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[7] Foreword


German higher education research and Ulrich Teichler – the one is not conceivable without the other. Anyone who follows German and European higher education research – that is, research that has higher education as its subject – will soon come across his name. Ulrich Teichler is considered the founder of higher education research in Germany. He was the founding director and for many years the head of the International Center for Higher Education Research at the University of Kassel (INCHER), which was one of the first higher education research centers at a German university.


Ulrich Teichler likes to call higher education – his object of research – “not entirely healthy at its core”. In doing so he is indirectly quoting voices from German higher education policy in the immediate post-war period who characterized universities as “healthy to the core”, while the 1968 movement, picking up on this, criticized universities as “rotten to the core”. This discussion is also outlined at the beginning of this biographical narrative covering more than 50 years of university history: The West German economic miracle, the 1968 movement, the crisis of the 1970s, reunification – all these historical episodes were reflected in higher education and science and, of course, in the academic life of these years. The student protests of the late 1960s are only one of the dramatic events Ulrich Teichler vividly recounts as a direct participant. As a contemporary witness he also recounts and – his great strength – analyzes other upheavals in higher education, politics and society.


The development of higher education research, which Teichler initiated in Germany, receives ample space in the retrospectives. Readers experience how a field of research is established, how international impulses affect the field, how a research scene emerges and how it deals with the economic cycles of its object of research. Since the beginnings of higher education research in the late 1970s, the research field has grown enormously and has changed considerably – not least due to generational change. However, it remains the case that Ulrich Teichler has had a strong influence on higher education research over all these years.


This constellation moved us, scholars of the next generation, to look back together with Ulrich Teichler on more than four decades of higher education research and to talk with him about his academic life, about higher education and research, higher education policy and practice. In these conversations, his personal path from school to study, his time at the Max Planck Institute for for Educational Research (later renamed Max Planck Institute for Human Development) to the management of a research center played just as much a role as the development of higher education research and important people along the way. The first steps for the German version of this book were taken as early as [8] 2012 when we started interviewing Ulrich Teichler in a relaxed, chatty atmosphere. Transcripts were made. We structured the recollections more according to key topics and our interviewee added to them where necessary to round them off. Thus, in some cases, answers could still be amended until 2017, and the German book with the title: „Hochschulforschung – was sonst? Rückblick auf ein Wissenschaftlerleben“ finally appeared in 2020. Now, we are extremely pleased that our joint project is also available for the English reading audience. Nevertheless, this book is not just a translation of the German version, but presents an additional selection with a focus on an international audience.


We would like to thank Ulrich Teichler for devoting so much of his time to us and for responding to our many inquisitive questions with his typical openness, willingness to provide information and his humor. Our thanks also go to Katherine Bird for her expert language editing, and to Verlag Barbara Budrich for helping to realize this book.


Anna Kosmützky 
Christiane Rittgerott





[9] 1. A Straight Path to Academia?


Ulrich, what kind of student were you?


When I started to study, I perceived the university as a place of freedom, of exploration and of reflection – as an opportunity to find out what the world is really like. I can imagine that some people opted for higher education research with the intention of challenging something they dislike or at least consider questionable. This was not my way of thinking – at least not at the beginning. In my first year at university I was glad that I could now experience the university climate. Certainly, some features looked old fashioned. But only after I had really embarked on higher education research did I began to like combining critical analysis and considering improvements of higher education. Retrospectively, I believe that I did not enjoy university life from the outset so much because I liked learning and intellectual activities, but rather because I perceived it as contrasting with school, which I had hated.


I was a curious and hyper-active child. When I was about three years old, I often asked my mother what to do, because I felt so bored. She suggested that I count up to one thousand or had other ideas to keep me busy. When my parents sent me to a kindergarten, I came home and said that I do not want to go there anymore, because everything was so boring. My parents allowed me to give it up. On the first day in elementary school the teacher took me to the fourth grade to show the pupils there that I was already better than them in arithmetic – this was the first dramatic pedagogic mistake that I witnessed.


Obviously, as a son of a Lutheran minister and a mother who had been enrolled at university before she married, I was expected to be the best pupil in the village elementary school. But my mother coached me when I was in fourth grade to pass the entrance examination to the Gymnasium because she was convinced that we children in the village school learned less than pupils living in the town. My mother advised me not to go to the Humanistische Gymnasium, i.e. the most prestigious type of secondary education with an emphasis on Latin and ancient Greek and less on English, French, mathematics and the natural sciences, because I was more practical-minded than my older brother. I do not know whether she really meant it, or whether it was a trick, but sibling rivalry moved me to opt for Latin and ancient Greek.


Were you a good pupil?


I was very good in math and science and just on a pass level in Latin and ancient Greek. I hated the majority of my teachers. In retrospect, I would say that the school philosophy was per aspera ad astra, but most teachers did their best to let us feel the aspera. Actually, only about a dozen out of roughly 70 pupils reached the Abitur after nine years, while others had to repeat grades or move to other less demanding school types. My older brother decided to provoke our [10] teachers politically – almost half of them had been at Nazi boarding schools during the war. In contrast, I occasionally asked my mother to send a message to the school that I was sick – I just needed moments to forget school. My mother permitted me to forget school most afternoons and often woke me up at 5 o’clock in the morning and coached me in Latin and ancient Greek in order not to fail the exams.


I could only look back at my school in a slightly more relaxed way two decades later when I read a book written by an educational historian about the history of the German Gymnasium. My school, which was located in the town of Minden in North Rhine-Westphalia, was taken in this book as the prototypical case of a German Gymnasium. Additionally, I bought a thick book published on the occasion of the 450th anniversary of my school – one of the first non-church schools in Germany established in the wake of the Lutheran Reformation: Among others, I found an article written by one of my former teachers which I considered quite good.


How was your path to university? Were you supported in your choices and decisions by your parents?


In retrospect, I can say that there was a cascade of crucial strategic decisions at the time of my transition from school to university. First, I decided that I was going to work enough during my degree to earn all my living and study expenses. Second, I refused to do mandatory military service and applied for recognition as a conscientious objector. Third, I opted for a field of study which is not clearly linked to any professional area. Fourth, I decided to go to Berlin – the lively city at the center of the Cold War. But there was not any clear strategic plan as regards studying.


