteen years. In most cases, as it was described in the 

group discussion by administrative staff, these activities were established on the basis of third-party 

funding. After a while, they proved successful so that they became permanently established on a 

sustainable basis. Examples of these activities are the first-semester tutorials or advising offers of the 

Student Center. These examples will be introduced in the following chapter because they provide 

interesting insights into the way student diversity was translated at the HAW Hamburg and the kind of 

approaches that were deemed appropriate to deal with student diversity. Further, administrative staff 

members who worked as part of these activities were highly involved in university-wide discussions about 

how to improve the quality of studying and teaching and, thus, also in discussions about the QPL initiative. 

According to the QPL management team, their involvement in these discussions was legitimized by their 

internal status as experts for the challenges that students face in their first year of studies. The experiences 

made in these central service units were perceived as central for the university’s efforts to improve the 

overall quality of studying and teaching because their activities aimed to help first-year students to 

overcome these challenges.  

The following chapter will start with an introduction of the QPL projects. This will be followed by a 

description of projects that had existed before the QPL funding with a stronger focus on student diversity. 

These projects are: viaMINT preparatory courses, the ‘Extended Start of Studies’, first-semester tutorials, 

activities of the Student Counseling Office and activities of the International Office.  

Dialogue-oriented quality management 

The QPL project ‘Faculty Quality Management’ funded four Faculty Quality Managers who acted as links 

between the central EQA team and the faculties. They were located directly in the respective faculties and 

worked together with the Vice Deans for Studies and Teaching on topics of quality assurance. According 



 
 

217 
 

to the project homepage (2018), the aim of their work was to support the dialogue about the quality of 

studying and teaching among lecturers and students within the faculty.  

According to the protocols of participatory observations, the position of the Faculty Quality Managers—

between the central unit of EQA and the decentral faculties—represented a great opportunity to improve 

networking. A person involved in the QPL project stated in an interview that because of their decentral 

positions, the Faculty Quality Managers were able to identify relevant topics for the respective faculty. 

Due to their connection to their central basis, however, it was also possible for them to spread best-

practice examples from one faculty to another, but also to communicate negative experiences and factors 

prohibiting development. Thereby, a process similar to organizational learning took place.  

One example for this was mentioned in one of the interviews: The response rates for student surveys were 

extremely low in the Department of Design at the Faculty of Design, Media and Information. The Faculty 

Quality Manager at that faculty found out that the teaching culture there was very different from that of 

other faculties because teaching took mostly place in the form of small project groups. Further, the study 

programs had a very low student-teacher-ratio. The Faculty Quality Manager considered this to be the 

reason it was difficult to reach the whole student cohort of a study program with a quantitative approach. 

Consequently, with the help of an external moderator, the Faculty Quality Manager organized a working 

group consisting of lecturers and students that had the aim to develop a dialogue-oriented evaluation tool. 

According to the final QPL report (2016), one result of this working group was a guideline for feedback 

about lecturers that lecturers could use for qualitative evaluation. As it was described in the final QPL 

report, the experiences made with this qualitative evaluation tool were very positive because it helped to 

get into contact with the students more directly. Further, lecturers were very happy about the high 

engagement that students showed with their feedback.  

At the Faculty Life Sciences, students also became the center of attention for quality development. As 

described in the final QPL report (2016), the faculty introduced a round table that served as a regular 

dialogue tool between faculty leadership and students. The idea of a round table was introduced by the 

Faculty Quality Manager at the faculty during a workshop in which possibilities to increase student 

participation were discussed. Since 2013, the dean of the faculty met students in an informal setting two 

or three times per year to discuss current issues. According to the final QPL report (2016), the round table 

was a success in that this offer had been very well received by students. However, concrete numbers (how 

many students visited or are aware of the round table) were not mentioned in the data material. Further, 

the final QPL report (2016) mentions that the suggestions of the students were used for the development 
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of new activities. For example, during one of the round tables students asked for help with writing 

academic papers. Consequently, a writing workshop was developed at the faculty that supported students 

in developing their academic writing competences.  

As emphasized by a QPL manager, the dialogue orientation of the Faculty Quality Managers was central: 

In each faculty, the Faculty Quality Managers tried to find appropriate opportunities and tools to stimulate 

the beginning of a conversation between students and lecturers. Although student diversity was not 

mentioned explicitly as an important topic, this project is nevertheless of interest for the question how 

the HAW Hamburg deals with student diversity. It can be interpreted that this project contributed 

enormously to improve student participation. Such an exchange between lecturers and students can help 

to create a common understanding of the challenges that not only students but also lecturers face. A 

common understanding of the complexity of challenges might prevent both sides from finger-pointing. In 

other words, stimulating a dialogue between lecturers and students might lead to the realization that 

neither the student nor the institutional setting can be blamed for what is going wrong. Rather, according 

to the logic of this project, the focus should be on finding solutions that work for all actors involved. 

Consequently, this project contributes to student diversity by improving the fit between students and the 

institution.  

As indicated in the protocols of participatory observations, academic staff in the faculties perceived the 

Faculty Quality Managers as very ambitious persons who were very successful with their approach of 

connecting decentral and central units. Further, lecturers approached the Faculty Quality Managers when 

they had new ideas for improving teaching settings or adapting study structures. In participatory 

observations, one lecturer admitted to some skepticism at the beginning as faculty feared an increased 

workload for academic staff. This skepticism originated from the number of tasks that were associated 

with quality assurance and quality management. There was the fear on the part of academic staff in this 

faculty that with the professionalization of quality management in the faculties they needed to do even 

more. However, according to this lecturer, the skepticism had been replaced by a growing awareness that 

the Faculty Quality Managers “provide a real facilitation” (HAW_protocol_3/24) for the lecturers’ work. In 

this context, the subsequent question asked by lecturers was what would happen with the Faculty Quality 

Managers after the end of the QPL funding.  

Mentoring in vocational transition 

The university-wide project ‘Mentoring in Vocational Transition: Gender and Diversity as Potential’ was a 

mentoring program for all students and graduates of the HAW Hamburg who were in the vocational 
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orientation phase. This project was part of the administrative Department for Equality. According to the 

project homepage (2018), within this mentoring program mentees were supported by mentors in 

reflecting on their future career perspectives, their plans after graduation, whether they wanted to 

continue studying or start to work in a specific area.  

The background for this project was the observation that particularly students with other intercultural 

backgrounds often have difficulties finding an adequate working opportunity after graduation despite 

their good academic qualifications. In the first round, “students with a migrant background, intercultural 

or transcultural interests” (HAW_doc_42/2) were explicitly mentioned as the main target group. However, 

this specific focus was dissolved in the second round so that the program was now open for all students 

from all disciplines, from the fourth semester of Bachelor’s studies/the first semester of Master’s studies 

onwards. Further, graduates from the HAW Hamburg could apply for the mentoring program until one 

year after graduating.  

The mentoring coordination team matched mentors and mentees according to disciplines and first ideas 

about future perspectives. Mentors were persons working in industry and academia. According to project 

documents, they accompanied their mentees over a period of nine months, including three to five personal 

meetings. Further, the mentoring coordination team organized an extensive framework program, inclu-

ding a kick-off and closing event, regular theme evenings with keynote lectures on career start and career 

planning, as well as trainings and workshops on the analysis of potential, gender and diversity, equal 

opportunities and discrimination. The program was free for students and graduates from the HAW 

Hamburg. 

Student diversity played a central role in this QPL project, as it can already be discerned from the title of 

the project. One reason why the project focused on the topic of diversity can be retrieved from its 

institutional anchoring: As mentioned above, the project was situated in the administrative Department 

for Equality. On the project homepage (2018), the term “diversity” was explicitly defined for this project 

as follows:  

Diversity means variety. Students at universities have differences and similarities according to 
their gender, skin color/ethnicity, physical and mental disabilities, sexual orientation, social 
status or age. These central diversity dimensions are further crossed with variable aspects, like 
religion, nationality, higher education entrance qualification, full-time or part-time study or 
study program. These diversity dimensions continue to have an impact after leaving the univer-
sity on the recruitment process, employment relationship, level of resources, career paths, life 
planning and old-age protection. (HAW_doc_50/ 45) 
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As indicated by this quote, student diversity was defined in terms of students’ variety according to so-

called “central diversity dimensions”. The term “diversity dimensions” stems from the diversity 

management discourse.58 According to diversity management, enterprises should use the socio-cultural 

variety of their employees in a positive way. This variety can be classified according to six core diversity 

dimensions, including gender, age, ethnicity, physical and mental disabilities, sexual orientation and 

religion. These core dimensions are mentioned here in the quotation. In addition, other diversity aspects 

with a stronger focus on diversity in the context of higher education are described here, like higher 

education entrance qualification or studying in full-time or part-time study programs. According to this 

quote, all these aspects have an impact on the accomplishments of graduates later in their working and 

personal lives. The underlying assumption here was that individuals will be treated differently or that they 

have different starting conditions, depending on the social or cultural categories they belong to. Such a 

perspective anticipates that within society, certain groups, defined in terms of social and cultural 

dimensions, are more commonly exposed to discrimination than other groups. In the context of the QPL 

project, the following approach to deal with diversity was advocated on the project homepage (2018):  

For our mentoring program, the focus on gender and diversity means that we want to exercise 
together with our participants how to consciously deal with this variety. As coordinators, when 
selecting our participants and searching for appropriate mentors, we consider the various 
needs, requirements and resources with which our applicants meet the challenges of their daily 
studies and working life. Further, we reflect in our workshops on ‘gender and diversity in 
occupation’ and ‘anti-bias and sensitization for racism’, how differences are constructed in our 
society and how they are used for legitimizing an unequal allocation of resources, a lack of 
recognition and exclusion. The workshops provide impulses and strategies for action for dealing 
with experienced discrimination and carry with yourself an appreciation for variety into your 
own day-to-day work. (HAW_doc_50/52) 

According to this quote, the objective of the mentoring program was to raise awareness, acceptance and 

understanding for cultural and social variety. There were different activities to fulfill this objective. For 

example, mentors were matched to mentees who might already have experienced similar kinds of 

challenges, based on the mentees’ and the mentors’ similar social or cultural backgrounds. Consequently, 

according to the project documents, the mentor might act as a role model for the mentees. Further, 

workshops were organized by the project team to sensitize participants to topics like discrimination and 

to raise understanding for the kinds of sociological structures leading to inequalities. Thus, the appropriate 

way to deal with student diversity was considered here to be based on stimulating an exchange of 

experiences among ‘like-minded persons’ with regard to their socio-cultural background and in extending 

                                                           

58 For further information about diversity management and diversity dimensions in the context of higher education, 
see Auferkorte-Michaelis and Linde  (2018). 
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knowledge about discrimination mechanisms. Further, the project aimed to raise awareness for 

discriminative matters on the part of both the mentors and mentees.  

However, from the data material, it can also be inferred that the chosen language and description of the 

project might contribute to the constitution of socio-cultural differences and stereotyping of certain 

groups. For example, the matching of mentors and mentees according to central diversity dimensions 

bears the risk of stereotyping because matching was based on the assumption that experiences of certain 

social and cultural groups are similar. Alternatively, matching persons from very different backgrounds 

might be perceived as a better way to raise understanding and acceptance for cultural and social variety 

on both sides. Nevertheless, as indicated on the project homepage (2018), it should be acknowledged that 

the mentoring program was framed by an extensive supplementary program, including additional 

workshops and thematic evenings. During these activities, the topics of discrimination and equal 

opportunities were discussed among all participants, despite their backgrounds. Further, it is worth 

mentioning that the mentoring program was open to all students, despite their social and cultural 

characteristics, although the subtitle ‘Diversity and Gender’ indicates quite well that the topics ‘diversity’ 

and ‘gender’ were perceived as highly relevant in the context of this project.  

Study success measures (first round)/Study program monitoring (second round) 

The project ‘Study Success Measures’ included a new model for measuring study success. As mentioned 

before, this model was developed in 2007 by two lecturers of the HAW Hamburg and has been 

continuously evolving ever since. With the help of this analytical model comparing planned/actual data, 

each semester students’ credit points were compared to the credit score determined by exam regulations. 

As described in the project documents, indicators for tracking the individual course of studies of single 

students, but also for whole cohorts, study programs, departments and faculties were developed based 

on this comparison. The aim of the project was to develop analyses of students’ study progress that could 

be used for the planning of study programs. For example, QPL employees in the interviews perceived it as 

important to better understand how intensively students study. The differing study intensity was related 

to the diversity of their students, as described in an interview with a QPL manager:  

One working hypothesis of us was: A lot of our students are older than students at university 
because they had completed vocational training before or they are already working next to their 
studies. And many of them stay in their occupation at least partially, in particular, to be able to 
pay for their living costs. That means they are de-facto not studying full-time, but part-time. 
(HAW_intA/22)  
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This quote emphasizes the distinct composition of the student population at a university of applied 

sciences in terms of living situation, age and educational background compared to that of universities. This 

was used as a reason by those involved in the QPL initiative for observing that many students did not study 

in the ‘regular’ period of time or with the ‘normal intensity’ that is expected from them. Thus, it looks as 

if implicitly a reference is made to the understanding of the ‘normal’ student. Such a ‘normal’ student is 

defined as studying at a university, being young, having entered higher education without vocational 

training and vocational experience and being financially stable enough to concentrate on their studies full-

time.  

The study success measures started at the Faculty of Business and Social Sciences and were expanded to 

other departments and study programs during the first round. According to the final QPL report (2016), 

since 2016, study success measures have been used in 26 Bachelor’s study programs in all four faculties, 

and have analyzed the study progress of over 17,000 students. Further, the project was extended to 

include not only study success indicators, but also indicators for efficiency and intensity of studying. For 

example, efficiency referred to the quotient of achieved credit points and aspired credit points. Next to 

these student-related indicators, it was also possible to consider institution-related indicators like study 

program capacity. Consequently, the name of the project was adapted to ‘Study Program Monitoring for 

the second round and included a quantitative model that aggregated existing data materials of the 

university. 

Teaching-learning coaching (first round)/Curricula development and coaching (second round) 

This QPL project was called ‘Teaching-Learning Coaching’ in the first round and implemented a team-

coaching concept for lecturers at the HAW Hamburg. With this concept, lecturers advanced their teaching 

experiences in exchange with colleagues, who were trained as internal teaching-learning coaches. The aim 

of this project was to stimulate the development of new ideas for teaching and learning on the part of the 

lecturers. The project was affiliated with the ASD.  

This concept built on a previous team coaching concept in which external coaches trained new professors. 

As mentioned before, this team coaching concept won the ‘Competition Excellent Teaching’ by the 

Stifterverband in 2009. According to protocols of participatory observations, persons from the ASD argued 

that it would be more beneficial in the long run if these trainings could be organized internally instead of 

having to rely on external coaches. Consequently, the QPL funding was perceived as a good opportunity 

to expand the team coaching concept and train committed professors of the HAW Hamburg to become 

propagators. According to protocols from participatory observations, professors involved described the 
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project as a success in that they experienced greater openness to talk about teaching methods with their 

colleagues:  

This did not exist ten or twelve years ago! When I arrived here at the university in 2004, I would 
have never dared to ask senior professors how they were doing their teaching! With coaching, 
there is a new awareness in the minds of the instructors to exchange views about teaching. 
(HAW_ protocol_3/15) 

As indicated by this quote, the increased openness to talk about teaching was attributed to team coaching. 

Further, professors emphasized that team coaching had contributed to better networking among the 

academic staff of the HAW Hamburg. According to the final QPL report (2016), almost 40 percent of the 

professors have already participated in team coaching, which is displayed as a great success. Consequently, 

team coaching is displayed on the homepage as a “standard tool for didactic training” (HAW_doc_28/5).  

During the first round, the experiences made with the team coaching concept led to further developments 

by combining this didactic approach (i.e., improving the teaching competences of professors) with another 

aim, namely improving the structures in which teaching and studying take place. The story behind this was 

told in the context of the QPL Symposium 2016 by the professors and QPL employees involved. The story 

took place in the study program Regenerative Energy Systems and Energy Management and began with 

the planned re-accreditation of this study program. In this context, one group of committed professors 

decided to use the re-accreditation process to change the study program’s structure and contents. One 

academic described this group of professors as “people who also see that ‘wow, this is a great opportunity 

to really think from scratch what our students should be able to do at the end’” (HAW_protocol_3/16). 

What this quote suggests is that the engagement of the professors was inspired by thoughts about more 

competence-oriented approaches for teaching. According to the protocol of participatory observation, the 

dedicated academic staff experienced two pressure factors of paramount importance in the efforts of 

changing the institutional setting in which studying and teaching take place, namely the high dropout rates 

after the second semester and the very low number of applicants for the study program. Consequently, 

the aim of the professors became to increase the attractiveness of the study program and the study 

structures because the “pressure for change was relatively high” (HAW_protocol_3/14). The academic 

staff involved decided to fundamentally redesign the study program by “letting go of the old ways and 

going new, innovative ways” (HAW_protocol_3/13). Next to this very committed team of professors who 

shared a similar vision for improving the study program, another important success factor, according to 

the persons involved in this process, was the external moderation that was included after a while. The 

moderator already knew the lecturers from the team coaching sessions and she was familiar with the HAW 

culture and structures. She initiated and moderated a solution-oriented dialogue between the committed 
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professors. In the beginning, the professors were skeptical of her approach (“In the beginning, I thought, 

there are only four persons allowed at the table and they talk, what’s the point of that?”, 

HAW_protocol_3/17). However, in the end, they saw how efficient her way of moderating the discussion 

was because she did not allow the lecturers to discuss single teaching modules. According to these 

persons, a paradigm shift took place, “away from the perspective that ‘they [students] first need to know 

the fundamentals’ towards ‘providing little insights into energy technology, thus, the field they will also be 

working in later, is possible from the beginning’” (HAW_protocol_3/19). In other words, the involved 

professors—although they had been inspired by competence-oriented ideas about teaching in the 

beginning—had to really understand the consequences of competence-oriented teaching; the professors 

needed to change their opinion that certain academic standards of knowledge are required before 

allowing students to gain practical insights.  

The professors visited other universities and built networks to gather inspiration for developing innovative 

competence-oriented teaching concepts. After a while, they recognized the problem-based learning 

approach as the best fitting option for their objectives. This led to the development of an alternative 

curriculum. According to the project documents, this alternative curriculum included themed weeks during 

the first and second semesters. In the first semester teaching and learning was dedicated to a specific topic 

(e.g., solar energy) to which the different subjects contributed the necessary knowledge. At the end, 

students wrote a project thesis on the topic in group settings.  

The persons involved perceived the integration of didactic topics with curricula development as so fruitful 

that the project was expanded to include an expert for curricula development in the second round of the 

QPL initiative, who now has been an integral part of the project since 2016. This development illustrated 

quite well the university’s typical approach of developing new ideas, selecting best-practice innovations 

and extending these ideas further.  

Since lecturers themselves had worked out such a concept and contributed with their own ideas, the 

degree of resistance among academic staff was relatively low. Such a bottom-up approach was perceived 

as much more successful than a top-down approach, as one professor admitted: “If someone from quality 

management had come to us and told us to develop this in a more competence-oriented way, there would 

have been much more resistance” (HAW_protocol_3/23). Due to the professors’ substantial involvement, 

there were also no conflicts with the freedom of teaching and research. As mentioned by many of those 

involved, one positive side effect was that this process resulted in a much higher degree of interaction and 

communication among the lecturers in the department. One professor related the following example:  
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Then I would say, “Listen, this week I focus on complex numbers”, then my colleague in energy 
technology can discuss the topic that builds on complex numbers in class. And also, students 
can’t say, “I have never heard of this” because I know that the colleague has approached this 
topic last week! (HAW_protocol_3/26) 

As indicated by this quote, professors now knew what kind of content was covered in their colleague’s 

lectures because their own lectures built on the knowledge that was conveyed in the other subjects. In 

2017, the teaching concept of the study program won the first prize of the VDMA59 higher education prize, 

which was endowed with 100,000 euros.  

Task force informatization (first round)/Media 4.0 in studying and teaching (second round) 

In the first round, the faculty project ‘Task Force Informatization’ at the Faculty of Business and Social 

Sciences had the aim to train students as well as lecturers in using digital tools, such as electronic 

databases, online libraries, virtual platforms and so forth. According to the final QPL report (2016), the 

project was based on two observations. First, many lecturers of the faculty did not use the central online 

learning platform of the HAW Hamburg for their courses. Second, many lecturers complained about the 

quality of students’ papers and presentations with regard to the formal design. Consequently, two persons 

with a background in media didactics were employed to help the respective status groups meet their 

needs.  

According to the final QPL report (2016), the project started with intensive discussions with lecturers and 

students that revealed that there was a lot of stereotypical thinking on both sides while both shared similar 

problems: Students, as well as lecturers, had difficulties with using media for their academic work. The 

project team concluded that the lack of media competences on both sides represented the main challenge 

that should be tackled in the context of the project, so they developed workshops and trainings for using 

MS Word templates and citation management software. Developing an open-door office culture was 

equally prioritized by the project team. According to the project assistants, the office was centrally located 

on a corridor where lecturers often came by randomly and were able to ask their questions and get some 

advice.  

                                                           

59 The VDMA higher education prize ‘Best Machine House’ (Bestes Maschinenhaus) awards innovative ideas and 
teaching concepts from engineering disciplines and faculties with the aim to improve the quality of teaching, didac-
tics and quality assurance. The prize is sponsored by the Mechanical Engineering Industry Association (Verband 

Deutscher Maschinen- und Anlagenbau, VDMA), which is the largest industry association in Europe, representing 
the interests of companies in the mechanical engineering industry. For further information, see VDMA (2021).  
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The project team worked very closely with the different departments in the faculty and participated in 

numerous formal meetings to raise awareness for the topic of digitalization. During one of these meetings, 

for example, they found out that the Department of Nursing and Management planned to implement an 

e-portfolio because student surveys indicated that students in the department’s cooperative degree 

program in Nursing had difficulties linking their theoretical knowledge to their practical work.60 As a 

consequence, the project team and the department developed an e-portfolio for better integration of 

theory and practice.  

After the first round, the project was perceived as a success. The project team noticed a high acceptance 

among lecturers, students and administrative staff of the faculty concerning the use of digital tools, 

particularly in the area of online learning platforms. As stated in the final QPL report (2016), almost all 

lectures of the faculty used the online learning platform. The work of the project team also inspired other 

faculties to initiate and support the use of online-tools by installing support and learning formats.  

To support media usage in a more systematic way, the faculty project was to be extended to cover other 

faculties in the second round. This resulted in the project ‘Media 4.0 in Studying and Teaching’. The project 

combined the need for media competences with the demand to develop more competence-oriented 

teaching approaches. Consequently, the project team supported lecturers in creating more competence-

oriented teaching settings with the help of digital media as well as students in their use of digital media 

for learning and studying. Overall, the team provided media-didactic and media-technical advising and 

support as well as workshops and documentation of digital learning-teaching scenarios. In addition, the 

project team also consulted regularly with the persons advising on competence-oriented teaching or 

curricula development and the learning-teaching coaches.  

viaMINT preparatory courses 

In the first round, the project ‘viaMINT’ was a project based in the Faculty of Engineering and Computer 

Science. Its objective was to improve the transition from school to university with the help of a blended-

learning concept for preparatory courses in fundamental subjects. According to the project homepage 

(2018), students had the opportunity to fill gaps in their knowledge with the help of asynchronous online 

modules. The project featured a video-based interactive online learning platform that provided learning 

                                                           

60 The Department of Nursing and Management is part of the Faculty of Business and Social Sciences and offered 
the cooperative degree program in Nursing that included an academic Bachelor’s degree and a vocational qualifica-
tion as a graduate nurse. Students have theoretical semesters at the HAW Hamburg and practical semesters in hos-
pitals, nursing homes and nursing services. 
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modules in mathematics, physics, chemistry and computer science. These online modules were consistent 

with the curricula of the classroom-based preparatory courses and primed students for the classroom 

lectures. Further, the platform offered an online knowledge test that gave students individual learning 

advice. According to the persons working in this project, this platform was characterized by its high 

flexibility because students had the opportunity to learn via different channels at their own pace. As 

described on the project homepage (2018), this blended-learning concept was to prepare students for 

their studies by refreshing their school knowledge in order for them to be able to follow the basic courses 

in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (in the following abbreviated as STEM) in the first 

semester. As concrete indicators for the success of the project, the project documents refer to the 

objectives to reduce students’ dropout rates and improve the success rates in STEM exams.  

Student diversity played a central role in this project acknowledged students’ diverse levels of prior 

mathematical knowledge which were seen as the reason why such a project was necessary. It was 

described by a person involved in this QPL project in the following words:  

Particularly looking at mathematics, the prerequisites with which students come here are so 

varied. With the help of this knowledge test the single person learns about his or her individual 
weaknesses and can compensate for those. And here we respond to this diversity as the 
recommendations that are articulated via the system become visible on their personal online 
desk. The person with better prerequisites does not need to rework as many modules. The 
person who lacks a lot of those prerequisites has to work a little bit more. That is one thing: the 
visibility of the different prerequisites with the help of this test. (HAW_gd/306) 

As indicated by this quote, students were distinguished according to their different levels of prior 

mathematical knowledge. There was the underlying assumption that a certain level of mathematical 

knowledge is required at the beginning of studies. The level of mathematical knowledge was measured 

with the help of a knowledge test that distinguishes between students with low and high levels of 

knowledge. This test was deficit-oriented in that sense as knowledge was compared to a presupposed 

standard which indicated how much the knowledge of students differed from what was expected from 

them. For example, in the final QPL report (2016), the “knowledge gaps and the heterogeneity in 

knowledge levels” (HAW_doc_40/74) were visualized with the help of a diagram. This diagram displayed 

the results of one of those tests and showed the average points that students achieved in different 

mathematical topics (e.g., geometry). This figure was used as visual support to argue that there were 

“significant gaps in prior knowledge in the topics of logarithms, equations, vectors and functions” 

(HAW_doc_40/76). Thus, with the help of data, it was laid out in black and white that there was a 

substantial lack of knowledge. As an example, the text in the final report pointed out that “in the area 

‘calculating logarithms’ students achieved on average only 0,19 points of 1 point.” (HAW_doc_40/80). 
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Choosing one of the lowest achieved points here as an example could be interpreted as a strategy of 

dramatization to stress the urgency of the problem. For example, the figure also indicated that in the area 

‘percentage calculation’ students achieved on average 0.91 points of 1 point.  

According to the logic of this project, the appropriate way to close gaps in students’ knowledge presented 

itself in a blended-learning concept that combined online learning and classroom-based learning. 

According to the project homepage (2018), prior to their participation in classroom-based learning 

students were urged to close those gaps autonomously with the help of modules on the online learning 

platform. In these modules, students watched videos or did exercises in a certain mathematical area (e.g., 

calculating logarithms). Each module ended with a small test that provided students with feedback on 

their level of acquired knowledge. According to the final QPL report (2016), this blended-learning concept 

represented “an individual, demand-oriented and flexible reprocessing of lacking prior knowledge as soon 

as possible before students begin with their studies” (HAW_doc_40/78). This quotation underlines the 

previously mentioned urgent need for action, encouraging students to fill their knowledge gaps as early as 

possible so that they would be able to follow the basic lectures in the first semester.  

Next to a focus on heterogeneous mathematical knowledge levels, the involved QPL employee also 

realized that the learning pace of students differs substantially. She described this observation in the 

following quote:  

The other thing is: How do I work on these modules? The modules consist of learning sequences 
in which videos and exercises alternate with one another. With the help of the evaluation we 
can see how the level is perceived: Are we too slow, are we too fast? About 60 percent say “this 
is exactly the right level, not too slow, not too fast”. Of course, there are also 20 or 25 percent 
who say “this is a little bit slow, it could be faster”. But we have explicitly decided not to change 
the standard because these 60 percent are exactly the kind of people we want to reach. To 
those who say “it is too slow” we would like to give the opportunity to work on the modules in 
a faster way. So you can fast forward or skip videos. We have an introductory video ‘Learning 
with viaMINT’ in which we explain the different opportunities. There is also a so-called 
refreshment way that consists of a summarized video and exercises, then you do not need to 
go through the whole learning sequence. This means, we also make it transparent how you can 
go through the learning environment on alternative learning paths, thus we make different 
learning opportunities visible to take the diversity of different prerequisites into consideration 
with the help of an online learning environment. (HAW_gd/306) 

This quote shows how student diversity was also defined in terms of different learning paces with which 

students worked on the modules. The appropriate way to deal with this aspect of student diversity was 

seen in offering modules at a learning pace that reached the majority of students or, as it is explained here, 

60 percent of the students. It can be argued that reaching the majority of students with a predetermined 

pace does not represent an individual approach to deal with student diversity because the focus is still on 
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the ‘average’ or ‘majority’ of students. An individual approach to student diversity, in turn, would provide 

students with the opportunity to learn and study the modules at their individual pace. However, the QPL 

project team emphasized that they were proud to have developed such an individual and flexible concept 

that acknowledges the heterogeneity of students’ prior mathematical knowledge.  

