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Education for democracy: the promotion of
societal-democratic values, knowledge and
participation in higher education quality
assurance

Sylvi Mauermeister, Cecilia Maas

If over the last two decades, the development of teaching and learning in higher
education institutions has focused on employability and academic qualifications, the
importance of a third function of higher education is being increasingly emphasised
at European level: the promotion of societal-democratic engagement. In a qualitative
analysis, we examine the importance that higher education institutions in Germany
attach to the development of societal-democratic engagement in the context of their
quality assurance processes. The results show that societal-democratic engagement
as a dimension of quality is rather weakly embedded at both universities and universi-
ties of applied sciences. Considering the contemporary challenges to democracy
worldwide, the results indicate that further attention to the development of societal-
democratic engagement within the context of quality assurance processes is certainly
merited.

Keywords: quality assurance, new institutionalism, democracy, accreditation, mission
statement

Introduction: Societal-democratic engagement in the context of higher
education policy

Since the start of the Bologna Process, there has been a growing debate about the
role of higher education institutions (HEls) in social, economic and political terms.’
“The Sorbonne declaration of 25th of May 1998 [...] stressed the Universities’ central
role in developing European cultural dimensions. It emphasised the creation of the
European area of higher education as a key way to promote citizens’ mobility and
employability and the Continent’s overall development” (European Higher Education
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Area (EHEA), 1999). The (employment) goals of the Bologna process were mainly
achieved through the introduction of tiered study structures (Bachelor-Master pro-
grammes) with degrees that are comparable across Europe, an increase in mobility,
and the introduction and improvement of quality assurance (QA) in teaching and
learning. The issue of citizenship can also be found in each of the communiqués
published from 1999 to the present (Marin, 2015). But, as the Global University Net-
work for Innovation (GUNI) states,

"“the role of universities in supporting other societal needs, such as strengthening
democratic values and civic engagement, addressing the needs of vulnerable social
groups, contributing to cultural development and addressing large-scale social
challenges, has not been nearly as prominent in the past few decades” (GUNI,
2022, p. 134).

The significance of strengthening democratic values and civic engagement has
increased notably in the light of current developments marked by democracy coming
under sustained pressure through the increasing radicalisation of groups in society
that seek to challenge democratic values (e.g. Inglehart & Norris, 2016; Trubowitz &
Burgoon, 2022). Globally, “promoting humanist values and profiles in a changing world"
has been formulated as one of the seven “main areas of transformation” for universi-
ties by 2030 (GUNI, 2022, p. 118). The European University Association (EUA) also
sees great potential for progress in making the strengthening of civic engagement one
of the three action priorities for universities, which should be “supporters of pluralistic
and democratic societies” and “continue to uphold these values throughout all their
missions and activities” (EUA, 2021, p. 6). The Council of Europe considers that
“education, including higher education, is also essential for the development and
preservation of democratic societies” and published the “Reference Framework of
Competencies for democratic culture in higher education” (Council of Europe, 2020).

In Germany, enabling “civic participation” (Akkreditierungsrat, 2006) or “societal
engagement” (Akkreditierungsrat, 2013) represents some of the criteria for the
accreditation of degree programmes since 2010. The implementation of these criteria
essentially took place within the framework of quality assurance, which was institu-
tionalised in corresponding units. In addition, general regulations on the objectives of
degree programmes can be found in the higher education laws of the federal states
(Lander). New accreditation regulation in 2017 emphasised the development of societal
engagement less than prior versions insofar as it is no longer an independent qualifica-
tion goal, but rather part of “personal development” (Kultusministerkonferenz, 2017,
§11 Abs. 1 S. 9 Musterrechtsverordnung).

About two decades ago, the question arose in Europe how societal-democratic
engagement can be interpreted by HEIs: as part of their third mission or as an integrated
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part of teaching and research (Gerholz et al., 2018, pp. 10-11). This question is embed-
ded in a context in which societal-democratic engagement serves as a normative
quality concept of higher education, while the independence and liberty of universities
in research and teaching is an important legal principle (Gerholz et al., 2018, pp. 10-11)
and the academic system is based upon greater distance from immediate societal
demands, which reflects a different model than the United States, where HEls tradi-
tionally have a stronger community orientation and civic engagement plays a greater
role (Backhaus-Maul & Roth, 2013, p. 7).2

The main research question addressed in this article is therefore as follows: What
importance do HEls attribute to the development of societal-democratic engagement
in the context of quality assurance for the area of teaching and learning?

The remainder of this article is divided into five sections. Section 2 outlines theoretical
concepts based on systems theory, new institutionalism and organisation theory in
relation to the functions of higher education and the organisational structures of qual-
ity assurance in HEls. Based on this information, the analytical framework and research
questions are presented in the section 3, and the data selection and methodology are
explained in section 4. Section 5 presents and discusses the empirical results, and
section 6 provides a conclusion and outlines implications for further research.