Only later in life did I begin to ask myself whether these early key decisions had been influenced by my parents. When I shared my thoughts with them they discussed them with me in a friendly manner, and they did not seem to push me at all into certain directions. But the religious home environment might have had an impact: Whatever you do, strive for something meaningful. Don’t cultivate your anger, but rather be ready to forgive. Do not be afraid of those in power. And possibly in contrast to my parents: Don’t trust any single religion, philosophy, ideology or any single academic school.


We were six children at home and experienced quite a wild daily life. But my parents decided twice to travel only with me, and these two trips were unforgettable. When I was just ten years old, my parents took me with them to visit a Protestant minister in the Netherlands. This man had said earlier that he never wanted to see another German in his life, because he had experienced the enormous cruelties of the Nazis such as euthanasia of people with disabilities. Now I could see as a young boy how he and my parents cried together, prayed together and understood each other. As a child born during World War II, I certainly was affected subconsciously by the political circumstances of [11] that time. My earliest memory is an encounter just before the end of the war – I was only two and a half years old at that time. My mother was allowed to join wounded soldiers on a boat floating down the river Elbe towards the west, because she had tuberculosis. When Russian soldiers stopped the boat and began entering it, I smilingly ran to them and asked them to show me their guns; one of these soldiers presented an egg to me – a treasure at that time. I later heard that the soldiers were so happy with me that the women on the boat remained unharmed. Possibly that was a good start for me being interested in people from other countries and to avoid xenophobia.


When I was 16 years old, my parents took me to the home of one of the most powerful business tycoons in Germany, the Krupp CEO Berthold Beitz. He said to me that I, my brothers and my sister probably were not eligible for the German needs-based university scholarship, because my father’s income might be too high for that but not high enough to fund all the costs which we were likely to incur as university students. As a consequence, my sister would possibly be persuaded not to study. In order to prevent that, he would offer me a fellowship from the Krupp company – under the condition that I work there for a few years after graduation. I decided not to accept this kind offer, but this led me to tell my parents that I would fund my university studies myself. In fact, I already started working during the vacations of my final school years and spent all the lecture-free period of my first year at university as a postman. I also funded the subsequent years of my degree myself. Working as a postman was a wonderful job. It did not drain my energy for studying, and I thought that I did not have to be worried if I dropped out of university – I could work the rest of my life as a postman.


Why did you select sociology as a field of study?


I thought that my life might be too boring if my studies at university were already geared closely to future professional work. I wanted to find a field of study which (a) has nothing to do with the subjects taught in school and (b) does not lead directly to any prescribed professional area. Whoever I asked for suggestions either named philosophy or did not know any solution. I went to the public employment office for advice. They grilled and tested me and finally predicted that I could have a brilliant career if I became a mathematician. When I asked about likely employment opportunities after graduation, I was told that I could be a scholar in the successful case or a school teacher in the not so successful case. So mathematics was ‘out’ for me. My older brother Klaus eventually gave me an introductory book on sociology, and he told me that this discipline was a good combination of my social interests and my mathematical strength.


Selecting my field of study also affected my choice of university and the city. Sociology was a small field in the early 1960s – only offered as a major at three universities in three big cities in the Federal Republic of Germany at [12] that time. Only during my period of study did sociology become a popular field and expanded dramatically. I opted for Berlin which I considered to be a fascinating city – both a lively place and the ‘capital of the Cold War’. As I already said, I belonged to the less than one percent of boys of my age who refused to go to the army and applied for recognition as a conscientious objector – this was in 1961, i.e. the year the Wall was built in Berlin. So when I arrived in Berlin, I joined pacifists who demonstrated against increasing armament during this time of cold war, and I experienced how the majority of Berliners hated us and shouted that we were traitors who should emigrate to the East.


Did university turn out to be the desired place of freedom?


I was surprised to note that studying sociology – like most fields in the humanities and social sciences at that time – was hardly regulated at all. I had not expected that, even though I had heard in advance from my parents and my older brother that I could not expect to get advice from anybody at the university about what to do. I went into an office at the Free University of Berlin in order to register as a student, and I received two pages of instructions on the examination regulations for sociology. They stated that I was only required to pass two exams – in empirical research methods and in statistics – prior to the final examination process. I should register for the final processes whenever I felt ready – at the earliest after three years. The final examinations would comprise writing a thesis over a long period and thereafter having half a dozen written and oral examinations – three in sociology and three in minors from various areas of humanities or social sciences. Upon successful completion, I would be awarded a Diplom in sociology. Thereafter, I regularly bought the Vorlesungsverzeichnis, i.e. the book published prior to each semester, which informed about all the courses offered and all the academic staff of the university. I later found out that the names of the final exams and university degrees in Germany varied between subjects, but all first degrees at German universities up to almost the end of the 20th century were considered to be equivalent to master degrees in Anglo-Saxon countries.


I found out as well that some students went to about ten courses each semester, but others only to very few courses. About half of the courses were lectures (Vorlesungen) without any exam and the other half seminars (Seminare) or exercises (Übungen or Pro-Seminare), where an oral presentation by the student was the most demanding basis for assessment, but written tests of other modes of assessment were customary as well. Even though one could start with the thesis and the subsequent exams at the beginning of the fourth year of study, most students did so one, two or more years later. It was also possible to go on up to a doctoral degree without this initial university degree.


[13] In sum, there was more choice than I had thought, even though I had prior information from my family and even though I had travelled to three universities in my final year of school in order to smell the flavor of this cryptic organization university at that time. More highly structured study programs became customary only a few years after I had graduated.


During my first year at university, I only went to three or four courses each semester. As I had earlier not been very fond of reading books, I wanted to become a little more bookish. I bought about ten books by the reputed German sociologist Theodor Adorno – not easy to understand for a first-year student – and half a dozen books by the Irish writer Samuel Beckett. This combination might sound strange, but I came to the conclusion that Adorno’s critical theory fits to the title of Beckett’s most famous theater play: Waiting for Godot!


I did not spend much time in cinemas, student clubs, bars, etc. But in one semester, two other students and I met weekly and spent the whole night playing cards. We wanted to find out whether the classes were interesting enough for us not to fall asleep, even though we had not slept the night before attending them.


Needless to say, I saw no problem in reserving the whole lecture-free period of my first year at university for my work as a postman in order to earn money. I even worked 200 hours more than necessary in order to purchase books freely rather than to rely on the university library.


How did you feel living in the metropolis Berlin – the endless streets of five-story buildings?