Overall, the project was displayed as a success by the QPL project team which was underlined by the fact 

that not only the HAW Hamburg still uses the online learning platform, but also seven other educational 

institutions. However, the QPL project team also faced some challenges. For example, they found out that 

not all students used the online modules in preparation for their classroom-based courses. In order to 

increase online participation rates, the QPL employees tried different methods and strategies to integrate 

the online modules into the classroom-based preparatory courses. Further, they added gamified elements 

and other interactive exercises. Thereby, the online learning platform also offered lecturers opportunities 

to experiment and test alternative ways of teaching and studying.  

Extended beginning of studies 

Two projects in the Faculty of Engineering and Computer Science were not financed through QPL funding 

but nevertheless provided interesting insights into discussions about how to deal with student diversity.  

The project ‘Extended Beginning of Studies’ (Gestreckter Studieneinstieg) was a project within the 

Department of Information and Electrical Engineering. The project involved an extension of the first year 

of the Bachelor’s study program for Electrical Engineering and Information Engineering to comprise three 

instead of two semesters. The regular duration of studies was extended from seven to eight semesters.  

Student diversity played a central role in this project because the diversity of students—in terms of their 

prior knowledge, current living situationt different starting conditions—was accepted as a fact, as 

described in the group discussion by one person working in the QPL project: 

We want to help students to find their own way. They should find their own study plan and not 
say: “I need to do the whole repertoire”. Instead, they should decide on the number of lectures 
they want to take on the basis of their own prior knowledge, their own conditions, their own 
living situation. Within the program, we want to show the opportunities they have to extend 
the duration of studies or the order of their course plans. (HAW_gd/16) 

The overall objective of this project was to provide students with an opportunity to reflect on the fit 

between their respective living situations and predetermined study plans and show them alternative ways 

of studying. A special focus was put on students who felt not readily prepared for starting with the whole 

repertoire of courses. The QPL employee recalled her experience that many students thought they needed 

to study the curriculum exactly the way it was laid out in study plans. The project, however, aimed “to give 
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them [students] the permission, to study differently” (HAW_gd/35). By extending the first-year period 

from two to three semesters, this project provided students the opportunity to study at a slower pace, 

allowing them to start gradually. By extending study contents, students gained free time slots that they 

were able to fill with activities. Students could for example visit extra-curricular mathematical courses. 

This means, in turn, that ‘normal’ study plans were assembled based on the assumption that students 

study full-time and did not need free time slots as they had no other obligations next to their studies or 

because they were perfectly prepared for their studies.  

The other project was called ‘StartPlus Intensiv’ and was situated at the Department for Automotive 

Engineering and Aircraft Construction. Here, students were offered an alternative study plan where some 

of the basic courses were postponed to a later point in time. The emerging free time slots were filled with 

additional tutorials. In these tutorials, not only content-related questions were discussed, but also cross-

disciplinary topics, like learning and time management, self-control and self-assessment as well as 

preparation for exams. According to the project documents (2018), the project built on studies showing 

that the transition to university is a great obstacle for many students, which seems to be particularly true 

for engineering study programs. The project documents listed as the main reasons for this “the lack of 

academic abilities” (HAW_doc_51/3) and “knowledge deficits in the basic subjects” (HAW_doc_51/5) on 

the part of the students. Thus, the students were considered ill-prepared for the beginning of their studies. 

This resulted in the observation that “a huge part of the students did not pass the exams in the first or the 

first two semesters” (HAW_doc_51/6). Students who failed exams had a higher workload in the following 

semesters as they tried to catch up with failed exams while simultaneously attending new classes 

according to the regular study plan. This was described as particularly challenging since it could not be 

guaranteed that there was no overlapping of subjects. In order to prevent students from being caught in 

such a vicious circle, the department developed this alternative study plan. Students can decide on their 

own which study plan to follow.  

During the first week of their studies, students were invited to an information event about the STARTPlus-

program where academic staff and tutors answered questions by students and a mathematical test was 

offered that evaluated their individual mathematical knowledge. Based on the test results, students were 

invited to a personal advisory meeting with the involved lecturer who—if desired—could recommend 

whether students should choose the alternative way or not. As described in the project documents, 

students had the opportunity to visit the ‘normal’ lectures during the first two weeks of the first semester. 

Based on those experiences, they could decide whether they wanted to start with the STARTplus-program 

in the third week.  
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Both programs struggled in terms of participation rates. As indicated in protocols of participatory 

observations, the involved lecturers were concerned about how to convince students to choose those 

alternative study plans. According to their perception, many students tended to overestimate their 

abilities and/or underestimated the double burden they were confronted with due to working next to their 

studies or family obligations. The faculty held intense discussions about the best time to decide about 

participation in the alternative study programs. For example, one idea was that it might be better to let 

students experience the first exam period after the first semester. The possible negative experiences with 

failing exams might convince students that an alternative study plan was the right way for them.  

First-semester tutorials 

The project ‘First-semester Tutorials’ (Erstsemestertutorien) was another project not financed by QPL 

funding, but it is of interest for this study’s research topic for three reasons. First, the project includes a 

special definition of student diversity and how to deal with diversity, which will be explained later in more 

detail. Second, first-semester tutorials have a special tradition and history at the HAW Hamburg. The 

tutorials were introduced in 2004 backed by project funding. The tutorials were perceived as so successful 

at the HAW Hamburg that they eventually were made permanent in 2007. Since then, the first-semester 

tutorials have been implemented university-wide. Third, the First-Year Orientation Team who organizes 

the first-semester tutorials, are very committed persons who are actively involved in discussions about the 

QPL initiative and how to improve teaching and studying at the HAW Hamburg. Since 2007, the First-Year 

Orientation Team has been situated at the Student Center.  

According to the website, the first-semester tutorials have the general objective to improve students’ 

study success by supporting the transition to university. In these first-semester tutorials, more advanced 

students of the same study program exchange experiences with first-semester students. The tutorials start 

with the first lectures. According to the interviews with persons involved in this project, the tutorials are 

not mandatory, but in most study programs they have a fixed place in the study plan so that most students 

just go to the first session. Within the tutorials, a broad set of topics is discussed, including providing 

institutional orientation, reflecting their role as students, supporting autonomous learning and working, 

identifying situations that might be challenging, but also building first social contacts. The tutorials take 

place once per week over the whole first semester. One or two trained students guide a small group of 5-

10 first-year students.  
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The first-semester tutorials are interesting as student diversity plays a central role in the project. Here, 

student diversity was defined in relatively broad terms, as it can be shown by the following quote of a 

person working in this project:  

Well, I think it is about this individual learning personality that includes different aspects; the 
social diversity, then the psychological, where also aspects of motivation play a role, then the 
performance diversity, the disciplinary diversity. But also asking: what are the framework 
conditions, right? Thus, do I need to work a lot? Or do I need to work less? What about the 
journey routes? And all these aspects impact how learning is working out or the way it has to 
go. In the context of the tutorial, we want to stimulate reflection in order to evaluate oneself: 
What are my framework conditions? Where do I stand? What are my challenges? In order to 
find, gather and discuss possible solutions with the group. I think there is no right or wrong 
studying, but there are always ways of supportive and preventive studying. And to look and see, 
everyone has to find their own way, you can try out different things. And we also have the 
experienced tutors that can talk about their own way and show how they are different and how 
they have gone different ways to show them how diverse this range of studying can be. 
(HAW_gd/309) 

According to this quote, student diversity was defined in terms of an individual learning personality, 

consisting of multiple aspects, which all together influence the way learning and studying take place. The 

appropriate way of dealing with this sort of diversity was seen in providing a sufficient framework for 

stimulating students’ self-reflection about their individual situations and living conditions by exchanging 

experiences among like-minded persons. According to this perspective, there is no standard way of 

studying, there are only certain factors that support or prevent studying. However, according to the project 

employees, it is the students’ responsibility to find their own way of studying, while the institution can 

provide the appropriate framework to stimulate the necessary self-reflection on the part of the students. 

This self-reflection is not limited to discipline-specific content, but has a stronger focus on cross-

disciplinary topics. 

According to the persons working in this project, the first-semester tutorials were a success because not 

only had they been established for all study programs at the HAW Hamburg and showed high participation 

rates. Also, the project team argued, they had contributed to a changed ‘study entry culture’: The involved 

departments and faculties noticed how challenging the transition to university can be and how important 

it is to set the right course for students as early as possible. Further, the first-semester tutorials were used 

as an opportunity to establish a feedback culture. The departments received feedback (via the tutors) 

about how the first-year students had experienced their first semester. Here, the first-semester tutorials 

were developed in close cooperation with the departments and related study programs so it was possible 

to adapt the setting and content accordingly.  
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Activities of the Student Counseling Office 

Apart from these projects, a broad spectrum of activities organized by the Student Counseling Office had 

already existed before. These included extra-curricular seminars and workshops concerning topics like 

learning strategies, time management, preparation for exams and prohibiting procrastination. Besides, the 

Student Counseling Office is responsible for the HAW Navigator, an online self-assessment that informs 

students about study contents and tests whether their interests, motivations and competences fit the 

contents and requirements of the respective study program. The completion of the HAW Navigator is a 

necessary application requirement for almost all degree programs at the HAW Hamburg. Further, the 

Student Counseling Office hosted an extensive website with ‘tips and tricks for successful studies’ and 

worksheets students can use autonomously. These worksheets were tools for self-reflection that students 

could download and fill out. They covered the following areas: self-management, learning strategies, 

methods for decision making, releasing tension, worries and fear, dealing with stress and relaxing. Next to 

these activities, there were also classical counseling services, like personal office hours, phone office hours 

as well as office hours for psychological counseling.  

Concerning student diversity, the employees working in the Student Counseling Office followed an 

individual-oriented approach:  

Well, I think the focus is very much on working out the individual situation in the context of the 
Student Counseling Office and making the people aware of where they stand with their 
requirements. For example, often we really try to show people that they carry a double burden 
they might not have noticed themselves. Instead, they say, “Yes, of course I have to finance my 
studies, that is why I have to work!” Yeah, sure. But the curriculum is designed for people who 
can concentrate on their studies full-time. Therefore, they need to adapt their studies 
accordingly. Thus, we are often in the position that we need to help these persons to orient 
themselves on multiple axes of diversity and to get an understanding about ‘where am I with 
my individual situation and condition?’ (HAW_gd/317) 

Thus, as indicated by this quote, diversity can take several forms and include a wide range of aspects. 

Nevertheless, the task of the employees in the context of advising is to make people aware of the extent 

of their diversity; in other words how they differ from the ‘ideal of a normal student’ for whom the study 

structures are designed. This is interesting in that diversity is accepted as reality, thus, that students are in 

very different living situations, coming to the university with very different conditions and requirements. 

Nevertheless, due to the rules and regulations of study programs that are oriented towards the ‘normal 

student‘ (although non-existent anymore), the appropriate way of dealing with this aspect of student 

diversity was not seen in changing the structures, but in advising the students to develop their own study 
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plan for their individual situation without making any formal changes. As the employees of a central service 

unit formulated it, “that is the only power we have” (HAW_gd/78).  

Activities of the International Office 

The International Office at the HAW Hamburg offered a broad spectrum of activities for international 

students. The most important activities were the WeBuddy Program, the International Welcome Days and 

the ‘International Pilots’ (Internationale Lotsen).  

The WeBuddy Program matched advanced students (so-called buddies) with incoming international 

students to help them with the beginning of their studies. The buddy provided support from the first day 

onwards (e.g., picking them up at the airport and taking them to the dormitory), including non-university 

(e.g., taking out health insurance) and university-related challenges (e.g., getting to know the campus) the 

international student might experience.  

The WeBuddy Program was part of the International Welcome Days featuring numerous activities to 

stimulate networking and coming into contact with other students (e.g., welcome dinner, presentation of 

nations). In addition to the WeBuddy Program, the International Pilots was another peer-to-peer-format 

in which advanced tutors were matched with new international students. These pilots helped new 

students with searching for accommodation and provided orientation on campus.  

With regard to student diversity, the International Office focused its activities on international students. 

More precisely, as it was formulated by a person working in the International Office, the activities of the 

International Office aimed to sensitize for intercultural aspects:  

In our work, it is important to introduce students from the very beginning to the fact that it 
might be a little bit different here. And the other way round, in our program, we try to bring 
local students together with international students so that both can learn from each other 
about differences the opportunities or perspectives there are. So, it can also help to become 
aware how diverse studying can be. (HAW_gd/308)  

As indicated in this quote, the activities provided opportunities to connect local students and international 

students in order to raise awareness and understanding on both sides for how different cultural 

backgrounds can be. Further, buddy programs and International Welcome Days supported the 

international students in their arrival in Germany in general and at the HAW Hamburg in particular. This 

form of support has a broad range, including non-university topics and university-related issues. It can be 

interpreted that this broad spectrum of support was based on the assumption that all these topics were 

new or unknown to the international students. Local students, in turn, have experience with these issues. 
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By means of bringing the inexperienced international students together with experienced local students, 

the transition to the German higher education system is made easier for international students.  

7.3. Summary 

The single-case description of the HAW Hamburg revealed some general findings on the levels of strategy, 

structure and action about the university’s response to the demand of student diversity in the context of 

the QPL initiative.  

Overall, the aim of the QPL initiative was to develop a dialogue-oriented quality culture and optimize 

steering processes in the context of quality assurance and development. With such a focus, the QPL 

initiative concentrated on improving the institutional settings in which studying and teaching take place 

instead of improving students’ competences. The QPL strategy was heavily influenced by the university’s 

teaching profile, which can be attributed to the fact that the HAW Hamburg is a university of applied 

sciences. This type of higher education institution regards teaching as its main educational task. 

Consequently, questions concerning the provision and conceptualization of high-quality teaching were 

debated extensively. ‘Good’ teaching was defined here in terms of competence-oriented teaching, which 

required a re-thinking of classical teaching-and-learning-formats. Student diversity played a role to some 

extent and was defined as the varying set of competences with which students enter higher education. 

The university emphasized its responsibility to establish teaching-and-learning scenarios that acknowledge 

and make deliberate use of the differences in students’ competences, particularly against the background 

that as a university of applied sciences, the student composition varies in terms of entrance qualifications, 

socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., age) and living situation (e.g., working next to their studies).  

The QPL initiative’s structure was displayed as a sailing ship, whose hull comprised university-wide projects 

and its masts consisted of faculty projects. Overall, prior projects and experiences with improving the 

quality of teaching and studying laid the basis for the QPL structure. These prior projects were initiated by 

the same inner circle of committed administrative and academic staff that surrounded the Vice President 

for Studies and Teaching. The Vice President had a significant influence on the overall QPL initiative 

because she was not only involved in writing the QPL proposal but also responsible for the QPL initiative 

in the first and second rounds. The QPL initiative was very dear to the Vice President as it allowed her to 

pursue her vision of the HAW Hamburg as a learning organization that facilitates continuous, self-reflective 

and competence-oriented learning on the part of its members. The inner circle of committed staff was 

highly involved in various activities at the HAW Hamburg and exchanged experiences via formal and 

informal channels. Often, the exchange of experiences resulted in spill-over effects of single QPL projects, 
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when members realized that a certain activity might also work well for their respective work unit. Thus, 

the degree of interaction and communication among persons in this inner circle can be described as high. 

However, the documentation of activities was rather sparse, which particularly became a problem in times 

of personnel fluctuation. Further, the communication about QPL activities with organizational members 

who had no links to this inner circle of committed employees was underdeveloped because formal 

communicative channels or tools were missing.  

The activities in the QPL initiative were concerned with questions of improving the quality of studying and 

teaching. This was accomplished by improving the institution or, more precisely, the institutional setting 

in which studying and teaching take place. Consequently, the activities were mostly oriented towards 

academic or administrative staff. Nevertheless, student diversity played an important role for legitimizing 

the QPL initiative as a whole. The increasing heterogeneous student population was used as a reason why 

it was so important to improve the quality of studying and teaching in general and support the shift 

towards competence-oriented teaching in specific.  

Within the QPL projects, additional administrative staff supported organizational members to join the 

dialogue on the quality of studying and teaching. The QPL employees worked closely together with 

academic staff in the faculties to understand the respective faculty culture and identify their needs. As 

experts or moderators, they accompanied processes of communication and collaboration, but let faculty 

members themselves realize their ideas on how to improve studying and teaching. At the same time, the 

QPL employees identified and supported the spread of ‘best-practices’ to other study programs, 

departments, or faculties, particularly when these practices resembled the guiding principle of 

competence orientation. Competence orientation was relevant for the discussion in that it focuses on the 

competences with which students enter higher education, their acknowledgment in the context of 

studying and teaching and the set of competences graduates should leave university with. In some places, 

this competence orientation led lecturers to re-think their perspectives on students and the desired levels 

of competences they should enter higher education with.  

Even before those implementations, the HAW Hamburg had a relatively broad spectrum of extra-curricular 

activities that aimed to improve students’ competences or the fit between students and the institution. 

These projects were based on different underlying assumptions about student diversity. For example, the 

viaMINT preparatory courses were based on the assumption that students enter university with differing 

levels of prior knowledge. The appropriate way to deal with student diversity was seen in identifying 

possible knowledge gaps and assigning students to online modules they should take to compensate for 
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those gaps. The first-semester tutorials, in turn, were based on the assumption that first-year students 

differ with regard to their individual abilities, but also their prior experiences and current living situations. 

The appropriate way to deal with this student diversity was seen in providing a space in which they can 

exchange their experiences with other students and develop appropriate strategies that fit their individual 

situation to overcome the challenges in their first year of studies.  
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 CROSS-CASE FINDINGS: ORGANIZATIONAL RESPONSES OF GERMAN 

UNIVERSITIES TO STUDENT DIVERSITY 

Chapters 5 to 7 introduced the case descriptions for each of the three universities used as case studies in 

this dissertation. These chapters provide the basis to give an answer to the research question of how the 

idea of student diversity is translated in the context of the QPL initiatives at German universities. In line 

with Scandinavian institutionalism (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996), student diversity can be described as 

one of several circulating ideas that are translated as they travel from one local context to another. This 

translation follows certain ‘editing rules’ that arise from this context and direct how actors modify and 

translate circulating ideas and make them fit by means of context, logic and formulation (Sahlin-

Andersson, 1996). Chapter 8.1. introduces the findings concerning editing rules that have been identified 

at the three German universities under review here. These editing rules guide the translation process of 

the idea of student diversity on the strategy, structure and action level in the context of the QPL initiative. 

In other words, these findings show how universities responded to this demand not only on a rhetorical 

basis, i.e., in the construction of verbal accounts but also how the idea is translated into/onto action on a 

structural and practical level (Brunsson, 1989). 

As already indicated by the individual case descriptions, organizational responses to student diversity 

differ among the three universities. The research question following from that asks how variations in 

organizational responses to student diversity of German universities can be explained. According to 

Scandinavian institutionalism, the translation or the editing of the idea of student diversity is determined 

by the respective local context in which the translation takes place (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). As mentioned 

before, what is being transferred from one local context to another is not the idea per se, but rather certain 

materializations of the idea. These materializations can be identified in the edited narratives that are told 

in the organizations. In these ‘overarching narratives’, the idea of student diversity is presented or framed 

in a widely accepted or familiar way so that it makes sense to the addressees. This act of interpretation or 

framing is steered by institutional beliefs and norms that derive from the local context and depend on 

several structural and cultural characteristics of the organization (Czarniawska, 2009; Greenbank, 2006). 

Further, organizational actors’ interpretations also reflect different underlying diversity paradigms that 

are apparent within the organization (Gaisch et al., 2017). Consequently, differences in the wider 

institutional and local context of universities might help to explain variations in the translation of the idea 

of student diversity (Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). Chapter 8.2. introduces the ‘overarching narratives’ prevalent 
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at the three German universities, emphasizing the role of the local context for explaining variations in 

organizational responses to student diversity.  

Third, the present study argues that particular attention should be paid to identifying how the idea of 

student diversity is materialized on the level of concrete actions at German universities (Czarniawska & 

Sevón, 1996a). More precisely, the case study analyses of the action level reveal that the QPL projects at 

the three German universities are based on different understandings of student diversity. Chapter 8.3. 

introduces seven different organizational practices that directly result from those understandings and 

which have been identified in the context of the QPL initiative.  

8.1. Editing Rules 

Editing rules refer to rules deriving from the local context that enable and restrict how organizational 

actors translate circulating ideas and make them fit to the local context in the process of telling and 

retelling the stories of editing or translation (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). The present study was able to 

identify three kinds of editing rules that guided the translation process in the context of the QPL initiatives 

at the three German universities. Following Sahlin-Andersson (1996), these are called editing rules 

concerning context, formulation and logic, which will be explained in more detail in the respective sub-

chapters. More precisely, these editing rules were not only to be found where actors translated the idea 

of student diversity on a rhetorical basis, i.e., in the construction of verbal accounts. Rather, editing rules 

also framed the translation of the idea of student diversity into/onto action on structural and practical 

levels. These editing rules could be identified in the stories that were told by organizational actors at the 

universities about the strategy behind the QPL initiative, the structures that have been established and 

the activities or, more precisely, the single QPL projects that have been developed in the context of the 

QPL initiative. These edited stories were found in the triangulated data materials by identifying text 

passages with a high interactive and metaphorical density (see Chapter 4.6). In the following sub-chapters, 

findings will be presented according to the respective editing rules used in the translation of the idea of 

student diversity according to 1) context, 3) formulation and 3) logic. The sub-chapter will end with a table 

that summarizes the most important findings concerning editing rules in the context of the present study.  

8.1.1. Editing Rules of Context 

The data analysis reveals that organizational actors at all three German universities used editing rules of 

context to bind the idea of student diversity more concretely to their respective local situation. On the 

level of the QPL initiatives’ strategies, the respective interpretations of student diversity were linked to 

the profiles, mission statements and traditions of the universities. Concerning the QPL initiatives’ 
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structures and QPL related activities, contextual factors like prior experiences, the size of the universities, 

but also the institutional anchoring of the QPL initiatives provided the background for translating the idea 

of student diversity. The following sub-chapters will first introduce the editing rules that have been 

identified on the strategy level, followed by the editing rules that were found in the data materials on the 

structure and action level.  

Editing rules of context: Mission statements and profiles 

At the University of Hamburg, the definition of student diversity in the context of the QPL initiative’s 

strategy was heavily influenced by its mission statement ‘Education through Science and Scholarship’ and 

its research profile. As described in the case-specific findings, the aim within the first round of the QPL 

initiative was to support skills that were regarded as necessary for academic studies, “given the rapidly 

increasing diversity of the student population” (UHH_doc_34/5). In other words, the increasingly diverse 

student body was used to legitimize the need to support academic abilities. The QPL proposal was based 

on the assumption that the transition phase between university and school undergoes new challenges due 

to the increasing heterogeneity of incoming students. In an interview, this transition phase was displayed 

as a “problem zone” (UHH_intA/28) that needed adequate measures to prepare students for their way to 

higher education. Thus, the data suggest that organizational actors at the University of Hamburg perceived 

students as not well enough equipped for beginning their studies. Such an emphasis is characterized by an 

understanding of student diversity as a lack of competences necessary for academic studies. Academic 

organizational actors at the University of Hamburg perceived these abilities as particularly important since, 

as the mission statement implies, the university saw it as its responsibility to “educate future citizens 

through science”, so that students develop into “strong personalities” who take responsibility in society 

(UHH_doc_34/3). This emphasis on academia and science is also linked to their profile as a large university 

that is characterized in project documents as having a “high degree of diversity” in terms of their 

“attractive richness of subject and research areas with about 70 disciplines” (UHH_doc_34/2). Thus, the 

term “diversity” is used to highlight their distinguishing feature as “one of the biggest universities in 

Germany” with a broad spectrum of subject areas and “excellent research opportunities” 

(UHH_doc_34/2).  

The strategy of the QPL initiative of the University of Kassel was strongly influenced by the university’s 

mission to “enable and ensure the full range of access to education without social, gender-related, ethnic 

or national selection” (UK_doc_42/1). At the same time, the university described in project documents the 

challenge of “the enormous growth in student numbers and their growing diversity” (UK_doc_46/5), while 
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the support structures in studying and teaching had not been able to keep pace with this growth. In the 

QPL proposal, the growth in student numbers was directly linked to the guiding principle of „widening 

educational opportunities” (UK_doc_42/1) to which the university has committed itself. Thus, diversity 

played a prominent role for the University of Kassel in general and the QPL strategy in particular, while 

diversity was mostly interpreted in terms of socio-demographic characteristics and educational biography. 

As described in the case-specific section in more detail, the university emphasized its tradition of already 

comparatively broad access for certain non-traditional student groups, like for example people with 

vocational qualifications instead of school-based university entrance qualifications. The prominent role of 

student diversity, as argued by organizational actors in interviews and documents, is deeply embedded 

within its history since it originated from a Gesamthochschule, established as the first of its kind in 1971. 

As such the university perceived itself as a ‘pioneer’ in developing study programs for students entering 

higher education via different access routes.  

In the case of the HAW Hamburg, the definition of student diversity was connected to its institutional type 

that has a strong teaching orientation. As indicated earlier in the case-specific section, the status of a 

university of applied sciences was used to legitimize the traditionally higher proportion of people who 

enter university via alternative access routes. Further, the number of students who have worked before 

taking up studies is much higher than at universities. According to the interviews, the broad spectrum of 

students’ competences, including students holding the Abitur and students who enter university based on 

vocational qualifications, should be used in a positive way. In other words, the dominant perspective here 

was that students enter university with different sets of competences, based on their educational 

biography. The university should accept and use these differences in its teaching and learning settings, 

which is in line with the overall emphasis of the HAW Hamburg on a competence-oriented way of teaching. 

Thus, organizational actors at the HAW Hamburg saw it as the task of the institution to provide a broad 

spectrum of different subjects—some with a stronger academic orientation, others with a more practical 

outlook—so that all students can make use of their skills respectively. Next to this external differentiation 

of teaching and learning scenarios, the university saw it as equally important to contribute to internal 

differentiation by encouraging “teaching or studying that does justice to the different learning types or 

the individual personality” (HAW_intA/36). Thus, according to the university’s self-understanding, 

teaching should be developed further to be more adaptable to the diverse ways students are learning and 

studying. This calls for a definition of student diversity in terms of an individual’s learning personality that 

should be considered in the context of studies and teaching.  
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Editing rules of context: Traditions, prior experiences and institutional anchoring 

At the University of Hamburg, prior experiences and traditions played an important role in the translation 

process for dealing with student diversity on the structure and action level of the QPL initiative. The QPL 

initiative involved the establishment of the Universitätskolleg that represented the conceptual roof for 42 

single QPL projects. These single QPL projects, however, were actually realized within the faculties or 

central service units during the first round. Here, traditions played a crucial role for the QPL initiative’s 

structures as the university had no prior experience with such a cross-faculty institutionalization of 

teaching and learning as realized in the Universitätskolleg. The Universitätskolleg was the first cross-faculty 

institution and no existing examples of cooperation and collaboration between the faculties existed 

before. This lack of cooperative experience was related to the specific structural characteristics of the 

university where “the faculties define the dominant structure of the university” (UHH_IntA/18), as it was 

described in one interview. Consequently, due to the historically high autonomy and strong power of the 

faculties, the establishment of a non-faculty institution was met with skepticism on side of the academic 

staff because the Universitätskolleg held decision-making-powers and financial resources that the faculties 

rather would have liked for themselves. The dominance of the faculties also had consequences for the 

choice of activities dealing with student diversity. In the institutional documents, a general consent could 

be observed where the faculties were perceived as very specific and different in their own functional logics 

and ways of studying and teaching. Here, organizational actors at the University of Hamburg re-embedded 

the idea of student diversity within the general belief that “academics know best” what kind of activities 

were needed to deal with student diversity because, allegedly, the needs and requirements were so 

different between the faculties. Overall, the Universitätskolleg subsumed activities that aimed to prepare 

students for higher education by supporting the development of academic competences. Here, 

organizational actors in the faculties argued that the kind of academic competences required in the 

respective disciplines differed from each other. Consequently, no central institution was to decide on the 

respective set of competences, but the academics within the faculties themselves had to define these 

competences and prepare their students for the beginning of their studies. 

At the University of Kassel, prior existing structures and discussions affected the structure and action level 

of the QPL initiative. The discussion about how to deal with student diversity had a long history at the 

university and was institutionalized by a task force called ‘Heterogeneity’ established in 2008. This task 

force published its recommendations in a final report in 2009, which influenced the QPL proposal and the 

choice of appropriate tools to deal with student diversity in a substantial way. For example, as described 

in the case-specific section, the task force’s recommendations pointed out that the faculties should define 
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‘performance profiles’ to help prospective students understand the kind of competences or study 

requirements demanded from them. Further, the recommendations suggested that students’ lack of 

competences should be compensated as early as possible. In the end, these recommendations found their 

way into the QPL proposal where student diversity was defined in terms of certain competences that 

students lack at the beginning of their studies. The appropriate way of dealing with this aspect of student 

diversity was seen in making study requirements more transparent to the students. Further, compensating 

measures were to be developed in order to ‘homogenize’ students according to the required 

competences, but also to broaden the spectrum of teaching and learning scenarios. Consequently, the QPL 

initiative included project activities like bridging courses and introductory lectures, e-learning offers, 

advising, additional tutoring and mentoring, project-based learning projects and discipline-specific team-

teaching with specialists for academic writing.  

