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Prof. Dr. Charles Steger

President of Virginia Polytechnic Institute 

and State University (Virginia Tech) 

Virginia Tech’s strategic plan calls for greater 
emphasis on international education and 
globalization.  Since 2000, VT has developed 
international programs and opportunities through 
a regional approach.  One of the initial activities 
was the establishment of the Center for European 
Studies and Architecture (CESA) in Riva San 
Vitale, Switzerland.  The facility has been home 
to study abroad programs throughout the year and 
the site for unique experiences for our faculty, 
staff and students.  One such program is the 
Graduate School’s Future Professoriate Global 
Perspectives program (GPP).  The program was 
developed by Vice President and Dean Karen P. 
DePauw in 2006 for the purpose of providing a 
global experience for graduate students preparing 
to become faculty for the 21st century.  The 
program’s success led to a partnership with the 
University of Basel and a collaborative program 
with participants from both universities.  Virginia 
Tech is delighted to be a partner in this unique 
experience for our graduate students and in this 
way enhance global higher education.

FOREWORD
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Prof. Dr. Antonio Loprieno
Rector of the University of Basel 

fields of expertise. Exposing them, within this 
programme, not only to the cultural differences of 
the partner country and to the single individuals 
living and working there, but also to differences 
in institutional behaviour of higher education 
institutions as such and the systems they are 
embedded in creates this higher understanding of 
global complexities and global problem solving 
that adds value to the education track and career 
path of every single student these young academic 
professionals will teach soon in their own future 
classes.

The Global Perspectives Programme keeps 
attracting doctoral students and postdoc 
researchers from all fields. By contributing 
- across disciplinary boundaries - to a better 
and broader understanding of global needs and 
challenges it develops into a cornerstone for 
joint training of academic leadership and global 
problem solving.

FOREWORD

To prepare students for a global working 
environment is one of the most important tasks 
of a university. Higher Education teachers and 
researchers with an open mind and a deeper 
understanding of the needs and the challenges 
of today’s societies are therefore a key factor 
in bringing students successfully to the labour 
market.

The Global Perspectives Programme that the 
University of Basel carries out with its partner 
Virginia Tech targets exactly these young 
academicians that in a near future will assume 
leadership responsibility in their respective 
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Prof. Dr. Karen P. DePauw

Vice President and Dean for Graduate 

Education at Virginia Polytechnic Institute 

and State University (Virginia Tech) 

Higher education is a global enterprise and 
as such requires that our future faculty and 
academic leaders understand and embrace global 
higher education. The Preparing the Future 
Professoriate: Global Perspectives program was 
initiated in 2006 and in 2010 a bilateral Global 
Perspectives Program (GPP) was established 
with the University of Basel.  Graduate students 
across many academic disciplines from each 
university participate in global seminars, visits 
to universities in Switzerland and U.S., and 
culminate their experiences in a joint Global 
Graduate Seminar at the Swiss Embassy in 
Washington, DC. The purpose of the GPP 
program is to provide experiences through which 
participants understand and appreciate differing 
academic cultures. Topics explored through this 
unique program include administrative structure 
and functions, academic responsibilities of 
research and teaching, governance, student affairs 
and much more. But one of the most valuable 
outcomes is enhanced cultural understanding 
that occurs as a result of the shared global 
experiences.

FOREWORD
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Erich Thaler

Head of International Affairs, 

University of Basel

The Global Perspectives Programme –       
Getting to know each other

Initiated by our two presidents, President Steger 
and Rector Loprieno, Virginia Tech visited the 
University of Basel for the first time in 2006. 
Getting to know mechanisms of teaching and 
learning, research and scholarship provision as 
well as seeing examples of governing universities 
in today’s complex and globalized world, stood at 
the very beginning of a university partnership that 
celebrated five years of existence in 2010.

Good partnerships grow. Virginia Tech has had a 
long standing engagement in Switzerland having 
operated its Center for European Studies and 
Architecture (CESA) in Ticino for more than 
13 years. With them as partner, the University 
of Basel could only learn from the experience 
of exposing a university, its doctoral and 
postdoc students, as its management staff, in a 
comparative setting to universities abroad. 

continued...

Apparently Virginia Tech also drew benefits from 
its exchanges with the University of Basel and in 
the 5th year of visits hosted in Basel, both sides 
agreed to expand the visiting scheme to a fully 
bilateral action. The Rectorate of the University 
of Basel, its management board, saw the chances 
and opportunities of such an endeavour and 
agreed to fund this bilateral programme for an 
initial period of three years.

What makes this programme special?

The Fulbright Commission in Germany offers 
rectors of German universities a short-stay 
abroad programme in the US. They meet with 
peers to discuss challenges and opportunities of 
Global Higher Education today. This is exactly 
what the Global Perspectives Programme does 
only it breaks its target group down to the future 
academic leaders by inviting doctoral and postdoc 
students from universities in both countries to 
partake in this joint venture. Both presidents 

FOREWORD
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support the programme. They are there, year on 
year, to receive participating students at their 
respective universities and share their experiences 
as academic leaders of globally competitive 
higher education institutions.

For the University of Basel, this programme feeds 
perfectly into its network of external relations. 
Contact with and support from Switzerland’s 
Science and Technology Counselors (STCs) 
who work at Swiss embassies and consulates 
has been crucial in setting up this programme. 
Additionally, from 1st of August 2011, a Basel 
representative working with the team of STCs 
at the Swiss Science Consulate in Boston 
<www.swissnexboston.org> will confirm the 
outreach of Uni Basel to North America and its 
will to further strengthen ties with it.

I wish the programme further success and look 
forward to broadening and intensifying the 
partnership with our US university sister, Virginia 
Tech.

http://www.swissnexboston.org/
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GPP AT THE UNIVERSITY OF BASEL

The programme incorporates 5 components; 
an introductory seminar on HE in Switzerland 
and the US, the hosting of the US delegation 
in Basel, a joint seminar in Riva San Vitale, 
Ticino, visits to HE  institutions in the US and 
a conference held at the Swiss Embassy in 
Washington at the programme’s close. Under 
the lead theme Learning, Teaching and doing 
Research in a Globalized World, participants 
gain a broader understanding of HE in their own 
countries and the global HE landscape.

It is a goal of the programme to visit a broad 
range of HE institution types. US HE institutions 
visited by Swiss participants in 2010 included: 
Northeastern University, MIT, Harvard 
University - W.E.B. du Bois Institute, University 
of Virgina, Hollins University, New River 
Community College, Virginia Tech and Howard 
University Graduate School.

Further details can be found on the
International Affairs website:

http://internationalaffairs.unibas.c

h/joint-programmes/joint-visiting-

programmes/global-perspectives-

programme-gpp/

The Faculty of 
Theology hosts the 

US delegation during 
their visit to the 

University of Basel

Prof. Karen de 
Pauw delivers a 

seminar about US 
HE institutions to the 

Basel delegation in 
Riva San Vitale

Reception, Riva San 
Vitale, where all 

participants signed 
a declaration of 

their committment 
to a global higher 

education network

The Basel delegation 
was received by the 
President of Virginia 

Tech, Dr. Charles 
Steger

http://internationalaffairs.unibas.ch/joint-programmes/joint-visiting-programmes/
http://internationalaffairs.unibas.ch/joint-programmes/joint-visiting-programmes/
http://internationalaffairs.unibas.ch/joint-programmes/joint-visiting-programmes/
http://internationalaffairs.unibas.ch/joint-programmes/joint-visiting-programmes/
http://internationalaffairs.unibas.ch/joint-programmes/joint-visiting-programmes/
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GPP AT VIRGINIA TECH

Erich Thaler, Head 
of International 

Affairs, conducts a 
tour around the city 

of Basel

A joint 2-day seminar 
was held at Virginia 

Tech’s Center for 
European Studies and 

Architecture (CESA), 
Riva San Vitale

The 2010 VT Global 
Perspectives group 

waiting for the train, 
the typical travel 

mode for our 
academic and 
cultural visits.

Global Perspectives 
participants in the 

special auditorium at 
USI with the Rector.

The Virginia Tech Future Professoriate Global 
Perspectives program was developed to provide 
VT graduate students with an opportunity to gain 
knowledge and understanding of global higher 
education, especially in Europe.  In order to be 
selected to participate in the summer program, 
graduate students must have completed two 
courses taught through the Graduate School: 
GRAD 5104 Preparing the Future Professoriate 
and GRAD 5114 Contemporary Pedagogy. After 
selection for the highly competitive program, 
participants meet monthly during the spring 
semester to increase their understanding of higher 
education in Europe, the Bologna process, and 
global graduate education and research with a 
focus on Switzerland and Italy. 

The 2010 global experience included visits 
to selected universities in Switzerland (e.g., 
University of Basel, Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology – Zurich, University of Lugano, 
University of Zurich, USI - Mendrisio) and Italy 
(e.g., Politecnico di Milano).  In addition to these 
visits, the trip includes daily seminars, cultural 
visits in the regional, and a joint seminar with 
UniBasel participants at VT’s facility in Riva San 
Vitale in Ticino.  The experience concluded with 
the first Swiss-U.S. conference held at the Swiss 
Embassy in Washington D.C. in June.

Further details can be found on the 

Virginia Tech Graduate School website: 

http://www.grads.vt.edu/.  

http://www.grads.vt.edu/
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THE HIGHER 
EDUCATION 
SECTOR
The value of higher education 
degrees in the US and in 
Switzerland, i.e. what is the 
perceived status of higher 
education graduates and how is 
the value of the education seen in 
society in general.
Rita Kesselring, University of Basel, 

GPP 2010

The relationships between 
universities and the communities 
they inhabit. 
Corrine Sackett, Virginia Tech, GPP 2010
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In higher education talk, it is fashionable 
to bemoan an apparent rapid and global 
transformation of higher education from a 
societal value to an individual commodity. 
Proofs are given such as rising fees, massive 
involvement of the private sector, the withdrawal 
of the state, exclusion of the working class and 
the production of a new, rich and educated elite. 
In this debate, the U.S. is cited as the leading 
figure in this rapidly transforming higher 
education landscape. Europe, and Switzerland 
for that matter, is carefully eyeballed on whether 
it follows similar trends or whether it resists by 
invoking the different tradition and origin of 
higher education on the old continent.