Certainly, Berlin (West) – the official name of the Western part of the divided city – was completely different from the village I came from as well as from the small town where I had attended the Gymnasium. In my final year at school, I had also visited a typical small ‘university town’ – Göttingen – and another big city – Hamburg – in order to see what student life was like there. But I do not regret the choice of Berlin.


I was glad that I could change my accommodation easily once or twice a year. I lived twice – like many students in Germany – in a single room let by a widow, for whom the whole flat had become too large and boring and who liked to have breakfast or occasionally a night cap with ‘her’ student. I also lived some time in a student dormitory, in a flat jointly rented by several students, in a small flat of my own, etc.


About once a month I visited East Berlin; it was possible to get a day-visa directly at the border. My aunt and her husband – both medical doctors – lived there and frequently invited me to go to museums, theater plays and concerts as well as to visit artists. As an expression of gratitude I often took the risk of smuggling strictly forbidden items – for example pharmaceutical products – to East Berlin. These short tours to East Berlin were not only combined with such [14] cultural events, but of course also with in-depth experience of the political restrictions in the East. I was proud to become a smart smuggler, but other events also left a lasting impression. For example, once I could listen when my aunt advised a top athlete to give up top-level sports because she had already started suffering from the side effects of doping. Most impressively: A Japanese professor had asked me to arrange an interview with a top-level representative of the forbidden political opposition against the East German regime. I agreed to such a dangerous arrangement. I found out the telephone number of Wolfgang Harich – the most prominent of the outspoken intellectuals who had spent many years in prison. He agreed to meet us, and he came together with his partner – the highly reputed theater actor Gisela May – to my aunt’s and uncle’s apartment. We had an unforgettable conversation. At the end, Wolfgang Harich expressed his gratitude to my wife Yoko for all the arrangements and for the Japanese food by reading a very ironic poem – written by the German writer Kurt Tucholsky in 1925 – about everything being so big in Europe and everything being so small in Japan.


During the second half of my six years of undergraduate studies, my life was affected by the newly emerging climate in Berlin as the center of student protest in Germany and even as one of the major centers of protest worldwide. This happened even though I was not involved at all in protests against questionable issues in academia.


And how was the teaching and learning environment in sociology?


Sociology was a relatively new academic discipline and a very new field of study, but the traditional style of the German university still prevailed in sociology in the 1960s. The ‘academic freedom’ of the professors was accompanied by the ‘freedom of learning’ for the students: few mandatory features, as already pointed out, hardly any advice, much time to be spent on the thesis and other final exams, and all assessments relevant for the overall final grade completely concentrated at the very end of studies.


In a field with a relatively small numbers of students – such as sociology – professors permitted even young students to attend advanced seminars from very early on. Thus, in my first year of studies I could experience at what a demanding level a professor and advanced-level students – some even enrolled for ten years or so up to the completion of the doctoral thesis – communicated with each other. This certainly discouraged some young students and led to high drop-out, but I also noted the optimal strategy of survival: One had to volunteer for a presentation in a specialized area, to study the respective key academic literature and thus to become a specialized expert soon. One had to present the written version of the envisaged presentation some weeks in advance, and the professor would assess it, most likely ask for improvements or even reject it completely in advance.


[15] In my first year, I only opted for a single presentation – in the framework of a lower level Pro-Seminar. The professor in charge died before he had the chance to read my paper. I asked his assistant whether somebody else could assess my work. He advised me not to ask for such an assessment – in part, because I would not really need it, but primarily because as a rule professors would assess everything negatively that had been initiated by their colleagues. So I gave up.


In my third semester, I volunteered for two presentations. In the first case, the professor in charge, Renate Mayntz, praised me for having found all key literature on inter-generational professional mobility and having summarized the state of knowledge convincingly. When she visited the research institute where I was then working about ten years later, she immediately approached me and told me that she had considered me to be an excellent student after having read my paper. In the second case, the professor’s secretary went into a lecture hall and shouted my name. She told me to make an appointment with the professor’s assistant. According to the assistant, the professor, Otto Stammer, was highly satisfied with my paper in political sociology on the East German youth organization. He had even suggested that I should extend the paper immediately to a diploma thesis. I stared at her and asked: Is it really possible to graduate after two years (instead of the official minimum of four years)? Her response: If the professor has said so, it is possible. I eventually decided not to accept this impressive offer, because I received another one from another professor that I considered more interesting – to start working immediately in a research project.


When I embarked on higher education research some years later, I learned of course that the ‘idea’ of the university formulated by Wilhelm von Humboldt for the Berlin University at the beginning of the 19th century was praised all over the world as the basic concept of the modern university, notably the ‘unity of research and teaching’ (Einheit von Forschung und Lehre). However, less consensus had developed worldwide about the relevance and the desirable operationalization of the other two Humboldtian principles, i.e. academic work in ‘solitude and freedom’ (Einsamkeit und Freiheit) and the ‘community of scholars and students’ (Gemeinschaft der Lehrenden und Lernenden). My university, the Free University of Berlin, was founded shortly after World War II in protest against the political repressions which scholars faced in the old University of Berlin located in the eastern sector of the city, and the Free University was understood as keeping the Humboldtian principles alive. We observed later through comparative surveys of the academic profession that the actual notions of the academic profession as regards the linkages between research and teaching and as regards the interaction between scholars and students varied dramatically across countries and universities. – But at the end of my third semester I was not concerned at all with whether I should like or dislike daily life within the university. I did not felt badly treated as previously in secondary [16] education. It was sufficient for me to find out during my third semester that I had no reason to be concerned about my survival within the university.


In the mid-1960s, the student protest movement began to gain momentum in Berlin. Were the sociologists involved? Where were you when the students turned against the ‘mustiness under the gowns’ (Muff unter den Talaren)?


As already mentioned, I had refused to go to the army and had applied for recognition as a conscientious objector during my final year in school. And my first political activities in Berlin in 1962 and 1963 were in associations aiming at supporting people with similar views. I helped other candidates who did not have the same intellectual training or social background by simulating the cross-examination by the committee responsible for accepting or refusing candidates’ applications, in order to help them survive such a screening. At that time, I considered the majority of students as being too apolitical.