Theoretical concepts
Functions of higher education

We propose to conceptualise the functions of higher education along three dimensions:
academic qualification, professional qualification and qualification for societal-demo-
cratic engagement. Qualification for societal-democratic engagement is thus not
understood as a subdimension of personality development (Kultusministerkonferenz,
2017; Wissenschaftsrat, 2022) or as a subdimension of a professional qualification
(Dezelan & Pavlin, 2014), but as an independent task of higher education. The proposed
concept is based on the work of Parsons and Platt (1973) on the functions of the
university. They argue that the dimension of academic qualification refers to the
“primary function of ‘pure’ research and of graduate training for membership in the
academic profession” (Parsons & Platt, 1973, p. 93). The dimension of professional
qualification refers to the “training of professional practitioners” (Parsons & Platt, 1973,
p. 92). In the German higher education system, a difference is made between the
more theory- and research-oriented universities and universities of applied sciences
(HAW) with a more application- and professional-oriented focus. In the latter, profes-
sors must have gained professional experience outside the university world.

2Translations of German-language citations by the authors.
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The dimension of "“qualification for societal-democratic engagement”, which is the
focus here, refers to the function of HEls regarding their “contributions to societal
definitions of the situation at social and cultural level by ideologically oriented intel-
lectuals” (Parsons & Platt, 1973, p. 92 and 100-101).2 When speaking of the cultural
level, Parsons and Platt essentially refer to cognitive rationality in terms of the sense
and degree to which the ideologically-oriented intellectual feels bound by these
standards, while the social level refers to societal values. The cultural provision of
moral standards, to the extent that these moral standards are institutionalised, forms
the basis of an ongoing social system (Parsons & Platt, 1973, p. 271).* Intellectuals
such as journalists, politicians, and artists usually hold a university degree. Therefore,
“the intellectual resources for ideological structuring have been provided by the uni-
versities [...]. This circumstance gives the universities a different order of importance
in shaping the process of ideological definition of the situation than was the case in
the nineteenth century” (Parsons & Platt, 1973, p. 286).

In Germany, over 80 percent of the current members of parliament hold a higher
education degree. The corresponding proportion among members of the parliamentary
group of the right-wing populist party Alternative for Germany (AfD) is even above 80
percent, including the third-highest proportion of members holding a PhD (18 %) and
the highest proportion of parliamentarians who hold a Habilitation (5 %) (Schmermund,
2019). This might be an indication that possibly “a not inconsiderable number of uni-
versity graduates are academically socialised, but not necessarily democratically
socialised” (De Angelis et al., 2023, p. 7).

Quality assurance as part of the higher education institutional structure

Quality assurance at HEls has played an important role in putting into practice the
reforms towards output-oriented management in public administration (NPM) initiated
in Germany at the beginning of the 1990s. This included accompanying the introduction
of comparable educational qualifications, procedures, and instruments for reviewing
the criteria of the accreditation council, and ensuring the fulfilment of higher education
policy requirements and implementing the associated procedures and instruments. In
the context of the Bologna reforms in Germany, this initially implied a strong focus on
employability (Pasternack, 2006; Schneijderberg & Steinhardt, 2019; Reinbacher, 2021).
It was expected that sub-units in charge of quality assurance would be in a better
position than the existing traditional higher education administration to carry out the

3The interest of intellectuals in ideology is not meant here in a “pejorative sense. Cognitive standards are
relevant to ideological pursuits, but the problems of ideological orientation transcend the cognitive complex
in directions of value-commitment, of expressive symbolism, and indeed of religion” (Parsons & Platt,
1973, p. 27).

4In our further analyses, knowledge and values represent sub-dimensions in terms of conditions regarding
the ability to participate in society and democracy.
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necessary translation work between the different internal organisational logics, actors,
and status groups and to compensate for inconsistencies (Busse, 2020, p. 356). Qual-
ity assurance units within HEIs have made a substantial contribution to HEIs being
perceived as organisational actors that can shape their own future (Bloch, 2021).

But the autonomy of HEIs in the area of teaching and learning was severely limited by
a large number of legal requirements and accountability obligations. With the introduc-
tion of system accreditation into German higher education in 2008, HEIs were put in
a stronger position to drive forward changes at the level of the entire organisation and
to make steps towards a holistic quality assurance of teaching and learning (Suwalski,
2020; Wissenschaftsrat, 2008). Towards this end, HEls in Germany were given the
right, after successful completion of the system accreditation procedure, to indepen-
dently accredit their own degree programmes. Beyond the obligation to ensure the
legally required minimum standards, they were entitled to take greater account of
HEl-specific features and to set their own priorities. As a result, the degree to which
societal-democratic education is structurally embedded into the quality assurance of
system-accredited HEls varies between institutions. This can be better understood
applying neo-institutional theory.

Theoretical Framework

Brunsson (1994) distinguishes three forms of organisational output: talk, decision, and
action. The systematic, functional, and everyday discrepancy between the three
output dimensions ensures that the organisation has the necessary freedom to act
(ibid.). Weick (1976) therefore also refers to universities as “loosely coupled systems™:
Both the individual actors (i.e., academics and students) and the outcomes of research
and teaching can be controlled by management only to a limited extent.

Furthermore, the rationality of decisions made by HEls is limited due to “unclear goals,
unclear technology, and fluid participants” (Cohen et al., 1972, p. 11). Decisions are
made primarily to establish legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Under conditions of
incomplete or inconsistent information, unclear means-ends relations and many
alternatives, irrational decisions may be more useful for organisational action (Brunsson,
1985; Brunsson, 2007).

