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How Students Persist At University. The Relevance Of The Hidden Curriculum For Skills Development

In the wake of the study reforms triggered by the Bologna Process skills development has gained prominence as a curricular goal. Lists of key skills are being compiled, generic descriptors are being attached to study cycles, and the curriculum is being redesigned (Fallows/Steven 2000). Such attempts at curricular reform presuppose that skills development is predominantly a matter of systematic provision and formal documentation. However, research on students has shown that the formal curriculum is intertwined with informal learning processes.
This paper argues that coming to terms with informal rules and demands – the “hidden curriculum” (Snyder 1971) – is pivotal for the students’ learning experiences, their skills development and the succesful completion of their studies. Drawing on qualitative data from problem-centered interviews with German students, the impact of the hidden curriculum on the students’ practice is analyzed.
To cover a broad range of practices I have constructed two groups that display ‘extremely’ different characteristics: The students of the first group are matriculated at German public universities in traditional degree structures (Diplom/Magister). Committed to academic freedom in the Humboldtian tradition, traditional structures allow for the individual organization of studies while students have to cope with the conditions of mass education. The second group comprises students at two German private Business Schools with reformed degree structures (Bachelor). Their curriculum is organized tightly, and is committed explicitly to practical experience and career advancement.
The empirical evidence I will present suggests that in the course of their studies students develop strategies to meet curricular demands as well as to cope with peer group pressure. These strategies resemble to a large extent the skills curricular reforms seek to convey to students. For the interviewees at public universities, adjusting to the conditions of mass education and mastering challenges posed by a vast university bureaucracy is a question of survival. Persisting at university requires breaking the rules. In contrast, the interviewees at the business schools have to cope with a high regulation of their studies, especially permanent assessment and ever present time pressure.
However, a consistent finding in research on students is the central role of peer interaction for shaping students’ experiences (Pascarella/Terenzini 2005). In the rather small communities at the two business schools students can not escape their peers and have to adopt the community’s values and norms through processes of progressive conformity. For the interviewees at public universities peer interaction is critical for their integration into academic life and compensates for lack of institutional support.
In conclusion, skills development seems to be a matter of informal and diverse learning processes. Therefore, curricular reforms should take the hidden curriculum as starting point and support individual learning pathways rather than standardizing learning outcomes.
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