When the student protest movement gained momentum, i.e. after 1965, many sociology students got involved. I visited various student associations, and I got the impression that most discussions were overtly nervous and dogmatic. Probably, the active students looked down on me somewhat as a narrow pacifist, and I looked somewhat down on them as people who substitute the ‘authority of mama’ with the ‘authority of Marx’. I did not join protests against deplorable issues within the university, but I was accepted as a person to trust when general political protests were on the agenda. For example, when the student Benno Ohnesorg was killed by a policeman in June 1967, I was among the small group of about a dozen key persons who met in order to consider what to do. Our first decision was to organize shifts between us for the next few days so that one of us would always sit in front of his apartment in order to prevent the highly politicized press in Berlin from interviewing Benno’s widow.


Why did you decide to apply for recognition as a conscientious objector? This was pretty unusual in the early 1960s!


I do not have a perfect explanation. I was impressed when I heard that the father of one of my friends in school had refused to go to the army in World War II and had then been executed. As already mentioned, my first memories go back to the time when my mother took us to the west shortly before the end of the war: I never will forget the wounded soldiers shouting at us kids when we just wanted to enjoy life. I was afraid in 1961, when the Berlin Wall was built, that there could be another world war. I liked the phrase: Imagine there’s a war, and nobody shows up! (Stell dir vor, es ist Krieg, und keiner geht hin!). I would not show up.


At the time, when the student protest in Berlin began addressing university issues, I took over the position of the secretary of the Berlin branch of the German Campaign for Disarmament (Kampagne für Abrüstung) for a period of [17] about two or three years. Many student leaders were radical verbally, but extremely cautious in communication with authorities. So I was asked occasionally to register as the leader of a demonstration at the police station, because the others were afraid of encounters with the state authorities.


What you say suggests that you were involved, but you describe everything with a distant tone. Why?


Yes, I was involved without any high expectations and without any strong emotions. I can tell you of three encounters in my life that certainly had an influence on this mix of distance and involvement. I felt disenchanted vis-á-vis the political world when I was a student.


First, when I went to East Berlin in spring 1964, I found a leaflet near the border control inviting young West Germans to attend a so-called Young Workers’ Festival (Arbeiterjugendfestival) in the industrial town Eisenhuttenstadt. A friend of mine and I agreed to take this opportunity of getting to know other places in East Germany – otherwise we only could get a visa for a one-day trip to East Berlin. According to the leaflet, this Festival aimed to contribute to better understanding between young people in East and West Germany and thus to counteract the mistrust among the older generations. There were dozens of short speeches by East Germans praising the perfect conditions in the East and some by West Germans criticizing the West as completely rotten. My friend and I agreed that one of us had to speak up, and I lost – or won – our lottery. I put a piece of paper with my name into a box where we were invited to put our name if we wanted to speak. Close to the end of the conference, the chairman announced that the time for presentations was over and a keynote by an East German top politician would follow. I waved my hand and shouted that I wanted to speak. When the chair said that no time was left, the roughly 3,000 young people in the hall – certainly more than 90% East Germans – started shouting: Let him speak! Let him speak! The chair gave in eventually and allowed me to speak. I said that such a festival could not serve the purpose of increasing mutual trust between East and West if all the Eastern speakers praised the East unrealistically and all the Western speakers criticized the West unrealistically. Instead, I would be more convinced that mutual trust could grow if both East and West German young people jointly ask the East German government to establish means for recognizing conscientious objectors in the East, as already existed in the West. The political VIP keynote speaker Albert Norden – number three in the political hierarchy of East Germany and officially called ‘chief propagandist’ – completely lost control. He shouted for about twenty minutes with a red face about how important it is to be ready to fight West Germany even with military force. Thereafter, I still insisted at the end that a vote should take place regarding my proposal. Not surprisingly, only a few East Germans dared to raise their hands in this situation. [18] But nevertheless, the major East German newspaper wrote about this incident, and I found out later that the live broadcast on East German radio had not been stopped. – But I learned later that my mail was controlled for more than one year afterwards by the West Berlin secret service, and representatives of various political organizations came to visit me late at night to get to know more about this exceptional incident. – For me the message was clear: The fact that I had not been arrested by the East German police was taken as an indication on the Western side that I was an East German agent provocateur – just playing political protest in order to create the wrong impression that the East German government is relatively liberal.


The second encounter was in West Berlin. Various organizations jointly prepared a demonstration against the Vietnam war late in 1967 – four months after the student Benno Ohnesorg had been killed by a policeman. A week before that event the minister of the Berlin government in charge (the so-called Innensenator) invited key persons from the organizations preparing the demonstration and urged them to do all they could do to make the demonstration a peaceful event. Otherwise the police – under the given conditions of political turmoil – would have to take very forceful action. I responded that I knew how we could guarantee a peaceful demonstration: If he would join us and walk in the first row of the demonstrators. He completely lost control and shouted at us. During the actual demonstration, I was arrested. But the policemen brought me to the head of the West Berlin police. He greeted me in a friendly manner and invited me to join him on his tour of observing the demonstration from the police side. I could see all the observation points and hear all the decisions he made. He obviously had enjoyed my way of provoking the politician. This convinced me that I do not have to mistrust everybody.


I will just touch briefly on the third event at this point. In Berlin I was involved in hosting a group of survivors of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki nuclear bombs who made a goodwill tour around the world in 1964 to advocate for nuclear disarmament. This encounter strengthened my resolve not to give up advocating for a better situation, even if we were merely a politically weak minority and knew that our chances of changing the world were slim. In this spirit, I was glad to join in singing when Joan Baez came to Berlin: We shall overcome … We shall live in peace … some day …


You could certainly tell many anecdotes about the political situation in the 1960s.


Yes, certainly. For example, Rudi Dutschke was not as popular among protesting students in Berlin as later reports tended to claim. I was involved in meetings where the majority discussed how we could counteract his efforts at derailing a peaceful demonstration and provoking clashes with the police. Or I met Ulrike Meinhof and talked with her in 1968, when I still hoped that she would not become a terrorist.


[19] I could also tell anecdotes about my personal experiences. For example about the infamous 2nd June 1967 in Berlin. In the morning I went to the Berlin town hall in the district of Schöneberg, where the Shah of Iran met with the Berlin mayor. Suddenly, I was arrested by two policemen without any understandable reason. The students around me disliked that and freed me forcefully; I could go home, and I still thought that this was a normal day. So my pregnant wife Yoko and I did not hesitate in the evening to go to the Berlin Opera in order to observe the demonstration from a distance. However, when I looked around at the faces of the policemen I said to Yoko: We have to go home right now; it will be more dangerous tonight than ever before. When I heard next morning that a student was killed by a policeman, I was shocked but not surprised.