HEls cannot completely escape the external demands placed on them, and these
include external demands relating to the quality of teaching and learning. According
to Seyfried (2019), following Cohen et al. (1972), there are three elements in QA that
affect the rationality of decision-making. First, various members of HEIs have different,
sometimes conflicting, preferences, and interests regarding the definition and objec-
tives of quality in teaching and learning. This is particularly likely to be the case with
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the externally defined quality criterion of empowerment for social and democratic
engagement, as this raises educational expectations that may conflict with other
functions of higher education (see section 2.1) and with ideas of freedom of research
and teaching.

Secondly, there are uncertainties about the objectives, the instruments to achieve the
objectives, and their measurement. This means that it is not (always) clear how qual-
ity in teaching and learning can be managed. Thirdly, quality assurance in particular is
confronted with the challenge of continuously changing membership, which entails
new transaction costs and uncertainties of expectations that can influence the ration-
ality of decision-making situations. Thus, it seems functional for quality assurance to
adapt, at least in part, these conditions and adjust external requirements to the specif-
ics of the organisation.

The differentiation between talk, decision, and action is similarly used by Kahl (2014).
He distinguishes between the display side, the formal side, and the informal side. In
our study, we focus on analysing the relationship between the display side and the
formal side. This also means that the article does not deal with democracy education
in specific teaching situations. Following Kuihl, the display side describes how the
organisation wishes to be perceived and which strategic interests it represents exter-
nally. Its function is to simultaneously serve contradictory demands that are placed
upon an organisation and thereby to legitimise itself vis-a-vis various stakeholders
(KUhl, 2011, pp. 138-142). The formal side describes elements including all decisions
that serve as preconditions (premises) for other decisions made by organisational
members. Through decisions, expectations of organisational members are formally
codified (Kuhl, 2011, p. 98). Because “the display aspect and the formal aspect are
each subject to different demands, organizations have no option but to decouple their
‘formalized internal core processes’ from the ‘surface structures’ (Kihl, 2014, p. 151).

Applying the theoretical framework of new institutionalism to quality assurance and
the levels of analysis we analyse, this means that social-democratic engagement can
become visible on the display side without being linked to the formal side, e.g. to
concrete organisational decisions. It can also play a role in formal processes (i.e. in
concrete organisational decisions such as internal accreditation decisions) without
being linked to the display side.

3 Analytical framework and research questions

This study is thus dedicated to the question of whether and, if so, how efforts are
made via the results of central quality assurance processes at HEIs to ensure that
their degree programmes contribute to societal-democratic engagement and to what
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extent HEIs see a responsibility for this area, both strategically (the display side) and
concretely organisational decisions (the formal side). The significance assigned to the
development of students’ societal-democratic competences by HEls as compared to
other areas, such as the development of their professional and academic qualification,
is also of interest.

For systematisation within the framework of the empirical analysis, we further dif-
ferentiate the dimension societal-democratic engagement into three sub-dimensions:
(1) knowledge, (2) values and attitudes, and (3) participation. Following Schmid and
Watermann (2018, p. 1136), “the first dimension, the cognitive, includes political
knowledge and the understanding of democratic processes. The second dimension,
the affective-motivational one, includes political attitudes [...], but also trust in the
political order, in political institutions and political authorities, as well as basic attitudes
towards the field of politics (e.g. political interest)” (Schmid & Watermann, 2018, p.
1136). The third dimension, the behavioural one, “includes actual social and political
participation as well as willingness to participate and often political information behav-
jour" (Schmid & Watermann, 2018, p. 1136).

To examine the extent to which education for societal-democratic engagement as a
criterion for quality has found its way into quality assurance, this study analyses key
documents for the quality assurance processes of system-accredited higher education
institutions in Germany, namely those institutions that assume responsibility for
organising their own internal quality assurance processes. The key documents we
analyse are the teaching mission statements (Leitbilder Lehre) and the official result
reports of the internal accreditation (Ergebnisberichte der internen Akkreditierung).
Following Seyfried and Pohlenz (2021, p. 5), mission statements are indicators for the
talk-level, respectively the display side. As an indicator for the formal side, we use the
official documents containing the results of the HEIs' internal accreditation decisions.

We use the following research questions to examine the importance quality assurance
attaches to education for societal-democratic engagement from the perspective of
new institutionalist organisational theory:

1. Which relevance is given by quality assurance to societal-democratic engagement
in comparison to the promotion of professional and academic qualifications?

2. Do universities and universities of applied sciences differ with respect to the rele-
vance attributed to education for societal-democratic engagement in comparison
to the promotion of professional and academic qualifications?

3. Does the visibility of the sub-dimensions of social-democratic engagement f(i.e.,
values and attitudes, knowledge and participation) differ between the display and
formal levels of HEIs?
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4. Does the degree of decoupling between the display and the formal level differ
between the three dimensions of (1) societal-democratic engagement, (2) profes-
sional qualifications, and (3) academic qualifications?

5. Do universities and universities of applied sciences differ with respect to the degree
of decoupling between the display and the formal level?