At the HAW Hamburg, the size of the university and existing networks played an important role for the 

QPL initiative’s structures and activities. The QPL initiative was structurally anchored to the position of the 

Vice President for Studies and Teaching who was surrounded by an inner circle of highly committed 

administrative and academic staff. This circle shared the Vice President’s vision of the HAW Hamburg as a 

learning organization that facilitates continuous learning on the part of its members in a self-reflective and 

competence-oriented way. Accordingly, student diversity was also defined in a competence-oriented way, 

while emphasizing that students enter higher education with a diverse set of competences that should be 

acknowledged in the context of studying and teaching. The same group of committed employees was 

highly involved in developing new project activities to deal with student diversity in a competence-

oriented way. This inner circle was very well connected among its members and exchanged their 

experiences through several formal and informal channels. This exchange of experiences was facilitated 

by the medium size of the university. Thus, although project activities were realized within different 

faculties and service units, these units were closely connected to each other through joint projects, 

committee memberships, participation in round tables, but also through personal contacts that were 

established. 

8.1.2. Editing Rules of Formulation 

The present study was able to identify editing rules of formulation for all three universities which framed 

the idea of student diversity within a wider storyline. On the level of the QPL initiative’s strategy, editing 

rules of formulation were activated to interweave the idea of student diversity with current discussions 

and developments at the university, while other institutional demands were either connected or played 
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off against each other. Concerning the QPL initiative’s structure and QPL related activities, editing rules of 

formulation were used by organizational actors at the three universities to tell stories about best-practice 

examples for approaches to deal with student diversity. The following sub-chapters will first describe the 

findings concerning editing rules of formulation that have been identified on the strategy level. Second, 

the findings concerning editing rules of formulation on the structure and/or action level in the context of 

the QPL initiatives at the three case study universities will be displayed in more detail.  

Editing rules of formulation: Other institutional demands, dramatization and symbolic language 

At the University of Hamburg, editing rules of formulation were enacted in the context of a strategic shift 

that had been taking place within the QPL initiative’s strategy. In the first round of the QPL initiative, 

student diversity was mostly defined in terms of a lack of academic competences with which students 

enter university. As mentioned already in the case-specific section, during the preparation of the QPL 

proposal for the second round, an external agency evaluated the QPL initiative to identify strengths and 

weaknesses. One of their main findings was that the QPL initiative’s strong focus on the elimination of 

deficits carried an inherent risk of reputational loss in that the Universitätskolleg might be regarded as a 

‘repair shop’. This worry was described by a person from QPL management as conflicting with the 

university’s aim to be regarded as an excellent research university. The emphasis on ‘excellence’ can be 

retraced to the Excellence Initiative, a different funding program the university had applied to at the same 

time. In the application for the Excellence Initiative, the President of the University of Hamburg described 

his vision for the University of Hamburg to become a ‘University for a Sustainable Future’. To avoid a 

conflict of institutional demands, the strategic perspective of the QPL initiative was changed accordingly. 

The recommendations of the agency were adopted on a one-to-one basis, while more emphasis was put 

on the notion of ‘Diversity as Chance’ to integrate the Universitätskolleg into the university-wide 

sustainability strategy as part of the more general objective to become an ‘elite university’ in the context 

of the Excellence Initiative. As a result, the title of the overall QPL initiative was changed from ‘Bridges to 

the University—Pathways to Academia’ to ‘Diversity as a Chance’. 

At the University of Kassel, elements of dramatization could be detected on the strategy level of the QPL 

initiative. Overall, in the interviews, organizational actors constructed a story about the precarious 

situation of the University of Kassel and the way the university was confronted with an incredible number 

of external challenges. It was told in repetitive and dramatic ways how drastic the increase in student 

numbers was and how challenging it was to deal with the diverse study and learning requirements of 

students when they began their studies. In these stories, the university was displayed as bravely trying to 
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get a hold of the situation, although it was badly equipped in terms of finances and personnel and received 

almost no external support, which further aggravated the situation. These stories were dominant for the 

university’s understanding of student diversity as they welded the actors together while providing a 

common understanding of the central problem and solution. Increasing student numbers and the 

heterogeneous study and learning requirements of the students were perceived as the main problem, in 

particular in the face of scarce resources. However, this problem was always described by organizational 

actors as a problem with a certain currency or topicality that required immediate reaction. The solution to 

this problem was seen in filling gaps by means of third-party funded projects. In other words, the third-

party funding of the QPL initiative was to compensate for the support structures in studying and teaching 

that had not been able to keep pace with the “enormous growth in student numbers and their growing 

diversity” (UK_doc_46/5). This approach of ‘filling gaps’ was criticized by some organizational members 

because they did not see any long-term plans for dealing with the topic of student diversity as a permanent 

task that required steady financing and support.  

A different form of formulation rule can be found on the strategy and structure level of the QPL initiative 

at the HAW Hamburg. Here, the university made extensive use of symbols and symbolic language that 

played an important role in external perception. As described in the case-specific section, some of the QPL 

funding was used to employ a graphic design agency to develop a branding concept with a maritime theme 

that fit with ‘Piloting Teaching’, the title of the QPL initiative. This resulted in the image of a big sailing ship 

illustrating the project structure, with a hull including the cross-disciplinary projects and four masts 

representing the faculties and their inner-faculty projects. Further, the language of the project 

presentation was adapted accordingly, using maritime terms in project descriptions, such as ‘piloting 

teaching’, ‘the compass of competence orientation’ or that ‘students should take the steering wheel into 

their own hands’. This symbolic language was frequently used by the Vice President for Studies and 

Teaching and her team of committed academic and administrative staff. As mentioned before, this group 

of employees resembled a closed inner circle who spread their ideas and expectations with the help of 

continuously new innovative projects in order to achieve their vision of competence-oriented teaching. 

On the strategy level, they used interpretive patterns of buzz-words, like competence orientation, dialogue 

orientation and their idea of a ‘learning organization’ in a very repetitive to support sense-making among 

other members of the university. 
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Editing rules of formulation: Best-practice examples and networking 

All three universities used editing rules of formulation on the action level of their QPL initiatives in the 

context of best-practice examples. These best-practice examples were found in stories about single 

projects that were deemed successful in the eyes of the organizational actors who told these stories. These 

stories were used to indicate a changed perspective on student diversity and how to deal with this topic.  

At the University of Hamburg, one best-practice example was told in the context of the ‘Teaching 

Laboratory’ project. As described earlier in the case-specific section, this project was successful in that its 

concept was first tried in one faculty and then expanded to include other faculties as well. In the context 

of this project, lecturers were invited to apply for financial resources with new innovative teaching 

concepts. Here, QPL employees working in this project reported a changed mindset in participating 

lecturers when it came to the question of dealing with student diversity. One of these stories of a changed 

mindset was told by a person working in this QPL project about a teaching project in physics. According to 

the interview, the project started with the lecturer’s impression that students did not read the study 

materials and were badly prepared for the lectures. Such an implication can be associated with a deficit-

oriented view on students and student diversity as the main focus is put on the lack of preparation. In the 

context of the project, the lecturer started to develop small tests and then added additional learning tools 

like videos and interactive scripts. After a while, he realized that students selectively chose these learning 

tools, according to their personal preferences (“some of them preferred to read. Others liked to watch a 

video, and others used scripts”, UHH_gd/209). Irrespective of the learning tool used, the lecturer observed 

that the students’ level of expertise increased. Thus, over time, the lecturer became aware that students 

learn differently and that teaching should take these different learning types into account. The underlying 

logic changed from assuming the appropriate way of dealing with student diversity was to confront 

students with one traditional way of mediating content that they then needed to adapt to, towards a 

broadened perspective in which institutional practices are adapted to allow different learning routes. 

However, structural barriers at the University of Hamburg limited the spread of this perspective change to 

other units and faculties. Due to the huge size of the university in general and the QPL initiative with its 45 

projects in particular, the exchange of experiences about perspectives on student diversity was relatively 

low. Nevertheless, as the project was refunded in the second round of the QPL initiative and even 

expanded to include two faculties, some lecturers indeed reported how the exploration of new and 

innovative forms of teaching and learning led to a changed understanding about student diversity on their 

part.  
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At the University of Kassel, rules of formulation were used to legitimize changes in the QPL project’s focus 

on specific target groups. One story was told in the context of the project called ‘ProStudies’ that offered 

propaedeutic workshops in academic writing and the organization of learning. As described in the case-

specific section, this project built on the prior project ‘Self-made Students’ in which the target group were 

“students who studied as first in their family, who have a migrant background, or enter university with 

alternative entrance qualifications” (UK_doc_47/5). With the help of advice, coaching and workshops the 

students were supported during their first year of studies. Thus, the predecessor project had a strong focus 

on student diversity, defining it in particular in terms of socio-demographic characteristics, like academic 

family background, migrant background and entrance qualifications. The follow-up project ‘ProStudies’, in 

turn, did not explicitly focus on specific student groups. According to the involved QPL employees, this was 

related to the experience that students who did not fit into the target group scheme expressed an interest 

in participating in the project because they experienced difficulties with academic writing as well. The QPL 

employees reported how they became aware that students did not need to belong to these so-called 

‘special risk’ student groups to feel challenged by the organization of their learning activities in the first 

year. Thus, this experience of positive discrimination led to the decision to open the project to all students, 

regardless of their socio-demographic characteristics. Consequently, the QPL project team deliberately 

avoided defining specific target groups and emphasizing certain social characteristics over others. 

At the HAW Hamburg, there were several stories about best-practice examples told by organizational 

actors. One story was told in the context of the project ‘Teaching-Learning Coaching’. In this story, a group 

of committed lecturers decided that they wanted to use the planned re-accreditation of their study 

program to initiate an overall change to their approach to studying and teaching. The professors involved 

decided to fundamentally redesign the study program by “letting go of the old way and going new, 

innovative ways” (HAW_ protocol_3/13). This process was accompanied by an external moderator who 

knew the lecturers and was familiar with the HAW culture and its structures. She initiated a solution-

oriented dialogue between the committed professors that prevented that the professors discuss specific 

teaching modules. Instead, according to the professors involved, the moderation enabled a paradigm shift 

to take place, “away from the perspective that ‘students first need to know the fundamentals’ to ‘providing 

little insights into the field they will also be working in later, [something which] is possible from the first 

semester onwards’” (HAW_ protocol_3/19). This led to the development of an alternative curriculum. 

Such a bottom-up approach was perceived to be much more successful than a top-down approach, like 

one professor formulated: “if someone from quality management had come to us and told us to develop 

this in a more competence-oriented way, there would have been much more resistance” (HAW_ 



 
 

248 
 

protocol_3/23). Due to the close collaboration of dedicated employees, as mentioned before, such best-

practice examples and stories about innovative ideas were more easily spread among central and 

decentral units. 

8.1.3. Editing Rules of Logic 

At all three universities serving as case studies for this dissertation, editing rules of logic were identified 

that aimed to frame the idea of student diversity and dealing with student diversity in a rationalistic way. 

On the level of the QPL initiative’s strategy and structure, evaluations of strengths and weaknesses and 

statistics played a major role in legitimizing definitions of student diversity and the perception of 

appropriate instruments to deal with it. Concerning the QPL initiative’s activities, success stories about 

QPL single projects were told, whereas ‘success’ was legitimized based on statistics or personal 

experiences.  

First, the QPL initiative at the University of Hamburg was, as mentioned before, evaluated by an external 

evaluation agency after the first round. The recommendations of this agency were adopted on a one-to-

one-basis. In other words, the evaluation findings were used as a legitimization to not only change the 

strategic focus of the QPL initiative, but also the initiative’s overall structure and activities. At the 

University of Hamburg, the analysis of strengths and weaknesses of the external evaluation agency even 

resulted in an overall change of strategy concerning student diversity, from having a focus on students 

lacking academic competences to defining ‘diversity as a chance’. Other recommendations of the 

evaluation agency were also incorporated to make the QPL strategy fit better to other strategic 

developments, including thematic issues like ‘sustainability’ and ‘digitalization’. Concerning the structure 

level, the recommendations of the evaluation agency also resulted in a changed project structure: the 

seven clusters of QPL projects that focused mostly on improving students in the transition period were 

reduced to three clusters that bundled activities along the whole student life cycle. The three clusters in 

the second round were called ‘Preparation’, ‘Studying’ and ‘Teaching’. Thereby, the strategic shift of the 

QPL initiative also impacted the structure and action levels by focussing not solely on students as the main 

target group who need compensating measures but adding activities that seek to improve the institutional 

context in which teaching and learning take place.  

At the University of Kassel, editing rules of logic were used extensively. For example, an evaluation of 

strengths and weaknesses served as a background for the QPL proposals of the first round and second 

round. In the first round, it was argued on the basis of a Bachelor’s student survey that students were 

unsatisfied with the study organization and study support provided by the University of Kassel. The findings 
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of this survey thus laid the basis for declaring the fields of study organization and study support to be the 

main areas to invest in with the help of the QPL initiative. According to the project documents, the overall 

aim was to achieve “a complementary allocation of resources to already existing financial resources” 

(UK_doc_28_/3). Thus, the QPL funding was displayed as an opportunity to complement already existing 

third-party funding that was mostly spent in areas other than study organization and study support. 

Further, a lot of emphasis was put on the question how the QPL initiative fits within other strategic 

approaches in order to present a comprehensive picture. At the structure level, the activities of the QPL 

initiative were organized in three clusters, called ‘Professionalization of Propaedeutics’, 

‘Professionalization of the Didactic Quality of Teaching’ and ‘Professionalization of Quality Management 

and Counseling’. These three clusters were again identified based on an evaluation of strengths and 

weaknesses. Here, the evaluation findings suggested that to improve the quality of teaching, not only 

students’ preparation for higher education needed support, but also the didactic quality of teaching as 

well as the quality of service units needed to be optimized. On the action level, the single QPL projects at 

the University of Kassel were again legitimized by findings of the Bachelor’ student survey. Further, the 

‘successes’ of these single QPL projects were measured based on students’ satisfaction rates. In other 

words, whether QPL single projects showed an ‘effect’ was indicated by higher satisfaction rates in the 

Bachelor’ student survey conducted the following year. In preparation for writing the proposal for the 

second round, the QPL initiative was evaluated again by an external agency in the winter term 2014/15. 

The evaluation report reached very positive results that were prominently displayed on the QPL initiative 

websites. As described in the case-specific section, the positive results were legitimized based on the 

Bachelor’ student survey findings that indicated improved satisfaction rates among students. Thus, the 

improvement in the general satisfaction with the conditions of teaching and studying was displayed as a 

direct effect of the QPL initiative. In this sense, statistics played a prominent role for legitimizing the 

university’s approach to deal with student diversity.  

At the HAW Hamburg, the strategic outline of the QPL initiative was based on study program analyses that 

used student surveys to identify certain ‘hot spots’ within the faculties that the QPL initiative should put 

its focus on: advising and accompanying students, the conception of study programs and the training of 

lecturers. Further, based on the findings of the student survey, a number of faculty-wide central themes 

were identified that were to be taken into consideration in the context of the QPL initiative as well. 

According to the QPL proposal, these evaluation findings resulted in the first round in a project structure 

that consisted of four university-wide projects and four faculty projects. In the second round, this structure 

changed towards only implementing university-wide projects. This structural change was legitimized by 
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the faculty projects having been proven successful so that they were expanded to other faculties, 

becoming thereby university-wide projects as well. The ‘success’ of these projects, however, was not 

clearly related to data and evaluations but based on personal observations and experiences made by the 

involved organizational actors. Thus, when a project or an idea turned out to be a ‘success’ from the 

perspective of organizational actors working in these projects, this idea was used as a best-practice 

example to make it known to other faculties or study programs. These success stories were told in order 

to find allies to implement this idea in other contexts as well. The knowledge about push- and pull factors 

that were important for the ‘success’ of these innovations was secured and spread by the previously 

mentioned group of committed employees. Thereby, the projects were continuously developed further, 

new aspects were added, while aspects that were perceived as being not successful, were eliminated.  

8.1.4. Summary 

Based on the concept of ‘translation’, the travel of the idea of student diversity was portrayed in different 

institutional contexts. The notion of editing rules helps to understand how this idea has been re-embedded 

on a symbolic and linguistic level. However, this approach goes even further by explaining how linguistics 

correspond to concrete actions, being more or less coupled with each other. Thereby, this part indicates 

how the idea of student diversity was translated not only on a strategy level but also on the levels of 

structure and action in the context of the QPL initiative (see Table 8.1). The study was able to identify three 

different types of editing rules. First, the respective interpretations were connected to the local context 

where a fit was re-constructed between the edited idea and the universities’ educational mission, its 

profile, but also other funding programs (i.e., editing rules concerning context). Second, dealing with 

student diversity was embedded into a wider storyline, using dramatic linguistic turns and giving ideas 

specific labels (i.e., editing rules concerning formulation). Third, arguments for certain perspectives and 

activities were reformulated in rationalistic terms, referring to evaluations and statistics that support 

universities’ actions to deal with student diversity (i.e., editing rules concerning logic). 
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Table 8.1  Summarized Findings: Editing Rules at the Three German Universities  

 University of Hamburg University of Kassel HAW Hamburg 

Context rules Strategy 

Mission: education through science and 
scholarship=> focus on (lack of) academic 
competences 
Size and profile: strong research profile and 
large university characterized by a “rich-
ness of subject and research areas” 
 
 
 
Structure and action 

Tradition: strong autonomy of faculties and 
the belief that ‘the faculties know best’ 
how to deal with student diversity  
Prior experiences: no experience with 
cross-faculty institution before 
 

Strategy 

Mission: enabling full access to education 
without social, gender-related, ethnic or 
national selection=> focus on students with 
vocational qualifications and diverse socio-
demographic backgrounds 
History: originated from a 
Gesamthochschule that enabled students 
to access differentiated qualifications  
 
Structure and action 

Prior existing structures: task force ‘Hetero-
geneity’ established in 2008 whose recom-
mendations impacted the choice of appro-
priate tools to deal with student diversity in 
the QPL proposal 
 

Strategy 

Type of institution: university of applied 
sciences that has a traditionally higher pro-
portion of non-traditional students in terms 
of entrance qualifications and living 
situation 
Profile: strong teaching profile that 
acknowledges the different ways studying 
and learning takes place 
 
 Structure and action 

Size and existing networks: the medium 
size of the university and a group of com-
mitted employees under the leadership of 
the Vice President for Studies and Teaching 
eased the exchange of ideas and 
approaches how to deal with student diver-
sity in a competence-oriented way 

Formulation 

rules 

Strategy 

Conflict with the institutional demand of 
‘excellence’: shift of strategic perspective 
because the focus on eliminating deficits 
was perceived as a danger for losing repu-
tation; changed title to ‘Diversity as a 
Chance’ 
 
 

Strategy 

Dramatization: story about precarious situ-
ation and the confrontation with multiple 
challenges coming from outside 
Current challenges: growing student num-
bers and growing diversity 
 
 

Strategy and structure 

Symbols and language: branding concept 
with a maritime motto displaying the pro-
ject structure as a sailing ship under the 
title ‘Piloting Teaching’ 
Interpretative patterns: extensive use of 
buzz-words like competence orientation, 
dialogue orientation and learning organiza-
tion for enabling sense-making  
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Table 8.1  Summarized Findings: Editing Rules at the Three German Universities (continued) 

 University of Hamburg University of Kassel HAW Hamburg 

Formulation 

rules 

Structure and action 

Best-practice examples: story about 
changed mindset about students from per-
ceiving them as badly prepared to realizing 
that students learn differently 
Sustainability: the huge size and the low 
degree of networking among faculties pro-
hibited the exchange of experiences from 
best-practice examples; project was re-
funded and expanded in the second round 
to two faculties 

Action 

Best-practice examples: story about 
changed focus of one project from having a 
narrow definition of the target group 
according to socio-demographic character-
istics to open up the projects to all students  
 

Structure and action 

Best-practice examples: story about 
changed mindset on the part of lecturers 
on form of curriculum from the perspective 
“students need first to learn fundamentals” 
to “providing practical insights from the 
first semester on is possible”  
Sustainability: due to the close collabora-
tion of dedicated employees, best-practice 
examples were spread easily; project was 
re-funded and expanded in the second 
round. 

Logic rules Strategy, structure and action 

Evaluation of strengths and weaknesses: 
the results of the evaluation of an external 
evaluation agency were used as legitimiza-
tion for a changed strategy, changed 
project structure, and new activities 

Strategy and structure 

Evaluation of strengths and weaknesses: 
based on such an evaluation, the main 
areas that should be invested in were 
identified 
Other strategic papers: fit with other stra-
tegic papers is emphasized; how they com-
plement each other 
 
Action 

Statistics: the ‘success’ of QPL projects 
were legitimized on the basis of a 
bachelor’s student survey, indicating that 
the students were more satisfied with their 
study  
 

Strategy and structure 

Study program analyses/statistics: accord-
ing to student surveys certain hot spots had 
been identified that should be invested in  
 
Action 

Personal experiences: when a project was 
perceived as a ‘success’, it was expanded to 
other faculties/study programs 
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8.2. Retelling the Narrative of Student Diversity—The Importance of the Local Context 

The findings presented above provide an answer to the research question how German universities 

respond to student diversity in the context of the QPL initiative by showing how the translation of the idea 

of student diversity is guided by editing rules that arise from the local context. Since local contexts differ, 

the findings of editing rules also indicate how German universities respond very differently to the demand 

of dealing with student diversity.  

To provide an answer to the research question how these variations in organizational responses can be 

explained, this study follows the narrative-oriented Scandinavian research tradition (Czarniawska, 2008). 

Accordingly, the study suggests that as experiences with student diversity are narrated, they tend to be 

framed and presented in a familiar way that is commonly accepted and as such makes sense to the 

audience in the organization (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Thus, organizational actors tell about their 

experiences with student diversity by referring to familiar templates, classifications and examples. These 

templates, classifications and examples form the framework that direct and restrict translation. However, 

the framework is not the same everywhere, it differs between local contexts. In other words, certain 

templates, classifications and examples might be well-known and accepted at one university, while at 

another university they are unknown or even dismissed (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2017).  

Thus, there are certain aspects of the local context that direct the translation and lead to local variations 

in translating student diversity. Based on the previous literature review (see Chapter 3.6.), the present 

study distinguishes between institutional characteristics and dominant diversity paradigms as important 

aspects of the local contexts that direct translation processes. First, structural and cultural characteristics 

of the respective universities are expected to play an important role for the way student diversity is defined 

and in which organizational responses to student diversity are perceived as appropriate in the local context 

(see Chapter 3.6.1.). Examples for institutional characteristics are the university’s profile, traditions, or 

size. Second, universities differ considerably in the way they approach the topic of student diversity, 

depending on the diversity paradigms that are dominant in the local context. Based on the work by Gaisch 

et al. (2017), the present study distinguishes five diversity paradigms that have been identified in the 

context of higher education on the organizational level (see Chapter 3.6.2.). These diversity paradigms 

differ, for example, according to the way organizational actors define student diversity (e.g., educational 

biography), how student diversity is valued in the organizational context (e.g., diversity as a problem) and 

how organizations respond to student diversity on the strategy, structure and action level.  
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In order to identify these aspects of the local context, the following sub-chapters will introduce the 

‘overarching narratives’ of student diversity as told by the three universities in the context of the QPL 

initiative. Within these narratives, framing can be attributed not only to institutional characteristics of the 

respective university but also to organizational actors’ interpretations of different underlying diversity 

paradigms. At the same time, the findings show how in many cases the newly introduced language and 

models did have an impact on how practices were introduced and presented. Thus, different 

understandings of student diversity were enacted on the strategy, structure and action level, while these 

levels were more or less tightly coupled with each other.  

8.2.1. University of Hamburg 

At the University of Hamburg, the QPL initiative of the first funding round had the title ‘Bridges to the 

University—Pathways to Academia’. The QPL initiative Universitätskolleg was implemented following the 

idea to install a sort of cross-faculty pre-college that students visit in their first year of studies to prepare 

them for research-oriented studies and compensate for the lack of academic competences. Student 

diversity was defined in terms of academic competences that students lack at the beginning of their 

studies. In the second round, the title of the QPL initiative changed to ‘Diversity as a Chance’, indicating a 

perspectival shift on the topic of student diversity, but without concretely elucidating what is meant by 

this phrase.  

The QPL initiative’s strategy was strongly impacted by the university’s research profile and its mission 

statement of ‘Education through Science and Scholarship’. The guiding principle of the University of 

Hamburg is to educate students in an academically-oriented or research-oriented way. In order to be 

educated in a research-oriented way, students must have certain academic competences. In this context, 

the data materials highlight the critique that students lack these academic competences when they enter 

higher education. The ‘culprits’ are mostly the schools: they are accused in the interviews to not prepare 

their pupils sufficiently for higher education. The Universitätskolleg, thus, was supposed to compensate 

for this inadequate preparation by supporting students in their development of academic competences. 

The university’s strong research orientation also resulted in an imbalance regarding the university’s two 

main tasks of research and teaching. In other words, teaching was not regarded to be as important as 

research by the academics of the university. One participant of a workshop described this imbalance with 

the words “teaching is like nightshift, no one wants to do it” (UHH_ protocol_1/4). The emphasis on 

research was intensified by the university’s application for the Excellence Initiative that focused on 

supporting excellent research. This application can be understood as a signal to organizational members 
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that research still plays a much more important role than teaching. Within the application for the 

Excellence Initiative, the university intended to build a research profile towards becoming a ‘University for 

a Sustainable Future’. For the second round of the QPL program, the strategic focus on student diversity 

shifted to align the QPL initiative with the sustainability objective. This means, dealing with student 

diversity was integrated within the university-wide sustainability strategy, referring to the responsibility 

the university has “in a changed educational and academic world” (UHH_doc_2/3). The shift of perspective 

concerning student diversity was legitimized out of a fear of the Universitätskolleg being perceived as a 

‘repair shop’ due to the QPL initiative’s focus on the lack of academic competences. Such a focus was 

perceived as conflicting with the university’s aim to become an excellent research university. 

Consequently, for the second round, the phrase ‘Diversity as a Chance’ was used to signal a positive 

validation of student diversity. However, in the data materials, there is no specification of what is meant 

by this phrase, resulting in rather vague statements about student diversity on the strategy level.  

On the structure level, the QPL initiative of the University of Hamburg was characterized by the enormous 

size of the initiative, incorporating 45 single QPL projects in the first round. This size made documentation 

and channels for the exchange of information even more important. A service unit was responsible for a 

vast amount of publications in the context of the QPL initiative. Persons working in the single QPL projects 

were regularly asked by this service unit to document their current project status. Despite the high degree 

of documentation, there was not much exchange of experiences among the projects, which can be 

attributed to the sheer size of the initiative, traditionally little experience with cross-faculty interaction 

and interdisciplinary collaborations. The Universitätskolleg was the first cross-faculty institution for 

teaching and learning at the University of Hamburg. In the beginning, the academics from the traditionally 

highly autonomous and powerful faculties met this new institution with great skepticism, since the 

Universitätskolleg held decision-making-powers and financial resources that they supposedly rather would 

have liked to have for themselves as they were convinced they knew best what to do. In order to improve 

the acceptance towards the QPL initiative among those academics, the QPL leadership team chose to 

emphasize throughout, how the QPL initiative was not involved in ‘third-party development’ or ‘external 

control’. Instead, they highlighted how this institution developed measures in close cooperation with the 

faculties. Thus, despite its character as an institution functioning across all faculties, it seems to be 

important to underline the decision-making independence for the faculties and their academics in 

determining the types and designs of the measures to be developed under the auspices of the initiative. 

Further, it is emphasized throughout the documents and interviews that the QPL initiative was merely an 

experimental phase or a pilot run for how such a cross-faculty institution might work. This points out how 
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careful the QPL leadership team was in picturing the future of the QPL initiative since they knew how 

fragile the existence of this institution was. Thus, the major innovation and challenge for the university 

were to install such a central institution against the skepticism of the faculties. Overall, the 

Universitätskolleg resembled a hybrid unit that, however, perceived itself ‘only’ as a central platform or a 

think-tank for activities that were organized by the faculties themselves. However, due to the external 

agency’s recommendations, the structure of the Universitätskolleg changed substantially in the second 

round of the QPL initiative. Not only did the number of projects change, but the structural anchoring of 

the projects was also altered. In the first round, most of the 45 projects were realized within the faculties 

and central service units. In the second round, however, the six remaining projects were implemented by 

the Universitätskolleg directly. Consequently, the personnel working in the projects was also employed 

centrally. This new structure of personnel was accompanied by an extension of administrative support.  