Based on my own experience I like to criticize most retrospective ‘reports’ about the ‘1968 movement’ because they often pinpoint the most radical features and not the actual protest environment as a whole. There was a broadly-based protest movement in Berlin from 1965 to 1967. This collapsed early in 1968 due to a sudden polarization between different groups and the spread of violence pushed by some of these groups. I was among those who gave up because I disliked these deliberately fomented confrontations, which – from my point of view – endangered the growing reform spirit in Germany. I had the impression that most of those joining the protests from 1965 to 1967 wanted to get rid of the mustiness under the gowns, the mustiness within the families and the mustiness within the political system. They were politically leftwing and called for strong political interventions – in favor of equality of opportunity and for many social reforms. They considered Marx as an important critical voice, but they certainly disliked the East German political system more than the West German one. I also had the impression that they were not basically anti-American, even if they attended demonstrations against the Vietnam war. When I was asked later to describe the scene I often said: The biggest shocks for the people – for most of us – were the death of John F. Kennedy and the death of the student Benno Ohnesorg.


The 1968 collapse of the broad protest movement had many consequences – including a wave of terror over a period of almost ten years. But I was glad that the protest movement eventually elicited many changes in the social climate in general. For example, when I received the opportunity of chairing a research center ten years later, I could suggest that we call each other ‘Du’ (you) instead of the highly formal ‘Sie’ in order to be both more friendly and more outspoken. This would have been impossible a decade earlier. Last but not least, my career was shaped by the fact that a widespread consensus emerged in the late 1960s according to which the traditional university was not ‘basically sound’ (im Kern gesund), but rather in need of thorough analysis and substantial reform. [20] 


You already hinted that your life as a student changed completely in the third semester. What did you do instead of following the normal path?


In my third semester of studies, I attended a seminar on sociology of religion. At that time, we still had to pay fees for every course, and we had to ask the professors to put their signature in our booklet of courses both at the beginning and the end of the course. When I approached the professor at the end of this course, he asked me how I was funding my studies. When I responded that I was working as a postman, he suggested that I should earn my living from now on in a research project. This was the end of my career as a postman. And my work as a young researcher was strongly shaped by this professor: Dietrich Goldschmidt, who also provided my first regular employment as a researcher and later was my Doktorvater (PhD supervisor, reviewer of my dissertation and chair of the doctoral committee).


I was invited to join a research project starting in summer 1963. It aimed at analyzing the professional self-understanding and the professional activities of Protestant ministers in Berlin. Working in this project, I had to improve my knowledge of sociology of the professions, educational sociology, sociology of religion, theology and social science research methods. In a team of five, I soon was made responsible for methodological issues and survey procedures. I spent more than half of a regular working week in this project for about two years and somewhat less for a longer period, and I attended only few university courses during that period. Once about every three weeks, the research team spent the whole Saturday at the professor’s house in order to discuss conceptual and organizational issues as well as the project’s findings.


I had to work hard from the outset and I did my best to enhance my competences, notably in areas of social research. I quickly had to play a major role in formulating an interview guideline, organizing the field work and conducting the quantitative part of the project (coding, data entry, data analysis). I even decided already at that time, when only two computers existed in Berlin (one in a nuclear research institute and the other in an electrical appliances company), to explore the first steps of computerized quantitative data analysis. I later liked to say jokingly that I was possibly the only student in Berlin who had seen all the – two – computers available at that time.


I also embarked on the substantive analysis of the project. When I was invited for the first time to report my impressions on one of these Saturdays at the professor’s home, I pinpointed a paradox in the ministers’ behavior. On the one hand, they liked to underscore how busy they are and thus to make clear that the clergy is still needed in a secularizing world. On the other hand, people facing problems and wanting to ask church ministers for advice expected that the minister has time and is available any time. Thus, the ministers’ wish to show that they are still important could undermine their opportunity for really being important. The friendly reaction on the part of the other team members showed me that I was not forced to specialize solely on research methods.


[21] When the results of the project were published some years later in several books, I was one of the editors of the first book, but only the author of the methodological chapter.


My involvement in research methods progressed further. Soon I was invited to undertake a survey of teachers at the American school in Berlin and also a survey of social workers in one of the districts in Berlin. Moreover, my life thereafter was strongly affected by the fact that the professor who had provided the first opportunity for me to work in a research project became one of the directors of the newly founded Max Planck Institute for Educational Research. The newly employed sociologists there were highly talented in many ways, but not experts in survey methods and quantitative analysis. So I was employed there during my third year of studies, even though I had not yet graduated. They arranged a special contract for me and even the special title ‘free research associate’ – thus underscoring that my job was equivalent to that of somebody who had already graduated. I earned as much as a person with a doctoral fellowship, and I was expected to spend about half of a normal working week in the institute.


This must have been an enormous challenge. In reality, you still were a student.


Yes, it was quite challenging. My first task was to read the draft of a doctoral dissertation – about 400 pages long, written in English – about careers of female university professors in Great Britain. I was expected to advise the author on how to present her methodological approach and research procedures in a better way. This was the first time in my life that I was challenged to do academic work in the English language. Soon afterwards, I was asked to advise several doctoral candidates on methodology in early stages of their work on their dissertations. I also had to investigate which first steps we could take in the institute towards computerized data analysis. I spent two weeks in a commercial polling institute to understand their methodological approaches and to investigate whether we should conduct large-scale surveys ourselves or contract them out. I was invited to sit in on discussions of several research projects and afterwards to formulate draft questionnaires, which the polling institute could improve and eventually employ. I even had substantial secretarial support.


I was so happy to have this job that I was wondering whether there was a need to graduate at all. I only felt one drawback: I could not experience other universities and other cities. I envied my older brother who had enjoyed this flexibility of the traditional German university system and had been enrolled at seven different universities over a period of six years. I would have liked to study abroad for a while. As I had not expected any support from my university for such an endeavor, I had written some letters to universities in other countries on my own and had received for example a friendly response from Oxford [22] University. But I gave up such ideas and enjoyed my job as young well-accepted scholar without a degree.


How did you succeed in the end – being already so much involved in a job – in completing your degree?