4 Methods

The data collection process involved the gathering of publicly accessible documents
on the websites of the 24 sampled HEls. The HEIs were selected based on a combi-
nation of representativeness and availability of documents. The sample was drawn
exclusively from public, system-accredited HEls. The sampling process considered
several contextual factors to ensure heterogeneity and representativeness: size,
number of students, federal state (Bundesland), proportion of international students,
and date of system accreditation. The teaching parts of mission statements were used
as the main source for analysing the display structure of HEls in terms of teaching.
Accreditation reports were used to analyse the formalised structure. For this reason,
the sample was limited to those institutions for which both types of documents (teach-
ing mission statements and internal accreditation reports) were available. For the
selection of internal accreditation reports, we focused on Bachelor programmes
(without teacher training) from 2017 onwards, as this is when the Musterrechtsver-
ordnung, which regulates the criteria for the accreditation of study programmes, came
into force. In accordance with the research questions, the subject of our analysis relates
to the professional and content-related criteria for the accreditation of study pro-
grammes. Concretely, the conditions relating to the codes for academic qualification,
professional qualification, and societal-democratic engagement with the sub dimen-
sions values and attitudes and knowledge refer to the criteria qualification objectives
and implementation of the study concept. The conditions relating to the code societal-
democratic engagement with the sub dimension participation refer to the criteria
student participation and equal opportunities. Most of the internal accreditation results
reports contain both requirements and recommendations. The Musterrechtsverord-
nung also requires HEls to have a teaching mission statement, which is reflected in
the curricula of their degree programmes. In our sample, 3 out of 24 HEls had already
published a teaching mission statement before 2017.

To examine the importance of the development of societal-democratic engagement
in the context of quality assurance at German HEI, we first thoroughly familiarised
ourselves with the selected documents to gain a deeper understanding of their content
and context. We then analysed these documents, using the method of qualitative
content analysis. Qualitative content analysis is the systematic and rule-based collec-
tion and analysis of texts. This was done by interpreting manifest and latent meanings,
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dividing the texts into categories (Schneijderberg et al., 2022, pp. 37-38). The catego-
ries were initially developed deductively, as the categories were determined reflecting
the theoretically guided, predefined research questions (Schneijderberg et al., 2022,
pp. 37-38). We used the codes academic qualification, professional qualification, and
societal-democratic engagement with the subdimensions values and attitudes, knowil-
edge, and participation. The qualitative material was analysed through quantification.
This means that the text material was converted into predefined codes (first step) to
enable quantitative analyses, e.g. frequency calculations.

In a second step, the relevant structural variables for answering the research question
(type of HEI) were recoded, and a categorisation scheme was developed. The sample
consisted of 13 universities and 11 universities of applied sciences. With the help of
the category scheme, the coding of the characteristic values was determined based
on key words or word stems, and instructions were formulated to determine how the
text material was to be translated into codes. Multiple codes could be assigned to a
single segment, if necessary.

The third step was to test the category scheme on the textual material. First, the test
showed that it was necessary to increase the number of codes due to the frequency
with which certain concepts appeared in the empirical material, namely by adding
teaching and learning conditions. This code includes most formal regulations as well
as general guidelines on the quality of teaching and student life referring to the formal
criteria for degree programmes (e. g., the examination system, modularisation and the
size of modules), which play a central role in accreditation decisions, and were there-
fore frequently found in accreditation documents. In teaching mission statements, too,
we often found codes related to teaching and learning conditions, for example adequate
teaching and learning infrastructure or clearly structured degree programmes.

Second, the wording of the accreditation requirements and recommendations gener-
ally did not distinguish whether they related to values and attitudes or knowledge. For
this reason, they were assigned to both codes in the analysis. Theoretically, the
dimensions of values and attitudes and knowledge together represent those passive
participation conditions that are necessary for active participation (De Angelis et al.,
2023, p. 10).

Third, the existing catalogue of keywords was extended when the text material showed

a semantic proximity to the defined codes. In this sense, deductive and inductive
approaches were combined in the process of developing the category scheme.
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A total of 1,179 accreditation requirements and 2,048 accreditation recommendations
was coded, as well as 1,469 segments within teaching mission statements. At the
end of the process, the catalogue contained 20 to 30 keywords or word stems per
code. Table 1 (see Annex) gives an overview of definitions, examples, and main key-
words in the catalogue for each deductive category.

To enhance the reliability and validity of the analysis, triangulation technigues were
employed through the engagement of two researchers in the coding of each sample
of the corpus and through intercoder reliability checks. Any discrepancies or disagree-
ments were resolved through consensus and the codebook was adapted to the results
of the discussion. At the end of the coding process, each HEI in the sample was
assigned an index for each dimension. The index resulted from the frequency of the
coded segments.

5 Results

The analysis presented below enables a description and interpretation of the different
ways in which the task of promoting societal-democratic engagement among univer-
sity students is addressed by the quality assurance of system-accredited public HEIs
in Germany. It enables us to answer the five research questions that guide our study;
as formulated in section 3.