On the action level, a broad range of activities could be identified in the QPL initiative. Each differed 

according to the definition of student diversity and the perception of appropriate ways of dealing with it. 

However, although what was regarded as the appropriate way of dealing with student diversity varied, 

there was a consensus about the uniqueness of the faculties with regard to their own functional logics of 

teaching and learning. As mentioned before, it was apparent that academics in faculties supposedly knew 

best what kind of measures were needed to suit the needs of their faculty and their students. However, 

such a faculty-focused approach made it difficult to stimulate a university-wide discussion about the topic 

of student diversity and how to deal with it as perceived by QPL management. Further, the relatively few 

contacts among faculties and the large size of the QPL initiative limited spillover effects of single QPL 

projects to other faculties. Consequently, single measures petered out, although there were voices that 

would have liked to combine them towards a more process-oriented general concept for improving 

studying and teaching. However, these voices mostly came from central units and not from decentral 

faculties. Besides, there were huge differences among the academic staff in the faculties with respect to 

the commitment to the activities of the Universitätskolleg. According to the project documents, academics 

from the MIN Faculty and the Faculty of Humanities were more involved than others because they were 

responsible for a much higher number of QPL projects. This can be traced back to the very dedicated Deans 

of Studies who had already been responsible for many projects and clusters in the first phase of the QPL 

initiative and who backed the activities enormously. This is also the reason why these two faculties were 

more involved in projects of the second phase of the QPL initiative. This is in particular remarkable since 

these two faculties were often displayed as characterized by oppositional disciplinary cultures. 
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Consequently, faculty leadership and its commitment to the QPL initiative seemed to play an important 

role for the involvement in project activities.  

Overall, there was a broad spectrum of activities in the Universitätskolleg dealing with student diversity. 

Most of these activities focused on students as their main target group. For example, at the University of 

Hamburg, activities like extra-curricular courses (e.g., crash courses, preparatory courses) or writing 

workshops (e.g., academic writing tutorials or seminars held by professional writing coaches) aimed to 

improve the student. Here, the underlying assumption was that students did not meet the study 

requirements that were expected of them from the institution. Thus, the central problem was the 

student’s lack of study-specific knowledge. The appropriate solution was consequently to offer extra-

curricular measures to compensate for the lack of study-specific knowledge so that students met the 

desired study requirements at the beginning of their studies. Activities like student orientation and online 

self-assessments (e.g., study compass Psychology, MIN-CHECK), advisory services for specific target groups 

(e.g., online advice services, mentoring programs) and tutoring and mentoring programs, in turn, aimed 

to improve the fit between the student and institution. These activities were based on the assumption 

that the main issue at hand was the lack of fit between the individual student and the respective 

institution. In order to deal with student diversity, students needed to be informed about the institution’s 

expectations, just as the institutional setting had to adjust to the (changed) needs and requirements of the 

student population. Finally, activities like didactic training (e.g., teaching laboratory, didactic optimization 

of the first year of studies in Law), aimed to improve the institution. Here, the institutional setting in which 

studying and teaching take place was perceived as the central problem because it was not adequate to 

meet the needs of a diverse student population. Consequently, the appropriate way to deal with this 

component of student diversity was to adapt the institutional setting accordingly (see Table 8.2). 
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Table 8.2  Summary of Case Study: The Narrative of Student Diversity at the University of Hamburg 

 University of Hamburg 

Title of QPL 

Initiative 

First round: ‘Bridges to the University—Pathways to Academia’ 
Second round: ‘Diversity as a Chance’ 

Strategy level - QPL initiative in the form of the Universitätskolleg was established to prepare students for higher education, compensate for the lack 
of academic competences so that students were capable to participate in research-oriented higher education 

- in the second round, QPL initiative changed its title to ‘Diversity as a Chance’, but without elucidating its concrete meaning 
 
Impact of institutional characteristics: mission, profile and current discussions/developments  
- strategy of the QPL initiative mainly impacted by its research profile and its mission statement of ‘education through science and 

scholarship’; research profile laid the basis for defining student diversity in terms of a lack of academic competences that are 
perceived as necessary to successfully enter studies  

- higher validation for (excellent) research than for teaching by academics 
- in the second round, shift of perspective concerning student diversity out of the fear that QPL initiative was only perceived as a ‘repair 

shop’; dealing with student diversity was perceived as conflicting with the university’s aim to be perceived as an excellent research 
university; this development had its roots in the university’s general search for a profile, mainly driven by the President and his wish 
to attain the status of an elite university in the context of the Excellence Initiative 

 
Impact of dominant diversity paradigms:  
- strategy of the QPL initiative in the first round with a focus on students’ lack of academic competences was perceived as conflicting 

with the university’s strive for excellence (=>resistance diversity paradigm) 
- in the second round, the phrase “diversity as a chance” was used in the title, while emphasizing that dealing with student diversity 

represented a social responsibility that the university has (=> responsibility and sensibility diversity paradigm) 
- no specification of what is to be understood under this phrase, resulting in rather vague statements about student diversity on the 

strategy level (=>resistance diversity paradigm) 
Structure level - first round: eight clusters incorporating 45 single QPL projects that were realized in faculties or central service units 

- second round: three clusters incorporating 6 projects that were realized in faculties; structurally the QPL employees belonged to the 
Universitätskolleg 

- leadership/governance structure: leadership team consisting of an academic leader, an academic manager and a deputy academic 
leader; several personnel turnovers in the leadership team 

- communication/interaction unit: service unit responsible for documentation of QPL activities 
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Table 8.2  Summary of Case Study: The Narrative of Student Diversity at the University of Hamburg (continued) 

 University of Hamburg 

Structure level Impact of institutional characteristics: prior experiences, tradition/structural anchoring and size 
- within the QPL initiative, the Universitätskolleg was established as a cross-faculty institution for studying and teaching as the first of 

its kind at the university; no prior experiences with cross-faculty institution 
- institution was first met with great skepticism by faculties because of the strong autonomy of faculties and the belief that academics 

in the faculties knew best how to deal with student diversity; the needs and requirements among faculties were perceived as differing 
markedly  

- emphasis on ‘experimental phase’ and how the Universitätskolleg is not involved in ‘third-party development’ to improve acceptance 
among faculties 

- no structural anchoring of QPL management within the university, which hampered holistic discussions about dealing with student 
diversity 

 
Impact of diversity paradigm:  
- coordinating unit (i.e., service unit) was very involved in documentation of QPL activities, but not so much in stimulating exchange 

among the projects; difficult to promote exchange, lower the distance between faculties and break with traditions that emphasized 
the ‘academics know best’ attitude on how to deal with student diversity (=> resistance diversity paradigm) 

Action level Activities to improve the student:  
- extra-curricular courses (language advancement coaching, crash courses, online-learning platform, preparatory courses) 
- writing workshops (tutorials, seminars, individual advising by tutors or professional writing coaches) 
Activities to improve the fit between student and institution:  
- student orientation and online self-assessments (study compass psychology, MIN-Check, selection procedure medicine) 
- advising services for specific target groups (online advice services, mentoring programs, introductory courses) 
- tutoring and mentoring programs (first-semester tutorials, accompanying and supporting student projects, tutor qualifications) 
Activities to improve the institution:  
- didactic training (teaching laboratory, didactic optimization of the first year of studies in law) 
 
Impact of institutional characteristics: tradition/structural anchoring  
- broad spectrum of different activities, organized within faculties or central service units, based on the assumption that the academics 

in the faculties know best how to deal with student diversity because of the distinct needs and requirements of the faculties 
- differences among faculties in engaging in the QPL initiative, depending on the engagement and commitment of Deans of Studies 
 
Impact of diversity paradigm:  
- most of the activities focus on improving the student or improving the fit between student and institution; only a few projects also 

aim to improve the institution or the institutional setting in which studying and teaching takes place (=> resistance diversity 

paradigm) 
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Concerning the impact of institutional characteristics, the research findings indicate that the university’s 

research profile, its academically oriented mission and current developments like the university’s 

application for the Excellence Initiative have substantially influenced the definition of student diversity on 

the strategy level. On the structure level, institutional characteristics like the lack of prior experiences with 

a cross-faculty institution, the tradition of highly autonomous and powerful faculties and the sheer size of 

the QPL initiative played a marginal role for the way structures to deal with student diversity were 

implemented. In this context, the lack of structural anchoring of QPL management and the 

Universitätskolleg made discussions held in the institution as a whole about student diversity difficult. On 

the action level, the dominance of faculties and the belief that academics knew best how to deal with 

student diversity resulted in the development of multiple measures that were realized within the faculties 

or central service units.  

From the point of view of the diversity paradigms introduced by Gaisch et al. (2017), one can observe on 

the strategy level of analysis how the shift from a perspective of homogenization to one of 

heterogenization took place. Starting with a deficit-based perspective, student diversity was defined in 

terms of the lack of academic competences among students. Such a perspective was perceived as a threat 

to the university’s striving for excellence. Consequently, the QPL initiative was perceived as a way of 

preparing students for their way into university by providing activities that could compensate for these 

deficits. This bears clear parallels to the resistance diversity paradigm (Dass & Parker, 1999). According to 

this diversity paradigm, widening participation is encountered with skepticism because student diversity 

is perceived as opposed to ‘elite education’. Consequently, the aim of the organization is to preserve the 

exclusive status quo of the dominant, homogeneous majority.  

For the second round, the diversity definition was completely turned around with the change of the QPL 

initiative’s title to ‘Diversity as a Chance’. In the data material, it was emphasized that it is the university’s 

social responsibility to deal with student diversity. This resembles the logic of the responsibility and 

sensibility diversity paradigm (Schulz, 2009) that understands diversity as an important educational 

mission for universities, next to research and teaching. According to this diversity paradigm, dealing with 

student diversity should be considered as an important contribution to society to build and secure (human) 

resources in a sustainable way. However, at the University of Hamburg, the shift from a homogenization 

perspective that perceives diversity as a threat to a heterogenization perspective that values diversity as 

a social responsibility seems to be only political rhetoric. On the strategy level, the phrase ‘Diversity as a 

Chance’ is used but without specifying what exactly is meant by this phrase. On the structure level, a unit 

is missing that could coordinate activities and is responsible for the exchange of experiences made among 
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organizational members. In fact, the coordinating unit at the University of Hamburg was very much 

involved in documentation activities, but it was difficult for them to promote an exchange of experiences 

and reduce the distance among faculties and break with faculty-focused traditions without structural 

linkages to other units of the university. On the action level, multiple measures were developed but 

without any coherent underlying strategy for how to deal with student diversity. Most of the single QPL 

projects concentrated on homogenizing activities to adapt them to the norm expectation of the 

‘traditional’ student. Consequently, these activities forced students to a one-sided adaptation to the 

institution and its prevalent cultural norms and attitudes.  

8.2.2. University of Kassel 

At the University of Kassel, the title of the QPL initiative in both rounds was ‘Growth and Quality—

Professionalization of Studying and Teaching’. In the data materials, the QPL initiative was displayed as a 

response to the challenges posed by increasing student numbers and a growing diversity of students’ study 

requirements, while the support structures in studying and teaching had not been able to keep pace with 

this growth. Student diversity was defined here in terms of different study requirements that result from 

students’ heterogeneous entrance qualifications with which they enter university.  

The QPL initiative’s strategy was strongly impacted by the university’s mission, its history and profile, but 

also recent developments or challenges. In the QPL strategy of both rounds, widening participation 

played—next to increasing participation—a crucial role. Widening participation was defined here in terms 

of a traditionally broadened access for students entering higher education via alternative access routes. 

This broadened access was legitimized by organizational actors based on the university’s historical roots 

as a Gesamthochschule that allowed access to students arriving with different entrance qualifications. 

Here, the university emphasized its guiding principle to “enable and ensure the full access to education 

without social, gender-related, ethnic or national selection” (UK_doc_42/1). At the same time, the 

university understood itself as an important contributor to regional development, which was displayed as 

the reason why the university has traditionally welcomed a broad spectrum of first-year students and 

avoided early selective measures. This background—together with the fact that there are no competing 

universities of applied sciences nearby—resulted in a different student composition in terms of entrance 

qualifications. Dealing with this different student composition was presented as a challenge for the 

university, although organizational actors at the same time emphasized the university’s social 

responsibility to include persons entering university via alternative entrance qualifications. Here, a 

narrative about the precarious situation of the University of Kassel was constructed, which highlighted the 
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confrontation with an incredible number of external challenges. Consequently, it was told in repetitive and 

dramatic ways how drastic the increase in student number was and how shocked organizational actors 

were by the diverse study and learning requirements of first-year students. In this narrative, the university 

was displayed as a sort of fire extinguisher, trying bravely to extinguish the constant fires flaming up, 

although it was badly equipped in terms of finances and personnel and received almost no external 

support, which further aggravated the situation. Thus, a threatening scenario was constructed in which 

the University of Kassel was under extreme and constant pressure due to external forces, in particular in 

the form of the demand to increase and widen participation. Since at the same time the university had 

only limited financial and personal resources, organizational actors saw the scope of action as highly 

restricted. The right way to deal with this threatening scenario was seen in ‘filling the gaps’. In other words, 

the QPL funding was perceived as filling the missing funding opportunities to improve the quality of 

studying and teaching without lowering academic standards.  

The QPL initiative’s structure was influenced by the structural anchoring of the QPL initiative and recent 

developments or challenges. Central administration of the QPL initiative was in the hands of the 

Department for Development Planning. This department is responsible for academic controlling, which 

means that it coordinates the collection and processing of university-related statistical information and 

data (e.g., rankings, evaluations). These remits of the department shaped the QPL initiative’s structure in 

that the establishment of the QPL initiative was very data-driven. For example, the structure of the QPL 

initiative was legitimized on the basis of a SWOT analysis that indicated the need to professionalize 

propaedeutics, the didactic quality of teaching and the quality management and advisory services. This 

resulted in a project structure consisting of three clusters that in total subsumed eighteen single QPL 

projects. Further, the QPL management team was occupied with developing ‘success’ indicators for the 

QPL activities and measuring the ‘success’ of single QPL projects on a regular basis, based on evaluation 

questionnaires and statistical information. Finally, the QPL management team was mostly responsible for 

the allocation of personnel resources to the faculties and service units in which the single QPL projects 

were realized. Here, the previously mentioned logic of ‘filling the gaps’ could be found again because the 

QPL funding was mostly spent on supporting already existing projects and organizational structures. 

Almost all funding was used for personnel and creating additional job positions to support the daily 

business of studying and teaching that were perceived as severely underfinanced. According to an involved 

QPL manager, it was a conscious decision to concentrate on already existing projects and structures and 

not ‘waste’ resources by building up parallel organizational structures. One disadvantage of this was that 

the QPL management team was not involved much in documentation efforts or in stimulating the 
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exchange of experiences among single QPL projects, since such communicative-oriented tasks were not 

part of the core business of the Department for Development Planning. Consequently, the degree of 

interaction and communication about experiences made in the projects can be described as relatively 

small.  

The activities in the QPL initiative were oriented towards three target groups, namely students, lecturers 

and administrative and support staff. In other words, it can be said that in the context of the QPL initiative 

dealing with student diversity was not only conceived as the responsibility of students but also considered 

the institutional setting in which studying and teaching took place. The activities of the first cluster were 

to contribute to a professionalization of propaedeutics. Here, it can be distinguished between activities 

that aimed to improve the student and activities that aimed to improve the fit between the student and 

the institution. Propaedeutic activities that aimed to improve the student defined student diversity in 

terms of a lack of certain academic competences. This lack of academic competences was identified in 

comparison to a certain academic standard that was more or less obvious for the students. Students who 

lacked these competences were requested to participate in compensatory extra-curricular activities. Other 

propaedeutic activities focused on the social integration of first-year students with the aim to improve the 

fit between the student and the institution. For example, via tutoring or mentoring programs experienced 

students accompanied new students on their way into their studies. Other propaedeutic activities aimed 

to improve self-information and self-reflection on the part of the students. These activities were inspired 

by student-centered teaching approaches, a principle that had been held high in several strategic papers 

of the University of Kassel. According to this principle, students should be acknowledged as autonomous 

learners. Consequently, ‘good’ teaching was considered to be something more than the pure imparting of 

knowledge and encouraged students to learn independently and autonomously. 

Propaedeutic activities in the first cluster focused on the student as the main target group. Activities in the 

second and third clusters, however, aimed to improve the institutional setting in which studying and 

teaching took place. More precisely, activities of the second cluster focused on the professionalization of 

the didactic quality of teaching. These activities aimed to improve lecturers’ teaching competences and 

stimulated lecturers to develop research-related or practice-oriented teaching approaches. Other 

activities explored how blended learning concepts or e-exams could be integrated into the teaching 

settings. Activities of the third cluster, in turn, focused on the professionalization of quality management 

and counseling and included mostly the provision of additional personnel resources. The intention here 

was to fill these positions with experts. Further, these persons should free lecturers from having to do 

those administrative-oriented tasks that normally do not belong to their job description. 
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Overall, on the action level, dealing with student diversity built on differing teaching approaches, from 

interpreting student diversity in terms of a lack of certain presumed competences that needed to be 

compensated by means of several extra-curricular activities to translating student diversity in terms of 

individual characteristics or living situations that needed special consideration and individual solutions by 

means of consultation and accompanying support. As mentioned before, most of the single QPL projects 

built on already existing projects that had been funded before with third-party funding from other sources. 

QPL employees raised some critical points by lamenting the lack of any long-term plan for dealing with the 

topic of student diversity or how these actions could be financed and supported as permanent tasks. This 

always resonates with the question of what happens to the urgently needed positions after the funding 

period ends (see Table 8.3).  

Concerning the impact of institutional characteristics, the research findings indicate that the definition of 

student diversity on the strategy level was clearly affected by the university’s historical roots as a 

Gesamthochschule, its regionally oriented profile and current challenges arising from the lack of funding. 

On the structure level, the structural anchoring of the QPL initiative in the Department of Development 

Planning played a huge role for the way structures to deal with student diversity were implemented. This 

department was not so much involved in stimulating communication and collaboration among the single 

QPL projects, but rather pursued a very data-driven approach to documentation. Further, the financial 

situation played an important role in that the QPL funding was used to ‘fill the gaps’ of already existing 

projects and organizational structures. Finally, on the level of activities, data and statistics played a crucial 

role again. Here, the findings of the SWOT analysis led to the understanding that in order to deal 

appropriately with student diversity, activities within the QPL initiative should not only focus on improving 

students’ competences but also on improving the institutional setting in which studying and teaching take 

place. Further, the data-driven approach of the responsible Department for Development Planning led to 

a massive emphasis on the identification of ‘success’ indicators that legitimized certain activities as 

‘successful’ in dealing with student diversity.  
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Table 8.3  Summary of Case Study: The Narrative of Student Diversity at the University of Kassel 

 University of Kassel 

Title of QPL 

initiative 

In both rounds: ‘Growth and Quality—Professionalization of Studying and Teaching’ 

Strategy level - QPL initiative as a response to the challenges resulting from increase in student numbers and a growing diversity of students’ study 
requirements while the support structures in studying and teaching have not been able to keep pace with this growth; diversity is 
defined as different study requirements due to different entrance qualifications 

 
Impact of institutional characteristics: mission, history, profile, recent developments/challenges 
- emphasis on the university’s guiding principle of widening educational opportunities; principle is rooted in the university’s history as 

a Gesamthochschule that allowed different access routes 
- emphasis on the university’s role as a regional development agent to legitimize that the university traditionally welcomes a broad 

spectrum of first-year students and avoids early selective measures 
- construction of a threatening scenario in the face of external challenges, like the demand to widen and increase participation; 

perceived as particularly challenging because of the serious financial situation; the QPL initiative as an opportunity to ‘fill the gaps’ 
and complement other third-party investments 

 
Impact of dominant diversity paradigms:  
- the university’s guiding principle of widening educational opportunities can be understood as a commitment to dismiss 

discrimination and ensure equal treatment (=> anti-discrimination and fairness diversity paradigm) 
- dealing with student diversity was displayed as an important contribution to meet local labor market needs and supply the demand 

for highly skilled labor in the region (=> market access diversity paradigm) 
Structure level - both rounds: three clusters, incorporating 18 single QPL projects 

- structural anchoring: Department for Development Planning was responsible for project administration 
- leadership/governance structure: Vice President for Studies and Teaching; accompanied by Department for Development Planning 
- communication/interaction unit: Department for Development Planning 
 
impact of institutional characteristics: structural anchoring, recent developments/challenges 
- very data-driven due to the structural anchoring in the Department for Development Planning, which is responsible for academic 

controlling 
- the structure of the QPL initiative was based on a SWOT analysis that identified the areas of study support and study organizations as 

the areas that needed additional support (students’ satisfaction rates were very low) 
- very busy with developing indicators and measuring the ‘success’ of measures, but not so much with documentation and promoting 

exchange among the projects 
- QPL funding was used to support existing projects and organizational structures and did not spend money on building autonomous 

project structures (filling the gaps) 
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Table 8.3  Summary of Case Study: The Narrative of Student Diversity at the University of Kassel (continued) 

 University of Kassel 

Structure level Impact of diversity paradigm:  
- Coordinating unit (i.e., Department for Development Planning) was very involved in identifying ‘success’ indicators and orientating 

activities towards key performance indicators, but not so much in documentation or stimulating exchange among projects (=> 
market access diversity paradigm) 

Action level Activities to improve the student:  
- workshops for development of key competences (ProStudies) 
- academic writing workshops  
- mathematical propaedeutics for technical sciences and economics 
- foreign language requirements for studying 
Activities to improve the fit between student and institution:  
- tutoring programs for study orientation and learning and individual coaching (study pilots, learning accomplices, coaching for learning 

and exams) 
- advising and self-information for students and prospective students 
- basic competences for the teaching profession 
Activities to improve the institution:  
- university didactic training for instructors  
- development of research- and project-related university didactic concepts 
- Competence center for empirical research methods 
- practical experiences in the bachelor’s study program 
- competence-oriented e-exams 
- didactic design patterns for blended learning 
- study coordination, advising and quality management 
- quality development and optimization of modularized study structures 
- mobility consultation international 
- psycho-social counseling for study-related problem areas 
 
Impact of institutional characteristics: structural anchoring and recent developments/challenges 
- structural anchoring: empirical findings and strategic guiding principles played a major role in legitimizing activities to deal with 

student diversity 
- activities oriented towards students, lecturers and administrative and support staff 
 
Impact of dominant diversity paradigms: 
- emphasis on activities for students with special socio-demographic characteristics (=> anti-discrimination and fairness diversity 

paradigm)  
- orientation of activities towards the needs of vocationally qualified students (=> market access diversity paradigm) 
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Referring to the diversity paradigms by Gaisch et al. (2017), the study identifies elements of two different 

diversity paradigms at the University of Kassel. Both paradigms follow a heterogeneous perspective due 

to the tradition and self-understanding as a university that enables widened and fair access. In this context, 

the anti-discrimination and fairness diversity paradigm (Thomas & Ely, 1996) became most apparent. As 

mentioned before, this has its roots in the historical foundation as a Gesamthochschule, which can be seen 

as a moral experiment to enable equal opportunities in the field of education. Consequently, the data 

materials show that much emphasis was put on social permeability and the dismissal of discrimination 

based on socio-demographic characteristics and entrance qualifications. However, such an approach bears 

the danger of categorical thinking in that certain characteristics are attributed to diversity categories. This 

happened in one project that started with a strong focus on students with a migrant background, assuming 

that they experienced certain challenges in the field of learning management. However, this project was 

eventually opened to all students as many outside of the initial target group claimed an interest in these 

issues as well. Further, the university’s orientation towards students with vocational qualifications and 

their strong orientation towards key figures and statistics show some elements of the market access 

diversity paradigm (Thomas & Ely, 1996). For example, due to the university’s strong orientation towards 

the needs of the regional labor market, organizational actors perceive the university as a booster for local 

industry and structural regional growth, which is regarded as a competitive advantage in the face of scarce 

resources.  
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8.2.3. HAW Hamburg 

The title of the QPL initiative of the HAW Hamburg was in both rounds ‘Pilot Teaching. Dialogue-oriented 

Quality Development in Studies and Teaching’. The QPL initiative was developed with the aim to establish 

a dialogue-oriented quality culture that promotes the development of innovative and competence-

oriented teaching and learning scenarios. Student diversity was defined in terms of individual 

competences with which students entered higher education and that should be acknowledged in studying 

and teaching.  

The QPL initiative’s strategy was strongly influenced by the university’s teaching profile, which can be 

attributed to the fact that the HAW Hamburg is a university of applied sciences. This type of higher 

education institution regards teaching as their main educational task and professors have a higher teaching 

load than their colleagues at universities. Further, at universities, teaching duties are often transferred to 

non-professorial teaching staff to give professors more time to do research. At universities of applied 

sciences, however, this teaching staff does not exist, so that the teaching load is actually carried out by the 

professors themselves. As indicated in the interviews and the university documents, this emphasis on 

teaching results in a much more intensive discussion about how to provide a high quality of teaching and 

what constitutes ‘good’ teaching among academic staff. The HAW Hamburg defined ‘good’ teaching in the 

context of the QPL initiative in terms of competence-oriented teaching. The guiding principle of 

competence orientation was pushed by the Vice President for Studies and Teaching and her vision to turn 

the HAW Hamburg into a learning organization that facilitates continuous learning for its members. This 

vision emphasizes the competences with which students enter university and those they should have 

acquired before graduating. Such a perspective can be seen as directly oppositional to a deficit orientation, 

which focuses on what students lack in comparison to a certain assumed academic standard. 

Consequently, student diversity is defined at the HAW Hamburg in terms of an individual learner 

personality, according to which students learn differently and the university—or more specifically the 

lecturer—has the task to develop teaching further to do justice to the diverse ways students are learning 

and studying. At the same time, students are asked to take responsibility for their own learning processes. 

In the data materials, the university shows its responsibility to establish teaching and learning scenarios 

that acknowledge and deliberately use the differences in students’ competences. This responsibility was 

particularly emphasized against the institutional background as a university of applied sciences with its 

specific student composition in terms of entrance qualifications, socio-demographic characteristics and 

living situation.  
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The QPL initiative’s structure was influenced by already existing networks and projects as well as the 

structural anchoring of the QPL initiative. In the first round, the QPL initiative comprised four university-

wide projects and four faculty projects and in the second round, five university-wide projects. First, the 

basic structure of the QPL initiative was legitimized on the basis of empirical findings and statistics. Such a 

data-oriented emphasis can be explained by the fact that the QPL initiative was located in the Evaluation, 

Quality Management and Accreditation Unit. Second, prior experiences of organizational members played 

an important role for the structure of the QPL initiative because most of the projects were based on prior 

third-party funded projects. Persons working in these projects formed an inner circle of committed 

academics and administrative staff who were highly involved in activities related to improving studying 

and teaching at the HAW Hamburg. This inner circle surrounded the Vice President for Studies and 

Teaching shared her vision of the university as a learning organization whose actions in studying and 

teaching should be guided by a so-called ‘compass’ of competence orientation. They perceived themselves 

as making a change and promoting cultural change within the university, celebrating their approach as 

innovative, modern and open-minded. Consequently, they appeared as a harmonious group of 

enthusiastic employees and professors who were convinced that the HAW was a special place in which a 

dialogue about improving studying and teaching was welcomed. The degree of interaction and 

communication among persons in the inner circle can be described as high. However, there was only a low 

amount of documentation, which was particularly a problem in case of personnel fluctuation. Further, 

communication about dealing with student diversity with organizational members who had no links to this 

inner circle of committed employees was underdeveloped because formal communicative channels or 

tools were missing.  

On the action level, most QPL projects in the QPL initiative were oriented towards improving the 

institutional setting in which studying and teaching take place. These activities ranged, for example, from 

the implementation of faculty quality managers to didactic coaching and the professionalization of study 

program monitoring. With the help of QPL funding, additional administrative staff supported 

organizational members to join the dialogue about the quality of studying and teaching. Further, this 

administrative staff identified and supported the spread of ‘best-practices’ to other study programs, 

departments, or faculties, particularly when these practices fit the guiding principle of competence 

orientation. Here, the medium size of the university and the well-established connections among the inner 

circle of committed administrative and academic staff eased the spread of best-practice examples.  

In addition to these measures, the HAW Hamburg had already established a relatively broad spectrum of 

extra-curricular activities that aimed to improve students’ competences or the fit between students and 
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the institution. These projects were based on different underlying assumptions about student diversity. 

For example, the viaMINT preparatory courses were based on the assumption that students enter 

university with differing levels of prior knowledge. The appropriate way to deal with student diversity was 

seen in identifying possible knowledge gaps and assigning students to online modules to compensate for 

these gaps. The first-semester tutorials, in turn, were based on the assumption that first-year students 

differ with regard to their individual abilities, but also their prior experiences and current living situations. 