Love was the second major feature of my life as a student. In 1966, i.e. in my fourth year of studies, I married the Japanese student whom I had got to know two years earlier. Those responsible in the Max Planck Institute were so kind as to increase my remuneration by 50 percent when we married, but when my wife Yoko became pregnant the year afterwards, both ‘my professor’ and the director general of the institute pushed me to graduate as soon as possible. As soon as I could submit a copy of my diploma document to the administration of the institute, I would immediately get a regular permanent contract as a research associate.


Of course, I remembered that more than three years earlier a professor had suggested that I extend my seminar paper to a diploma thesis and thus graduate after only two years of studies. I went to his secretary, and I was told that the same person still served as his assistant. I asked her whether she believed that the professor could still accept the extension of my paper to a diploma thesis. She said that she assumed that I could do that. So I spent a few months in extending my analysis from about 40 to about 250 pages. The professor rated the thesis ‘very good’ – the highest grade possible. My achievements in all written and oral final exams except for one also were rated ‘very good’. There was no custom of any large graduation ceremony at that time, but all graduating students were invited to a meeting room where we received the diploma document. All examining professors were present, and the professor who had encouraged and marked my thesis shook my hand and briefly said something like ‘well done’. I did not have any other direct personal contact to him before or after that meeting.


But this professor did more. He sent my diploma thesis to a publishing house, and soon afterwards I received an offer to publish it as a book. Sometime later, the publishing house withdrew this offer, because our government had reduced subsidies for books focusing on East Germany. But at least I got to know why my diploma thesis on the history of the Free German Youth (Freie Deutsche Jugend – FDJ) in Eastern Germany was even considered worth being published as a book. The East German authoritarian government made young people clear that membership in this official youth organization was more or less mandatory for being admitted to a university or a prestigious sector of vocational training as well as for getting a desirable job. Also scholars in the West who were specialized on analyzing East Germany and other authoritarian regimes, had argued that membership in this organization was more or less a ‘must’. I wanted to find out whether this was true and faced the problem that the East German government usually did not permit the publication of [23] reliable statistics on politically sensitive issues. But I succeeded – through examining thousands of widely scattered texts – in establishing a perfect time series of FDJ membership. To everybody’s surprise, I could show that the membership figures went up and down dramatically over time, i.e. in a ratio of about 1:2. I provided evidence that youth decided for or against membership, not only as a possible ‘must’ for their future career. Rather, when the government wanted the FDJ to emphasize political education, membership went down substantially, and when the government allowed the FDJ to be more active in arranging dance parties and other social events, membership went up to a considerable extent. So, I could show in my case study that an authoritarian regime is less successful in controlling youth than its advocates hoped and its critics feared.


Is it right to say that you just happened to drift into academia rather than making a conscious decision in this respect?


This was certainly a mix of just taking surprising opportunities and making deliberate decisions. Sudden successes in my third semester opened up various opportunities. Joining a research team made it possible to combine earning money to cover my studying and living expenditures with enhancing my competences substantially without sitting in classes. I was already treated as a well-trained scholar by a prestigious research institute when I still was formally a student without a first degree. I was also promised a regular permanent position in this research institute immediately after graduation, whereas most young scholars got fixed-term contracts, so my early career path looked pretty automatic.


As I said before, I had opted for sociology as a field of study because I wanted to study without any clear career perspective. Only later did I find out that the proportion of sociology graduates who after graduation found employment as researchers was relatively high. This was primarily due to the fact that sociology practically exploded as a field of study and an area of research during my period of study – an era of increasing awareness of societal problems and of rising hopes that the social sciences could help to understand and improve the changing world.


I started reflecting on future career options seriously after four years of study. When I married my Japanese wife, I came to the conclusion that I must be in a position to work in various countries of the world. Looking at German history, I thought that there could again be periods in which foreigners might be treated badly. I also thought that the two of us might be happy if we lived together in Japan or in another ‘neutral’ country. Academia seemed to be the best occupational choice under these conditions: It seemed to be more open internationally than most other occupational areas. Therefore, I wanted to widen my expertise in sociology in such a way that facilitated crossing borders. [24] At least, I should not become a narrow specialist on societal features considered to be important merely in Germany.


Your first career-relevant decisions, thus, were strongly influenced by family matters. How did you come to marry a Japanese woman?


In 1964, some American Quakers initiated an international study tour for survivors of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki nuclear bombs in order to call for nuclear disarmament. The survivors were accompanied by ten students from the International Christian University (ICU), who helped to organize the two-month trip and served as interpreters. This university is located in Tokyo and was at that time the only real international university in Japan, where students reached a more or less perfect command of the English language and where a good understanding of different cultures was cultivated. A friend of mine had volunteered to organize a three-day visit by this group to Berlin (West) and had asked me to assist him. Actually, the bomb survivors and their accompanying students stayed with volunteer families in Berlin. The visitors’ program started with a disappointment: The mayor of Berlin, Willy Brandt, cancelled a meeting with the survivors on short notice, because the East German press had wrongly reported that during their prior visit to East Germany the bomb survivors had praised the Berlin Wall as a contribution to peace.


When the group arrived in the western part of Berlin, I was immediately fascinated on seeing the Japanese student Yoko Urata. Her beauty, her charm and her intelligence fascinated me. The next day, we found an hour for the two of us: To walk together, to talk to with each other, to hug each other, to kiss each other. On the envisaged final day, a problem emerged at the train station in East Berlin, from where the group was scheduled to travel to Moscow: The group member carrying the tickets was late. I asked the train staff to let the group travel irrespectively; I would make sure that the tickets were shown afterwards. When I was frustrated that I had not succeeded and that the train departed without the group, Yoko came to me and said: “Isn’t it wonderful? We have one more evening together”. This was really the start!


After this encounter I worked three quarters of regular working time for two years instead of about half in order to be able to pay for a two-month visit to Japan. Two students lent me money for some time and thus influenced my life course: One of them kept in touch with us over the years and later became a professor in Israel. The other, with whom I lost contact for a while, went to Canada and later the U.S. and also became a university professor there; he also married a Japanese woman. I had a wonderful program during my visit to Japan in summer 1965, where I got to know the country as well as many features of the Japanese higher education system. Most importantly, the two of us came to the conclusion after about a month that we wanted to spend the rest of lives together.