Firstly, in order to talk about value – even if 
it is looked at here rather qualitatively and 
politically and not economically primarily 
– we need to have a rough idea of where the 
finances for teaching and research in higher 
education comes from (reference to other essays 
in the book). Secondly, we need to tease out 
the content of criticism and support of current 
developments in the field of higher education 
in the respective country. The essay will argue 
that it is crucial to understand the diversity and 
contradiction in the U.S. higher education system 
in order for Switzerland to make decisions that 
are meaningful and that acknowledge not only 
the strength of the established system but also 
the necessities growing out of participating in a 
globalized world. 

The essay cites voices from academic and 
political backgrounds and basically attempts 

Individual Commodity or 
Contribution to an Educated and 
Democratic Citizenry? 
On the value of higher education 
in the U.S. and in Switzerland

Rita Kesselring

University of Basel
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to give a short overview of current discussions 
and contestations around the need and the value 
– and the responsibility to further it – of higher 
education degree in a comparative approach.

Fact is that U.S. universities have seen public 
support decreasing for many years. Generally, 
private funding has been increasing proportionally 
over the last twenty years. These developments 
obviously have drastic consequences for the 
institutions’ research and teaching programs. If 
funding from third party institutions constitutes 
the major part of the general budget both for 
administration, the programs, research projects 
and chairs, public interest might not be first 
priority for setting the agenda, for obvious 
reasons. Now, as the effects of the most recent 
global economic crisis has found manifestation 
in the education sector, private universities face 
the challenges of losing substantial proportions 
of their endowments. This in turn limits their 
capacity and puts even more weight on families 
to pay the consequently increasing fees or on 
government to assist with financial aid.

In Switzerland, however, the state has always 
been and is still the main funder of higher 
education institutions. Increasingly though, third 
party funding is a necessity for the successful 
running and completion of teaching and research 
programs, too. Given these tendencies, discussions 
whether a higher education degree is considered 
as personal investment into individual careers 
thus gain importance. Throughout the year 2009, 
students protested against the «economization» 
of «Bildung» (as in knowledge, education, 

formation). The protesters’ messages were 
commented to be largely without clear content, 
though. The media had apparent difficulties 
to qualitatively report on the demands of the 
student-ship and mainly quoted the quantitative 
– hence tangible – request to not double or triple 
semester fees. Many slogans were directed 
against the newly installed «Bologna» system and 
the notion that «Bildung» is no commodity; that 
its value is not quantifiable. Due to changes based 
on the negotiations in Bologna, higher education 
institutions would de-generate to «schools» rather 
than furthering academic and critical thinking. 
The programs would increasingly be directed 
towards demands from business and industry; and 
the foreseeable result will be exclusive and elite 
universities. Commentators wondered in how far 
the protests were just the spilling over thereof 
from Europe-wide or even worldwide protests or 
discussions.

Basically, there are two quarters each of which 
reproaches the other for either an illusionary 
or a profit-oriented notion of higher education: 
the former see education as a commitment to a 
common public good but above all very much as 
a space for self-realization. A liberal notion thus 
dominates in their argument. Their opponents 
communicate as their main concern that 
universities are increasingly run like corporate 
entities, i.e. programs have to proof profitable. 
The universities are in competition with each 
other. So-called public private partnerships have 
become common to run programs and research 
agendas. As regards teaching, there is increasing 
concern that an institution that needs to comply 
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with economic ideas would breed a consumer 
mentality.

In Switzerland, many representatives of 
university management or the executive are still 
ambivalent of the so-called «corporatization» 
of universities. In the 2008 annual report of the 
University of Bern for instance, the rector says 
that the quality of professors is a central factor 
of success for a “business venture” such as the 
university («Die Qualität der Professorinnen 
und Professoren ist ein zentraler Erfolgsfaktor 
für das ‘Unternehmen’ Universität»). Although 
he puts it into inverted commas, he cites and 
talks a discourse and calls upon a particular way 
of thinking about university, its purpose and its 
faculty members.

Two questions are at the core of the debate: 
Firstly, is «Bildung» a public good and should 
research thus be directed towards the betterment 
of humanity and informed by societal needs or 
should research and teaching programs primarily 
be informed by demands from business and thus 
be part of the logic of a globalized, profit-oriented 
and competitive world? Secondly, is it a citizen’s 
right to access «Bildung» freely and hence free 
from class or any other social discrimination? If 
we think of value, it is thus on the level of to whom 
the working of universities shall be beneficial 
but also on the level of who shall benefit from 
accessing it directly. Both perspectives look 
beyond the university as an institution; the focus 
is on the effects and consequences for society and 
the individual. The two core questions referred 
above polarize. However, these poles are rarely 

stated in their extremes; the arguments are 
often more complex and more measured in both 
Switzerland and the U.S.

As regards the focus on individuality and 
individual accomplishments in a competitive 
research environment, John T. Cacioppo, 
director at the Center for Cognitive and Social 
Neuroscience at the University of Chicago, calls 
on universities to fundamentally change the way 
they operate. Fifty years ago, he writes, «solitary 
investigators were doing the most impactful 
research. For the past decade, it is large teams 
of scientists and scholars who are doing the most 
impactful research». He criticizes universities 
for valuing junior faculty members merely with 
regard to their ability to make «independent 
contributions». Scholars and scientists work, 
he says, in larger investigative teams that cut 
across disciplinary, institutional and national 
boundaries. If universities do not re-think their 
system of attributing value to research, it will 
continue to limit the involvement of young 
brilliant scholars.1

This concern around the (blinding) focus 
on the individual as a research «entity» and 
«accomplisher» resonate with the questions 
around the value of higher education degrees in 
a family household: In times when the economic 
crisis challenges conventional ways of thinking 
about belonging and property, the valuing of 
higher education degrees is literally calculated 
into the budgeting of a household’s expenditure. 
Joseph Marr Cronin, former Massachusetts 
Secretary of Educational Affairs, and Howard 
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E. Horton, President of New England College of 
Business and Finance, summarize this dilemma 
as follows: «Consumers who have questioned 
whether it is worth spending $1,000 a square 
foot for a home are now asking whether it is 
worth spending $1,000 a week to send their kids 
to college. There is a growing sense among the 
public that higher education might be overpriced 
and under-delivering». For obvious reasons, 
higher education is treated as one amongst many 
items of expenditure in a family household. 
Given the massive withdrawal of funding from 
the (federal) state, education becomes, more than 
ever, part of considerations around where and into 
whom to invest best. In addition, even if tuition 
discounts are granted or loans are risked, scarce 
job security remains a strong factor that adds 
reluctance of sending high school graduates to 
higher education institutions. In an environment 
where higher education degrees are affordable 
for the rich primarily, the option of applying for a 
place at community colleges that offer a two-year 
degree or at public institutions that charge lower 
fees becomes more attractive. The applications to 
some of them have increased by as much as 40 
percent. Although the option of taking the first 
two years of college while living at the parents’ 
place has been practiced widely since the 1920s, 
it has grown significantly.2 

As the fact that households are increasingly 
incapable of paying for the massive student fees 
without financial aid finds acknowledgment, 
the question arises how this consciousness 
influences the debate around the responsibility 
of the (federal) state to grant access to higher 

education degrees notwithstanding class and 
social background of the applicants.

At the 2010 annual meeting of the American 
Political Science Association, Clyde W. Barrow, 
director of the Center for Policy Analysis at 
the University of Massachusetts at Dartmouth, 
states the following: «We’ve crossed a threshold. 
Higher education is no longer viewed as a 
public good in this country. As tuition at public 
universities becomes more expensive, middle-
class parents say, ‘I’ll bite the bullet and pay 
this for four years, but I don’t want to pay for it 
a second time with taxes.’ And families who are 
frozen out of the system see public universities 
as something for the affluent. They’d rather see 
the state spend money on health care».3 Ms. 
Wendy Brown, professor of political science at 
the University of California at Berkeley, worries 
about the erosion of liberal arts institutions due 
to disinterest of the «capitalist state», says that 
instead of educating whole persons, universities 
will be expected to «build human capital» which 
is a narrower and more hollow mission. The mid-
20th century idea of offering not only literacy 
but also liberal arts to a mass public is eroding. 
She summarizes: «Debt-burdened families aren’t 
demanding it. The capitalist state isn’t interested 
in it. Universities aren’t funding it». She fears that 
public higher education will be merely vocational 
in nature, «oriented entirely around the market 
logic of job preparation».

The President of the American Association of 
University Professors, Cary Nelson, takes the last 
hope of many: that faculty members would stand 
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up. They are, he says, unlikely to resist those 
changes given that two-thirds of them are on 
contingent appointments instead of more secure 
tenure track.4 This is most probably due to lack of 
power within the institution. He demands to open 
up the fundamental debate about the purposes 
of education. He envisages a tuition-free public 
higher education system that is completely 
subsidized by the federal government. «Higher 
education needs to be reconceived as a public 
good and a human right» and he continues by 
saying that «[t]he only battle worth fighting now 
is a battle over fundamentals, not crumbs». The 
state is clearly essential for the reorganization of 
higher education in his opinion.

One would assume that it is globally acknowledged 
that universities are a nation’s most important 
research units. In his book, The Great American 
University5, Jonathan Cole, former Columbia’s 
provost and dean of faculties and currently 
John Mitchell Mason Professor at Columbia 
University, states that U.S. research universities 
are one of the most essential sources of economic 
growth and social welfare. According to him, the 
main mission of universities is not the education 
of undergraduates but research. He makes a 
strong point that U.S. universities have helped 
better the lives of ordinary Americans and boost 
the economy more than it has been acknowledged, 
and he fears their future is threatened by forces 
inside the United States. Reasons for proof he sees 
in the increasingly restrictive immigration policy 
for overseas students coming to the U.S. since 9/
11, inequities in university research endowments, 
various censorship measurements under the 

Bush administration (related, amongst others, to 
stem-cell research limitations). Cole writes that 
although U.S. universities have become the envy 
of the world for their creative energy and their 
production of transformative knowledge, few 
would understand the ways how and the reasons 
why they have become preeminent. According to 
him, a highly competitive system that invested 
public tax dollars in university research and 
students, combined with substantial autonomy 
granted to universities, made for this success.6

Cole wants to see research universities being 
valued for their contribution to society and the 
betterment of the ordinary citizen’s life and 
the country’s economy. Although he is clearly 
making an argument for attracting the best young 
scholars from all over the world, he argues for 
one part of the diverse U.S. higher education 
institutions only: elite research universities. He 
also argues for strong public financial support 
that shall be distributed on a competitive basis. 
By focusing on the achievements of highly 
competitive and elite research universities, he 
leaves aside attempts to build a broadly grounded 
educated citizenry, though.