The appropriate way to deal with this component of student diversity was seen in providing the students 

a space to exchange experiences with other students and develop appropriate strategies that fit their 

individual situation to overcome the challenges in their first year of studies (see Table 8.4).  
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Table 8.4  Summary of Case Study: The Narrative of Student Diversity at the HAW Hamburg 

 HAW Hamburg 

Title of the QPL 

initiative 

In both rounds: ‘Piloting Teaching. Dialogue-oriented Quality Development in Studies and Teaching’ 

Strategy level - QPL initiative to establish a dialogue-oriented quality culture promoting the development of innovative and competence-oriented 
teaching and learning scenarios; student diversity was defined in terms of individual competences with which students enter 
university that should be acknowledged in the context of studying and teaching 

 
Impact of institutional characteristics: type of institution, profile, prior discussions 
- emphasis on teaching and what constitutes “good teaching”, which is traced back to their type of institution 
- emphasis on competence-oriented teaching that requires a re-thinking of classical teaching-and-learning formats to acknowledge the 

diverse individual competences with which students enter university adequately 
- vision of the Vice President for Studies and Teaching of the HAW Hamburg as a learning organization that facilitates continuous 

learning on side of its members in a self-reflective and competence-oriented way 
 
Impact of dominant diversity paradigm: 
- diversity is perceived as a resource that needs to be used in the context of studying and teaching; emphasis is put on individual 

competences with which students enter university and there is a general commitment to competence orientation (=> learning and 

efficacy diversity paradigm)  
Structure level - first round: four university-wide projects and four faculty projects  

- second round: five university-wide projects 
- structural anchoring: Vice President for Studies and Teaching/Evaluation, Quality Management and Accreditation Unit 
- communication/interaction unit: communication and networking team, consisting of a project manager and a project assistant  
 
Impact of institutional characteristics: existing networks, structural anchoring 
- identification of basic structure based on empirical findings and statistics, which can be related to the structural anchoring in the 

evaluation and quality management unit 
- prior projects and experiences with improving the quality of studying and teaching laid the basis for the QPL structure 
- tight connections between very dedicated members of involved unit 
- impact of Vice President, accompanied by an inner circle of committed administrative and academic staff; high amount of interaction 

and collaboration among this inner circle 
- low amount of documentation, which was a problem in case of personnel fluctuation and when it was tried to reach persons outside 

the inner circle  
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Table 8.4  Summary of Case Study: The Narrative of Student Diversity at the HAW Hamburg (continued) 

 HAW Hamburg 

Structure level Impact of diversity paradigm:  
- coordinating unit (communication and networking team) but also other involved units like university didactic unit and evaluation and 

quality management unit were very involved in proposing openness and flexibility towards the further development and 
transformation of studying and teaching (=> learning and efficacy diversity paradigm) 

Action level Activities to improve the student:  
- viaMINT preparatory courses 
Activities to improve the fit between student and institution:  
- mentoring in transition to work 
- first-semester tutorials 
- activities of the Student Counseling Office 
- activities of the International Office 
Activities to improve the institution: 
- study success measures/study program monitoring 
- extended beginning of studies 
- dialogue-oriented quality management 
- didactic coaching/curricula development and coaching 
- task force informatization/media 4.0 in studying and teaching 
 
Impact of institutional characteristics: size, existing networks/prior projects, structural anchoring 
- focus on activities that aim to improve the institutional setting in which studying and teaching take place 
- already existing broad spectrum of activities that target students more directly, so that they were able to build on prior experiences 

regarding dealing with student diversity 
- the size of the university together with the inner circle of dedicated academic and administrative staff eased the exchange of best-

practice examples 
 
Impact of diversity paradigm:  
- emphasis on activities towards developing more competence-oriented teaching settings (=> learning and efficacy diversity paradigm) 
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Concerning institutional characteristics, the research findings indicate that the definition of student 

diversity on the strategy level was clearly affected by the teaching profile, its type as a university of applied 

sciences as well as prior discussions about competence-oriented teaching. On the structure level, the 

anchoring of the QPL initiative to the unit for evaluation and quality management played a role because 

the basic structure of the QPL initiative was based on empirical findings. Further, existing networks—such 

as the inner circle of committed employees and prior projects the single QPL projects were based on—laid 

the basis for the way structures to deal with student diversity were implemented. Finally, on the action 

level, the inner circle played a crucial role again because they facilitated the spread of best-practice 

projects, particularly when these projects fit the overall guiding principle of competence orientation.  

Concerning diversity paradigms (Gaisch et al., 2017), the stance on student diversity at the HAW Hamburg 

is highly influenced by their teaching profile and derived from a heterogeneous perspective in which 

diversity is valued as a resource. Following a competence-oriented definition of student diversity, much 

emphasis was put on the individual competences with which students enter university and, consequently, 

how individual the ways of studying and learning can be. Such a perspective has parallels to the learning 

and efficacy paradigm (Thomas & Ely, 1996) that focuses strongly on improving competence orientation 

and student-centered teaching within the university. This paradigm is based on the assumption that 

learning takes place individually and in different ways. At the HAW Hamburg, the involved actors proposed 

an openness and flexibility towards the ongoing further development and transformation of studying and 

teaching. They particularly promoted activities that aimed to support the development of competence-

oriented teaching settings. This was displayed as very innovative and it can be interpreted as a direct 

attempt of interference in the ways professors should teach. This is likely to become a delicate matter 

because it might be seen as conflicting with the fundamental right of the academic freedom of research 

and teaching. In this context, it was emphasized by the actors involved that such a competence-oriented 

perspective is much more prone to become apparent at universities of applied sciences that are 

characterized by a stronger emphasis on teaching than on research. Further, the smaller size of the 

university and the good networking among different units, which was mostly due to the inner circle of 

highly committed employees who are actively pursuing new projects and developed their ideas further 

along the same guideline, resulted in a relatively tight coupling between the strategy and action level.  
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8.2.4. Summary 

This chapter recounted the ‘overarching narratives’ of student diversity that could be identified at the 

three universities selected as caste studies in the context of their respective QPL initiatives. In these 

narratives, the idea of student diversity was framed against the background of the respective local contexts 

so that it made sense to the story-tellers and their local audiences at the universities. Thus, the local 

context played a crucial role for the way the idea of student diversity was translated within the levels of 

strategy, structure and action of the universities’ QPL initiatives. Comparing the narratives of student 

diversity at the three case study universities, it emerges that organizational actors did not only relate the 

idea of student diversity to institutional characteristics (e.g., profile, type of institution, mission, size) but 

also to diversity paradigms that seemed to be dominant in the respective local contexts. Since the three 

universities differ in their institutional characteristics and dominant diversity paradigms, local variations 

of organizational responses to student diversity can be explained by the importance of the local context 

for translation processes. It is the local context that frames the narratives about student diversity at the 

three case study universities. The next chapter will turn to the final research question and aims to identify 

organizational practices to deal with student diversity at the three universities in the context of the QPL 

initiative.  
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8.3. Definitions and Organizational Practices to Deal with Student Diversity 

Special interest should be put on answering the question how dealing with student diversity was 

materialized on the level of concrete actions. A closer look at the action level reveals the different 

understandings of student diversity, leading to the selection of different target groups as appropriate 

candidates for certain practices deemed appropriate to deal with the aforementioned aspects of student 

diversity.  

The group discussions conducted at all three universities appear as particularly useful for answering this 

question because the group discussions made interpretative patterns detectable that linked the 

definitions of student diversity to different ways of dealing with student diversity (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Keller, 2009). This analytical perspective was guided by the question of how the term ‘student diversity’ 

was understood in the context of the single QPL projects. Accordingly, in the group discussions, persons 

working in those QPL projects were asked how they understood the term ‘student diversity’ in the context 

of their projects and to what extent they perceived their QPL projects as appropriate ways of dealing with 

it.  

Depending on the single QPL project’s context, the analysis of the group discussion shows that the 

definitions of student diversity as well as attitudes about appropriate ways of dealing with student 

diversity differ. To develop an understanding of the conditions under which these differing definitions 

emerge and how these definitions are connected to different ways of dealing with student diversity, the 

‘coding paradigm’ was used (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The coding paradigm offers a guide for the focused 

analysis of central phenomena in order to examine their characteristics as well as their relation to other 

concepts and categories on the basis of data material, an approach that is called axial coding (Böhm, 1994). 

As explained in more detail in Chapter 4.6., the coding paradigm helps to detect the relationships between 

the central categories (e.g., definitions of student diversity, underlying assumptions about student 

diversity, attributed causes for student diversity, contexts in which student diversity is defined accordingly, 

strategies to deal with student diversity and the respective consequences resulting from the way student 

diversity is dealt with). Such a perspective on the data is needed to detect relations between concepts and 

categories and relate them on a more abstract level (Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019). These relations are detected 

by constant comparison of coded data material that results in the identification of interpretative patterns 

that link translations of student diversity with concrete organizational practices. These organizational 

practices are not only found within subjects, but rather represent collective interpretative patterns that 

organizational members share.  
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The following part introduces seven interpretative patterns and their corresponding organizational 

practices. At the end, a table will summarize the seven identified organizational practices and the contexts 

in which they appear.  

8.3.1. Prior Knowledge: Deficit Compensation 

The first example stems from a person working in the project viaMINT at the HAW Hamburg, an online 

learning environment in which first-year students could fill their knowledge gaps with the help of online 

modules. Student diversity was interpreted in the context of the project in the following way: 

The diversity is very clearly given among first-year students. Especially within mathematics the 
kinds of prior knowledge they arrive with here differ markedly from each other. By means of 
this first knowledge test, the individual obviously learns, ‘where are my individual weaknesses 
that I need to compensate for?’ And here we give justice to diversity in that the individual 
recommendations that are made via the system become clearly visible on the personal online 
desk. The one person with a lot of prior knowledge is required to do less rework. The one who 
lacks a lot of prior knowledge, of course, has to rework a little bit more. That’s the one thing: 
visibility of the differences in prior knowledge via the test. (HAW_gd/306) 

In this quote, student diversity was translated as representing different levels of prior knowledge in 

mathematics. This can be interpreted as a rather narrow perspective on the phenomenon of student 

diversity. The cause for this phenomenon was attributed to divergent educational biographies and school-

leaving certifications of first-year students. Based on the assumption that there is a certain performance 

standard that should be present at the beginning of studies, it was regarded as an appropriate strategy to 

identify and give students feedback on their individual weaknesses in comparison to this standard and to 

provide appropriate learning offers. As a consequence, the deficits on the part of students were expected 

to be compensated by participating in these measures. This was interpreted as a very individual-oriented 

approach because every person received a personal recommendation based on their test results which 

areas to improve to reach the expected performance standard. The context of this text passage was the 

project viaMINT at the HAW Hamburg that included online learning modules for mathematics, physics and 

informatics for the Faculty of Technology and Informatics as an addition to regular bridging courses. First-

year students could identify their knowledge gaps on the basis of an online self-assessment and received 

recommendations for certain online modules to take. The aim of the measure was subject-specific 

adjustment because prior knowledge of students was to be refreshed and gaps compensated so that first-

year students were able to follow the basic lectures. Students could decide for themselves whether or not 

to take part in this offer, so it can be described as extra-curricular. However, there were also integrative 

tendencies to be seen due to the tight connection of online modules with the pre-courses offered at the 

HAW Hamburg. Further, the content of the online modules was matched to the content of the basic 
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lectures and lecturers tended to recommend the online modules to first-year students in their lectures. 

The interpretative pattern can be displayed in the following way:  

Figure 8.1  Interpretative Pattern of Student Diversity I: Prior Knowledge  

 

The interpretative pattern ‘prior knowledge’ can be found in similar contexts that share certain 

characteristics. For example, this interpretative pattern is most apparent in contexts in which measures 

are offered at the beginning of studies or in the first semester. Second, these measures are discipline-

specific and, thus, mostly organized by the faculties or departments themselves. Consequently, they have 

a rather narrow focus on subject-specific challenges. Third, most of these measures are extra-curricular, 

but partly integrated into the study programs. This integration can be more or less formally determined. 

For example, a similar interpretative pattern can be found in the context of the mathematical bridging 

course at the Faculty of Electrical Engineering and Computer Science at the University of Kassel. Here, 

student diversity was seen “very clearly in their differing prior mathematical education” (UK_gd/231). 

Here, the cause for the differing levels of prior mathematical knowledge was even more explicitly tied to 

the school-leaving entrance qualifications of students, as it was described by the person working in this 

project:  

You can of course roughly distinguish the causes for this. By now a majority enters the study 
program with a subject-based entrance qualification and not with a general higher education 
entrance qualification. And you can clearly see this in the results of the mathematical tests. 
(UK_gd/233) 

Thus, the school-leaving certificates were associated with different levels of mathematical qualifications. 

This was legitimized by statistics, referring to the results of the mathematical test that proved the 

differences in knowledge. All students within the faculty were obligated to participate in the mathematical 
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test that queried basic mathematical school knowledge. Students who failed this test were mandatorily 

required to participate in the bridging course. Thus, the assumption was that students should be equipped 

with a predetermined set of mathematical knowledge at the beginning of their studies. This 

predetermined set was oriented towards the prior education in mathematics that students had received 

with their general higher education entrance qualification or the Abitur. In other words, students with 

Abitur were defined as the norm group, although it was noted at the same time that this norm group did 

not represent the majority any longer. Another observation in this context was the more general critique 

of the Abitur as no longer serving as an indicator for certain mathematical competences, as indicated in 

the following quote by a person working in this project:  

Overall, we can observe at the moment that the general performance has declined. Thus, if I 
compare the cohort of the winter semester 10/11 with that of the winter semester 16/17, you 
can see very clearly that those people with Abitur also performed much worse than six years 
ago. (UK_gd/233) 

This deficit-oriented argumentation was to be found in the areas of mathematics and the natural sciences 

at all three universities. Often personal observation could be backed by statistics, like in this case the 

comparison of results of the same mathematical test among different cohorts. The cause for this was often 

ascribed to changes in the secondary school system, although there was some awareness that this might 

also be attributed to differing generational perspectives.61  

Interestingly, a similar interpretative pattern was also to be found in the context of the Language 

Advancement Coaching at the University of Hamburg and the project ‘Foreign Language Requirements for 

Studying’ at the University of Kassel. Here, student diversity was defined in terms of the heterogeneous 

foreign language skills with which students entered their study courses. Against a previously defined 

standard of foreign language proficiency and language levels, a lack of language competences could be 

identified. At the University of Kassel, students who had not achieved a certain grade in the test were 

recommended to participate in additional courses. The lack of competences was attributed to the school 

or language institutions they had attended prior and which seemingly had not prepared students 

adequately for their foreign language studies. In this context, it was also criticized that the language 

                                                           

61 Zacher  (2018) refers to the very old phenomenon of the devaluation of a younger generation by an older genera-
tion. This devaluation has its roots in a psychological mechanism that is related to the fear of losing status: the 
group with a higher status does not want to lose its position of power and be replaced by a younger, more diverse 
group. 
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certificates with which students entered university could no longer be seen as a reliable indicator for the 

competences the certificate-holder possessed, as described by a person working in this project:  

We observe that many language certificates are no longer sufficient or the holders do not fulfill 
the entrance criteria in the area of language; that is something that we see more frequently. 
And with the language proficiency test, I have this in black and white. (UK_gd/244)  

Here again, a standard test and statistics were used to legitimize a personal observation: certain 

certificates no longer served as indicators for a minimum standard of competences. The appropriate way 

of dealing with this sort of student diversity was again seen in, first, identifying the discipline-specific 

deficits the students had in comparison to a pre-defined standard and, second, assigning those students 

to certain compensatory measures, like pre-courses, crash courses, bridging courses or tutorials. Although 

the name of these measures differed, they all aimed at subject-specific adjustment to compensate for the 

subject-specific deficits of students. Accordingly, the corresponding organizational practice can be 

described as deficit compensation. Due to diverse educational biographies, it was assumed that students’ 

prior discipline-specific competences did not meet the required standard at the beginning of studies while 

being extremely diversified. Therefore, the overall aim was to minimize these differences by creating 

“more homogeneous learning groups” (UHH_gd/217). For example, in the context of the crash courses in 

the natural sciences at the University of Hamburg, the aim was consequently “to absorb the different prior 

knowledge to find a relatively similar level and provide them guidance so that they can understand the 

regular lectures in, for example, biology or physiology” (UHH_gd/40). Although participation was voluntary 

compared to the bridging course at the University of Kassel, certain candidates were given 

recommendations. Those were mainly students who had been out of school for a longer period or had not 

attended courses in the natural sciences in the upper-secondary school. Thus, here again, the underlying 

assumption was that the norm group consisted of students who entered universities on the direct way 

coming from the Abitur, where they had gained upper-secondary knowledge in the area of the natural 

sciences. Students who did not fulfill those criteria were perceived as lacking competences that were 

needed in order to be able to start their studies successfully.  

8.3.2. Individual Learner Personality: Learning Community 

An alternative interpretative pattern could be found in the context of first semester tutorials as they were 

offered at the HAW Hamburg. Here, a person working in this project defined student diversity in the 

following ways:  

Well, I think it is about this individual learning personality that includes different aspects. The 
social diversity, then the psychological, where also aspects of motivation play a role, then the 
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performance diversity, the disciplinary diversity. But also, what are the framework conditions, 
right? Thus, do I need to work a lot? Or do I need to work less? What about the routes of my 
journey? All these aspects impact how learning is working out or the way it has to go. In the 
context of the tutorial, we want to stimulate reflection in order to evaluate oneself: What are 
my framework conditions? Where do I stand? What are my challenges? In order to find, gather 
and discuss possible solutions together with the group. I think, there is no right or wrong 
studying, but there are always ways of supportive and preventive studying. And to look and see, 
everyone has to find their own way, you can try out different things. And we also have 
experienced tutors that can talk about their own way and show how they are different and how 
they have gone different ways to show them how diverse this range of studying can be. 
(HAW_gd/309) 

According to this quote, student diversity was translated in terms of an individual learning personality that 

consists of several social, psychological and organizational aspects listed here. Consequently, the definition 

of student diversity was diversified, rather than narrowly focused on one single aspect, like it was the case 

for the first interpretative pattern. Thus, the phenomenon of interest was defined as individual learning 

personality. The cause for this was seen in individual abilities that differed, but also various living and study 

situations that had an impact on how and under what kind of circumstances learning can take place. Here, 

the underlying assumption was that studying and learning can occur in different ways. In the context of 

the first semester tutorials, the strategy was to offer students an open environment for self-reflection and 

social exchange with the consequence that they were able to find their individual learning paths. They 

were to experience how diverse students and their ways of studying can be by reflecting on their own 

status and exchanging experiences with other students. These first-semester tutorials were offered by a 

central service unit in cooperation with the faculties. First-year students could visit the tutorials that are 

supervised by more advanced students from the same study program. Although participation is voluntary, 

some of the tutorials could be perceived as partially integrated because they have a fixed position in the 

students’ schedule for the first week of their studies. The tutorials, consisting of a maximum of 20 students, 

were offered once per week over the whole first semester. The range of topics discussed within the 

tutorials was very broad and adapted according to the individual needs and requests of the students (e.g., 

getting to know each other and the university, individual study planning, organization of learning, exam 

preparation, or financing studies). Consequently, the overall aim included not only institutional orientation 

and competence development, but also social integration.  
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The interpretative pattern can be displayed as follows:  

Figure 8.2  Interpretative Pattern of Student Diversity II: Individual Learning Personalities 

 

This interpretative pattern can be found at the other three universities as well, in particular in the context 

of similar measures, like the first-semester tutorials at the University of Hamburg and the study pilots at 

the University of Kassel.  

The first-semester tutorial at the University of Hamburg was quite similar to those of the HAW Hamburg, 

as it was designed to support students in developing their own individual strategies to deal with the 

specific requirements they were confronted with. Accordingly, student diversity was defined in terms of 

an individual learning personality due to the various experiences, backgrounds and living situations 

students were in. The first-semester tutorial helped to provide an informal atmosphere in which students 

were encouraged to self-reflect and identify the study objectives they wished to fulfill. Further, new 

students were accompanied by tutors on their way to find appropriate strategies to help them reach these 

objectives. The tutorials were again voluntary and extra-curricular, but they were organized within the 

involved faculties and study programs. This also meant that students and tutors of one group always 

belonged to the same study program.  

The project ‘Study Pilots’ at the University Kassel, in turn, was a peer-to-peer-program in which a first-year 

student was matched with a more advanced student from the same study program. The strategy was 

similar as it assumed that new students would profit from the experience of more advanced students and 

that this exchange would stimulate self-reflection about their role as students. The peers met individually 

on a regular basis during the first semester, while there are also events for meeting other students and 
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tutors from the project. In both cases, the spectrum of discussed topics was very broad, depending on 

individual needs and requests, including questions concerning study and learning organization, exam 

preparation, but also career prospects. The idea behind this was for new students to realize that facing 

challenges, although often experienced individually, is very common during the first year of studies. The 

overall aim was to reflect and discuss possible solutions and hear from more advanced students how they 

had overcome these challenges. Accordingly, the overall organizational practice can be described as 

establishing a learning community in which students in their mentoring groups are accompanied by tutors 

or mentors. These mentors were in most cases more advanced students who had already gained the 

experience of dealing with first-year challenges. This community, which often lasted the whole first 

semester, allowed the discussion of a relatively broad range that mostly aimed to stimulate competence 

development and provide institutional orientation. Besides, due to the group situation that offered 

students the opportunity to discuss current challenges, exchange experiences and thereby develop their 

own learning paths, social integration was also one of the main objectives of these measures.  

8.3.3. Special Target Groups: Starting Aid 

A third interpretative pattern could be found in the context of the International Office at the HAW 

Hamburg. It offered a broad range of different measures explicitly for international students. A person 

working in the International Office described the role of diversity for their workplace in the following way: 

Due to the reason that we work with international students, diversity plays a huge role because 
of the intercultural aspect. In the beginning, the main issue is that we want to convey to our 
students is that it might be a little bit different here. We also try to, for example, connect local 
students and international students through our program, so that they can learn from each 
other how it can be different. (HAW_gd/307) 

As indicated by this quote, the central phenomenon of interest was defined in terms of their special status 

as international students. Consequently, the cause for their special status was seen in their foreign 

nationality, prior experiences and educational biography that differed from those of German students. 

Because of them being new to the German higher education system and the lack of social contacts, the 

underlying assumption was that they had a specific need for social contacts and orientation. In the context 

of projects that were explicitly targeted at international students, such cross-disciplinary requirements 

were fulfilled with a whole set of different measures. These included, as illustrated by the following 

example, buddy programs, international welcome days and international guides. As described by a person 

working in the International Office:  

These are all measures that shall support the students to make friends and to get into the 
university, these are so to say the cross-disciplinary aspects. Thus, we do not offer anything 
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discipline-specific because this is the task of our colleagues, we do not have the competences 
for that. But we support them in social aspects, by making first contacts with their buddy. We 
try to match the new students with so-called buddies so that they have a contact person on-
site, a mentor they can contact because often they know nobody. And that gives them a good 
feeling because they know: Okay, there is someone I can turn to. That is the WeBuddy program. 
We have also an International Welcome Week in which different events are offered that all aim 
to bring people together, encourage cultural exchange and bring them together in a group so 
that they have someone they can turn to later on. Sometimes they even meet their fellow 
students in this context, so that they can begin their studies more comfortably. … And the 
international guides, they offer low-threshold support. Those are student tutors who help them 
finding accommodation and dealing with local authorities. (HAW_gd/35)  

Thus, the appropriate strategy for dealing with this sort of student diversity was seen in providing 

international students with a broad spectrum of target group-specific support. The consequence of this 

strategy was to ease the students’ entrance into the university. The interpretative pattern can be displayed 

in the following way: 

Figure 8.3  Interpretative Pattern of Student Diversity III: Special Target Groups 

 

This interpretative pattern could be found in the context of other measures aiming at international 

students at all three universities. In most cases, these measures were offered by a central service unit that 

provided these services to all international students at the university, despite their disciplinary 

backgrounds. These measures either began before their studies or with the start of their studies, at the 

latest in the first week of lectures. Although the concrete design of measures could differ, it mostly 

included buddy programs and International Welcome Weeks that both aimed at social integration and 

institutional orientation.  
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However, this interpretative pattern could also be found in the project ‘Study Orientation for Working 

Persons without School-based Entrance Qualification’ at the University of Hamburg. Here, diversity was 

again defined in terms of socio-demographic characteristics with a focus on students without school-based 

entrance qualifications as another specific target group, as it was described by a person working in the 

project: 

In our case, our target group has a heterogeneous educational biography. They have not visited 
an upper-secondary school. They are older and often they are at a different point in their life. 
Thus, they might already have a family, usually they do not live with their parents anymore and 
also do not want to move into student dormitories. Just in these aspects they are 
heterogeneous. And of course, they have junior high school experiences. And then they only 
know their vocational school and in a lot of vocational schools, the school-time is seen as a 
necessary evil because your identity comes from your craft or vocation. Here you learn a lot and 
from time to time you have to visit the vocational school. This is totally different. (UHH_gd/220) 

In this quotation, the QPL employee described in detail how this target group was different compared to 

‘normal’ students. These differences were seen in their educational biography and experience as well as 

in their living or study situations. Overall, the phenomenon of interest can be described as the seeking out 

of specific target groups. It is assumed that these target groups had very specific needs and requirements 

due to their different educational biography and starting conditions. The appropriate strategy was seen in 

helping students who were supposed to be inexperienced with the university system to get started and 

make the beginning easier by fostering social integration. Here again, students were brought together to 

initiate first social contacts and exchange experiences and ways of dealing with the challenges of this new 

phase. Consequently, the organizational practice can best be described as starting aid. In the context of 

these measures, the exchange of experiences among special target groups was stimulated by a broad 

spectrum of different offers organized by central service units at the beginning of studies. The QPL 

employees emphasized that these measures concentrated on the beginning of studies because they 

should only provide support until students had established their own contacts within their study programs. 

This support was directed towards social integration and institutional orientation by offering different 

support opportunities that students could take advantage of while assuming that these specific target 

groups were in particular need of support.  

8.3.4. Learner, Writer and Student Types: Practice Space 

The next interpretative pattern could be found in the context of academic writing workshops at the 

University of Hamburg. One person working in the project described the importance of different types of 

writers and learners that they observed in their daily work:  



 
 

285 
 

Well, in the practical work, it has been proven as helpful to acknowledge that people—and this 
can be judged as good or bad—approach texts differently. There are strategic planners who are 
first starting with outlining a structure. And often it is taught that this is the best way of doing 
things: first, you need to make a plan. And then you execute this plan. But there are people who 
are unable to work this way. They are totally blocked when they need to do a plan first. They 
rather start writing everything down directly. And, in between, there is a wide range of different 
types. And in our courses, we say, “for you, this method might be useful, because it makes up 
for something you are not so trained in so far or it fits quite well with something you are good 
at.” And that is also the point, there is no one size fits all story. This is particularly true for 
academic writing. (UHH_gd/214) 

Accordingly, student diversity was translated as different types of writers and learners that should be 

acknowledged. This perspective concentrated on individual competences in the area of learning, studying 

and writing. However, the causes for these differences in individual competences are in parts related to 

social aspects as well, such as age, native language, educational biographies and living situations. The 

underlying assumption was two-fold. On the one hand, it acknowledged that there is no one right way of 

writing, studying and learning, but students have different preferences and styles to acquire knowledge. 

On the other hand, there are still certain discipline-specific requirements concerning academic writing that 

function as templates for what students should be capable of. Here, it was emphasized that for all students 

academic writing can be a challenge because “they need to acquaint themselves with a totally new use of 

language” (UHH_gd/212) that they had not been confronted with before in their educational biography. 

Nevertheless, the persons working in this project also observed differences in recognizing the so-called 

‘hidden curriculum’:  

There are people who get the hang of [the hidden curriculum] quite fast and can relate to it: 
“Ok, this is important and this is important.” Other people who have the same material at their 
disposal, are not able to connect this information. This might be related to prior knowledge 
because they have a specific educational background but I think there is also another category 
that I cannot specify. For some people it is just easier to comprehend such systems than for 
others. (UHH_gd/213)  

Here again, the phenomenon of interest was defined in terms of types of individual competences that 

might be related to social aspects, like educational biography and background. Consequently, the strategy 

was two-fold as well: First, students were shown different methods and techniques for working on and 

writing academic texts. Within the context of academic writing workshops, they were given the 

opportunity to get to know and try these different methods with the consequence of finding the personally 

most fitting way of writing and studying. Second, because the discipline-specific requirements concerning 

academic writing were not always transparent for the students, it was clarified what these requirements 

are, as it is described by a person working in the project:  



 
 

286 
 

Explicating the expectations or the things that we imply or suggest, for example, that our 
students sit down and work autonomously, that they read the course books, that they know 
they have to behave a certain way in the lectures, you need to prepare and revise the lectures, 
you need to prepare for the exams and so forth. Those are aspects we all often expect from 
them, but they are never or seldom communicated in a way for students to consider them as 
such. (UHH_gd/243) 

Thus, the second strategy was the transparency of requirements and expectations concerning studying 

and learning with the consequence that students professionalized their academic language competences. 

