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Quality, Capacity and the Two Cycles: German Higher Education Facing Difficult Trade-offs

The transition to a two-cycle degree structure (Bachelor and Masters) in the context of the Bologna process confronts higher education (HE) systems that have traditionally only known long undergraduate degrees directly leading to the Masters level with new policy and planning challenges. Public resources need to be distributed between the first and the second degree, decisions taken on how many Bachelor graduates can make the transition into Masters programmes, while the system becomes more dynamic and complex.
This paper investigates how the German HE system deals with the challenge and discusses the findings in a European context. The study focuses on the difficult trade-off between the aim to provide sufficient capacity for undergraduate studies, attractive Masters programmes, and good teacher-student ratios. A number of conditions are important when dealing with the trade-off: First, capacity planning is in the hands of the 16 Länder, national coordination is difficult. Second, inherited capacity law is firmly enshrined in a constitutional court judgement from 1972. Third, the funding systems of most Länder work predominantly through personnel, not on a per-student basis. Fourth, time to the Masters degree was increased to five years. Fifth, the Bologna process has been loaded with political hopes to enhance the quality of student learning, mainly through better teacher-student ratios, but no additional funding is available. Sixth, the system is faced with a sharp increase in student demand in the years until 2020. In conjunction with the need to increase the comparatively low HE participation rates, this puts additional strain on resources.
The paper is based on in-depth document analysis and interviews with those responsible for capacity planning in all 16 Länder ministries in charge of HE conducted between July 2006 and January 2007. Theoretically, the paper combines an actor-centred approach focusing on the preferences of the involved stakeholders with a perspective of path dependence focusing on the persistence of regulatory and mental constraints (North 1990).

The results show that the contradictory demands cannot be accommodated by the system, although important reforms of capacity law and planning are underway in the Länder. Their ministries try to cope by giving HE institutions more internal flexibility in curriculum and resource planning (“bandwidth model”), but without moving to a new demand-driven and output-oriented logic. While legal and budget constraints pertain, the move to the two-cycle degree structure has triggered a new dynamic that might soon lead to more fundamental changes of the legal and funding base of HE capacity planning in Germany.

The findings are exemplary for the challenges facing a number of Continental European HE systems when the transition to the Masters degree is no longer open to all graduates, and study duration to the Masters level increases. The paper raises the question if a funding model similar to the one used by the Higher Education Funding Council in England (HEFCE) would be suitable for German HE.
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