Research question 1

First, we asked which relevance is attributed by institutional quality assurance to
education for societal-democratic engagement in comparison to the promotion of
professional and academic qualifications. As can be seen in graph 1, the median values
for the societal-democratic engagement dimension are low on both the display and
formal levels. The corresponding values are only slightly lower than those for profes-
sional qualifications, while the promotion of academic qualifications has at least a
certain relevance in the external presentation. Overall, this finding indicates that little
importance is attached to both education for socio-democratic engagement and the
development of professional qualifications in teaching mission statements and accred-
itation decisions. Instead, statements on teaching and study conditions dominate in
these documents.
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Graph1: Indexes for the promotion of societal-democratic engagement, professional quali-
fications, academic qualifications, and learning and teaching conditions by HEI
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UNI = university; HAW = university of applied science. Percentages of coded segments relating to the dimensions
societal-democratic engagement, professional qualifications, academic qualifications and learning and teaching
conditions within a document. For the dimensions of professional qualifications, academic qualifications, and learning
and teaching conditions, the figures show the percentage of coded segments relating to these respective dimensions.
For the dimension societal-democratic engagement, the value shown corresponds to the average of the percentages
for the subdimensions values and attitudes, participation, and knowledge.
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Research question 2

No substantial differences exist between universities and universities of applied sci-
ences regarding the median values for the dimension of education for societal-dem-
ocratic engagement (see graph 2). We can observe, however, differences for the
dimensions of academic and professional qualifications, in line with the different
institutional types. Professional qualifications are more deeply embedded at universi-
ties of applied sciences, both at the display and formal level. At universities, we find
higher median values for the dimension of academic qualifications. The differences
are more pronounced at the display level, i.e., in mission statements, than at the
formal level, i.e., in accreditation decision documents. This seems plausible as the
formal quality criteria do not differ between types.

Graph 2: Median values according to type of HEI
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Data in percent. Percentages of coded segments relating to the dimensions societal-democratic engagement,
professional qualifications, academic qualifications, and learning and teaching conditions across all documents within
a type of HEI

Research question 3

Thirdly, we asked if the visibility of the sub-dimensions of social-democratic engage-
ment differ between the display and formal levels of HEIls. As shown in graph 2, for
all dimensions except teaching and learning conditions, the values corresponding to
the display level are higher than those corresponding to the formal level. This could
be explained by the fact that teaching and learning conditions constitute the easiest
dimension to formally verify and measure, for example through the examination system,
modularisation, size of modules, and so on.
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Graph 3: Indexes for societal-democratic knowledge, societal-democratic values and
attitudes and societal-democratic participation by HEI
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Percentages of coded segments relating to the dimensions societal-democratic knowledge, societal-democratic values
and attitudes, and societal-democratic participation within a document (Multiple codes could be assigned to a single
segment — see section 4).

A closer look at the three components of education for societal-democratic engage-
ment as defined in this study provides further insights into how this dimension is
approached at the display and formal level of HEIs. As graph 3 reveals, concerns with
societal-democratic values and attitudes are mostly formulated at the display level
(median value 13.3 as compared to 1.7 for the formal level). This is not surprising, as
mission statements are the documents in which organisations express their values
and attempt to differentiate themselves from their competitors while promoting their
own identity. The importance given to societal-democratic knowledge is nearly similar
at both the formal and the display level, yet with very low values for both (median
values of 2.3 and 1.7, respectively). The promotion of societal-democratic participation
has the highest values at the formal level, with a median of 3.7. This can be explained
by the fact that this dimension is easier to formalise and to measure centrally, for
example, by regulating the number of student representatives in committees (graph
1), than the spreading of societal-democratic values and attitudes or knowledge.
Formalisation of the latter in central documents might be perceived as interference
with the principle of teaching freedom by academic staff.
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Research question 4

Furthermore, we have asked whether the degree of decoupling between the display
and the formal level differs between the three dimensions of societal-democratic
engagement, professional qualifications, and academic qualifications. As we can see
in graph 4, there are differences between the median values of the display and formal
levels in all dimensions. The difference is smallest in the dimension of societal-dem-
ocratic engagement, both at universities and universities of applied sciences. This
might be explained by the greater political expectations directed by higher education
policy towards professional and academic qualifications, since the political expectations
related to HEIs' involvement in education for societal-democratic engagement are
comparatively low.

Research question 5

We also see that at universities, where academic qualifications play a greater role in
the external representation, there is a high degree of decoupling between the display
and formal levels of academic qualifications (graph 4). While the promotion of profes-
sional qualifications plays a major role in the external presentation, they play a much
smaller role in the formalised result reports of internal accreditation.

Graph 4: Difference (median value) between the display and formal levels for each
dimension according to type of HEI
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6 Conclusions and perspectives for future research

The higher education system “stands continuously in a state of precarious balance
and potential conflict over different priorities” (Smelser, 1973, p. 399). The introduction
of quality assurance at German universities starting nearly 30 years ago in the context
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of the implementation of Bachelor and Master programmes was primarily directed
towards the fulfilment of formal requirements, fostering employability and academic
excellence. The promotion of societal-democratic participation of students has taken
a back seat, which might be seen as a deficit in view of current societal developments.
This primarily exploratory study represents an attempt to describe the engagement
of public, system-accredited HEIs in Germany in promoting the civic and democratic
values and attitudes, knowledge and participation of their students through the anchor-
ing of education for societal-democratic engagement in their quality assurance pro-
cesses. It also compares the attention given to promoting societal-democratic engage-
ment with the promotion of professional and academic qualifications, employability,
and academic quality.