The interpretative pattern can be displayed in the following way: 

Figure 8.4  Interpretative Pattern of Student Diversity IV: Learner, Writer and Student Types 

 

In the case of the University of Hamburg, the academic writing workshops were guided by academic 

writing coaches who were located in the faculties. Since the respective disciplines are particular in their 

requirements and conditions for academic writing, it was regarded as the appropriate way to provide 

discipline-specific courses (e.g., academic writing workshops for cultural history). These courses were 

offered as extra-curricular activities, but sometimes they were partially integrated into the curriculum in 

terms of teaching collaborations between lecturers and writing coaches. The overall aim of these courses 

was competence development.  

The same interpretative pattern can be found in the context of other propaedeutic workshops, for 

example, the measure ‘German as an Academic Language’ at the University of Kassel. Here, student 

diversity was defined in terms of academic writing skills while it was assumed that “an inappropriate use 
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of academic language, also by students who are native speakers, makes it difficult to participate in 

academic discourse and successful studying” (UK_doc_17/17). At first sight, this quote seems to entail a 

stronger deficit-oriented focus compared to the text passages about the academic writing workshops of 

the University of Hamburg: Students used language in a sense that was perceived as inadequate for 

partaking in academic discourse, which was, in turn, seen as disadvantageous for studying successfully. 

Nevertheless, this interpretative pattern acknowledged that the use of academic language was a rather 

new experience for all students. The conditions they started out with or prior knowledge might have 

differed due to their educational biographies to begin with, but overall, the academic system with its 

specific use of academic language (which again differs substantially among disciplines) was new territory 

for most of the students. In other words, there was no underlying assumption that there is a certain 

standard in terms of competences that students should possess before they began with their studies. 

Rather, it was assumed that there are certain (discipline-specific) requirements and guidelines concerning 

the use of academic language that are new to students and, therefore, should be made transparent. 

Further, it was acknowledged that there are different ways of studying and writing. Students should be 

provided with the appropriate space to try these out and find the most fitting way. In the context of the 

academic writing workshops at the University of Kassel, students got to know the characteristic features 

of writing in a scientific context, they learned the different steps in the writing process, how to work with 

academic texts, they reflected on their own writing practice and tried out different techniques and 

methods. The courses were organized by a central service unit, but they cooperated closely with the study 

programs as they also developed advanced courses—besides basic courses—for academic writing within 

the specific disciplines (e.g., academic writing for engineers).  

A quite similar interpretative pattern could also be found in the context of other extra-curricular 

workshops that were concerned with topics like learning strategies, preparation for exams and prohibiting 

procrastination. These workshops were organized by central service units, e.g., the Service Center 

Teaching at the University of Kassel or the Central Student Counseling at the HAW Hamburg. Here, the 

phenomenon of interest comprised the different student and learner types originating in certain individual 

and social differences. It was acknowledged that students had differing learning experiences which 

influenced the way the individual student tried to acquire knowledge. Nevertheless, the study experience 

was a new experience for almost all students and previous learning styles might not fulfill the requirements 

of the new academic system. With the help of these workshops, students were stimulated to reflect on 

their own studying and learning behavior and to get to know useful techniques and methods appropriate 

for the academic context. By experimenting with their own toolbox of techniques and methods, students 
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could professionalize their cross-disciplinary academic competences. Thus, all these workshops aimed at 

strengthening students in their academic competences rather than compensating for deficits.  

Overall, the organizational correlation for this interpretative pattern can be described as the creation of 

practice space. Within the context of extra-curricular workshops, students were given the opportunity to 

learn and try out different methods and techniques, while simultaneously getting to know the 

requirements and expectations of academic studies. This practice space took place in group settings, but 

in comparison to projects providing learning guidance, this approach relied on the leadership of experts. 

Those were mostly recruited from QPL personnel who were trained in their specific fields of expertise. 

Although the different ways of studying, learning and writing were acknowledged, the overall aim was 

nevertheless to strengthen the academic competence of the individual. Therefore, the narrow focus of 

these measures was on competence development.  

Similarities in the ways student diversity was defined and the kind of approaches that were seen as 

appropriate could also be found in the context of study portfolios. For example, at the University of Kassel, 

a study portfolio was developed that supported students in the documentation and reflection of their own 

learning successes and organization of studies. It was ordered by document files, including checklists and 

information materials for different building blocks (e.g., ‘My Start at the University’). Some study programs 

even integrated it in lectures in order to support independent learning and self-reflection. Further, at the 

University of Hamburg, a study portfolio was used as an additional tool for the first-semester tutorials at 

the Faculty of Education. It accompanied students in reflecting on their study habits and objectives. At the 

HAW Hamburg, in turn, a website offered worksheets for students to work on them autonomously. They 

comprised self-reflective tools in the areas of self-management, learning strategies, methods for decision 

making, but also mental well-being that students could download and fill out. All these measures 

acknowledged the differences in studying and learning. The appropriate strategy was to stimulate self-

reflection on studying and learning behavior, expand the repertoire of techniques and methods to better 

organize studying and, thereby, strengthen the competences in the area of studying and learning. In 

contrast to workshops, study portfolios are self-learning tools. They rely on the assumption that students 

are capable of developing these competences autonomously by providing them some additional working 

materials to inspire self-reflection. However, what the study was able to identify in the context of the 

examples here is that students often wished to discuss their results of self-reflection with experts in this 

area, as it was described by a person working in the study portfolio project at the University of Kassel:  
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The only thing that students give feedback about is, “I want to do this together with someone” 
and preferably not with someone coming from my student group but someone who has a little 
bit of expertise. (UK_gd /212) 

The persons working in study portfolio projects observed that not all students get along with working on 

these materials by themselves without any feedback given to them. This is in line with the underlying 

assumption that students learn and study differently. For some students, the additional working materials 

provided useful stimulation to autonomously develop their repertoire of techniques and methods further. 

Other students, in turn, needed social exchange and feedback on their learning experiences. Embedding 

study portfolios into a socially interactive situation, in the best case with an expert, in order to direct self-

reflection might for these students be a more efficient way to strengthen their competences. Therefore, 

these measures can be categorized into the same organizational practice of providing a practice space for 

students in which they are stimulated to reflect on their studying and learning behavior and expand their 

toolbox of techniques and methods with the overall aim to strengthen academic competences.  

8.3.5. Individual Problems and Needs: Individual Assistance 

The next interpretative pattern could be found in the context of advising. The coaching services for 

learning and exams at the University of Kassel, for example, focused on individual aspects of student 

diversity. This was described by a person working in the project in the following way: 

From the perspective of my project, I observe a huge diversity in how students cope with stress, 
challenges, performance situations, failure, despair or frustration. Students or pupils who enter 
university have made different experiences with this. People who had always been good at 
school and then suddenly for the first time fail an exam, and fail this exam again in the second 
attempt, who have never experienced such a situation, can be devastated. Yet others have not 
experienced anything else than that. Those people have a different problem, maybe low 
academic self-esteem. But these are the differences. And this requires of course individual 
support. … Thus, for example, for some people it is good to remember that what is needed 
within the study programs is the same thing as in sports. Some people are really goal-oriented 
and tolerate frustration in sports but not in their studies. And they only need to see that this 
might be similar. Other people need a different approach. (UK_gd /228) 

As indicated by this quote, this interpretative pattern followed the assumption that students deal with 

challenges differently, depending on their prior experiences. Consequently, the phenomenon of interest 

comprised the individual problems and needs of students that had their origin in prior (educational) 

experiences. These prior experiences influenced the highly individual ways they responded to new 

situations. The underlying assumption suggested that consequently, an individual-oriented approach was 

necessary. Further, students were seen as competent learners who knew best “where the shoe pinches 

them”, but “in situations in which they got stuck” (UK_gd /12), a professional was needed to help students 

get back on their feet. In the context of psychological counseling, the appropriate strategy was seen in 
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accompanying students in reflecting their own behavior when dealing with challenges. Together 

counselors and students identified strategies to handle these new situations and challenges. The 

consequence of this measure was that students expanded their repertoire of cross-disciplinary 

competences and found appropriate solutions to handle challenging situations. Thus, the interpretative 

pattern can be displayed as follows: 

Figure 8.5  Interpretative Pattern of Student Diversity V: Individual Problems and Needs 

 

This interpretative pattern could also be detected in the context of other specific consultation services, 

such as the academic writing services at the University of Kassel and the University of Hamburg, but also 

the Student Counseling Office at the HAW Hamburg. All these measures shared several characteristics, for 

example, they were offered by central service units, they were extra-curricular and students used these 

offers voluntarily. In most cases, students had concrete questions or concerns, for example, they were 

nervous before exams, they were writing their first academic paper, or they needed tips for better time 

management. Overall, the measures aimed at competence development in that students were to acquire 

the necessary competences to find solutions to challenging situations. The consultation was guided by 

professionals who were trained in their specific areas. Advising took place in face-to-face appointments 

between professionals and students. The number of appointments depended on individual needs and 

could range from one to five appointments. Sometimes, advisors referred students to other counseling 

services, for example, psychological ones.  
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Individual situations, problems and needs could be very specific. So often, the first step was to gain an 

understanding of the situation at hand, as it was described by a person working in the Academic Writing 

Advisory Services at the University of Kassel in the following way:  

Well, it varies enormously what other responsibilities the students have besides their studies. 
Thus, students who have to work a lot to be able to finance their studies need a different form 
of consultation than students who principally have time all day to do something for university. 
Or those who have a child or have to care for relatives or something like that. And a lot of 
students come to me and ask me about tips for time management. And my first question is: 
“How much time do you have?” And there is a broad spectrum from “Sure, I have time, I have 
kept my schedule free for the next four weeks” to “I have to do this and this and five other 
things that always need to be given priority”. (UK_gd /229)  

As indicated by this quote, the time available to students could vary enormously, depending on their living 

situations and obligations besides their studies. Consequently, the appropriate way of dealing with this 

aspect of student diversity was seen in a student-centered approach with a focus on identifying the 

individual situation, resources in terms of competences and time and aims to find the individually best 

solution.  

Sometimes students were not aware of how specific their situation was. So here the first aim was to make 

students aware of their individual situation, as it was described by a person working for the Student 

Counseling Office at the HAW Hamburg:  

Well, I think the focus is very much on working out the individual situation in the context of the 
Student Counseling Office and to make people aware of where they stand with their 
requirements. For example, it is often the case that we really try to show people their double 
burden that they have not have noticed themselves. Instead, they say: “Yes, of course I have to 
finance my studies, this is why I have to work!” Yeah, sure. But studying is designed for people 
who can concentrate on their studies full-time. Therefore, they need to adapt their studies 
accordingly. Thus, we are often in the position that we need to help these persons to orient 
themselves on multiple axes of diversity and to gain an understanding of where they are in their 
individual situation and condition. (HAW_gd/317) 

Thus, the task of the employees of central service units was to make people aware of the extent of their 

diversity or, in other words, how they diverged from the ‘ideal of a normal student’ for whom study 

structures were designed. This is interesting in that diversity was accepted as a reality. Nevertheless, due 

to the rules and regulations of study programs that were (and continue to be) oriented towards the 

‘normal student‘ (although not existing anymore), the appropriate way of dealing with this form of student 

diversity was not seen in making structural changes, but in advising students in developing their own study 

plans that fit their individual situation. As employees of a central service unit, this was the most power 

they had. However, the employees also tried to minimize the negative connotations students often 
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associated with deviations from their regular study plans. Often, it is still perceived as a failure to not be 

able to finish a study program in the prescribed time period.  

The corresponding organizational practice could be classified as individual assistance. Within this 

approach, the overall aim was to help students overcome certain challenging situations and to find fitting 

solutions to their problems through individual consultation. This advising often took place in challenging 

situations, although this was not necessarily always the case. Often, challenges had accumulated in such 

a way that the student sought help to overcome them. At times measures even had to defuse an 

emergency situation. Help was provided by experts who were trained in their specific field of expertise. 

But in comparison to the practice space, this organizational practice put the focus on helping students 

individually instead of creating a group situation. This was related to the fact that the students’ individual 

problems and needs were at the center of interest.  

8.3.6. Mismatch Between Student and Study Program: Orientation and Guidance 

Online self-assessments provided another interpretational pattern, for example, the HAW Navigator at the 

HAW Hamburg. This tool included online self-assessments (in the following abbreviated as OSAs) for the 

study programs of the HAW Hamburg. These OSAs should enable potential students to deal intensively 

with the requirements of the study programs and the corresponding vocational fields. This test should 

facilitate orientation and decision-making with respect to the choice of a study program that would match 

personal interests, motivations and aims. Consequently, the phenomenon of interest that emerged at this 

point was the mismatch between potential students and study programs. The origin for this was seen in 

the multiple interests, motivations, aims and competences potential students brought with them. Under 

the assumption that students needed more information about the study programs, the strategy was two-

fold. On the one hand, transparency on the part of the institution about contents, requirements and future 

prospects of the study programs was increased. On the other hand, it stimulated self-reflection in students 

on the ways these contents, requirements and future prospects fit their interests, motivations, 

requirements and study aims. The consequence of this was that students became more capable of making 

well-informed choices in their studies and the fit between student and institution increased.  
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Consequently, the interpretative pattern can be displayed in the following way: 

Figure 8.6  Interpretative Pattern of Student Diversity VI: Mismatch 

 

In the case of the HAW Hamburg, OSAs were partially integrated into the curriculum. Potential students 

were obligated to use the HAW Navigator before applying for a study program. Further, it was 

recommended to complement the test results with a personal consultation with the Student Counseling 

Office. Similar measures could also be observed at the University of Hamburg. Here, several OSAs have 

been developed for specific study programs, for example in Law and Business Economics. Again, these 

tests aimed to support potential students in their study choice by testing whether their interests and skills 

matched with the requirements of the study programs. Further, OSAs provided information about 

curricular content and expectations. For example, in the case of Law, the OSA included tests and reflective 

questions that offered potential students to reflect on their own competences and motivations for 

studying. Further, the test included information on the study location Hamburg, the university, the faculty, 

but also about study organization and study culture as well as the corresponding vocational field. Thus, 

again, the strategy was two-fold, stimulating self-reflection on the part of students and improving 

transparency on the part of the institution. Within medicine, however, the focus was somewhat different: 

Here, the emphasis was put on developing an empirically valid instrument for assessing the abilities 

necessary for studying medicine among potential students. Thus, while the other projects acknowledged 

that students needed to be informed about the contents and requirements of the study programs, the 

approach in medicine focused on identifying qualified candidates according to previously determined and 

empirically valid indicators rather than relying on self-selection on the part of the students. This was 
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legitimized by the fact that traditionally the number of applicants is much higher than the number of 

available places to study. 

These activities show certain common characteristics: They all provided online tools that the students 

could use autonomously, although participation could be mandatory. They all aimed at improving the fit 

between student and institution by providing institutional orientation. Consequently, the corresponding 

organizational practice can be described as orientation and guidance, developed by central service units 

in close collaboration with faculties. Often these measures come with the side effect that they result in 

intense discussions within faculties about the aims and objectives of studying, which is often seen as a 

productive advantage.  

8.3.7. Performance of Students: Alternative Paths of Studying and Learning 

The next interpretative pattern differs from those before because it concerns a shift in perspective with 

respect to student diversity which takes place among lecturers and other persons working in study 

programs. This pattern could be found in the context of projects that included changes in curricular 

structures and teaching developments. One example was provided by the project ‘Teaching Laboratory’ at 

the University of Hamburg. Here, lecturers from the MIN Faculty were able to apply for financial resources 

to develop and implement new teaching concepts. It was observed among the participating lecturers that 

being able to spend more time on improving teaching and innovatively conveying content often resulted 

in a changed mindset. The following story was told by a person working in a teaching project: 

There was one teaching project in physics. The point was that students were not well prepared 
for the lectures. Before class, they were assigned written material to read. But barely any of 
them actually did. Then, the teacher started to develop some small tests. Then new tools were 
added, there were videos and interactive scripts or quizzes. And it turned out that no one made 
use of everything but they chose selectively. Some of them preferred to read. Others liked to 
watch a video, and others used scripts. But for all of them their level of expertise improved. It 
is like this: One offer alone is not sufficient because people are always different. (UHH_gd/209) 

As indicated in this quote, some lecturers began to gradually rethink their assumptions and attitudes—not 

only on student diversity but also on the complexity and reciprocity of teaching and learning processes. In 

the beginning, the project implied that students did not finish assigned readings and were inadequately 

prepared for the lessons. This is associated with a deficit-oriented way of looking at students and student 

diversity. Over time, lecturers gained an awareness of different types of learners and the idea that teaching 

should take these different types into account. Thus, the underlying logic changed from assuming that the 

appropriate way of dealing with student diversity was to confront students with only one traditional way 
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of mediating content, towards a broadened perspective on how teaching and learning could also be 

adapted by offering alternative learning routes.  

A similar observation could be detected in the context of the project ‘Extended Beginning of Studies’ at 

the HAW Hamburg. Here, the project was initiated by academic staff under the assumption that first-year 

students lacked subject-specific requirements, which is an indicator of a deficit-oriented perspective. This 

led to the development of an extended beginning of studies which entailed an extension of the regular 

duration of studies from seven to eight semesters. However, over time it became clear that students’ prior 

knowledge, living situations and framework conditions were heterogeneous, yet the study structures were 

still oriented towards students who had no other obligations than studying and entered university directly 

after the Abitur. This did not sufficiently reflect reality. The academic staff of the study program observed 

that students were pressuring themselves to fulfill the requirements of the regular study program, while 

not reflecting on the specificity of their individual situation. Thus, found it necessary to provide students 

the freedom to design their studies based on their individual requirements:  

and these individual requirements can be: I work next to my studies. Or I lack prior knowledge. 
Or I am an Olympic champion. Or I need to care for relatives. Because this is something [project 
assistant] has always told us: “Do not display them as dorks!” Meaning, they are not that good. 
Of course, they need to realize, “I am lacking certain competences”, but more importantly it is 
about studying on the basis of different requirements, not studying for persons with difficulties. 
(HAW_gd/132) 

As indicated by this quote by an academic, this change of perspective did not come naturally to them, but 

it was suggested by an administrative person working in the project along with them. This person insisted 

on displaying the alternative study program as a great opportunity for students who realized that their 

individual situation conflicted with the regular study program. This was to avoid a deficit-oriented 

perspective that might also scare students away. In this context, the change of perspective was also seen 

as a strategy to attract students to the project of the extended beginning of studies because it was 

observed by project staff that students were afraid of being cast in a negative light as not capable of 

academic studies. 

Overall, the phenomenon of interest was in all cases the performance of students. This performance was 

often displayed as being subpar and legitimized based on test results, high dropout quotas or the 

insufficient use of learning materials. Those responsible for study programs noticed a need for change and 

tried to understand the origins of this poor performance. Here, a shift emerged: At first, it was assumed 

that students posed the main problem as they needed to adapt to the requirements of the study program. 

Instead, the awareness grew that it was the institution that posed the main problem since its study 
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structures were not suitable for the current student population. Thus, while accepting a heterogeneous 

student composition as the reality, the cause for this was seen in the different individual competences, 

requirements and living situations that impacted the way studying could take place. Consequently, the 

appropriate strategy was to adjust the institutional structures while increasing flexibility and 

diversification. The consequence was that students were given the opportunity to find their own learning 

and studying paths that were compatible with their personal situation. This was best described in the 

following quote by a person involved in a related project: 

We want to help students to find their own way, to find their own study plan. They should not 
have to say “I need to do the whole repertoire”, but decide on the basis of their own prior 
knowledge, their own conditions, their own living situation, how many lectures they can take. 
And within the program we want to show the opportunities they have to extend the duration 
of studies, in terms of the courses they need to do and in what kind of order. (HAW_gd/16) 

Thus, the aim of these measures was that students reflected on their personal situation, their individual 

preferences and requirements to see how institutional structures needed to be adjusted to their situation 

to provide a useful fit. The interpretative pattern can be displayed in the following way: 

Figure 8.7  Interpretative Pattern of Student Diversity VII: Student Performance 

 

These measures shared several characteristics. They all included curricular changes, although these 

changes could be more or less substantial. In the case of the Teaching Laboratory, only single lectures were 

adapted by diversifying the different channels of learning (e.g., videos, scripts, quizzes). In the case of the 

extended beginning of studies, however, the curricular structure of a whole study program was adapted 

to allow for study structures to become more flexible and provide students with free time slots. These 

could then be filled with activities tailored to individual contexts (e.g., bridging courses, working, sports). 
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Nevertheless, all these measures aimed at teaching development. Consequently, the corresponding 

organizational practice can be described as developing alternative paths of studying and learning. Based 

on the assumption that the problem was not (only) related to the individual but also to the institutional 

structures that conflicted with the individual framework conditions for studying and learning, the 

appropriate way of dealing with this sort of student diversity was seen in enabling students to study and 

learn via alternative ways by developing innovative teaching concepts or introducing more flexible study 

structures. All these measures were located within study programs and they were mostly initiated by a 

specific group of actors who were concerned with the (until then absent) success of their programs. This 

was also the starting point for the project ‘Curricula Development and Coaching’ at the HAW Hamburg. 

Here, a group of dedicated lecturers decided to use the re-accreditation of their study program for a 

fundamental redesign by “letting go of the old way and going new, innovative ways” (HAW_ 

protocol_3/13). The background for this development was extremely high dropout rates and low numbers 

of applicants. Accompanied by an external moderator, a paradigm shift took place that acknowledged that 

students can also experience first practical insights, even if they might not yet fully master the necessary 

knowledge. At first, the lecturers were skeptical of the moderator’s approach, but they realized how 

efficient her way of moderating the discussion was because she did not allow a discussion that prioritized 

single modules. They recognized the problem-based learning approach as the best fitting option for their 

objectives. This led to crucial structural changes in the set-up of the study program: in the first semesters, 

teaching and learning were now centered around a specific topic to which the different subjects 

contributed the necessary knowledge.  

Often this perspectival change is only the beginning for a broad range of further developments and 

transformations in study and teaching structures while resulting in a certain openness for innovative new 

approaches. With this perspectival change, academic staff and other involved persons realized how much 

potential still went unused. An interesting example could be observed at the Faculty of Humanities at the 

University of Hamburg. Here, the QPL projects within the faculty resulted in the introduction of elective 

modules after the realization that their own diversity as a faculty should be used as a resource:  

And in the context of our projects, we have also learned that we as a faculty represent a great 
diversity and we do not need to shamefully hide this fact, but we should understand this as a 
chance. And in this context, we worked on representing this diversity in our curricular 
structures. Thus, we introduced to our bachelor’s study programs a discipline-specific space for 
elective modules that provides the freedom to do individual things, create individual studying 
paths. (UHH_gd/232) 

Thus, intense analysis of the topic of diversity and how to support students as a faculty led to the 

realization that the range of disciplines and subjects within the faculty was diverse. They realized that this 
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should be used positively, providing students the individual freedom to try out certain modules that did 

not belong to their study program. 

8.3.8. Summary 

Overall, this study was able to identify seven different organizational practices at three universities that 

made specific contributions to deal with student diversity. These organizational practices differed not only 

with regard to their definition of student diversity but also according to the organizational contexts in 

which they appeared. For example, the organizational practice of starting aid was always organized by 

central service units, whereas the organizational practice of deficit compensation was developed by 

faculties. The organizational practice of establishing a learning community, in turn, was organized by 

central service units in close collaboration with study programs. Besides, some organizational practices 

were offered as extra-curricular activities (e.g., the creation of practice space), whereas other 

organizational practices were integrated into study structures (e.g., alternative paths of studying and 

learning). Further, organizational practices could be differentiated according to whether they took place 

in a group setting (e.g., learning community), a face-to-face-setting (e.g., individual assistance) or were 

used autonomously by students as online tools (e.g., orientation and guidance) (see Table 8.5).  
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Table 8.5  Summarized Findings: Definitions of Student Diversity and Organizational Practices 

Organizational 

practices 

Student 

diversity 

definition 

Context 

Aim of measures Name/type of measures Further characteristics 

Deficit 

compensation 

Prior 
knowledge 

Subject-specific 
adjustment 

- online bridging courses (viaMINT) 
(HAW) 

- mathematical bridging courses 
(UKassel) 

- crash courses natural sciences 
(UHamburg) 

- language advancement coaching 
(UHamburg) 

- foreign language requirements for 
studying (UKassel) 

- organized within faculties/departments 
- partly integrated: participation might be 

mandatory 
- prior to or at the beginning of studies 
- group setting under the leadership of project 

assistant/teacher 

Learning  

community 

Individual 
learning 
personality 

Competence 
orientation, 
institutional 
orientation, 
social integration 

- first semester tutorials (HAW, 
UHamburg) 

- buddy program (Study Pilots) (UKassel) 

- organized by central service units, in 
collaboration with study programs 

- extra-curricular 
- at the beginning of studies; at least one 

semester 
- group setting under the leadership of an 

advanced student 

Starting aid Specific target 
groups 

Institutional 
orientation, 
social integration 

- offers of the International Office 
(HAW) 

- study orientation for working persons 
without school-based entrance 
qualification (UHamburg) 

- organized by central service units 
- extra-curricular 
- prior to or at the beginning of studies 
- broad range of measures, mostly in group 

settings 
Practice space Learner, writer 

and student 
types 

Competence 
orientation 

- academic writing workshops 
(UHamburg) 

- German as an academic language 
(UKassel) 

- workshops concerning studying and 
learning (UKassel, HAW) 

- study portfolios (UKassel, UHamburg) 
- worksheets concerning studying and 

learning (HAW) 

- organized by central service units, in more or 
less close collaboration with study programs 

- extra-curricular 
- whole student life cycle 
- group setting under the leadership of project 

assistant/expert (exception: study portfolios 
+ worksheets) 
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Table 8.5  Summarized Findings: Definitions of Student Diversity and Organizational Practices (continued) 

Organizational 

practices 

Student 

diversity 

definition 

Context 

Aim of measures Name/type of measures Further characteristics 

Individual 

assistance 

Individual 
problems and 
needs 

Competence 
orientation 

- coaching for learning and exam 
preparation (UKassel) 

- academic writing consultation 
(UKassel, UHamburg) 

- consultation by student counseling 
office (HAW) 

- organized by central service units 
- extra-curricular 
- whole student life cycle 
- face-to-face setting with project 

assistant/expert 

Orientation and 

guidance 

Mismatch 
between 
student and 
study program 

Institutional 
orientation 

- online self-assessment for study 
orientation (HAW Navigator) (HAW) 

- subject-specific online self-
assessments (UHamburg) 

- developed by central service units in close 
collaboration with faculties or developed by 
faculties themselves 

- partly integrated: participation as condition 
for application 

- before applying for studies 
- online tools for self-reflection 
- often combined with individual consultation 

Alternative paths 

of studying and 

learning 

Students’ 
performance 

Teaching 
development 

- teaching laboratory (UHamburg) 
- extended beginning of studies (HAW) 
- curricula development and coaching 

(HAW) 

- developed by faculties 
- fully integrated: developing innovative 

teaching concepts and/or flexible study 
structures 

- whole student life cycle 
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Overall, the study was able to detect almost all organizational practices at all three universities discussed 

in this context as case studies. In other words, no differences in the appearance of organizational practices 

were found among the three universities. However, in some disciplines, certain organizational practices 

could be found more often than in other disciplines. For example, the deficit compensation approach was 

more common among STEM disciplines or linguistic disciplines throughout the studied institutions. The 

learning community approach and the practice space approach, in turn, were more often organized by 

central service units in cooperation with humanities departments or educational disciplines.  

However, some small differences among the universities could still be identified. At the University of 

Hamburg, for example, the sheer number of different projects and units involved allowed the realization 

of a broad variety of organizational practices, ranging from deficit compensation over starting aid to 

pointing out alternative paths of studying and learning. In this case differences in the organizational 

practices used in projects were largely intra-organizational, depending on who was responsible for the 

organization of respective QPL activities. For example, the MIN Faculty was much more involved in 

activities following a deficit compensation logic, while the Faculty of Education organized projects 

influenced by the learning community approach. The University of Kassel, in turn, placed a narrower and 

more selective focus on approaches towards student diversity because one central service unit, the 

Teaching Service Center, was highly involved in QPL activities. This resulted in a focus on QPL projects 

following a practice space logic, but other organizational practices could also be found, such as the deficit 

compensation approach and the individual assistance approach. The QPL activities of the HAW Hamburg 

were varied as well, but projects following the orientation and guidance logic and the alternative paths 

of studying and learning logic were strongly emphasized. These projects were perceived as innovative and 

contributing to a cultural change towards a competence-oriented form of teaching and learning that was 

in accordance with their strong teaching profile.  