Who would contest the need for an educated 
and democratic citizenry? Who would speak out 
against the responsibility of the state to work 
on such an endeavour? No one would probably 
disputes it but it is often secondary to the value 
of higher education being the creation of an 
economic engine.

On 14 July 2009, President Obama called for 
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doubling the number of college graduates in 
the U.S. by 2020, wanting to prepare the nation 
for a new era of global economic competition: 
« Today, I am announcing the most significant 
down payment yet on reaching this goal in 
the next ten years. It’s called the American 
Graduation Initiative. It will reform and 
strengthen community colleges from coast to 
coast so that they get the resources students 
and schools need – and the results workers and 
businesses demand. Through this plan, we seek 
to help an additional five million Americans earn 
degrees and certificates in the next decade».7 
In his speech, President Obama is thinking 
back to when President Lincoln signed into law 
legislation creating the land grant colleges. They 
not only transformed higher education but also 
the U.S. economy. Whenever the U.S. placed 
its «bet for the future on education, we have 
prospered as a result», he says. The American 
Graduation Initiative shall specifically focus on 
reforming the community colleges «so that they 
provide Americans of all ages a chance to learn 
the skills and knowledge necessary to compete for 
the jobs of the future». He wants to increase the 
effectiveness and impact of community colleges 
by raising graduation rates, modernize facilities 
and creating new online leaning opportunities. 
His initiative is clearly focused on rebuilding and 
increasing the capacity and competitiveness of 
the country’s workforce.

This initiative addresses a very different 
constituency than the one Jonathan Cole is 
thinking about as mentioned above: Community 
colleges do not address globally competitive 

excellence, high quality research and young and 
competitive graduates. Community colleges are 
comparable with the system of apprenticeship 
in Switzerland that wants to ensure high 
quality services and a rapid integration of 
young graduates into industry and government 
structures. Community colleges offer affordable 
tuition, have open admission policies and flexible 
course schedules and are thus particularly 
important for students who are older and who 
work part-time. These colleges develop training 
programs with industry, business and government 
tailored to meet economic needs.

In times when critics say that there are too 
many graduates and too few job opportunities, 
Obama starts an initiative which shall support a 
development that has the potential of reforming 
what higher education means in the U.S.: the 
establishment of a technically and vocationally 
skilled workforce with the help of a two year 
higher education course designed along the needs 
of business and industry.

As community colleges are on the rise, various 
other forms of higher education institutions are 
developing alongside. In June 2010, U.S. congress 
held a meeting on for-profit colleges as regards 
the question whether «a higher-education model 
that consumes more than double its proportionate 
share of federal student aid is an innovation 
worthy of duplication or a recipe for long-term 
economic disaster»8. The debate is prompted by 
billions of dollars of public money being pumped 
into student aid. Some held that corporate-owned 
colleges, which would primarily be interested in 
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maximizing returns to shareholders, undermine 
this initiative. Many worry about higher 
education with all the new forms is it taking 
such as those which drain taxpayers and hand out 
worthless degrees to millions of students, leaving 
them highly indebted.

In this context, Mr. Merisotis, President of the 
Lumina Foundation for Education, a private, 
independent foundation, says that congress and 
colleges still lack a firm sense of what higher 
education system is producing. «The model of 
higher education is starting to evolve, but it’s 
not clear to us what that evolution looks like». 
According to him, independence of colleges is 
paramount in the U.S. The Obama administration 
is looking for ways of seeing federal money 
being spent reasonably and meaningfully in 
higher education. Mr. Merisotis says that he sees 
a fundamental contradiction when it comes to 
judging the overall value of higher education: 
federal money combined with a policy of non-
interference as regards institutional independence 
in defining its own mission.

We therefore have a situation in which federal 
money partly supports students to access higher 
education degrees both at public and private, for-
profit and non-profit institutions, which are either 
research excellence or business and industry 
oriented. Independence in defining research 
agendas is highly valued; independence from 
governmental scrutiny that is, not necessarily 
from the private sectors’ requests and agenda-
setting power.

In Switzerland, the value of research programs 
independent from party-political agendas is 
highly appreciated, too. However, as the federal 
state is the main funder of higher education in the 
country, its standard and ways of accountability 
are dominant and priority. The Swiss citizenry 
critically comments on the usefulness of basic 
research but generally acknowledges the control 
mechanism offered by public funding institutions. 
The U.S higher education landscape is much 
more complex and diverse. One wants to assume 
that in Switzerland and in the U.S. the value of 
an institution is critically assessed with regard to 
the spending of tax money, the direct effects on 
the betterment of societal living conditions and 
the benefit for the individual’s career. These are 
all factors that are difficult to assess without a 
mid- or long-term view on changes and a broader 
vision of what constitutes and improves society, 
though.

The question remains whether the Swiss higher 
education landscape is slowly yet uncritically 
taking on some of the developments seen in 
the U.S. or whether an informed look on the 
contradictions, complications and variety in the 
U.S. system will ensure meaningful discussions 
and decisions in political, managerial and 
academic arenas.
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In looking at the relationship universities in 
Switzerland have with the communities they 
inhabit, it is clear this is very different than in 
the United States.  I chose this topic because of 
my experiences as a student at Appalachian State 
University in Boone, North Carolina, then living 
and working in the community and at the university.  
There was a strain between the university and the 
community, and the attitude of the town was that 
the university was taking over.  It seemed as 
though the university could be more deliberate 
to create and maintain a positive relationship, or 
what is often referred to as “town-gown relations.”  
For that reason, I wanted to research this topic in 
Switzerland to see if they have a similar struggle, 
and if not, what United States universities could 
learn from Swiss universities’ relationships with 
their communities.

My original attempt to research this topic was 
clouded by my lens from my experiences in the 
U.S.  Therefore, my initial findings reflected what 
I would imagine U.S. universities, specifically 
the institutions I have been a part of, could do 
with our current structure to enhance relations in 
their communities.  For instance, the Theology 
Faculty at the Universität Basel is supported by 
the community as the oldest part of the university.  
They allow members of the community to take their 
classes for no charge.  As another example, ETH 
has an arrangement with the Zurich community 
where community leaders ask professors to speak 
on Sundays on their area of expertise.  Professors 
at ETH also recruit in Zurich and educate 
community members on science and technology.  
Università della Svizzera italiana allows 
community members to sit in on their courses 
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as well.  Finally, L’Accademia di architettura di 
Mendrisio professors give public lectures every 
two to three weeks, which are popular enough 
to draw hundreds of community members.  
Consequently, my preliminary assessment was 
that U.S. universities could implement these types 
of activities to engage their communities.  

At some point during the trip, while asking 
questions in an attempt to research this issue, I 
began to notice major differences that made my 
question irrelevant to those I was asking.  For 
example, when asking a UniBasel student at dinner 
about the relationship between the community and 
the university, the student reacted as though this 
were a non-issue and was unclear as to why I was 
asking the question.  This student, like many in 
Switzerland, was raised in the community where 
she attended university.  This is a major difference 
between the Swiss and U.S. higher education 
systems.  A cultural norm in the U.S. is for 
students to leave home and their communities in 
order to attend college.  In Switzerland, everyone 
has access to higher education, tuition is low, and 
for the most part, students live at home while 
they attend the university in their community.  In 
the U.S. on the other hand, higher education is 
extremely expensive and with students’ tendency 
to leave home and live on or near campus, the 
expenses are even higher.  Another difference 
likely factoring into the relationship is that the 
Swiss universities we visited were in urban areas 
where the university is absorbed by the city, and 
the universities have been in existence for much 
longer than U.S. universities, which are more 
likely to be in rural areas where land was plentiful 
at the time of origin.  U.S. universities often sprawl 

into the communities they inhabit taking over 
more land and occupying more buildings.  Thus, 
where Swiss universities serve their communities 
inherently, U.S. universities do not.  

The newer universities in Switzerland appeared to 
be more similar to the U.S. in their relationships 
with their communities.  They charge higher 
tuition, recruit more students from other areas, 
and encroach on more of the community’s land.  
Not surprisingly, these universities alluded to a 
more strained relationship with their communities.  
Perhaps the Bologna process, which emphasizes 
increased mobility, will lead to more strained 
relationships between universities and their Swiss 
communities.  The Bologna process will resemble 
the U.S. system in this way, and therefore will 
move away from serving the students in their 
own community.  Once this happens, I wonder if 
communities will become less tolerant, such as the 
case with the newer Swiss universities.  

Although existing in a very different structure, 
with different history, it seems that the U.S. 
higher education system can learn from the Swiss 
system.  One thought is for universities to actively 
encourage students who live in that community 
stay in their community to attend college by 
offering an in-community tuition rate that is 
lower, similar to the in-state tuition rate public 
institutions already offer in the U.S.  Another 
possibility is for universities to accept a certain 
percentage of students from the community they 
inhabit.  Here again, this is already done at the 
state level in the U.S.  

There are oftentimes unresolved tensions. From 
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time-to-time, particularly when the economy is 
lagging, we see cities request financial contributions 
to municipal services such as police and fire. Since 
universities are exempted from taxes, access to 
such services burdens the city. Conversely, we 
see universities working to enhance cities through 
efforts such as urban renewal projects, quality of 
life enhancements (e.g., performing arts centers), 
and educational outreach programs in the local 
schools and community. Regardless, town-gown 
relations are an unavoidable subject for U.S. 
universities, and one that I believe should be 
tended to with care given they are using many of 

the community resources and are sharing a home.  
As such, it is wise for the U.S. to look globally 
at what other systems, including the Swiss, do 
to create and maintain positive relationships with 
their communities.    
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For people more interested in their research 
areas than in administration, funding might 
seem a relatively dull and technical aspect of the 
university system. Even the most cursory glance 
at university finances in the United States and 
Switzerland, however, quickly shows that funding 
differences are linked to fundamental images of 
what a university is and how it is embedded into 
the respective society. Differences in funding thus 
both emerge from and reinforce a specific relation 
between society and universities. 

In a nutshell, Swiss universities largely rely on 
direct tax money. Tertiary education is seen as 
a public good, an infrastructure element that 
crucially influences a country’s competitiveness 
and ultimately the quality of life of its citizens. In 
the United States, tertiary education is more often 
looked upon from an individualist perspective, 
as an investment in a student’s future that will 
enhance his or her personal life chances. In 
consequence, direct public funds have become 
rather unimportant for most universities, which 
instead rely on tuition fees and private money. 