Our analysis of two document types, teaching mission statements, and official result
reports of internal accreditation, yields the following results:

B The attention given to the promotion of students’ societal-democratic engagement
is (slightly) lower than the attention attributed to students’ professional and academic
qualification at both display and formal levels, that is, in mission statements as well
as in reports of internal accreditation. What is more prominent than all these issues,
however, is concerns with teaching and study conditions, both in teaching mission
statements and in accreditation decisions.

B There is a decoupling between how HEls present themselves externally and their
formalised structures. Organisations tend to respond more quickly to external pres-
sures, such as government directives or expectations of civil society, in their public
self-expression, that is, in their mission statements, than at the formal decision-
making level, i.e., in accreditation documents. \WWe observed that the decoupling
between the display and the formal level is more pronounced in those areas in
which there is greater external, political pressure, such as increasing the employ-
ability of students and achieving research excellence, than for issues that receive
less political attention, such as promoting democratic-societal engagement.

B There are no differences between universities and universities of applied sciences
regarding the importance given to societal-democratic engagement, whether at the
display or formal levels.
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To understand the complex relationship between strongly institutionalised norms and
values and equally forceful new demands, further research should examine the effect
of different legal regulations at the level of the federal states upon HEIs.5 It should also
look into how organisational goal setting at the display and formal levels of HEls is
received and understood at the operating action level, in particular by activities of
academic staff. The generalisability of this study’s findings is partial, particularly due to
the limited number of 24 HEIs for which all needed documents were publicly available.

Despite its limitations and unanswered questions, the findings presented are useful for
increasing attention for the state of civic education within HEIs in Germany, and Europe
as a whole, at a time when the promotion of societal participation and democratic
competences is becoming increasingly urgent. Societal participation and democratic
competences are relevant dimensions of normative quality concepts in the field of
teaching and learning that need to be addressed without sacrificing core values such
as freedom of research and teaching. There is a danger that “the positivist self-
understanding of science and its fragmented organisational form lead to a marginalisa-
tion of ethical questions” (Vogt & Weber, 2020, p. 1). The reduction of educational
systems, including higher education, to their economic utility impairs their democratic
potential (Dezelan & Pavlin, 2014). Quality assurance at public, system-accredited HEIs
provides important opportunities for public communication and can serve as a key node
in the discussion of ideas for a general higher education curriculum with the aim of
fostering “competences for a democratic culture” (Council of Europe, 2020).

Literature

Akkreditierungsrat (Stiftung zur Akkreditierung von Studiengéngen in Deutschland)
(2006). Kriterien zur Akkreditierung von Studiengédngen. Beschlossen am 17.07.2006.
(Drs. AR 56/2006). Bonn.

Akkreditierungsrat (Stiftung zur Akkreditierung von Studiengéngen in Deutschland)
(2013). Regeln fiir die Akkreditierung von Studiengdngen und fiir die System-
akkreditierung. Beschluss des Akkreditierungsrates vom 08.12.2009, zuletzt gedndert
am 20.02.2013. (Drs. AR 20/2013). Bonn.

Backhaus-Maul, H. & Roth, C. (2013). Service Learning an Hochschulen in Deutschland:
Ein erster empirischer Beitrag zur Vermessung eines jungen Phdnomens. Springer
Fachmedien Wiesbaden.

SFurther analyses, albeit with very limited case numbers, of our data indicates that, in only one state
(Bremen), HEls attach a significantly higher importance to societal-democratic engagement than in the
other states, at least at the display level. This could be the result of a higher emphasis on this engagement
in higher education law. In terms of organisational theory, this could be explained by the fact that the display
side helps to create external legitimacy by demonstrating that the legal regulations of university policy are
being met.

Beitrage zur Hochschulforschung, 46. Jahrgang, 1/2024

m



Forschungsartikel

Bloch, R. (2021). The actorhood imperative. On universities as organisational actors.
European Journal of Higher Education, 11(suppl. 1), 489-505.

Brunsson, N. (1985). The irrational organization: irrationality as a basis for organizational
action and change. Wiley.

Brunsson, N. (1994). The organization of hypocrisy: talk, decisions and actions in
organizations (reprinted). Wiley.

Brunsson, N. (2007). The consequences of decision-making. Oxford University Press.

Busse, S. (2020). Hybride Organisationen flihren — das Beispiel Hochschule.
Organisationsberatung, Supervision, Coaching, 27(3), 347-364. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11613-020-00664-6

Cohen, M.D., March, J.G. & Olsen, J.P. (1972). A garbage can model of organizational
choice. Administrative Science Quarterly, 17(1), 1-25. https://doi.org/10.2307/2392088

Council of Europe (2020). Reference Framework of Competencies for democratic
culture (RFCDC). Competences for democratic culture in higher education. Council of
Europe Publishing.

De Angelis, M., Harles, D., Mauermeister, S. & Aust, R. (2023). Gesellschaftlich-demo-
kratische Teilhabe: trotz hochschulischer oder durch hochschulische Bildung? Das
Hochschulwesen, 71(1+2), 6-17.

Dezelan, T. & Pavlin, S. (2014). The challenges of employability and citizenship in
education — towards a holistic understanding. Annales. Series Historia et Sociologia,
24(3), 363-370.