Nevertheless, it should be emphasized that these organizational practices are ordered along ideal-typical 

differentiations and some measures might show some overlapping. The different organizational practice 

logics found in the study portfolios (UKassel, UHamburg) are one example. The study portfolios were 

designed to stimulate reflection on learning and study behavior. At first glance, such an objective entails 

elements of a learning community logic. However, since students were invited to use these study 

portfolios autonomously, the social interactive character concerning the exchange of study and learning 

experiences was missing. Further, study portfolios bore some similarities to orientation and guidance 

practices because these practices included online tools for self-reflection. However, the focus of the 

orientation and guidance approach was put on institutional orientation where measures were directed at 
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supporting students to make well-informed study decisions. Study portfolios, in turn, had a stronger focus 

on competence orientation for students who were already enrolled in a study program. These measures 

provided students with an opportunity to try out different methods and techniques for writing, learning 

and studying—accordingly, they seemed to align best with the practice space approach.  

Second, it should be acknowledged that this typology of organizational practices does not cover all 

measures that have been developed at the three universities in the context of their QPL initiatives. Special 

attention was given to projects that were directed at students, particularly those at the beginning of their 

studies. In other words, the research focused on activities that—in line with the QPL funding program’s 

call for proposals—concentrated on first-year study programs that “acknowledge the heterogeneous 

student composition” (BMBF, 2010, p. 2). Consequently, some projects at the three universities were not 

considered for analysis of organizational practices, for example, projects in the field of quality 

management, study program monitoring or university didactics.  

Group discussions were the most important data source for the analysis of underlying interpretative 

patterns. They allowed a more detailed examination of statements about student diversity and the 

perception of appropriate ways of dealing with it by persons working in the QPL projects. Project 

descriptions on websites and project reports, in turn, were more likely to serve the institutions’ public 

image by suggesting how the organization and its projects should be recognized. This also means that for 

some measures a more detailed analysis of underlying interpretative patterns was not possible because 

they were not represented in the group discussions. This includes, for example, the Student Engagement 

project at the University of Hamburg or the Mentoring in Vocational Transition project at the HAW 

Hamburg. These projects were not included in the group discussions because they did not focus explicitly 

on first-year study programs. However, since dealing with student diversity was often not solely restricted 

to the first year of studies, these projects might be interesting for future research.  

Finally, one should be cautious when transferring these findings to other university contexts. It is indeed 

a possibility that similar projects at other universities will not correspond to the previously described 

organizational practices. For example: other universities have also begun to introduce more flexible study 

structures by extending the beginning of studies. Yet it might be the case that the argumentation for such 

a measure is more strongly driven by a deficit compensation logic than by the idea to develop alternative 

paths for studying and learning. In this case, the main phenomenon of interest would be defined in terms 

of the lack of prior subject-specific knowledge which needs to be compensated by thinning out regular 

study plans and filling the emerging free time slots with preparatory courses and tutorials.  
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 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter concludes this study by reflecting on how the results of this study provide answers to the 

initial research questions. In addition, the chapter entails an assessment of the usefulness of the 

methodological approach for answering these research questions and it identifies questions for further 

research and its implications for policy and practice. This study has shown that German universities 

have responded very differently to the institutional demand of widening participation. Depending on 

the local contexts, universities’ interpretations of the idea of student diversity resulted in 

heterogeneous definitions of student diversity and heterogeneous organizational practices to deal 

with student diversity.  

9.1. Answers to Research Questions  

The central research question for this study was:  

How do German universities respond to student diversity in the context of the widening participation 

policy agenda? How can variations in organizational responses at German universities be explained?  

In order to address the overall research problem, four sub-questions guided the research process and 

data analysis:  

Research Question 1:  What perspectives on student diversity can be identified in the political 

discourse on widening participation?  

Research Question 2:  How do German universities respond to student diversity in the context 

of the QPL initiative?  

Research Question 3:  How can variations in organizational responses to student diversity be 

explained? 

Research Question 4:  Which organizational practices dealing with student diversity can be 

identified? 

Concerning the first sub-question, student diversity is conceptualized “as a story of ideas turning into 

actions in ever new localities” (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996, p. 13) that travels around in the field of 

(academic) organizations and is manifested within the political discourse through reforms and program 

initiatives. Here, the study focused on the identification of the political discourse that underlies the 

widening participation agenda (Archer, 2007; Boch Waldorff, 2013) since it was expected to transport 

certain beliefs about what constitutes the role of (higher education) organizations with regard to 

student diversity. Thereby, the study concentrated on the construction of the political discourse by the 
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most important and influential political stakeholders in the organizational field (BMBF, KMK, Science 

Council). Such a policy analysis served as a frame of reference for the analysis of the organizational 

responses, i.e., how the idea of student diversity was translated within the organizational context.  

The political discourse analysis (see Chapter 2.4.2.) revealed that the political discourse on widening 

participation contains two dominant perspectives which perceive widening participation either as a 

means to bring about social justice or to secure the pool of skilled labor. According to the first 

perspective, the underrepresentation of certain social groups due to underlying structural barriers is 

perceived to be the central problem. Here, universities are displayed as promoters of educational 

equality with the purpose of increasing educational opportunities for these groups that are mostly 

defined in terms of certain socio-demographic characteristics or their specific living situations (social 

justice perspective). The second perspective sees demographic change and the shortage of skilled labor 

due to a lack of attractiveness of higher education for certain groups as the central problem. Since 

universities are perceived as important providers of professionals, the purpose of higher education is 

to promote the so-far untapped potential of knowledge and talent. In particular, this potential is seen 

in vocationally qualified persons (economic competitiveness perspective).  

These findings from the analysis of the German political discourse support previous studies from other 

countries on how the widening participation discourse is dominated by economic as well as social 

justice imperatives (Archer, 2007; Davies, 2003) and how initiatives for widening access to higher 

education are influenced by different underlying norms (Goastellec, 2008). Thus, although these 

findings come as no surprise when looking at similar studies in the context of other countries, it is 

indeed interesting that the exact same two perspectives have been proven dominant in the German 

context as well. Particularly against the background of trends like Globalization and Europeanization 

(Goastellec, 2008, 2012), this might be interpreted as a sign of how national policy agendas are 

becoming more alike or how they are influenced by the “European project of social justice” (Goastellec, 

2012, p. 503). Findings from these studies indicate how the European Union, with the help of its soft 

instrument of public policy, encourages its members (and other non-European countries) to recognize 

diversity as an important issue in higher education. The European Union encourages to adopt diversity 

definitions in a way that corresponds with a certain European (and democratic) frame for the 

interpretation of the world (Goastellec, 2012). In this context, Sahlin-Andersson (1996) also points to 

the importance of international editing organizations, like the OECD and how they frame ideas in a 

certain way.  

At the same time, it is also surprising that only these two perspectives have been identified as 

dominant in the widening participation political discourse. As mentioned before in Chapter 3.6.2., 

research on diversity management has identified at least five diversity paradigms that can be 
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distinguished according to their definition of diversity, their validation of diversity and their underlying 

logic of response to corresponding reactions on the strategy, structure and action levels (Gaisch et al., 

2017). Similarities can indeed be found between the fairness and anti-discrimination diversity 

paradigm and the social justice perspective. Both focus on socio-demographic characteristics in their 

definition of diversity and share the same underlying logic of social permeability and the need to fight 

against discrimination and unequal treatment. The market access diversity paradigm and the 

economic competitiveness perspective also have similar characteristics. Among their reasons for 

diversity, activities are the focus on educational biography, vocationally qualified persons and the 

underlying dominant logic of contributing to economic growth in the face of a lack of highly skilled 

labor. However, the document analysis of the political discourse did not reveal any evidence of 

resistance, learning and efficacy and responsibility and sensibility diversity paradigms (Gaisch et al., 

2017). There might be several reasons for this.  

First, these diversity paradigms have been identified on the organizational level of universities and not 

on the macro-level of political discourse. As Boxenbaum and Strandgaard Pedersen (2009) mention, 

the further distanced the observer is from the phenomenon of interest, the more details and 

complexities get lost. Since the political discourse analysis was carried out on a more abstract level 

than the organizational level, this might be the reason for not having been able to identify 

characteristics of the other three paradigms in the German political discourse.  

Second, since the main focus of this study lies on the identification of translation processes of the 

institutional demand of student diversity on the organizational level, it was decided to limit the 

document analysis of the political discourse to a certain timeframe. This decision was also based on 

the fact that previous authors have already provided detailed historical descriptions of past policy 

processes concerning the topic of student diversity and widening participation (Hanft, 2015; Wild & 

Esdar, 2014; Wildt, 1985). Consequently, the document analysis covers only a specific, limited period 

of time from 2006 to 2016. Before that, the political discourse on widening participation might have 

been influenced by other logics and paradigms that were dominant back then due to certain social, 

cultural, political, legal or economic trends within the general environment of organizations that 

affected political discussions, debates and decisions (Bess & Dee, 2012; Clark, 1983). Apparently, the 

two most dominant contemporary approaches are displayed in terms of a market orientation and a 

social justice orientation. 

Third, the document analysis does not only involve a temporal limit, but it is also restricted to the main 

circle of political stakeholders who influence the German policy discourse on widening participation, 

including the BMBF, the KMK and the Science Council. However, many other stakeholders are 

contributing to the discourse on widening participation. It was decided to only include this limited set 
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of stakeholders because the main research interest lies in the perspectives on student diversity to be 

found in the political discourse. But universities are confronted with a very complex environment, in 

which suppliers, customers, competitors, regulatory agencies and special interest groups all influence 

how student diversity is defined and what role universities should have in dealing with this topic (Bess 

& Dee, 2012).  

As universities are scientific institutions, they are also influenced by the way the topic of student 

diversity and widening participation is discussed within the academic discourse among researchers in 

the fields of pedagogy, didactics, politics, sociology and so forth. Thus, researchers and the academic 

discourses they recreate are also important for the analysis of the overall discourse on widening 

participation. Consequently, all these other stakeholder groups have an impact on widening 

participation discourse in a much wider sense. It might be an interesting field for future research to 

extend the analysis from the political discourse towards a more holistic in-depth analysis of the 

widening participation discourse where more emphasis is put on identifying the different stakeholders 

and debates that all influence how student diversity is defined and what universities should do about 

it. An interesting perspective might also be provided by examining how widening participation is 

displayed in the media, as it was examined, for example, in the context of nuclear power and the 

energy turnaround (Bohn & Walgenbach, 2017). 

The second research question is based on the theoretical perspective that on the local level, ideas are 

not just translated in a symbolic manner. Instead, they have long-lasting effects by being adopted into 

organizational practice (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). The distinction between verbal accounts and actual 

practices can be traced back to the classical distinction made by Brunsson (1989) between the three 

organizational outputs of talk, decision and action. Consequently, the present study was not only 

interested in the way universities translate the external demand rhetorically (i.e., on the strategy level) 

or make ceremonial decisions (i.e., on the structure level), but also in the ways these translations affect 

their daily routines and activities (i.e., the action level). The QPL funding program was selected as an 

example for the external demand of student diversity. Since the study was interested in examining 

variations in organizational responses of universities, three universities that participated in this funding 

program and differ according to type of institution, location and institutional profile were selected as 

case studies.  

To provide an answer to the second sub-question, this study examined how the idea of student 

diversity was translated in the context of the universities’ QPL initiatives on the levels of strategy, 

structure and action. The strategy level refers to information on the QPL initiative’s strategy, motives, 

aims and purposes. The structure level refers to the structure of the QPL initiative, including the 

institutional anchoring, its components and involved faculties or departments. On the action level, the 
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analysis identified the single projects within the QPL initiatives that dealt with student diversity (e.g., 

bridging courses, academic writing workshops). The case-specific findings of the three universities, 

which provided the basis for further analysis, can be found in more detail in Chapters 5 to 7. 

To explain how the idea of student diversity was translated in the context of the QPL initiative, the 

theoretical concept of editing rules (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) proved to be useful. Editing rules enable 

and restrict how actors translate circulating ideas and make them fit to the local context (Sahlin & 

Wedlin, 2008). These rules arise from the local context and emerge as implicit rules to be followed 

during the process of (re)telling the stories of editing. This study was able to identify all three rules of 

framing ideas according to context, logic and formulation. The cross-case findings concerning editing 

rules are described in more detail in Chapter 8.1.  

First, the translations were connected to the local context in order to create a fit between the edited 

idea and certain local characteristics. On the strategy level, all universities connected the institutional 

demand of student diversity with their mission and profile. For example, the QPL strategy at the 

University of Kassel was directly related to the traditionally broadened access to university for certain 

non-traditional students which is deeply embedded within this university’s history. The university 

originated from a Gesamthochschule that enabled students to complete consecutive academic degrees 

before the Bachelor’s and Master’s degree structure was introduced in Germany. The principle of 

widening educational opportunities was seen as the reason behind the enormous growth in student 

numbers and the growing diversity. This in turn provided the background for the QPL strategy to 

extend the support structures in studying and teaching.  

On the levels of structure and action, prior experiences, structures and networks played an important 

role, but also the size and institutional anchoring of the QPL initiative. For example, at the HAW 

Hamburg, the medium size of the university and a group of committed employees with a clear vision 

for future prospects enabled the exchange of ideas and approaches to dealing with student diversity.  

Second, universities embedded dealing with student diversity into a wider storyline, using dramatic 

vocabulary by giving ideas specific labels. The University of Hamburg for example provided an 

interesting case of how the translated idea of student diversity was perceived as conflicting with 

another institutional demand, namely excellence. Guided by the university’s mission statement and its 

strong research profile, student diversity was understood in terms of academic competences necessary 

for academic studies. Such a perspective was highly deficit-oriented, assuming that students were not 

well equipped for their start into the university world. The QPL initiative was used for installing a sort 

of pre-college, subsuming measures preparing students for studies at the university. The 

corresponding title of the initiative was ‘Bridges to the University—Pathways to Academia’. After the 
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first round, the university management involved in the QPL initiative realized that the initiative’s strong 

focus on eliminating deficits ran the risk of reputational loss. Thus, the strategic focus was seen as 

problematic since it conflicted with the aim of becoming excellent. This had its origins in the context 

of the Excellence Initiative, a different funding program the university applied for during that time. 

Consequently, they changed the title to ‘Diversity as a Chance’, although it remained open what was 

to be understood under this term.  

On the levels of structure and action, success stories concerning best-practice examples were 

emphasized at all three universities. For example, at the HAW Hamburg, one story described the 

changed opinions of lecturers about how a curriculum should look like. With the help of an external 

moderator, their perspective changed from thinking that students needed to learn fundamentals first 

to the view that providing practical insights was possible from the very beginning. Due to the close 

collaboration of committed employees at this university, best-practice examples were easily spread 

among involved faculties and service units at the HAW Hamburg.  

Finally, the study was able to identify editing rules concerning logic at all three universities and on all 

three levels. Here, organizational actors framed their arguments for certain perspectives and activities 

to deal with student diversity in rationalistic terms, referring to evaluations and statistics. For example, 

organizational actors referred to evaluations of strength and weaknesses, other strategic papers, 

statistics and personal experiences to legitimize definitions of student diversity and organizational 

practices to deal with it. This was most obvious at the University of Kassel, where data and statistics 

played a significant role in the context of the QPL initiative. For example, the results of an external 

evaluation agency were displayed prominently on the QPL website, indicating the successes of the 

single QPL projects of the first round. These data were used to legitimize the continuation of these 

projects in the second round. On the strategy level, the main areas that QPL funding was invested in 

were identified based on an evaluation of strengths and weaknesses. Further, the university 

management involved in the QPL initiative emphasized how important it was that the QPL strategy fit 

in with other strategic papers of the university and how they complemented each other. On the 

structure level, the QPL initiative’s single projects were grouped according to three clusters on the 

basis of an evaluation of strengths and weaknesses. On the level of action, persons involved in the QPL 

projects used satisfaction rates of students to indicate the success of measures.  

The concept of editing rules emphasizes the act of interpretation in which that is steered by certain 

institutional beliefs and norms (Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). Here, ideas that enter a certain local 

context are framed in a familiar way to facilitate sense-making among other organizational members 

(Czarniawska, 2005; Weick, 1995). However, the results of the present study are not able to answer 

the question of the role of agency in the translation process. According to Sahlin-Andersson (1996), 
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editing rules represent “implicit principles of action rather than deliberate tools of strategizing” (p. 85). 

In other words, the translation occurs when an idea presents a pragmatic solution to a certain 

organizational problem. Yet other authors have argued that different interpretations provide certain 

strategic opportunities and that actors have a certain freedom to choose a certain way of translating 

an idea within a local context. Consequently, actors might be more likely to give attention to frames 

of interpretation that correspond with their own interests (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 

2009). For example, Boxenbaum’s (2006) study about the translation of diversity management 

practices in Danish firms showed that actors were aware of the strategic power of interpretation and 

that they negotiated certain interpretations that guided organizational practices according to their 

own preferences. A similar observation was made in the present study in the case of the HAW 

Hamburg. Here, the Vice President for Studies and Teaching put forward a competence-oriented 

definition of student diversity that supported her vision of the university as a learning organization. 

This perspective reflects a more agentic line of inquiry within the translation literature in Scandinavian 

institutionalism and follows a logic similar to that of international literature on institutional 

entrepreneurship and institutional work (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009; Lawrence et al., 

2009). Future research should put special emphasis on the role of agency in translation processes as 

the present study did not include this as an explicit focus; rather it was a by-product of the findings. 

Nevertheless, this study contributes to one of the most central debates on agency vs. embeddedness 

in institutional theory (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2017).  

Overall, the study was able to identify significant variations in the ways the idea of student diversity 

was translated in the context of the QPL initiatives at the three universities. However, what is being 

transferred from one local context to another is not the idea per se, but rather materializations of the 

idea (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). To explain these variations and, thereby, answer the third sub-

question, the study follows Scandinavian scholars who have argued that these materializations can 

best be identified in edited narratives that are told in the organizations (Czarniawska, 2009). The study 

was able to identify the ‘overarching narratives’ on dealing with student diversity that are told at the 

three examined universities. These narratives provided a useful framework for analyzing how the idea 

of student diversity was re-embedded in the local context (Czarniawska, 2009). This not only affected 

the rhetorical level but also involved how rhetorical responses were more or less coupled with 

concrete actions (Brunsson, 1989). The findings about the narratives of student diversity at the 

respective universities are presented in Chapter 8.2. 

Within the overarching narrative of student diversity at the University of Hamburg, the university’s 

strong research focus and its striving for excellence were perceived as conflicting with their former 

deficit-oriented perspective on student diversity. Consequently, the university strategically shifted the 
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focus towards ‘Diversity as a Chance’. Further, the university’s tradition was characterized by the belief 

that ‘academics know best’ because the academics within the faculties enacted their activities 

autonomously. The high autonomy of faculties hampered the implementation of a cross-faculty 

institution and the development of a holistic institutional approach for dealing with student diversity. 

Concerning the diversity paradigms, the study identified a strategic shift from the resistance diversity 

paradigm to the responsibility and sensibility diversity paradigm. In the second round of the QPL 

initiative, the university combined its QPL strategy with the focus on sustainability that stemmed from 

the application for elite status in the context of the Excellence Initiative. Consequently, the university 

turned to emphasize its educational responsibility towards society. However, this shift did not occur 

on the levels of structure and action.  

The findings suggest that the degree of coupling between the three levels of strategy, structure and 

action was rather low because the strategic shift of the QPL initiative was not followed on the structural 

and practical level. The low degree of coupling can also be attributed to the lack of structural anchoring 

of the QPL initiative within already existing university structures. Since QPL leadership and 

management was a unit of its own, structural linkages to other university units or faculties were rather 

weakly developed. Such a structural constellation was not beneficial for establishing communication 

channels and exchanging experiences among QPL employees. 

In the overarching narrative of student diversity at the University of Kassel, the university’s already 

traditionally broad access was emphasized. This was deeply embedded within their history and 

tradition as a former Gesamthochschule that enabled access for students with different entrance 

qualifications. Together with its self-described role as a contributor to regional development, the 

university emphasized its heterogeneous student composition in terms of entrance qualifications. At 

the same time, discussions about dealing with student diversity were characterized by the construction 

of a threatening scenario: A situation was described in which the university and its organizational 

members felt under a lot of external pressure, while at the same time the university saw itself 

confronted with limited financial and personal resources. The university perceived its scope of action 

as highly restricted and thus responded to student diversity by ‘filling the gaps’ with the help of the 

QPL initiative. Concerning diversity paradigms, the study was able to identify elements from the anti-

discrimination and fairness diversity paradigm as well as from the market access diversity paradigm. 

On the one hand, the university emphasized social permeability and the dismissal of discrimination 

based on socio-demographic characteristics and entrance qualification on the grounds of its historical 

foundations. On the other hand, the university’s orientation towards students with vocational 

qualifications, the emphasis put on its role as a contributor to regional development and the 
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importance of data and statistics for making organizational decisions resemble market-oriented 

elements.  

Concerning the degree of coupling, the findings indicate a medium degree of interaction between the 

three levels of the QPL initiative. On the one hand, the logic of ‘filling the gaps’ influenced the 

university’s responses on all three levels of the QPL initiative, which supported uniformity. On the 

other hand, this logic contributed to heterogeneous responses on the three levels because the gaps 

that needed to be filled were diverse. In other words, the logic of ‘filling the gaps’ did not correspond 

to a strategic guiding principle that combined measures on all three levels in a consistent way. Further, 

the structural anchoring of the QPL initiative within the Department of Development Planning 

contributed to the medium degree of coupling because, on the one hand, QPL leadership and 

management were structurally integrated into already existing university structures. On the other 

hand, however, the department was not much involved in coordinating efforts among the single QPL 

projects, which restricted the exchange of experiences among QPL employees. This resulted, in total, 

in a medium degree of coupling between the QPL initiative’s strategy, structure and action.  

The overarching narrative of student diversity at the HAW Hamburg referred to the university’s strong 

competence orientation that is deeply embedded within its teaching profile as a university of applied 

sciences. Accordingly, students with their competences, interests and abilities were central to it. The 

competence orientation affected its way of dealing with student diversity. In this case, student 

diversity was defined in terms of an individual learner personality and higher education had the 

responsibility to provide the optimal conditions for (continuous) learning and growth. This perspective 

was disseminated by a group of committed academics and administrative staff who were involved in 

all activities related to improving the conditions for studying and learning according to competence-

oriented standards. This inner circle, led by the Vice President for Studies and Teaching, had a clear 

vision for the university as a learning organization that was involved in continuous processes of 

organizational change. In terms of diversity paradigms, the present study was able to identify parallels 

to a learning and efficacy diversity paradigm. This resulted from the university’s teaching profile with 

its emphasis on competence-oriented teaching and student-centered learning. Further, the university 

had committed itself to constant change and continuous advancement to transform it into a learning 

organization that is oriented towards individual competences and resources.  

The three levels of strategy, structure and action can be described as tightly coupled because the 

strategic guiding principle of competence orientation can be found on all three levels. The tight 

coupling was further supported by the structural anchoring of the QPL initiative. The QPL initiative was 

not only led by a very dedicated Vice President for Studies and Teaching, but the QPL management 

team was also situated in a unit that consisted of a central team and a decentral team of faculty quality 
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managers who belonged to the faculties. This structural constellation facilitated communication and 

exchange of experiences and resulted in a rather tight coupling between the QPL initiative’s strategy, 

structure and action.  

Overall, the findings from the overarching narratives on student diversity support theoretical 

assumptions that the act of interpretation is guided by institutional beliefs and norms that derive from 

the local context (Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). The present results are in line with those of prior 

studies that have noted the importance of institutional characteristics as explaining factors for local 

variations of organizational responses (Greenbank, 2006; Kirkpatrick et al., 2013). The present thesis 

even went beyond previous studies by adding the concept of diversity paradigms as an additional 

explanatory factor for local variations (Gaisch et al., 2017). This concept was helpful to explain why 

organizational members at German universities interpret student diversity so differently and arrive at 

widely different conclusions in response to student diversity. 

The most interesting finding to emerge from the analysis is that two aspects seem to be important for 

the degree of coupling between the QPL initiative’s strategy, structure and action, namely a strategic 

guiding principle concerning student diversity that connects the three levels and the structural 

anchoring of the QPL initiative within the structures of a university. The finding of the strategic guiding 

principle supports previous studies that suggest universities need holistic institutional approaches for 

studying and teaching to acknowledge the diverse needs of today’s student population (Gorard & 

Smith, 2006; Kift et al., 2010; Knauf, 2016). Such a strategic guiding principle, however, needs to be 

communicated among all organizational members and units involved to make sure that it influences 

organizational responses on the strategy level as well as on the structure and action level. This is where 

the structural anchoring of the QPL initiative comes into place. The present findings suggest that a QPL 

initiative that is embedded within existing university structures has a tighter coupling between the 

three levels. Coupling is even intensified when the unit in which the QPL initiative is integrated is well 

connected to other central and decentral units of the university. These internal networks are crucial 

for establishing communication channels and opportunities for the exchange of experiences of 

involved organizational members and, thereby, for contributing to a tight coupling of strategies, 

structures and activities to deal with student diversity. Here, QPL management can use these 

communication channels to distribute their frames for interpreting student diversity that fit with the 

overall strategic guiding principle.  

This study assumes that the idea of student diversity travels from the macro-level of the widening 

participation agenda to the organizational level of German universities. This leads to the question 

whether the identified perspectives on student diversity within the political discourse on widening 

participation can be retrieved in the context of the QPL initiatives of the three studied German 
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universities. As mentioned before, the document analysis of policy documents revealed a social justice 

perspective and an economic competitiveness perspective on widening participation. These two 

perspectives show similarities with the fairness and anti-discrimination diversity paradigm and, 

respectively, the market access diversity paradigm that have been identified as dominant for the 

translation of the idea of student diversity in the context of the University of Kassel’s QPL initiative. 

Interestingly, as indicated in the overarching narrative, this university perceived itself as highly 

challenged by external demands and, at the same time, badly equipped with sufficient resources to 

deal with these demands adequately. Thus, the data material indicates how organizational actors at 

the University of Kassel feel a strong pressure triggered by the political agenda to deal with student 

diversity. The findings suggest that the University has adopted the inconsistent values and norms 

embedded in the widening participation agenda and, by linking them to its institutional characteristics, 

made them their own. At the other two universities, however, other demands deriving from internal 

expectations (i.e., excellence, competence orientation) seem to have a more profound impact on the 

translation of the idea of student diversity in the context of their QPL initiatives.  

The fourth sub-question made the concrete actions to deal with student diversity the focus of 

attention. Here, the present study emphasized how dealing with student diversity is manifested on the 

level of concrete organizational practices. This micro-focus on the action level was of special interest 

because this level is commonly ignored by institutional theory studies. Often, the main interest follows 

the strategic responses of organizations, while assuming that the strategy level is decoupled from 

actual practices (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). However, in line with Scandinavian institutionalism, this study 

argues that in the long run, the diffused idea of student diversity has an impact on organizational 

performance. Based on a university didactics literature review of organizational responses, the 

concrete activities within the QPL initiatives at the three universities were analyzed. The group 

discussions with persons involved in QPL projects at the three universities were used as data sources. 

Group discussions were perceived as particularly useful since it was possible to identify certain 

interpretative patterns that linked definitions of student diversity to different ways of dealing with this 

topic. For data analysis, the coding paradigm (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) was applied to develop an 

understanding of the conditions under which the phenomenon of interest (i.e., student diversity) 

emerges and how this phenomenon is connected to causes, strategies, conditions, consequences and 

context. This led to the identification of seven interpretative patterns that correspond to 

organizational practices to deal with student diversity. These are presented in Chapter 8.3.  

Overall, almost all organizational practices could be found at all three universities. They all made 

specific contributions to deal with student diversity as they not only differed in their definitions of 

student diversity but also in terms of the contextual conditions in which they appeared. These 
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contextual conditions varied according to types of measures, aims and other contextual characteristics 

(e.g., organized by central service units or developed within the faculties). For example, the deficit 

compensation approach was mostly to be found among measures that aimed at subject-specific 

adjustment, while defining student diversity according to students’ prior knowledge. These measures 

were organized within faculties or departments and partly integrated with regard to content. They 

were organized prior to or at the very beginning of studies in a group setting and under the leadership 

of a QPL employee or lecturer. The learning community approach, in turn, could be found among 

measures that had a broader focus on competence orientation as well as on institutional orientation 

and social integration. Also, the definition of student diversity was broader as these projects defined 

student diversity in terms of an individual learning personality composed of a diverse set of individual, 

social and organizational diversity components. These measures were organized by central service 

units in collaboration with the study programs. The measures were offered in the form of extra-

curricular group settings under the leadership of advanced students. Usually, they took place at the 

beginning of studies and lasted the whole semester. Besides these two opposing practices, a series of 

other organizational practices could be found at the three universities.  