The respective ascription of responsibility for 
university funds – which has always been contested 
in both countries – has important consequences for 
the university systems as a whole. It is largely 
responsible for the fact that both the best and some 
of the worst universities worldwide can be found 
in the United States, while all Swiss universities 
are of the same very high standard without 
reaching top twenty positions in world rankings. 
Before coming back to this point in more detail, 
it is necessary to give a more detailed picture of 

University Funding in 
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university funding in both countries. 

Core Funding 
The US
US universities get their core funds from three 
main sources: tuition fees, private fundraising 
(including endowments) and public money. The 
respective importance of these three sources varies, 
but for most larger universities, tuition and private 
funds have become more important than public 
money. With this decline in public funding, the 
traditional difference between expensive private 
institutions and more economical state universities 
has largely vanished, and all major universities 
have to compete for the available external funds.

Tuition fees
Students enrolled at US universities contribute 
to the institutions’ finances through tuition fees. 
Among the high research universities, tuition 
and fees accounted for around one third of the 
university income for public institutions (up 
from 20% in 1980), more than half for private 
universities.1 Tuition fees have increased sharply 
over the last thirty years: from 1997 to 2007 alone, 
the average annual tuition fee has increased by 
76% for private, by 106% for public universities.2 
For full time students in a degree program, they 
are usually calculated per term (not per course) 
and amount to between 10.000 and 35.000 US$ 
per year, not including room and board. The more 
renowned a university is, the higher, as a rule, 
are its fees. The best universities thus are very 
selective as to academic qualifications and charge 
high fees. In spite of this double hurdle, they are 

very attractive for many students, as attending one 
of the best universities conveys an elite status and 
significantly increases the chances to secure a well-
paid job after graduating. The tuition system thus is 
a classic example of market-driven differentiation 
and lives on the competition between universities. 
As a consequence, universities which charge high 
tuition also strive to gain competitive advantages 
over their peer institutions by spending their funds 
according to students’ (and parents’) priorities. 
This not only concerns classrooms, but all fields 
of university life, from housing and restaurants to 
sport facilities and global outreach programs. 

High tuition fees have often been criticized for 
merely contributing to the reproduction of elites: 
those who graduate from a high-ranked university 
earn more money and can afford sending their 
children to a more expensive university, too, 
while poorer students struggle much harder to 
pay tuition and may have to opt for a cheaper 
and less renowned institution. (Average tuition 
fees at private universities amount to 351% of the 
annual family income of the lowest US income 
quintile.3) In practice, most universities strive to 
de-link class background from study chances by 
– partly or totally – waiving fees for students who 
cannot afford tuition. Only a minority of students 
profit from such measures; discount rates (the 
percentage of the total tuition fees of an intake 
of students waived by the university) typically 
stand at just under 40% for BA freshmen at private 
universities.4 They are often higher for graduate 
students, especially in PhD programs; while 
BA programs are the cash cows of universities, 
graduate students’ role is more closely linked 
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to efforts to increase the research quality of a 
university and thus its overall attractiveness. In 
addition, more university jobs are available to 
graduate students to pay some of the fees with 
study-related work.

Private and public institutions no longer 
systematically vary in tuition fees for out-of state 
students. As most public universities are funded by 
single states, however, they usually differentiate 
between in-state and out-of-state fees: students 
who live in the state whose taxpayers provide 
university funding can count on lower tuition 
costs, and the average annual tuition for in-state 
students at US public universities was $7.020 
in 2009. The majority of students cannot pay 
fees upfront, but have to rely on student loans to 
finance their studies. 65% of students take study 
loans. The average debt load on graduation in 
2009 was $23.200 for a four-year BA, $31.000 
for an MA, $57.000 for a PhD and $87.000 for a 
professional degree.5

Private funding
Private funds in the form of gifts and endowments 
are highly important for US American universities. 
Traditionally, the old private institutions have 
accumulated large funds and use their proceeds for 
strategic planning or for the day-to-day running of 
research and education. Harvard, for example, has 
an endowment of more than 27 billion US dollars. 
It is not by chance that high-ranked universities 
typically have the largest endowments. Funds 
given to elite institutions bring more prestige, 
and alumni are very important as potential givers, 
so rich universities have access to much higher 

levels of funding than less renowned colleges. 
Philanthropy thus often further increases the 
differentiation between the institutions. 

Today, private funds have become very important 
for all universities. In times of dwindling public 
resources, many state universities seek to increase 
their endowments by fund-raising campaigns - the 
University of Virginia is about to successfully 
complete an unprecedented three billion dollar 
fundraising campaign. Private money comes in 
different variants. While universities obviously 
prefer unrestricted funds, many donors want 
to know what their money is going to buy, and 
dedicate their gifts to specific causes – a fact 
that makes many universities’ budgets more 
and more complicated. All in all, private funds 
typically make up around twenty percent of state 
institutions’ income, sometimes much more for 
private universities.

During the recent financial crisis, reliance on 
endowments has created severe problems for many 
universities. Returns on endowments dwindled, 
and university portfolios were no stranger to 
bad debts. But while many rich universities had 
to cut on expenses, state universities relying on 
taxpayers’ money were often hit much harder 
– most notoriously in California.

State funding
Many of the United States’ universities have been 
founded by states and initially been financed by 
them – or, in case of the land grant universities, 
by federal resources handed over to the states 
for that purpose. Over the last decades, however, 
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a combination of higher financial needs for ever 
more expensive research infrastructure, falling 
tax income and an economic policy aimed at 
reducing the states’ share in the economy, the 
percentage of public money for university core 
funding has steadily decreased. The University of 
Virginia, for example, today receives around 13% 
of its academic division income (or 10% of its 
total income) from direct state subsidies. Research 
intensive universities typically receive between 
5.000 and 25.000 US $ per full time student per 
year. In addition, infrastructure development 
is often at least partially taken in charge by the 
taxpayer. 

Private universities do not usually receive direct 
state subsidies, but there are of course many 
possibilities of profiting from public funds – from 
research grants to tax cuts.

Switzerland
In Switzerland, university funding is much less 
complicated than in the United States: public 
money makes up the bulk of most universities’ 
budget. With the exception of the federal 
institutions ETH and EPFL, Swiss universities 
are financed by the cantons, which are much 
smaller than American states. In the budget of 
Basel University, to take a typical example, 50% 
of the budget consist of direct subsidies by the 
two cantons Basel Town and Basel Land, which 
together have less than 480.000 inhabitants.  
Another 25% of the budget are made up by federal 
tax money and by contributions from the other 
Swiss cantons for students originating there. 

Tuition fees are correspondingly low. Swiss 
students pay around 1.000 to 1.500 US $ a year for 
their university education. These comparatively 
low fees are partly made possible by tax money, 
partly by the fact that universities in Switzerland 
are not seen as living spaces, but as institutions of 
research and learning alone. US American students 
would miss many of the student organizations, 
sport facilities or restaurants typical for US 
campus life. The budget per student of Swiss 
universities is usually lower than at their US 
American counterparts. Basel university spends 
around US $ 50.000 per student per year; the 
University of Virginia’s academic division US $ 
65.000, and Harvard US $ 185.000. 

Private money does not yet play a significant role in 
Swiss university funding, although public-private 
partnerships, industry sponsoring and philanthropy 
are on the increase – and are promoted by both 
university administrations and science politics 
as a means to finance more expensive research 
in an increasingly competitive global university 
landscape. Many Swiss universities have begun 
to set up endowments in recent years, but most of 
them are still in their infancy.

Additional research funding
In addition to the core funding, third party funding 
for research is becoming more and more important 
for universities in both Switzerland and the United 
States. Research funds are increasingly assigned 
on a competitive basis. In both countries, the 
most important funding agencies are federal. 
In Switzerland, the Swiss National Funds for 
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Research is a unified funding agency for all areas; 
in the US, most public third party funds come from 
specialized national institutions.

Private foundations, traditionally important in 
the United States, are of increasing importance 
for Swiss universities, as well. Their financial 
contribution is still comparatively small, but since 
the basic running costs of the universities are 
covered by public funds, smaller sums can make 
a significant impact. Overhead costs which are 
included in third party funding as contribution to 
the core budget of universities typically stand at 10 
to 20 % in Switzerland; in the United States, they 
usually start at 60% and can reach more than 100% 
for top universities. 

Conclusion
Students and faculty do not usually bother much 
about the sources of their university’s budget, as 
long as the institution provides a good environment 
for teaching and research. A comparison between 
two university systems, like the Swiss and the 
US American, shows, however, that university 
financing is the most important link between a 
society and its institutions of tertiary education. 
The funding system is decisive for the internal 
differentiation between universities and for their 
overall quality. 

If we compare the ranking positions of Swiss 
and US American universities (admittedly not 
an ideal instrument, but the best proxy for a real 
quality measurement we have), the consequences 
of the two different funding systems become 

immediately apparent. We find the top US 
institutions at the highest positions of international 
rankings, and no Swiss university is likely to 
challenge their domination. But only a small part 
of students can study at Harvard, only a minority 
of professors teaches at Yale. The average ranking 
position of Swiss universities is much higher than 
the position of the average US university. More 
than 50% of Swiss students study at universities 
ranked among the world’s top 200 – compared 
to 20% in the US. The price for this excellent 
average quality and low differentiation is a 
high engagement by Swiss tax payers for their 
universities – and the certainty never to be able 
to be among the top five universities in the world. 
In the US American model, high engagement by 
students and philanthropists and a sharp inequality 
of tertiary education are the price to pay for a 
university sector that has the best international 
institutions and exists with a low degree of public 
spending. 
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In this report the issues and important points when 
it comes to searching university to study at will 
be pointed out and discussed for the respective 
countries and a short comparative approach will be 
aimed at. The Global Perspective Program (GPP) 
was specifically interdisciplinary, which means 
that the participants could not look further into the 
details of what it would mean to actually studying 
their subject at the universities we looked at; hence 
this report cannot cover the varieties of options 
and differences in costs for the many subjects the 
universities offer, but it will focus on studying at 
the PhD and postgraduate level. 

In this report the following issues will be discussed: 
different characters of universities, the fees, 
applying at an institution and living expenses. 