European Higher Education Area (EHEA) (Ed.) (1999). The Bologna Declaration of
19 June 1999. Joint declaration of the European Ministers of Education.

European University Association (EUA) (Ed.) (2021). Universities without walls. A vision
for 2030.

Gerholz, K.-H., Backhaus-Maul, H. & Rameder, P. (2018). Civic engagement in higher
education institutions in Europe. Zeitschrift fir Hochschulentwicklung, 13(2), 9-19.

Global University Network for Innovation (GUNI) (Ed.) (2022). New visions for higher
education towards 2030. (Higher Education in the World Report 8 — Special Issue).

Inglehart, R. & Norris, P. (2016). Trump, Brexit, and the rise of populism: economic
have-nots and cultural backlash. (HKS faculty research working paper series RWP16-
026). Harvard Kennedy School.

Kahl, S. (2011). Organisationen. VS Verlag fir Sozialwissenschaften. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-531-93185-2

Kihl, S. (2014). Organizations. A systems approach. Routledge. https://doi.org/
10.4324/9781315247526

112 Beitrage zur Hochschulforschung, 46. Jahrgang, 1/2024


https://doi.org/10.1007/s11613-020-00664-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11613-020-00664-6
https://doi.org/10.2307/2392088
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93185-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93185-2
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315247526
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315247526

Education for democracy

Kultusministerkonferenz (Standige Konferenz der Kultusminister der Lander in der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland) (2017). Musterrechtsverordnung gemal3 Artikel 4 Absétze
1-4. Studienakkreditierungsstaatsvertrag. Beschluss der Kultusministerkonferenz vom
07.12.2017.

Marin, L. (2015, July 8-10). Changing subjects of education in the Bologna Process.
[Paper]. 22nd International Conference of Europeanists ‘Contradictions: Envisioning
European Futures’. Council for European Studies, Paris, France.

Meyer, J.W. & Rowan, B. (1977). Institutionalized organizations: formal structure as
myth and ceremony. American Journal of Sociology, 83(2), 340-363.

Parsons, T. & Platt, G.M. (1973). The American University. Harvard University Press.

Pasternack, P. (2006). Qualitédt als Hochschulpolitik: Leistungsfdhigkeit und Grenzen
eines Policy-Ansatzes. Lemmens.

Reinbacher, P. (2021). Transformationsprozesse im Universitats- und Hochschulbetrieb.
In A. Pausits, R. Aichinger, M. Unger, M. Fellner & B. Thaler (Eds.), Rigour and
relevance: Hochschulforschung im Spannungsfeld zwischen Methodenstrenge und
Praxisrelevanz (pp. 203-214). Waxmann.

Schmermund, K. (2019, June 17). Mehr als 80 Prozent Akademiker im Bundestag.
Forschung & Lehre. https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/mehr-als-80-prozent-
akademiker-im-bundestag-1861/

Schmid, C. & Watermann, R. (2018). Demokratische Bildung. In R. Tippelt & B. Schmidt-
Hertha (Eds.), Handbuch Bildungsforschung (pp. 1133-1153). Springer Fachmedien
Wiesbaden. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-19981-8_50

Schneijderberg, C. & Steinhardt, I. (2019). Accreditation of x qualities instead of quality
x: A normative analysis of criteria of the German higher education accreditation regime.
Higher Education Policy, 32(1), 5-28. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41307-018-0111-y

Schneijderberg, C., Wieczorek, O. & Steinhardt, |. (2022). Qualitative und quantitative
Inhaltsanalyse: Digital und automatisiert: eine anwendungsorientierte Einfiihrung mit
empirischen Beispielen und Softwareanwendungen (1. Auflage). Beltz Juventa.

Seyfried, M. & Pohlenz, P. (2012). Between strategic commitment and isomorphism:
evaluating quality assurance departments. A research agenda for higher education in
Germany. European Association for Institutional Research (EAIR), 34th annual forum,
Stavanger, Norway.

Seyfried, M. (2019). Gottes Werk und Teufels Beitrag. In F. Reith, B. Ditzel, M. Seyfried,
|. Steinhardt, T. Scheytt (Eds.), Qualitdtssicherung und Qualitdtsmanagement an Hoch-
schulen: Theoretische Perspektiven und Methoden (1. Auflage). Rainer Hampp Verlag.
https://doi.org/10.978.395710/3536

Smelser, N.J. (1973). Social-Structural Dimensions of Higher Education. In T. Parsons
& G.M. Platt, The American University (pp. 389-422). Harvard University Press.

Beitrdge zur Hochschulforschung, 46. Jahrgang, 1/2024 113


https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/mehr-als-80-prozent-akademiker-im-bundestag-1861/
https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/mehr-als-80-prozent-akademiker-im-bundestag-1861/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-19981-8_50
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41307-018-0111-y
https://doi.org/10.978.395710/3536

14

Forschungsartikel

Suwalski, P. (2020). Systemakkreditierung an Hochschulen: Anforderungen, Mal3-
nahmen und Effekte aus der Perspektive von Hochschulakteuren. Verlag Barbara
Budrich. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv153k6tn

Trubowitz, P. & Burgoon, B. (2022). The retreat of the West. Perspectives on Politics,
20(1), 102-122. doi:10.1017/S1537592720001218

Vogt, M., & Weber, C. (2020). The role of universities in a sustainable society. Why
value-free research is neither possible nor desirable. Sustainability, 12(7), 2811. https://
doi.org/10.3390/su12072811

Weick, K. E. (1976). Educational organizations as loosely coupled systems. Administrative
Science Quarterly, 21(1), 1-19. https://doi.org/10.2307/2391875

Wissenschaftsrat (2008). Empfehlungen zur Qualitdtsverbesserung von Lehre und
Studium. (Drs. 8639-08). KolIn.