Comparing the identified organizational practices at the three universities, only small differences could 

be detected with regard to the dominance of certain kinds of organizational practice. For example, due 

to the extensive size of the QPL initiative as a whole and the large number of single QPL projects under 

the umbrella of the Universitätskolleg, all types of organizational practices could be found at the 

University of Hamburg. At the University of Kassel, in turn, the study identified a certain focus on 

measures following the logic of practice space. Many single QPL projects were organized by one central 

service unit, although other approaches were to be found, too. The QPL activities of the HAW Hamburg 

were strongly influenced by their teaching profile and competence orientation that resulted in an 

emphasis on organizational practices following the orientation and guidance logic and the alternative 

paths of studying and learning logic.  

Overall, this study found diverse sets of organizational practices to deal with student diversity at the 

examined universities. In this sense, this study contradicts the claim made by some authors that 

German universities meet the demand of student diversity only on a rhetorical basis ( (Hanft, 2015; 

Kehm, 2000). Instead, the present findings confirm other studies that suggest that universities have 

begun to develop multiple measures to deal with student diversity (Leicht-Scholten, 2011). However, 

whether these measures are united by a coherent underlying strategy is questionable. This study found 

mixed evidence. Even if an underlying strategy and corresponding practices to deal with student 

diversity were detected (e.g., competence orientation), the same university also offered other 

organizational practices that were based on very different understandings of student diversity (e.g., 
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deficit orientation). The different underlying rationales of organizational practices to deal with student 

diversity within one and the same local context seem at first sight contradictory. It was somewhat 

surprising that involved organizational members did not seem to recognize the contradictory logics of 

their organizational practices. Instead, they framed the organizational practices in such a way that it 

made sense to them to offer a broad spectrum of different measures. Consulting practice-oriented 

literature, such an approach might be actually more appropriate in the face of the heterogeneous 

needs and interests of students who enter universities (Bosse et al., 2019). In other words, a 

heterogeneous student body might require universities to offer a plurality of different organizational 

practices to support them according to their individual needs and requirements. The most important 

finding concerning organizational practices might be that there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to deal 

with student diversity and universities have begun to realize this.  

However, one unanticipated finding was that the study found no significant differences in the 

occurrence of organizational practices between the three case study universities. Almost all 

organizational practices that were identified were apparent at all three case study universities. As 

discussed in the theory chapter, institutional theory is based on the assumption that organizations 

within the same organizational field become more alike because these organizations are confronted 

with similar institutional demands. Due to isomorphic pressures they then tend to respond to these 

demands in a similar way to preserve their legitimacy and, thus, secure their survival (Meyer & Rowan, 

1977). Scandinavian scholars, in turn, emphasize that institutional demands are translated to make 

them fit the respective local context, which results in local variations and, thus, increasing 

heterogeneity of organizations within the same organizational field (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; 

Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Here, the study shows mixed findings. On the one hand, the study supports 

Scandinavian studies by showing the importance of the local context for translation processes. The 

findings suggest that the examined universities interpret student diversity very differently, resulting in 

local variations of the idea of student diversity in the context of their QPL initiatives. On the other 

hand, looking at the QPL single projects as the level of universities’ actual daily practices of studying 

and teaching, the findings suggest that the universities have developed a similarly broad spectrum of 

different organizational practices to deal with student diversity. Thus, it can be interpreted that on the 

action level, we can see homogenizing tendencies among the examined universities.  

However, these results must be interpreted with caution because of the limited set of examined 

universities. There might also be different explanations for this observation. For example, it might be 

possible that universities become more alike on the level of organizational practices to deal with 

student diversity because organizational members involved in student diversity practices exchange 

their experiences with similarly involved persons from other universities. As mentioned before, since 
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universities are ‘professional organizations’, organizational members are often better connected to 

persons from their discipline working at other higher education institutions than with organizational 

members from other disciplines working at the same university (Clark, 1983). These connections ease 

the spread of experiences and projects among organizations. This is particularly true for the action 

level of the QPL initiative because most of the single QPL projects are bottom-up initiatives developed 

by committed academics. Thus, it is possible that some of these project ideas have been ‘copied’ by 

academics because they had heard from their colleagues at other universities about their ‘new and 

innovative’ way of dealing with student diversity and wanted to try out whether this practice ‘worked’ 

for them, too. However, the study did not examine in detail the provenance of project ideas, suggesting 

a promising field for future research.  

9.2. Main Contribution of the Study 

This study was able to fulfill its four study objectives:  

1. To identify dominant perspectives on student diversity in the German political discourse on 

widening participation. 

2. To retell the narrative of how the idea of student diversity is translated at three German 

universities in the context of the QPL initiative.  

3. To indicate how these translations relate to institutional characteristics and dominant diversity 

paradigms deriving from the local contexts of German universities. 

4. To identify organizational practices to deal with student diversity at German universities.  

This study contributes to research on social inequalities in higher education in several ways. First, the 

findings from the analysis of the political discourse within the German context support previous studies 

from other countries on the way the widening participation discourse is dominated by economic as 

well as social justice imperatives (Archer, 2007; Davies, 2003) and how initiatives for widening access 

to higher education are influenced by different underlying norms (Goastellec, 2008). However, these 

studies mostly focus on the changing practices of admission procedures on the macro-level of national 

policies (Clancy & Goastellec, 2007). This study argues that access, participation and success can be 

regarded as different “degrees of social inclusion” (Gidley et al., 2010, p. 123), in which access 

represents only the first step. It broadens the scope by looking at changes in access criteria as well as 

the ways in which German universities support underrepresented student groups throughout the 

student life cycle and thus contribute to a sustainable change in study and teaching.  

Second, this study calls for more qualitative-oriented research designs that comprise not only the 

macro-level of national policies but also consider institutional differences on the organizational level 

to capture the different meanings given to widening participation. Such methodology is particularly 
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useful in the context of soft steering instruments due to their non-binding character, which leaves 

universities with a large scope for action (Boch Waldorff, 2013). Due to their widespread application 

in the field of German higher education and the increasing amount of financial resources they entail, 

future research on the role of soft steering instruments is crucial.  

Third, the study shows how the translation framework provides a useful analytical tool for studying 

both the macro-level of national policies and the organizational level of universities. The findings 

suggest that the translation process of the ‘traveling idea’ of student diversity was guided by 

underlying rationales that build a frame of reference for how universities should respond to this 

demand (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). Whether these more general rationales were enacted, 

however, depended on the prevalent assumptions and beliefs embedded in the local context. These 

assumptions and beliefs differed according to certain institutional characteristics as well as diversity 

paradigms that were dominant within the local context. The importance of the local context is based 

on the central notion of Scandinavian institutionalism that ideas do not travel in a vacuum but instead 

are actively translated in the context of other ideas, traditions and institutions (Czarniawska & Joerges, 

1996). Processes of imitation, thus, do not result in passive copying, but instead “things change as they 

are moved” (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2017, p. 106).  

Consequently, the study shows the potentials of concepts from Scandinavian institutionalism for 

theoretically explaining heterogeneous organizational responses to the external demand of student 

diversity. Based on the concept of translation (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996), the travel of the idea of 

student diversity was portrayed in different local contexts. The notion of editing rules (Sahlin-

Andersson, 1996) helps to understand how this idea was re-embedded on a symbolic and linguistic 

level. However, this thesis is also able to indicate how the idea of student diversity was translated on 

the levels of structure and action in the context of the QPL initiative. Consequently, this study provides 

explanations of how rhetoric corresponds to concrete actions, while the levels of strategy, structure 

and action are more or less coupled with each other.  

Fourth, this study illustrates how the concept of editing rules can be applied in the context of (German) 

universities. To date, this concept has been most commonly examined in the context of currently 

popular management ideas (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). This study shows 

how editing rules can also be found at work in German universities, where through editing an idea is 

made more explicit, although its focus, content and meaning might change. In other words, this study 

applied the concept of editing rules to a non-management idea like ‘student diversity’ that travels 

between contexts, although this does not necessarily mean that the corresponding given meanings 

remain the same. Further, activities might remain similar in varying local contexts, but they derive from 

different ideological or programmatic notions (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2017; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). This is 
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what this study was able to detect with regard to the question of what types of organizational practices 

can be identified to deal with student diversity. 

The aim of this study was to highlight the potential of Scandinavian institutionalism for higher 

education research in general and the German higher education landscape in particular. First, to 

acknowledge institutional complexity and the dynamics of the higher education landscape, more in-

depth approaches on the organizational level can provide nuanced insights into the ways universities 

make sense of external pressures and re-interpret them in their local contexts (Greenwood et al., 

2011). This focus on organizational heterogeneity complements existing research on institutional 

isomorphism on a more aggregated level of analysis. Second, Scandinavian institutionalism adds 

richness to our understanding of the role of ‘soft actors’, who edit and translate the circulating ideas 

(Sahlin & Wedlin, 2017). At the same time, this process of editing is always embedded within the local 

context that entails underlying rationales enabling and restricting how actors translate circulating ideas 

and fit them to the local context (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008).  

9.3. Limitations  

Concerning the chosen conceptual framework, this thesis investigated the phenomenon of ‘student 

diversity’ in the context of German higher education. As mentioned before, this term subsumes a 

rather ambiguous conglomeration of different value-laden expectations, beliefs and logics (Buß, 2010; 

Watson, 2006). Choosing such a vague term distinguishes this research from previous studies 

conducted from a Scandinavian institutionalist perspective (Waeraas & Nielsen, 2016). The latter 

mostly investigated currently popular management ideas that are represented through concrete 

techniques, models or templates. In these studies, these models (e.g., total quality management) 

traveled from one context to another and were adapted, modified or reshaped, while taking on new 

forms of meaning during their travel (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Since these management ideas were 

materialized as concrete models or templates, studies were able to compare the ‘original’ template 

with the local version of this template along certain defined criteria. In the case of the present study, 

the ‘original’ idea of student diversity was missing because there was no ‘original’ template. Instead, 

it was decided that a literature review on the concept of student diversity in German higher education 

should serve as a template for this study (see Chapter 2). An alternative template was provided by the 

analysis of the German political discourse on widening participation. Further, student diversity does 

not have a management background. Rather, the term ‘diversity’ subsumes different perspectives, 

ranging from biological or technological to sociological, pedagogical or psychological logics.  

However, it was a conscious decision to keep the perspective on student diversity broad, open and 

vague and have organizational members at the examined universities choose their interpretation. 
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After all, the original observation that led to the idea of this study was that people associated a wide 

range of diverse connotations with the term of student diversity. Nevertheless, the conceptual 

openness of the phenomenon under investigation was a challenge to the present study as the notion 

of student diversity intersected with many other related topics (e.g., inclusion, internationalization). 

Considering all these possible interpretations pushed the limits of what was feasible to examine in this 

study. Consequently, I had to neglect some of the diversity-related issues because each of these topics 

would have required a study of its own.  

Further, the main focus of the present study was on translation processes within universities in the 

context of government policies and programs. Therefore, an analysis of the political discourse on 

widening participation provided the necessary background for examining organizational responses to 

the political demand to deal with student diversity. As mentioned before, it was decided to limit the 

analysis to the output of the most important political stakeholders, although many other stakeholder 

groups influence the discussion on widening participation. Therefore, it might be possible that 

organizational responses of German universities have been influenced by other discourses (e.g., media 

discourse, academic discourse) and stakeholder groups (e.g., higher education scholars, 

representatives of economy, parents, students) that have not been considered in this study.  

In addition, the analysis of both the political discourse on widening participation and on organizational 

responses of German universities in the context of the QPL initiative was limited to a certain timeframe 

and a specific empirical setting. There are particular trajectories of developments, trends, history and 

traditions that are specific to the empirical context and limit the generalizability of the findings of this 

study. Further, this study chose the QPL funding program as one example for a soft steering instrument 

that intends to stimulate universities to deal with student diversity in the German higher education 

context. As mentioned before, this funding program was chosen because it aimed to contribute to a 

more general improvement of the quality of studying and teaching within regular Bachelor’s and 

Master’s study programs against the background of a postulated increasingly heterogeneous student 

body. Such an openness leaves universities with a high degree of autonomy to choose to connect their 

QPL initiatives with the topic of widening participation. The selection of alternative examples for 

widening participation programs in the German higher education context might have led to alternative 

translations of the idea of student diversity. Consequently, a different focus on organizational practices 

to deal with this student diversity might have offered itself. For example, as mentioned before, the 

BMBF funding program ANKOM supports university projects that focus on the recognition of prior 

learning for vocationally qualified persons without school-based entrance qualification and on the 

introduction of flexible study programs for employed students. Such a funding program has a much 
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narrower focus on one specific underrepresented student group, which also limits the scope of actions 

for certain organizational practices on the part of universities.  

Further, organizational responses of German universities to student diversity within the QPL funding 

program were examined in the context of three case studies. These three case studies differed not 

only in several structural and cultural characteristics but also with respect to the QPL initiatives, their 

strategies, structures and included single QPL projects. Therefore, to generalize these findings and 

apply them to other universities and their QPL initiatives will not be possible and would contradict the 

central notion of this study. However, the importance of the local context for translation processes is 

a general aspect for understanding local variations in universities’ responses to student diversity. From 

that perspective, the findings of this study can be generalized for other universities in Germany. 

Nevertheless, additional research is needed to verify the findings in other local contexts, while also 

accounting for the impact of institutional characteristics besides the type of institution, location and 

institutional profile.  

Further, in interpretative research, it is crucial to reflect on the specific conditions under which the 

study took place. This research was highly practice-oriented. I met regularly with QPL employees 

working at the three universities to present preliminary findings, discuss what they meant and what 

could be done with them to stimulate organizational change. In this context, I organized workshops 

and didactic trainings for organizational members of those universities to raise awareness for student 

support and student diversity. Therefore, it should be noted that the research was part of the 

phenomenon under investigation, triggering a change of perspectives and understandings of student 

diversity in organizational members who held key positions within the QPL initiative.  

Since these elements of self-ethnography were part of the research design, it was particularly 

important to reflect how it was possible to maintain the necessary distance to the research object 

(Wilkesmann, 2019). Here, GT methodology was perceived as particularly useful: not only did data 

collection and analysis go hand in hand, but research findings were also constantly written down and 

revised in reflection of theoretical assumptions. Further, the presentation of research findings in 

various formats (e.g., conferences, publications, reports, presentations to university units) and 

addressed to different target groups (e.g., researchers from various disciplines, academic and 

administrative staff from case study universities and other doctoral students) were perceived as 

particularly helpful to lower the probability of self-objectification. Overall, to ensure the high quality 

of the qualitative research process, appropriate qualitative evaluation criteria were met, including 

subject comprehensibility, triangulation and a reflection on the role of the researcher (see Chapter 

4.7.). 
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9.4. Avenues for Future Research 

The aim of this study was to show the potentials of Scandinavian institutionalism for analyzing both 

the macro-level of national policies and the organizational level of higher education institutions. 

Further, the study advocates for more in-depth qualitative approaches on the micro-level to account 

for the institutional complexity of institutional pressures and organizational responses of higher 

education institutions.  

On the macro-level, more process-oriented research is necessary that takes the formation and 

development of the widening participation agenda into consideration, including an in-depth analysis 

of the multiple political stakeholders on the national and global level. As mentioned before, future 

research should take the complex environment of universities into account, encompassing (apart from 

the state) the different suppliers, customers, competitors, regulatory agencies and special interest 

groups that all circulate ideas like student diversity (Bess & Dee, 2012). Those who circulate these ideas 

have been called carriers (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). For example, Berger et al. (1973) distinguish 

between ‘primary carriers‘ and ‘secondary carriers‘ of the idea of modernization. Primary carriers of 

modernization are seen in technical production and the bureaucratic state and spread certain ideas 

relating to the fundaments of modern society. Secondary carriers, however, serve as transmitting 

agencies for the ideas and ideology that come from the primary carriers. A similar distinction was made 

by Meyer (1996) who distinguishes the ‘others’ from ‘actors’: Actors are described as people who 

pursue their own interests and are held responsible for their actions. Others, in turn, perceive 

themselves as neutral mediators, although they are involved in activities that impact the way ideas are 

circulated and translated (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). These ‘others’ can be single persons, organizations, 

or groups that each influence activities since they discuss, interpret and judge some ideas to be ‘good’ 

while ignoring others. These theoretical concepts in combination with a network analysis might 

provide a beneficial opportunity to identify different actors, organizations and groups and their 

influence on the widening participation discourse.  

Further, the thesis follows the Scandinavian research tradition of discussing case studies of individual 

organizations where the main interest lies in how organizations adopt new ideas (Boxenbaum & 

Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). In subsequent studies, though, interest has turned to understand where 

these ideas come from and how they are produced and circulated (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Here, future 

research should investigate the travel routes from the macro-level of organizational fields to the 

organizational level of universities. Czarniawska (2008) emphasizes that ideas or practices that travel 

around the world first have to become dis-embedded and then re-embedded in another place. She 

uses a gardening metaphor for this process, arguing that “the plant growing at a new place is never 

identical to the one that started traveling” (p. 93). The question in this context is whether there existed 
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an ‘original’ idea of student diversity and where it had begun to spread. Diversity can be seen as an 

idea that has become a ‘fashion’ (Abrahamson, 1996; Røvik, 2011) that follows determinate cycles of 

imitation. Thus, the meaning given to diversity changes according to time and place. As indicated in 

the literature review in Chapter 2, the term ‘diversity’ had already been popular in the 1960s and 

1970s, but the main focus within the debates and discourses at that time was on diversity aspects like 

gender, race and disability (Buß, 2010). Further, while the US diversity debates were heavily influenced 

by the civil rights movement which fought for equal rights for black persons to enter higher education, 

interest in the German diversity discourse turned to unequal access to higher education for women 

and persons with non-academic family backgrounds (Wild & Esdar, 2014). Here, future research on the 

travel routes of the idea of student diversity might include a more in-depth longitudinal analysis of 

historical processes and the changing meaning of the idea through time and space.  

Overall, the study shows the high potential of Scandinavian Institutionalism for explaining variations 

in organizational responses of German universities to the demand of student diversity. At the same 

time, the findings suggest for future research that a combination of concepts from Scandinavian 

institutionalism with other related concepts from institutional theory might be conducive to mapping 

the complexities of organizational responses to institutional demands on the individual level of each 

university. For example, to understand the organizational response of the University of Hamburg to 

student diversity, literature on institutional complexity might provide interesting additional insights 

(Greenwood et al., 2011). According to this literature, organizations engage within organizational fields 

that have become increasingly ambiguous and complex, often entailing mutually incompatible 

institutional pressures which result in conflicting behavioral prescriptions. Organizations in certain 

organizational fields are more likely to be confronted with institutional complexity than others, for 

example in health and educational sectors, because these sectors entail a diverse and broad spectrum 

of occupations whose practices and behaviors are influenced by different underlying logics (Berg 

Johansen & Waldorff, 2017). Further, the intensity of experiencing institutional complexity differs 

according to organizations’ characteristics as well as their positions within an environmental field. In 

other words, their structure, governance and identity can make an organization more sensitive to 

certain logics and less to others (Greenwood et al., 2011). Here, the University of Hamburg’s strong 

research profile, as well as its position as one of the biggest research-oriented universities in Germany, 

might provide an explanation as to why their orientation towards academia and science plays such a 

significant role for their way of defining and dealing with student diversity.  

Since organizations experience institutional complexity differently, their responses might also differ. 

However, dealing with complexity represents a difficult task for organizations since they depend on 

social legitimacy for their survival (Bohn & Walgenbach, 2017). According to the literature, 
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organizations use different strategies to deal with this complexity. For example, in their study on the 

energy-turnaround debate in Germany and the responses of atomic power plant operators, Bohn and 

Walgenbach (2017) show how organizations refuse, connect and play off conflicting institutional 

demands. In situations where organizations are confronted with two competing demands, they tend 

to play these institutional demands off against each other. This might have been the case at the 

University of Hamburg as well. The institutional demand to deal with student diversity was perceived 

by the university as conflicting with the second institutional demand of becoming excellent. The 

literature on institutional complexity and institutional logics might provide an interesting field for 

further research on how different response strategies are used by organizations.  

In the case of the University of Kassel, resource dependency theory might provide a useful theoretical 

addition for explaining its response to student diversity (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Resource 

dependency theory claims that organizations depend on their environments for resources that are 

essential for their survival. The dependency on external entities varies based on two aspects: how 

critical or important the resource is to the organization and how scarce the resource is, i.e., to what 

extent there are alternative sources in the environment (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). In this context, 

organizations have two related objectives: they want to acquire control over resources that minimize 

their dependence on other organizations and they want to gain control over resources that maximize 

the dependence of other organizations on them. This is achieved by a wide range of active choice 

behaviors that organizations exercise either “to manipulate external dependencies or exert influence 

over the allocation or source of critical resource” (Oliver, 1991, p. 148). 

Thus, organizations are displayed as embedded in their social interactions. To understand the impact 

of external pressures, it is crucial to examine the external control and dependencies as well as internal 

power and control relations. However, this perspective assumes that it is not sufficient to examine the 

‘objective’ resource dependencies and interdependencies. Rather, it is important to investigate the 

way organizations perceive their environments and their behavior to control and prevent 

dependencies (Gornitzka, 1999). Here, resource dependence theorists emphasize the necessity of 

organizations to adapt to environmental uncertainty, the ways they cope with problematic 

interdependencies and how they actively manage and control resource acquisition (Oliver, 1991). 

Consequently, this strand of theory is interested in the varieties of strategies that organizations 

undertake to alter the situation they find themselves in, in contrast to institutional theorists that 

predict (passive) compliance to environmental demands (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). In the case of the 

University of Kassel, for example, the research findings indicate that the environment contains scarce 

and valued resources that the organization needed to survive. At the same time, the organization 

experienced the dilemma that they did not know how to gain control over resource acquisition, which 
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contributed to the feeling of powerlessness. For future research, a more in-depth analysis of the 

strategic responses of the University of Kassel through the additional lenses of resource dependency 

theory might provide interesting insights.  

At the HAW Hamburg, in turn, interesting insights for explaining organizational responses to student 

diversity might be derived from the field of organizational learning as well as from research on skilled 

actors. First, as already noted by Dee and Leisyte (2016), certain structural and cultural characteristics 

of universities hamper learning at the organizational level, while they are often described as difficult 

to change. However, against the background of recent governmental trends and changes in knowledge 

production processes, alternative working modes and steering forms are promoted. For example, 

Senge (1990) developed the concept of the learning organization which provides an ideal version of a 

reflective organization that responds to environmental needs in a flexible and innovative way. In the 

case of the HAW Hamburg, the Vice President for Studies and Teaching followed exactly Senge’s 

concept when she described her vision for the university as a learning organization that is capable of 

continuous organizational change, celebrating her approach as ‘innovative’, ‘modern’ and ‘open-

minded’. For future research, it can be helpful to examine in more detail to what extent the HAW 

Hamburg has already become a learning organization and what kinds of characteristics or factors have 

encouraged this process.  

Second, the role of committed academics and administrative staff might also be explained by literature 

on skilled actors or institutional entrepreneurs (Fligstein, 1997). This literature is based on a critique 

of institutional theory and its (traditionally) limited role for action and actors. According to Fligstein 

(1997), action is the result of a certain type of social skill that institutional entrepreneurs have. Here, 

some social actors are more successful in accomplishing desired social outcomes than others. Social 

skill is defined as “the ability to motivate cooperation in other actors by providing those actors with 

common meanings and identities in which actions can be undertaken and justified” 

(Fligstein, 1997, p. 398). In other words, skilled actors have the ability to engage others in collective 

action that is vital to the construction and reproduction of local social orders by providing identities 

and cultural frames to motivate them (Fligstein, 2001). They are better at inducing cooperation 

because they are more capable of making sense of a particular situation and producing shared meaning 

for others. Such a concept of social skill has its origins in symbolic interaction. Instead of assuming that 

their behavior is driven solely by self-interest or by fixed goals, the concept assumes that skilled actors 

focus on evolving collective ends. In the case of the HAW Hamburg, the Vice President for Studies and 

Teaching and her inner circle of committed employees provided interesting examples for socially 

skilled actors, while they framed ‘stories’ that helped to elicit cooperation from people at the university 

that seemed to fit their own identity and interests (Fligstein, 2001). For future research, it might be 
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interesting to reveal the concrete tactics that were used by the socially skilled actors here as listed by 

Fligstein (1997), who included key aspects such as agenda-setting, framing action, or aggregating 

interests and see under which conditions they were exercised.  

In this context, a more extensive research on the power positions of editors (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) 

within organizations can provide an interesting insight into the ways of certain organizational actors 

to frame the translation process more or less extensively. Future research might provide insights into 

the role of editors and their power positions within the organization by including network analyses. 

Here, the question remains which possibilities local actors have to control the translation process 

within the organization. 

Combinations of Scandinavian institutionalism with other theoretical constructs, especially with 

practically-oriented literature, have a certain tradition to grasp the complexities of continously 

changing and dynamic organizations (Boxenbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen, 2009). However, it should 

be noted that the above described theoretical constructs of institutional complexity, resource 

dependency and learning organization can not on their own explain the organizational responses 

observed here at all three universities. Here, Scandinavian institutionalism proved to be a useful 

framework to understand how the idea of student diversity travels among local contexts of German 

universities, how it is translated and leads to different ways of dealing with student diversity.  

9.5. Implications for Policy and Practice 

This final section is concerned with the implications for policy and practice that can be derived from 

the present study. The study has shown that the widening participation discourse is dominated by two 

main perspectives that are often used in an intertwined way and which perceive widening participation 

either as a means to bring about social justice or to secure the pool of skilled labor. The documents of 

the main political actors often reflect very different and, at times, opposing positions and perspectives 

that result in overly complex, value-laden expectations as to how universities should respond to 

student diversity and which often refrain from defining ‘diversity’. On the one hand, it is beneficial that 

universities are given so much freedom to interpret this demand according to what fits best with their 

local context. On the other hand, in some cases it might be necessary to steer the discussions about 

student diversity in a more productive and active way by confronting organizations with alternative 

interpretative frames that might also be of relevance for them and that had been ignored before. This 

can, for example, be observed in the context of diversity audits conducted by the Stifterverband that 

seek to help universities to develop and implement diversity strategies. These diversity audits are 

designed to trigger a more holistic way of looking at the topic of ‘diversity’ for the respective university, 

while processes of organizational change are accompanied scientifically. Consequently, this study 
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assumes that political stakeholders should reflect more on their own interests and interpretations: 

What are the underlying rationales in the political discourse on student diversity? Is it about reducing 

dropout rates and improving retention quotas in order to improve the country’s status in international 

comparisons concerning the equality of access to higher education (Holmegaard et al., 2017)? Or is it 

about exploiting the potential of talent that has not been exhausted yet to deal with the increasing 

demand for skilled labor?  

This study shows how the political discourse on widening participation demands universities to be 

prepared for a student body with increasingly heterogeneous demands and requirements. Since the 

role of universities towards students is changing in the long run and in so many ways, it should be clear 

to policy makers that this requires a considerable effort on the part of universities in terms of personnel 

and financial resources (Leicht-Scholten, 2011). It is highly questionable whether the soft steering 

instruments like third-party funding that are so commonly used in this policy area really contribute to 

the development of sustainable approaches to deal with student diversity because their scope of 

action is always limited to a certain timeframe. This also means that the locally diverse expertise that 

personnel employed through third-party funding has accumulated in projects to deal with student 

diversity often vanishes once the funding ceases. Here, funding mechanisms are needed that support 

universities in their widening participation efforts in a more sustainable and longitudinal way.  

Further, this study has shown how diversity consists of a complex mosaic of aspects and how 

heterogeneous the group of non-traditional students is. They experience different social, cultural and 

institutional challenges that result from a complex interplay between structural framework conditions 

of the higher education system and the individual competences, interests and motivations with which 

they enter higher education (Bosse, 2015). Consequently, this study calls for more research that 

acknowledges the complexity of student diversity to get away from stereotypical images of non-

traditional students. Likewise, and in accordance with the complexity of the phenomenon of interest, 

the organizational responses to the demand of student diversity also reveal a complex and 

heterogeneous picture. Here, this study shows how important a closer look at the organizational level 

is to identify differences and organizational practices that go beyond simplified descriptions of 

measures that either aim to homogenize student groups or accept heterogeneity. This study 

demonstrated how qualitative, process-oriented methods in particular allow digging deep into the 

diversity of the empirical material.  

In addition, organizational actors within universities should be aware of the power they have in 

choosing certain interpretations of the idea of student diversity over others. It can be beneficial, 

though, to stimulate discussions among different organizational units, including different faculties as 

well as central service units, in order to expand the existing interpretative patterns of student diversity 
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and to find the most appropriate ones for the respective local context. Further, the study points out 

that neither exclusively top-down nor bottom-up approaches to deal with student diversity have 

proven successful. The important point seems to be the balance between these two levels and their 

suitability for local contexts. Thus, what is needed is a holistic institutional approach that acknowledges 

the institutional characteristics as well as dominant diversity paradigms, but also takes the 

interdependency of top-down and bottom-up approaches to deal with student diversity into account.  
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