USA 
In the US we confront a manifold situation of 
different universities with different approaches, 
emphasizing differently, eg. Hollins University 
that gives BA admission only to females in order 
to create an environment that should empower 
women in their learning by taking away the 
“distracting factor” of having men colleagues. 
On the other hand, they do employ have male 
faculty and staff. At Hollins we were told that this 
gender policy for students is mostly considered as 
something positive and encouraging for young 
female students, though they have drop outs every 
year exactly because there are no male students. 
Another example would be Northeastern 
University that introduced the “COOP” system 
to the academic curriculum. Through the COOP 
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students have to work in their respective field 
outside university, gaining practical experience of 
what they are learning at Northeastern. This way 
the students are forced to search a practical, enter 
the working market and get to know a possible 
profession of their academic degree, hence have 
a better idea about what they are actually heading 
to after university and if they like it at all. At the 
University of Virginia (UVA) on the other hand, 
the honor code is one of the most outstanding 
characteristics of the institution. Students at UVA 
take on a lot of responsibility and get a very strict 
and high moral education by obliging themselves 
to an honor code like that of UVA. A further 
example would be the New River Community 
College which more often than not functions as 
a financial or educational bridge for entering a 
university after two years studying at a community 
college. Moreover, the community colleges have a 
more practical approach (except for Northeastern 
University) and are far less expensive than 
universities. Which leads to the next relevant 
point, namely that of finances. 

Finances are in so far a crucial point in selecting 
an institution of higher learning, as the students’ 
private funding is relevant and the institutions’ 
too, in other words it influences ones’ situation 
in applying and in doing research at a particular 
institution whether they are a fully private, or a half 
private institution. There are private institutions, 
such as Harvard, Northeastern and Howard or 
Land Grant universities such as Virginia Tech 
and University of Virginia or there are community 
colleges, which all have a different finance plan 
and a different set-up of the state/government 

money that comes in. This public money, if they 
receive some, often influences the research the 
university should do, hence what students they 
can fund for research projects. Furthermore, the 
institutions’ funding determines the tuition fees of 
every department, thus of every student. Generally, 
when there is more public money the tuition fees 
are lower for US-students. As for oversea students 
the fees are more or less of the same amount, 
nomatter the nature of the institution, which means 
that it does not matter whether it is a fully private or 
Land Grant institution, the amounts are extremely 
high and about the same. What’s more is that 
one should look out for stipends, which are very 
hard to get. In general, the US higher educational 
system can be seen as extremely competitive. 
Anything one might want to achieve is connected 
with competition between scholars. This is true for 
all parts, starting with the application. 

Applying for a PhD program or postgraduate 
studies means selecting different universities 
where one could see her/himself studying. This 
again means that one should set out to look at 
the universities, get to know their character and 
their spirit. It is advisable to apply where the 
visit has been pleasant and where you could feel 
comfortable and see yourself there for quite some 
years. Then, applying only to one institution is not 
recommendable – the praxis in the US is to apply 
at least to ten institutions; but this already means 
an investment of about 1.000 US Dollars or more, 
as the institutions ask for an application fee of 
about 100 to 200 Dollars. Then some universities 
make a first selection of students whom they invite 
for an interview, which means travelling there 
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and if you are an over-seas, the flight expenses 
are on top. Once one is accepted, depending on 
the university, there are over-sea student stipends 
or loans from the university that help finance the 
tuition fees and living expenses. 

For the tuition fees it is most important to know 
that they might vary from a few thousand Dollars 
to some ten thousands of dollars, depending on 
the department one wants to enter. Humanities 
are generally much cheaper than for example Law 
Schools, Medical Schools or Business Schools; 
actually, those are the most expensive ones. 
Neither should one forget that the tuition fees do 
not include the living expenses, those are extra. 

The living expenses at the universities in the US 
vary very much. Apart from the above mentioned 
tuition fees one has to take into account the 
different living possibilities a university has to 
offer, which as well depends on ones’ private life 
situation and go with different prices. As a single 
one can enter a student house on the campus, if on 
campus housing is offered, or as a married student 
one can often apply for couple housing. On campus 
housing is advisable for the first year of study, in 
order to get a better idea of the university, to be 
closer to the Professors and your colleagues, to get 
the best integration possible. For the next years, 
one can move off campus which in most cases is 
a cheaper choice. Then one already knows other 
students to rent an apartment with and thus lower 
the costs. The study material, which is also part 
of the living expenses, like books, readers and IT 
materials, is mostly cheaper than in Switzerland. 

Switzerland
Compared to the US system the Swiss system is 
very different when it comes to “looking for a 
university”: there is no application procedure and 
education is entirely public, hence anyone can go 
to any university when bringing the educational 
qualification of a “Maturitätszeugnis” and in some 
cases a passed “Numerus Clausus” exam. What is 
similar in some way though, is the university’s 
different characters that can be found here too. As 
some universities or institutions of higher learning 
are very specialized, thinking of ETH or HSG, 
they are for people who are looking for a specific 
profession they want to learn or they want to do 
rather experimental research (in the case of ETH). 
But in most cases students select their university, 
if not for a specialty afore mentioned, in terms of 
the city where they are located. Many students, 
for example, from the eastern part of Switzerland 
chose University of Basel over University of 
Zurich because they prefer a smaller city, a life 
style less urban; and as the universities more often 
than not almost offer any subject of study, one can 
chose freely amongst the options. But leaving the 
parents’ house is a step that not too many students 
take from the beginning, whereas in the US this is 
the normal case, the automatic case, as distances 
are much larger. In Switzerland many go for the 
option that is closest to home, so they can still live 
with their parents. 

Leaving the parental house means more expenses 
for the student; hence not few search for a job 
to manage those extra costs by themselves. 
Many form apartment-sharing communities in 
order to significantly lower both, the costs and 
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their work amount. As the tuition fees for Swiss 
residents are extremely low and are the same for 
the whole student body of the same university, 
i.e. a humanities student pays the same amount 
for her/his studies as a medicine student, they 
are very manageable. As all universities receive 
the majority of funding from public pots the 
government makes sure full accessibility through 
low tuition fees. In addition, for those for whom 
the tuition fees are unbearable still, there are 
governments stipends that make sure a student can 
pay the fees, pay the books and has something for 
the rest of the living expenses. The stipends are 
usually not very high and depend on the parents’ 
income, but they are a great help to many students. 
Furthermore, the GPP conference has shown that 
the Swiss funding situation for research projects 
is far less competitive and difficult than that of the 
US. In Switzerland money is more easily available 
to do research and is much less controlled, i.e. 
freely useable, than in the US. 

Of course, the study material and other living 
expenses come on top too and make the situation 
a bit more complex. The expenses for books and 
other materials vary from subjects to subject, but 
in general a student has to spend a lot of money 
a semester, 600 CHF and upwards, to buy the 
books, readers, print the handouts, slides and 
thesis papers. 

Conclusion
To sum up, it needs to be pointed out that looking 
and experiencing these differences when it comes 
to looking for a university is crucial. When a global 
perspective is aimed at, realizing the  differences 
between the higher educational systems and 
raising the awareness for those differences is not 
only necessary but extremely valuable for future 
collaboration in research. 
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A Comparative Perspective of the 
Professorship Tenure Process and 
Position in Switzerland and the 
United States

Emily Martin

Virginia Tech

During my recent visits to a number of European 
Universities located in Switzerland and Italy, I 
investigated the professorship tenure process at 
each institution, with the goal of a comparing them 
with the processes currently used by institutions in 
the United States. The purpose of the comparison 
was to investigate similarities and differences 
between tenure processes and positions across 
these nations, in order to support the likelihood 
of international staff exchange.  As globalization 
increases, more similarities are becoming evident 
between the professor tenure process and position 
in institutions of higher education around the 
world.  This process has facilitated, or perhaps is 
an outcome of, an increased exchange of professors 
around the world.  Indeed, while many students are 
likely to seek educational opportunities abroad, 
institutions are now seeking instructors who can 
relate to the international status of their student 
body. In America in particular, where success 
rates of research grant proposals have decreased 
successively over the past decade (Guess, 2008), 
the allure of better funding has offered a key reason 
to seek positions at foreign institutions.  In Europe, 
the Bologna Process has contributed by increasing 
the mobility of professional and teaching staff, and 
the synchronization of professional standards and 
academic content.

In many prominent Swiss universities, excluding 
the applied sciences schools, the academic career 
track seems similar to the system utilized within 
American universities.  Like the American system, 
both the German and French influenced Swiss 
universities have three to four ranked positions 
indicating increasing levels of accomplishment 
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common for universities in Switzerland to provide 
research funding to their professors as part of a 
hiring package. I visited an American professor 
currently working at ETH Zurich. He points out 
that this sort of funding allows professors to focus 
more on their research, and their own original 
ideas, rather than having to answer funding calls 
put out by the government, which is more common 
in the United States. Another key difference seems 
to be the emphasis or importance placed on a 
professor’s teaching load.  While many professors 
in the United States seem to prefer small senior 
seminars to the massive freshman lectures, the 
president of ETH Zurich indicated quite the 
contrary at his institution.  Indeed, he stated that at 
ETH it was considered an honor to teach the first 
year classes. Furthermore, it is often an option, and 
again a preference, to use research money to “buy 
out” teaching time in the United States to relieve 
a faculty member of his/her teaching duties. 
However, this is a practice that is rarely seen in the 
Swiss system. 

For foreign professionals looking to possibly 
work in the Swiss system, the opportunities seem 
to abound.  The University of Zurich reports 
that roughly 40-45% of their professors are 
international, while ETH Zurich (Swiss Federal 
Institute of Technology Zurich) reports 64% of its 
professors as being international.  However, while 
it is common for non-nationals to get academic 
jobs in Switzerland, speaking a “home” language 
(e.g. German, French, or Italian) is often required 
(European University Institute, 2009). For 
example, at the end of 2006, Germans held 30% of 
the 461 professorships positions at the University 

and tenure.  The Swiss-German positions, starting 
at the most junior position, of junior professor, 
professor extraordinarious, and then professor 
ordinaries, equate to the American classification 
of assistant, associate, and full professor. 
However, one key difference between the Swiss 
and American systems is the occurrence of the 
habilitation.  In the Swiss system, the habilitation 
is a thesis type product, comprised of independent 
scholarly work, which is submitted for approval to 
a committee and defended in a manner similar to 
the doctoral dissertation.  Successfully completing 
the habilitation is a necessary step in order to be 
promoted to the full professor/ordinaries position 
within the Swiss system.  American universities do 
not require a defended post-doctoral product as a 
requirement for tenure track positions; however, 
a “tenure packet” highlighting the candidate’s 
scholarly work as a junior faculty member is 
heavily scrutinized and subjected to rigorous 
processes at multiple layers of the university prior 
to promotion.
 