Wissenschaftsrat (2022). Empfehlungen fir eine zukunftstdhige Ausgestaltung von
Studium und Lehre. (Drs. 9699-22). KoIn. https://doi.org/10.57674/Q1F4-G978

Table 1: Definitions, examples, and keyword catalogue for each deductive category

Category Professional qualification

Definition The dimension refers to the “training of professional practitioners” (Parsons
& Platt, 1973, p. 92).

Example — mission state- | “Qualified academic education for national and international labour
ment (display side) markets"®

Examples - accreditation |, The relationship between the bachelor thesis and the internship in the
reports (formal side) company should be emphasised more.”

It is recommended that there should be further clarification of the fit
between qualification objectives and occupational fields in the relevant
documents.”

Main keywords or word | Company, economy, practice, profession, occupational fields, presentation
stems/ semantic refer- skills, labour market, training, project management, leadership, employ-
ences ment, market

Category Academic qualification

Definition The dimension refers to the “primary function of ‘pure’ research and of
graduate training for membership in the academic profession” (Parsons &
Platt, 1973, p. 93).

Example — mission state- |, Orientation towards high academic standards”
ment (display side)

Examples - accreditation |/t is recommended that the curriculum be restructured so that modules
reports (formal side) with research content are placed at the beginning of the programme. An
understanding of research should be developed in the early semesters.”

Main keywords or word | Science (Wissenschaft), research bases, research, theory, analysis, disci-
stems/ semantic refer- pline, young scientists, analysis, research, findings, methods
ences

8Translations from the German original texts by the authors.
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Table 1 continued
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Continued on next page

Category Societal-democratic engagement — knowledge

Definition

“This cognitive dimension includes political knowledge and the understand-
ing of democratic processes” (Schmid & Watermann, 2018, p. 1136).

Example — mission state-
ment (display side)

Jto reflect on the challenges and problems facing society as a whole”

Examples - accreditation
reports (formal side)

It is recommended that the use of examples and the presentation of facts
on which the economic discourse is based should not reinforce common
role clichés and gender stereotypes but, on the contrary, make them avail-
able for critical reflection.”

“Retention of the module ‘Introduction to Bioethics’ in the obligatory sec-
tion and expansion of the options on offer.”

Main keywords or word
stems/ semantic refer-
ences

Politics, understanding, conspiracy theories, fake news, social categories,
(societal) concepts and theories, democracy, gender, sustainability, reflec-
tion

Category Societal-democratic engagement - values

Definition

“This affective-motivational dimension “includes political attitudes [...], but
also trust in the political order, in political institutions and political authori-
ties, as well as basic attitudes towards the field of politics” (Schmid &
Watermann, 2018, p. 1136).

Examples — mission
statement (display side)

. Pluralistic and inclusive understanding”
. To assume societal responsibility”

Examples - accreditation
reports (formal side)

It is recommended that the use of examples and the presentation of facts
on which the economic discourse is based should not reinforce common
role clichés and gender stereotypes but, on the contrary, make them avail-
able for critical reflection.”

“Retention of the module ‘Introduction to Bioethics” in the obligatory sec-
tion and expansion of the options on offer.”

Main keywords or word
stems/ semantic refer-
ences

Empathy, social skills, equal opportunities, tolerance, openness, freedom,
responsibility, diversity, inclusion, pluralism, cultural awareness, accept-
ance, ethics

Category Societal-democratic engagement - participation

Definition

This behavioural dimension , includes actual social and political participation
as well as willingness to participate and often political information behav-
iour” (Schmid & Watermann, 2018, p. 1136).

Examples — mission
statement (display side)

. To engage constructively in society”

Examples - accreditation
reports (formal side)

“Establish a meeting at the end of the semester with participants from the
student council, the teaching staff and the spokespersons of the semester
groups.”

“A room should be provided for the initiative of the student council.”

Main keywords or word
stems/ semantic refer-
ences

Feedback, discussion, interaction, active, (student) organisation-, involve-
ment-, commitment-, networking-, participation

Continued on next page
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Table 1 continued

Category Teaching and learning conditions

Definition This dimension refers to formal regulations as well as general guidelines on
the quality of teaching and student life.

Examples - mission . Clearly structured degree programmes”
statement (display side) | , Adequate teaching/learning infrastructure”

Examples - accreditation | “Coordinated assessment criteria for examinations should be drawn up for
reports (formal side) all degree programmes.”

“It is recommended that the modularisation concept for all degree pro-
grammes is reconsidered to avoid unnecessary fragmentation of modules.”

Main keywords or word | Advice, examinations, teaching, digitalisation, support, quality assurance,
stems/ semantic refer- learning processes, forms of learning, stress, didactics, study design, infra-
ences structure, module
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