[25] In spring 1966, Yoko was awarded a bachelor degree. Her move to Germany and the preparations for our wedding turned out to be an incredible bureaucratic marathon in which it was impossible to follow all the laws, rules and regulations faithfully. However, we received enormous support from various people who were willing to assist our necessary detours. On the Japanese side, not all family members supported her decision. On the German side, relatives and friends welcomed her at our wedding party, but often were surprised and occasionally alienated when they became aware of cultural peculiarities. ‘My’ professor and his wife told me that about 50 of my friends would be welcome at a party at their house. The director general of the research institute and his wife invited the two of us to visit their house for lunch. I certainly was not treated as just a little student.


Yoko quickly got along with the new environment. She learned German almost perfectly within less than a year. She was a supportive mother for our two sons Nils-Erik Shinichiro and Matthias Tim Yoshio. She soon started to work as a freelance interpreter and eventually became a top-class simultaneous conference interpreter. She contributed to my academic work enormously in various ways. It was wonderful that we could live together for more than 50 years.


If you to take up an academic career, sooner or later you have to focus on a specific area of expertise. How did your interests develop? How did you decide to specialize?


Looking back, I must say that I really knew very little about academic work and academic careers. I did not know that most academic positions were concentrated in universities and that the start of my career in another research institute was exceptional. Nor did I know that academic careers are so highly selective that only about one tenth of those doing the first step eventually will reach a typical senior position. I was aware of the need to specialize, but I did not know how to choose and what to choose.


When I embarked on academic work while still a student, I became a competent specialist in social research methods. But this was not my dream. I considered phrasing questionnaires, sampling, coding, quantitative data analysis, etc. as useful tools, but not as an area of specialization which could characterize my academic identity. Also, I was interested in both quantitative and qualitative research methods, even though I become more versatile in the former. Altogether, I rather preferred to identify salient social issues, to draw conceptual frameworks of analysis from various theories and research designs based on various methodological tools, and eventually come to quite surprising, interesting and valid findings. My methodological knowledge would help me find out that methodology often leads to misleading and superficial claims about reality.


[26] I was interested in theoretical and conceptual issues, but I did not want to be a disciple of a single ‘school’ of thought. I disliked the fuzziness displayed by many disciples of fascinating conceptual frameworks which – according to my observation – tended to avoid clearly defining what kind of empirical evidence confirms or challenges their conceptual apparatus. I wanted to formulate theory-testing empirical research questions – neither theoretical l’art pour l’art nor empirical pragmatism, but rather productive confrontations between concept-inspired beliefs and empirically identified realities and thereby be more open to surprising findings than disciples of a certain ‘school’ of thought.


I believe that the choice of the discipline sociology was a good choice for me, and I believe that my ways of observing and reasoning have been strongly shaped by this discipline. But I did not try to get to know the complete breadth of sociology. I tapped into select areas at the beginning of my studies when I became involved in research projects and in social research methods so quickly. Moreover, I was expected not only to focus on sociology, but also to choose three minors in order to get the Diplom degree in sociology: I selected psychology, political science and Protestant theology.


After graduation, I continued to work at the Max Planck Institute for Educational Research. Now I was no longer expected to go on advising other projects on matters of social research methods. Rather, I was supposed to join one of the interdisciplinary research priority areas of the institute and to cooperate with specialists from other disciplines within a certain thematic area. I could be a useful member in one of these research teams if I specialized on a certain domain, for example sociology of education.


I was grateful that I was not pushed to choose the focus of my future research quickly. I took over the task of writing a trend report about the German literature in the area of research on higher education. I was also asked to serve as an assistant in a university seminar on sociology of education. And I was invited to be the secretary of the evaluation committee of our research institute for one year; I was expected to cope with the demanding task of writing a critical review every month about the achievements and the problems of one of the major research projects undertaken in the Institute. These activities helped me to become a useful researcher, even though I was still searching for an area of specialization.


How long did it take for you to find a research focus?


I made decisions stepwise over a period of more than two years. First, I became quickly convinced that I should concentrate on higher education research. This was an area of research neglected in the past, but obviously highly relevant. Second, I concluded that I had to gain profound knowledge in all areas of sociology of education, because this would be an important basis for research in all priority areas of the institute – my academic home at that time. Third, I thought that a certain research focus in the institute was fascinating. I can describe it with a question: What will happen to university graduates if higher education expands more rapidly than typical graduate jobs? Fourth, I came to the conclusion that I can analyze this theme most thoroughly if I consider the implications of higher education expansion for ‘educational meritocracy’ and for the relationships between education and social inequality in general. Fifth, I noted that good macro-social analyses of related phenomena – for example changes in the diversity of a higher education system and in social stratification – could only work if I become versed in international comparative research.


I could eventually combine all these priorities when I left the institute more than two years after graduation for a period of about 20 months. I went to Japan in order to undertake a case study on the consequences of rapid higher education expansion there on the patterns of the higher education system, on the employment and work situation of university graduates and on the overall pattern of social selection.


So I could develop a focus, but this did not fit smoothly into the prevailing categories which I remained confronted with. Notably, it remained open whether I should locate my expertise in the area of higher education research or in the area of sociology of education. Or I was asked whether I would opt for an even higher degree of specialization, i.e. sociology of higher education or expertise on educational meritocracy. I might add that I was interested in international comparison, but I did not want to be a specialist in regional studies, e.g. Japanese studies. But when I was asked at that time to name a category in which I would locate my research priorities, I began to say: research on higher education.





[27] 2. Why Research on Higher Education?


You speak about your search for a research focus as if you almost accidentally stumbled across higher education research, because you ran out of time for your search.


Yes, the idea to embark on research on higher education did not grow through a process of increasing knowledge and expertise in that area during the course of my studies and the first years after graduation. Certainly, the student protest movement played a role: It made me and many others aware that in-depth knowledge should be available to understand the visible problems of higher education and to generate ideas for improvement. My views were influenced as well by the professor who lured me into the academic world in my third semester at university. Dietrich Goldschmidt was among the first scholars in


[28] Germany who publicly criticized the widespread notion that higher education in postwar Germany could just continue in the footsteps of higher education prior to the Nazi era and could be viewed as ‘basically sound’ (im Kern gesund). He undertook various activities to promote research on higher education as a visible field. He arranged conferences within the framework of the German Sociological Association (Gesellschaft für Soziologie). He coordinated – under the auspices of UNESCO – the first report on the state of higher education research worldwide. He assigned me the task to write a trend report on the state of higher education research in Germany. He tried to convince his colleagues in the Max Planck Institute of Educational Research to accept higher education research as a priority area – however, not successfully. Altogether, he was the most visible promoter of higher education research in Germany during the 1960s and early 1970s. In sum, I noted various good reasons to focuse on higher education research – an interesting field in need of a leap forward.