While the promotion and tenure process may 
seem similar, there are also significant differences 
between the expected roles played by those in 
academic positions in Switzerland versus the 
United States.  One of the greatest differences 
seems to be research funding, both the quantity 
and the sources.  In Switzerland, an estimated 
60% of proposals put forth to the government 
receive funding.  However, governmental funding 
opportunities are far less in the United States; for 
example, the average success rate for a National 
Institute of Health R01 grant is less than 35% 
(Guess, 2008). Additionally, it is much more 
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This brief report does not fully evaluate the many 
similarities and differences between the Swiss and 
American professor tenure positions. However, it 
does offer a brief reflection on some of the more 
evident points, as well as a reflection of personal 
experiences and conversations with various 
enlightened members of both systems.  In that 
manner, it can be useful as specific comparison 
of this particular area of higher education within 
Switzerland and the United States.  

Increasing the mobility of professors across 
nationalities is of critical importance.  Not only 
will it increase the exchange of knowledge 
and ideas, but it will also allow the staffing 
at universities to keep pace with the growing 
number of students seeking higher education 
opportunities abroad. To continue to increase the 
mobility of professors across countries, a number 
of steps can be taken, particularly by universities 
themselves.  By creating partnerships through 
affiliations or direct exchange positions between 
universities, professors can more easily identify 
opportunities for professional development and 
exchange outside of their own nation.  It may also 
be important to begin these types of exchanges 
earlier in the career, such as for post-doctoral 
or fellowship positions, so that early career 
researchers can be exposed to these different types 
of tenure processes before they are too far along in 
their career to make exchange possible. 

of Zurich. While getting hired as a non-national 
at a Swiss university is clearly a possibility, the 
process of doing so is somewhat unclear.  The 
American professor in Zuirch casually commented 
that getting his position was “dumb luck”, but then 
went on to explain the more legitimate reasons for 
his hire at a prominent Swiss university.  Among 
these reasons, he indicated the importance of a 
substantial body of work, and the magnitude of the 
impact it is likely to have.  The American professor 
also indicated that he felt the longevity of one’s 
research plan was another important factor in the 
hiring process.  

Finally, the Bologna Process has increased the 
mobility of academic professionals in Europe. 
A product of the process has been an increase 
in the recognition of teaching and training that 
has occurred at various institutions across the 
EU.  This recognition, in addition to allowing 
students to experience educational opportunities 
from various EU institutions, has also allowed 
professors the opportunity to engage in research 
and teaching outside of their own nation.  As inter-
continental travel and communication facilitate an 
increased exchange between countries, similarities 
between the roles of the professor are also 
increasing. Multi-country agreements, such as 
the Bologna process have helped add a sense of 
mobility across institutions of higher education 
in Europe.  It is likely, from this comparative 
perspective that an exchange of faculty/professors 
will continue between Switzerland and the United 
States, enriching both nations and their institutions 
of higher education. 
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The value of research is promoted in many 
universities, and in fact, research achieves a 
higher status than teaching at research-intensive 
universities (Elen, Lindblom-Ylänne, & Clement, 
2007).  My experiences as an undergraduate 
and graduate student at large, research-intensive 
universities in the United States, have been 
no different.  With this in mind, adopting an 
“either/or” philosophy does not seem to promote 
the true nature of universities.  If universities are 
committed to developing the problem solving 
and critical thinking abilities of students, quality 
research and quality teaching go hand-in-hand.  
While many institutions have rigorous quality 
assurance mechanisms in place for research, the 
same mechanisms are less apparent when assuring 
quality teaching.  Even though research is often 
more emphasized than teaching, the quality of 
research and teaching is interconnected.  Elen 
et al. (2007) point out that teaching can create 
opportunities to improve the research process.  
For example, in order to teach, one must have a 
deep understanding of their content.  Teaching 
can broaden the researcher’s mind because it 
requires that the teacher/researcher explain basic 
connections, similarities, and differences.  More 
simply put, by improving the quality of teaching, 
the quality of research is also improved.  

With an emphasis on quality assurance and as a 
result of the Bologna Process (Berlin, 2003), the 
European Higher Education Area the Standards 
and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the 
European Higher Education Area were drafted.  
The provisions included in this document 
include standards and guidelines for internal 
and external quality assurance within higher 

A Comparison of Professional 
Development Opportunities for 
Teaching Faculty at Swiss, Italian, 
and American Universities
Cory Epler

Virginia Tech
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education institutions.  A major part of internal 
quality assurance includes the quality assurance of 
teaching staff.  “Institutions should have ways of 
satisfying themselves that staff involved with the 
teaching of students are qualified and competent 
to do so” (EAQAHE, 2005, p. 6).  Furthermore, 
the standards identify teachers as the single most 
important learning resource available to most 
students (EAQAHE, 2005).  “It is important 
that those who teach have a full knowledge and 
understanding of the subject they are teaching, 
have the necessary skills and experience to 
transmit their knowledge and understanding 
effectively to students in a range of teaching 
contexts, and can access feedback on their own 
performance” (EAQAHE, 2005, p. 17).

Universities within Switzerland and Italy appear 
to have embraced this importance of quality 
assurance for teaching.  Throughout our university 
visits, officials emphasized the importance of 
quality teaching.  In fact, at ETH: Zurich, officials 
described the need to “improve the recognition 
of teaching within research universities.”  
Additionally, ETH: Zurich described the challenge 
to keep teaching (education) first and foremost 
because research often takes precedence.  In its 
annual report, the university identified a key risk to 
the university as inadequate teaching performance 
(pg. 37).  Similarly, officials at Polytechnico di 
Milano emphasized research is increasingly and 
more closely connected to teaching and represents 
a priority commitment which makes it possible to 
attain high-level results on an international stage.  

In order to assure quality teaching, most 
universities have formal quality assurance 

mechanisms in place for the assessment of 
teaching.  At the University of Zurich, Centers of 
Competence promote the development of qualified 
teachers.  At ETH: Zurich, a competence center for 
teaching and learning exists and teachers receive 
feedback in four phases as part of their teaching 
evaluations.

While the promotion of quality teaching was 
communicated, locating professional development 
opportunities to improve teaching was limited.  
Unlike universities in the United States, it appears 
professional development for university teachers 
is relatively scarce.  During our visits, it seemed 
that professional development opportunities for 
professors/instructors to improve their teaching 
were not as noticeable.  For example, while at 
Università della Svizzera italiana, a post-doctoral 
fellow was asked about the support he receives 
to improve his teaching.  He did not describe any 
specific support provided to help him become 
a better teacher.  He felt his teaching improved 
simply because he taught for many years.  

This appears to be a sharp contrast between the 
research-intensive universities in the United 
States and the research universities we visited 
in Switzerland and Italy.  Research is highly 
recognized at Virginia Tech, for example, yet 
teachers are also provided with professional 
development opportunities in order to improve 
their teaching.  Virginia Tech offers the Faculty 
Development Institute (FDI), which helps 
teachers integrate technology into classrooms.  
Through the FDI, university teachers are able 
to learn effective classrooms strategies that are 
grounded in educational theory and principles.  
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The university also supports teaching through 
its Center for Instructional Development and 
Education Research (CIDER). Professional staff 
members in this office, each hold a doctoral degree 
and teach courses themselves, help teaching 
faculty to design and implement learner-centered 
instructional practices. Staff are also active 
researchers in the scholarship of teaching and 
learning. Combined, the two services support the 
development of engaging classrooms for teaching, 
learning, and discovery.

A large number of courses are taught by Graduate 
Teaching Assistants (GTAs) at Virginia Tech.  
The Graduate School offers a training series 
designed to assist new GTAs as they prepare to 
teach classes and laboratories for the first time. In 
addition to providing teaching support, the GTA 
training workshops provide training in assessment, 
student/teacher interaction, and incorporation 
of technology within the university classroom 
(Virginia Tech Graduate School, 2010).  Providing 
opportunities to improve teaching quality appears 
to be of utmost importance at Virginia Tech.

A comparison of the Swiss, Italian, and American 

systems of higher education created many 
questions in regards to assuring quality teaching.  
It appears that in some cases, teaching is mainly 
valued when it is instrumental to research.  As 
referenced by Elen et al. (2007), quality teaching 
can improve the quality of research.  With this 
in mind, additional questions emerge.   How do 
institutions promote quality teaching?  While the 
importance of teaching is communicated, how 
do professors/teachers learn new, innovative, and 
effective teaching methods?  What mechanisms are 
in place to help faculty to improve their teaching?  
Because of the link between quality research and 
quality teaching, it becomes evident there is a need 
to provide professional development opportunities 
for university professors and teachers.  Improving 
the quality of teaching within research-intensive 
universities would benefit not only our 
institutions, but most importantly, it would benefit 
our students.
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At the time when University of Basel - the oldest 
university in Switzerland – has been celebrating its 
550th anniversary, I was privileged to participate 
in the Global Perspectives Programme (GPP). 
Within the framework of this programme, I had an 
excellent opportunity to learn about the challenging 
issues in higher education (HE), to share and 
compare my experience as a PhD student with 
the colleagues from Virginia Tech, and to visit the 
U.S. higher education institutions (HEI), namely 
Northeastern University, Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, Harvard University (W.E.B. Du 
Bois Institute), University of Virginia, Virginia 
Tech, Hollins University, New River Community 
College, and Howard University.

One of the issues that have been raised and 
discussed at the final ‘Learning and Teaching’ 
panel presentation at the Swiss Embassy in 
Washington is the role of the university (in a 
broader meaning HEI) in educating/developing 
the whole student. On the basis of this discussion, 
as well as the information gained during the brief 
visits, and my own experience, I will deal with the 
issue of educating the whole student in this paper. 

First, I will introduce the concept of students 
as ‘whole persons’. Second, I will show the 
importance of developing the ‘student as a whole’. 
Third, I will elaborate on the activities which 
the visited U.S. universities have undertaken to 
encourage the education of the whole student. 
Fourth, in short the current situation at the 
University of Basel in this area will be presented. 
Finally, I will conclude with some proposals in this 
regard.

Educating the Whole Student

Olga Simonius

University of Basel
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Concept of ‘Educating the Whole Student’
The education of the whole person/student 
(the term ‘total person’ is also used in Europe) 
using the holistic approach implies cognitive as 
well as affective learning. In other words, HEI 
oblige to foster the intellectual development of 
the student along with his/her development as 
a person. The latter includes social, emotional, 
physical education, tolerance and commitment to 
community, to mention but a few.

In the U.S., the idea of educating the whole student 
has been known for decades and forms one of the 
main HE objectives. Nowadays, it is inevitable 
reality for every HEI around the world. Thus, both 
the faculty and ‘student affairs professionals’ have 
the task of developing the whole student.

The thought of ‘educating the whole student’ is the 
essence of student affairs work. With the changing 
role of students in HE, the concept of students 
as ‘whole persons’ is inseparable to the status of 
students as an equal part in the processes of HE. 
Therefore, it is crucial to recognize students as 
partners in the decision-making process.

Importance of ‘Educating the Whole Student’
In a changing global world, HE can not be reduced 
to mere learning and teaching, or doing research. 
Today, in Switzerland as well as in the U.S., along 
with academic skills it is expected that the graduate 
has a package of so-called ‘life-skills’ to be able to 
compete for the jobs, quickly react on changing 
circumstances, solve social problems, or become 
(academic) leaders of the future. Here, I would 

accentuate the need for social and communication 
skills which imply leadership and co-ordination 
abilities, relationship building, foreign language 
competence, etc. Educating the student as a whole 
person contributes to the development of his/her 
unique talents and skills and, in turn, realizes 
the student’s fullest potential. Moreover, it helps 
promote social values such as tolerance, respect 
for others, justice, integrity, and diversity.

From my own experience, the involvement 
in all sorts of activities (within the University 
and NGOs) which, among others, included 
participation in cross-cultural projects, short-term 
and long-term courses on leadership training, 
fundraising, teamwork, communication, self-
development and foreign languages, has played 
a decisive role in the job application process, 
later at work and everyday life while interacting 
with people from different backgrounds. In my 
case, it was the NGO, rather than the University, 
which gave me informal education and played a 
significant character-building role in my life.

‘Educating the Whole Student’ in the U.S. 
considering visited HEI
While an examination of all of the activities is not 
possible in this paper, a few examples in the goal 
of developing the whole student taken from the 
visited HEI will be provided below.

I would like to begin with our partners, Virginia 
Tech, in citing its 2006-2012 Strategic Plan which, 
among others, emphasizes ‘immediate strategic 
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focus’ on educating the whole student by:
• “expanding and supporting the holistic and 

transformative educational experiences of 
students,

• developing diverse and inclusive living and 
learning communities,

• developing opportunities to strengthen cross-
cultural and international competences,

• designing ethical leadership opportunities 
within and outside the classroom, 

• promoting quality of student life, health, and 
well-being.”

Further, Hollins University, already at the very 
early stage, namely during its summer school open 
to middle school and high school girls, integrates 
the course on leadership. Hereafter, the description 
of the course (citing): “Learn critical skills that an 
effective leader must have whether she plans to run 
for a leadership position in high school or college, 
or just acquire some mature influence tactics 
for around the dinner table. Key areas of focus 
include conflict management, negotiation, and 
leading teams.” Furthermore, the slogan “They 
taught us things not only for school but for life”, 
in my opinion, perfectly reflects the whole idea of 
educating the whole student. In addition, Hollins 
University offers for undergraduates a Certificate 
in Leadership Studies “through a combination of 
interactive seminars, skills-development labs, and 
leadership projects”.

Moreover, I was impressed by variety of activities 
and projects provided at the University of 
Virginia in order to educate the whole student. 
One of the many at the ‘academical village’ is 

the law school’s Pro Bono Project through which 
“law students develop the skills and values needed 
to instill a lifetime commitment to law-related 
community service”. An example of Rebecca 
Vallas (Law’09) who broke a school of record 
for public service, with 1,562 hours of pro bono 
service during her three years at the University 
shows indeed great passion and commitment (I am 
sure, it would make Mr. Jefferson once again very 
proud of his ‘retirement project’). Unfortunately, 
I can hardly imagine the law students competing 
in providing public services at the University of 
Basel or any other HEI in Switzerland. 

During the campus tour, the system of Honor 
Committee with its foundational rule ‘not to lie, 
cheat, or steal’ and a single sanction model, the 
idea of language houses and numerous student 
clubs have been introduced to us. I would strongly 
encourage the University of Basel to overtake 
some of those ideas. However, I do not deny 
the initial passiveness and difficulties during the 
implementation process of some of those activities 
into the Swiss HE system.

In addition, another example of ‘transforming 
experiences’ at HEI is the co-op (‘cooperative 
education’) program at Northeastern University 
providing more than 6,000 students during each 
academic year with experiences abroad and at 
home.

The last but not least, the representatives from New 
River Community College explained that they 
were largely defined by the community they served 
referring to their institution as ‘a very student 
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oriented college’. In addition, in our conversation, 
they have several times stressed the importance of 
teaching ‘leadership and management’, ‘integrity 
of leadership’ (quoting “We talk about mind and 
heart”) at their institution. 

To sum up, the mentioned HEI offer their students 
a wide range of activities while encouraging 
them to use their energy, develop their talents, 
and commit to serving others. Common features 
at all campuses are student orientation offices, 
career and personal counseling, on-campus 
work opportunities, peer mentor programs, 
residence hall activities and programming, student 
governance, student clubs, and community service 
activities, to name but a few.

‘Educating the Whole Student’ in Switzerland 
using the example of Basel University
The activities for developing the whole student 
at the University of Basel are not very much 
different from the ones in the U.S. Here, we also 
find the Student Advice Centre, Career Service 
Centre, Talent Promotion Office, which provide 
prospective students with expert information 
and support on programme choices, subject-
specific questions, and careers advice, as well as 
Mobility Office, University Halls of Residence and 
Guesthouses, Language Centre etc.

Since the University of Basel does not have its 
campus in one place, this could be an explanation 
why it is not easy to bring the needs of all the 
students under one roof. Especially, if we consider 
the students who live and/or work in different 

parts of the Basel area or even further outside. 
Commuting and working students have less or 
no possibility at all to profit from all the activities 
offered by their academic institution. Most 
married with/without children students (including 
PhD students) do not engage in extra-curricular 
activities at all. In my opinion, it is the student’s 
own responsibility to decide what activities and 
responsibilities he/she is willing to take along 
with his/her academic studies. My own experience 
shows that some students prefer to concentrate 
solely on intellectual learning during their 
academic life, therefore they are not motivated to 
take up additional responsibilities; the others come 
from problematic backgrounds and have other 
priorities in life; while there are students (and it 
is also seen on a PhD level) who go beyond their 
mandatory courses and academic obligations.

Conclusion 
In order to prepare students for the future who will, 
in turn, contribute to society, the education of the 
whole student should be guaranteed and promoted 
by every higher education institution. Starting 
from an early stage, formal education (intellectual 
learning) and informal education (extra-curricular 
activities, student activities) should go along.

In Switzerland, the emphasis is still mostly 
on learning/teaching, and research, whereas 
overseas learning/teaching, research, and service 
go inseparably. Therefore, the University of 
Basel should foster stronger emphasis on the 
notion ‘Each student is unique’, greater student 
involvement in academic and social activities, and 

http://www.unibas.ch/index.cfm?uuid=8CFFF766B5953D35CC47CD36C610A258&&IRACER_AUTOLINK&&
http://www.unibas.ch/index.cfm?uuid=7676C6BFCB463EADDC9D66CC2860C147&id_organisation=680
http://www.unibas.ch/index.cfm?uuid=7676C6BFCB463EADDC9D66CC2860C147&id_organisation=680
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training on leadership and fundraising. 

In both countries, the academic staff should 
stronger cooperate with student affairs 
professionals. The last but not least, financial 
support for short-term exchange visits and courses 
for student affairs professionals would serve as 
effective tool to develop and improve the quality 
of student affairs.
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An article from “Inside Higher Education” in 
2008 noted that the Bologna Process in Europe 
might serve as a “a Wake-Up Call for American 
Higher Education.” Indeed, some of those in 
American higher education seem to be taking that 
wake-up call very seriously. Clifford Adelman of 
the Institute for Higher Education writes about 
Europe’s “culture of quality assurance” and the 
need to adopt similar outcomes-based assessment 
in the United States. In fact, in 2009, a private 
organization called the Lumina Foundation 
launched a year-long study to “tune” US higher 
education. The metaphor used here with the 
Bologna Process is that all degree programs 
might not be singing the same song, but they will 
be singing in the same key. Using schools from 
three states, Lumina created a process whereby 
faculty from the same discipline at different 
schools would work together to create outcomes 
for learning within their discipline. As a writing 
teacher interested in assessment and learning 
outcomes, I was intrigued to find out more about 
this process and about how tuning had worked 
in European education. I wanted to know how 
learning outcomes were developed, if the process 
was really bottom-up rather than top-down, and 
how these outcomes had affected student learning 
and assessment.

Of course, what I found in Switzerland was very 
different from the view of Bologna than I’d gotten 
from reading Adelman and Lumina’s rhetoric. 
Those sources didn’t really contextualize the 
issue; they said little about why Bologna was 
created or about the overall state of education in 
Europe. Rather, they perpetuated a view that the 

The Bologna Wake-Up Call

Jennifer Grouling Cover
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U.S. was behind in the push for student-based 
learning. They created a narrative of us dragging 
our heels while the rest of the world worked 
together on huge faculty-driven initiatives where 
everyone worked in harmony to create meaningful 
learning outcomes along side students and 
community partners. Yet when I asked faculty 
and administrators in Switzerland about learning 
outcomes, I found that my questions received 
very little response. What I discovered was that 
Europe was not quite as far along in this push as 
I’d been led to believe by the American sources. 
In Switzerland there did not seem to be any push 
toward learning outcomes and, in fact, that concept 
seemed very foreign to the way that education 
had traditionally been administered. Further 
research showed me that the Swiss Qualification 
Framework was not due out until 2012, and even 
then, I was unclear on whether learning outcomes 
would be a part of that framework. 