You usually emphasize the independence of your decisions. Were you open to advice here for once?


Obviously, it was not a rapid decision, and for a long time I was not certain whether this was my one and only preference. I was glad that I could seek a priority area under relatively relaxed conditions as an employee at the Max Planck Institute. Ex negativo, it made sense to opt for higher education research because the bad memories of my life in school have led me to believe that I should not go into educational research. I understood that the growing public critique about the state of higher education called for research in that area, but I must admit that I myself had not suffered so much from the erratic features of German higher education at that time to rapidly build up such a motivation for redress.


As I was searching for the first major topics of research I became intrigued by the paradoxical discourse at that time on educational expansion. On the one hand, in the 1960s the view spread in economically advanced countries that educational expansion was irreversible and desirable, as it was assumed to support both economic growth and societal well-being, e.g. increasing the potential for rational and wise action as well as a reducing social inequity. On the other hand, one noted phenomena such as an emergence of fierce competition for educational success, growth of extrinsic motivation and a hollowing out of the substance of knowledge. Moreover, the conviction was widely spread that growing enrollment in higher education and other areas of advanced education was bound to lead to a catastrophic oversupply on the labor market. In the analyses of such phenomena, attention was often paid to quantitative-structural features: for example, whether many university graduates faced problems in finding employment or whether those with low levels of educational attainment were the losers, whether the social hierarchy became flatter or whether smaller differences in educational attainment became more important in the [29] selection for an unchanged social hierarchy. But analyses often moved as well towards the substance of learning and work, as mentioned above: Did education experience increasing pressure to gear more strongly to the presumed demands of the economy? Or did the change of the learners’ knowledge and competences lead to reforms in the nature of work? Or, as already mentioned, did increasing competition hollow out both the substance of education and the substance of work? I concluded that this contradiction of completely opposite, theoretically well-based and politically highly appreciated assumptions could be a good starting point for inquiry.


Such analyses could address the totality of educational areas as well as all areas of employment and work. They could be understood as belonging to the domain of educational sociology or as being components of multi-disciplinary educational research. They also could be pursued as economic labor market research or as contributions to multi-disciplinary occupational research. Often, however, studies in this domain could be named higher education research when attention was paid to changes within higher education and the effects of these changes on graduate employment and work.


So, how did you eventually decide to focus on higher education?


My first step in committing to a specialized thematic area was to join a research group of economists and sociologists in our institute. The members of this group had chosen the misleading name ‘Manpower Group’ – misleading because their research work did not match the so-called ‘Manpower Requirement Approach’ of identifying demands of the employment system and respective responses of the educational system. On the contrary, they analyzed how the employment system reacted when it was confronted with unexpected supply.


My eventual choice of an area of specialization within this conceptual framework was to some extent determined by my private life. When I still was a student, Masunori Hiratsuka, the director general of the National Institute for Educational Research in Tokyo, visited Berlin. After spending some time together with me and my wife, he suggested that I go to Japan to analyze select key issues of education in Japan. He argued that it would be good for our German-Japanese marriage if I had an in-depth academic understanding of Japan, and that it would be good for Germany if some academics had a better understanding of Japan. He was too polite to say that our marriage was endangered if I did not acquire an in-depth knowledge of Japanese culture and society. He offered to support the award of a fellowship, if I was willing to go to Japan for a while.


I did not react to his suggestion for almost two years. But when I decided to analyze the consequences of rapid educational expansion and to join a corresponding research group, I thought that I could gain inspiration for the analysis of the German case if I chose another national case study and selected a country in which educational expansion had been more pronounced in recent [30] years than in Germany. Many analyses were already available about the United States, but the consequences of the rapid educational expansion in Japan during the 1960s were still hardly known internationally. So the choice of research on Japan seemed to promise a valuable comparative analysis and to be a good contribution to our marriage and family life. I also thought from the outset that I wanted to focus on higher education expansion and its consequences in Japan in order not to spread my acquisition of knowledge too widely: It should also be a step toward specialization into research on higher education.


I asked ‘my’ professor as well as the director general of the institute for advice. They both expressed concern that the case of Japan might be culturally too peculiar to draw general conclusions about typical consequences of educational expansion. But they wanted to support me and my wife, and they expressed their confidence that I was open enough to find out the extent to which Japan had to be understood as a particular case or could be seen as a prototypical case for economically advanced countries. So I wrote affirmatively to Professor Hiratsuka. A few months later I was awarded a fellowship to study higher education in Japan by the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science. Actually, I was awarded a post-doctoral fellowship, although I had only a Diplom at that time – equivalent to a master degree – and this fellowship was expected to help me prepare a doctoral dissertation.


How did your research activities develop in Japan? To what extent was your stay in Japan useful regarding your comparative perspectives?


The study of higher education and society in Japan turned out to be an exceptional opportunity for me to undertake thorough research. I was in Japan at an interesting historical moment. The ‘world’, i.e. the dominant voices in economically advanced countries of the West, moved from considering Japan as a curious outsider to regarding this country as an ‘alternative normality’.


When I left for Japan in 1970, people in the West talked about the exceptionality of Japan: ‘examination hell’, as the British scholar Ronald Dore had called it, before the first highly selective moment in life, i.e. entry to higher education; then relaxed study as recovery from the previous overload; then transition to employment as the second highly selective moment in life, whereby the reputation of the university played a substantial role; finally, thereafter regularity of life-time employment and steady promotion within a seniority system. Japanese people – enjoying to coin phrases aimed at underscoring Japanese peculiarities – often called this chain of phenomena ‘gakureki shakai’ (possibly: the society of educational paths).


When I returned to Berlin in 1972, reinterpretation of Japan in the West had started. My interpretation fitted: I perceived Japan not as an exception, but rather as the most prototypical case in the world of an ‘educational meritocracy’ – socially most open access to education, the highest competition for educational [31] success, and the strongest determination of career by educational success. My political-practical interpretation was that an educational meritocracy in its purest version motivates people to strive for a high level of education and causes an overall high level of competences, but also leads to destructive competition and a hollowing-out of the substance of knowledge and personality development. Late-coming countries – such as Germany – should strive for opening access to high levels of education, but accompanied by efforts for fostering a ‘moderate educational meritocracy’.
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