However, my trip did provide me with a lot of 
useful context about European education, context 
that put the Bologna Process in a whole new light 
for me. One of the most important concepts in 
Bologna is mobility. As an American, I thought 
of mobility in terms of transfer credits and 
articulation agreements with community colleges. 
I knew that Europe had worked to standardize 
their system of credits, and so I assumed that was 
the main thrust behind the concept of mobility. 
What I discovered was that mobility is a far bigger 
issue in Europe that I would have imagined and 
that cultural and social boundaries exist in ways 
I would not have expected. In a country as small 
as a couple of New England states, I expected that 

students would have no problems moving around a 
lot. In the U.S. it is not uncommon to go to college 
outside of your home state nor is it uncommon to 
switch schools to attain different degrees. In fact, it 
is encouraged. When I completed my MA degree, 
I was told that I needed to go elsewhere (which 
meant a big move) rather than continuing on at 
the same school. While I knew that it was more 
common in other disciplines to continue straight 
from an MA to a PhD program, I also knew that it 
was not uncommon to move around—a lot. I was 
surprised then to find that many of the people in 
Switzerland would go to college in the same town 
where they grew up and that they would receive all 
of their degrees from the same institution. In fact, 
many of the students I met had not traveled to the 
other areas of the country where we were going on 
our trip. In addition, I did not realize the degree to 
which Swiss students are tracked and how difficult 
it is to change from an applied science degree 
program to one at a university. In that regard, it 
seemed that Europe was trying to move toward a 
system more like the United States where students 
move around frequently and with relative ease.

But what about student-centered learning? 
Certainly there seems to be a push in that direction 
in Europe. But let’s take a look at what the typical 
class is like there. From my conversations with 
faculty and students, it seemed that lecture classes 
that culminated in an exam are still the norm in 
Switzerland. Even the graduate students in English 
who I talked to indicated that they had very little 
contact with their professors. Admitedly, my 
experience is somewhat atypical in the United 
States. My advisor is aware of all of my struggles, 
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academic or personal, these students seemed very 
much on their own. On one hand, I could see the 
advantage for European students. Some advisors 
in the United States seem to micromanage their 
students, and I wonder to what degree this gets in 
the way of developing independent research and 
thought. However, lecture courses and exams are 
hardly my idea of student-centered classrooms. 
When I discovered that sometimes these exams are 
involved written essays rather than the multiple-
choice tests I pictured, I thought—ah ha! Here 
is where I will find my writing assessment and 
learning outcomes. I questioned an American 
professor working in Switzerland about this 
process and discovered that while he did have a 
sort of grading scale there was no standardization 
of the scale and students did not even seem to be 
aware of it. This is quite the difference from what 
I’ve come to know in U.S. writing classrooms 
where students and teachers often work together 
to create a rubric for a writing assignment! Again, 
these differences seemed ideological and cultural 
rather than surface level. I can’t imagine an 
American student not questioning how an exam 
was graded, whereas Swiss students seem to 
accept the authority of the professor to determine 
success and/or failure. 

Despite the fact that the government was paying 
for much of the tuition, or perhaps because of it, 
Swiss students did not seem to have the sense of 
entitlement that some U.S. students do. I recently 
read about an American student who sued her 
university because she did not find a job after 
graduation; she felt that she had paid for certain 
services that she did not receive. Similarly, 

Clifford Adelman says of learning outcomes, “It’s 
not a wish list of things, like ‘graduates will have 
critical thinking skills,’ but a warranty statement” 
(Jaschik, 2008). After my trip to Switzerland, these 
statements strike me as decidedly American. One 
of the most common questions that I get asked 
from family and friends in the United States is 
what I’m going to do with my degree, what sort 
of position I want to obtain after school. When 
I asked Swiss and Italian students this question, 
it seemed surprising to them, and many had no 
answer. The purpose of education there did not 
seem as focused on what would come next. In 
some ways, the responsibility for obtaining an 
education seemed placed more on the student, 
who has to keep up throughout the year without 
a teacher constantly checking in, and in this way, 
perhaps education there is more student centered, 
or at least student guided. 

So, did I get my “wake-up call?” I did, but it 
certainly sounded very different from Adelman’s 
buzzing alarm clock heralding the doom of the 
American educational system in the face of 
European competitors.  Instead it sounded much 
more like the crisp and steady ringing of the old 
church bells that woke me up every morning in 
Riva San Vitale. As those bells spoke of history 
and tradition, I realized two things. One was that 
educational reform can not and should not be taken 
whole cloth from one context to another (not that 
I ever thought it could be). The second was that 
meaningful conversations about education can 
take place across contexts and across boundaries, 
be they cultural, social or disciplinary boundaries. 
But the purpose of those talks should be 
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understanding not consensus. As we begin to talk 
about the Bologna Process and higher education 
in the United States, we need to be careful that 
we do not twist the narrative to our own political 
agendas. Yes, we will all view change from our 
own perspectives, but we must also make sure that 
we see with global perspective.
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At the University of Basel, only 16% of the 
professor positions are held by women (2008, 
Swiss average 2006: 14%).1 At Virginia Tech, 
only 3% of the students assigned themselves to 
the category “Hispanic”, although they account 
for 15% of the US population. 2 These randomly 
picked numbers hint at a major challenge that 
national policies face regarding higher education:  
How to devise the landscape of higher education 
such as to make access and possibilities equal 
for all citizens, regardless of their gender, class, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, and physical ability 
(etc.)?   

Comparing higher education in Switzerland and 
the US regarding gender equality and diversity 
would be too big an aim for this report. But I 
nevertheless want to delineate some topics and 
points of comparison raised during the Global 
Perspective Program 2010. Issues related to gender 
& diversity will be discussed first on the level of 
the student, second on the level of the scholars and 
third on the level of the institutions. 

Gender & diversity in the student body
As discussed elsewhere in this booklet, most US 
universities have campuses where the students are 
(in the first year often compulsory) supposed to 
live. At Virginia Tech, 99% of all first year students 
live on campus.3 The role of the university is not 
only to develop the academic side of the students’ 
life, but “the whole student” , including his/her 
private activities. In Switzerland, “domestic 
issues” don’t enter the university in the same way. 
Students are free to live where they want, part-
time work is the norm, not the exception, and there 
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has been a high degree in flexibility in planning 
one’s study, at least till the implementation of 
the Bologna reform. I argue that the integration 
of the students’ private life makes access to high 
profile universities difficult for “non-traditional” 
students in the US: Living on campus in a 
students’ residence is only possible if the student 
has no parental responsibilities and if he or she 
does not need to combine studying with working. 
Campus life and the idea of “educating the whole 
student” is structured around this “traditional” 
student: a student who joins university more or 
less directly from High School with an age of 
about 17 years, who has no dependents and no 
need for wage labour. Imagine for example a 
mother with children who wants to restart her 
studies after the family phase. In Switzerland, she 
could choose her classes in such a way that she can 
still care for her children when they are back from 
school and maybe even take on a part-time job. In 
the US, access to a research university would be 
very difficult her, as a so called “non-traditional” 
student. She would maybe opt for a Community 
College which are better at catering for “non-
traditional” students. But the degree that she could 
get there is of much lower value than the one from 
a research university. The differentiation between 
“traditional” and “non-traditional” students does 
not exist at such in Swiss universities, which 
underlines that Swiss Higher Education System 
is less structured around one specific norm of 
student. 
       
Apart from campus life, fees are another highly 
relevant topic when talking about access to higher 
education. In the US, parents have to raise 10’000s 

of dollars per year to pay the tuition for their 
children. Those without the necessary financial 
means or with extraordinary skills can apply for 
grants and scholarships, which partly offsets the 
access barrier constituted by the high fees. 

In Switzerland, fees are relatively low (University 
of Basel: 1400 CHF per year). But this does not 
mean that studying is for free.  Besides the fees, 
the living expenses and the opportunity costs of 
studying (the salary which is not being earned 
during studying period) need to be considered. 
Students with little financial means find it difficult 
to study despite the low fees, even more so as 
scholarships and grants are few. 

In the last years, a discussion about the rise 
of university fees has been taking place in 
Switzerland. Some argue that due to low university 
fees students take too long to finish their studies. 
In order to increase efficiency and raise funds, 
some plead for a change from a system with low 
fees and little scholarships to one with high fees 
and many scholarships. It is not within the scope 
of this report to weigh up the two fees system 
with regard to access to Higher Education for 
low-income students. But I nevertheless want 
to comment this based on the experience during 
the GPP: In the US, there is a strong “culture” of 
philanthropy. Private actors, be it in grants and 
scholarships or research or structural financing, 
contribute a big part of US university budgets. 
In Switzerland, higher education and research 
is almost exclusively financed by public funds. 
Although there are attempts by Swiss universities 
to attract more third party funding, I doubt that 
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the same “culture” of private funding would 
develop soon in Switzerland, if at all. As long as 
the availability of scholarships and grants has not 
increased significantly, a rise in university fees 
would be a serious threat to the inclusiveness of 
Swiss universities. 

Gender & diversity in the scholar body
Both Switzerland and the US are confronted with the 
problem of the “leaky pipeline”: From the bottom 
to the top women’s participation is decreasing 
with every stage of the academic qualification and 
employment ladder. The association between the 
ratio of women in academic education (enrolment, 
degrees) and the ratio of women in employment 
(academic ranks) is asymmetric in both countries 
(Fuchs 1998: 27).4 As already mentioned only 
16% of professors at the University of Basel are 
female. The situation is slightly better in the US: 
At Virginia Tech, women correspond to 28% of 
professor positions. 5 Fuchs (1998: 39) argues 
that the historical diversity and early social 
“openness” of the American educational system, 
plus the high degree of institutional differentiation 
partly accounts for this difference.6 Others argue 
that the stronger standardisation of the academic 
career (“tenure system”) in the US helps to impede 
informal forms of discrimination against women. 
 
Conversations with female scholars during 
the GPP trip have shown that, despite many 
differences in the structure of higher education, 
women in both countries are confronted with the 
very same question: how to combine academic 
career and family. All programs to promote women 

in academic careers fail, if this challenge is not 
confronted: In order to mend the “leaky pipeline”, 
there is, amongst others, the need for child care 
provision by the university, the offer of part-time 
professor positions and employment of dual career 
couples. 

Swiss and American universities are concerned 
about attracting the best scholars all over the world 
and want to be competitive. But then why do they 
accept that a significant part of their great scholars 
leave university because there is no room for 
family and a career in academia? In a globalised 
world with a shortage of highly qualified scholars, 
offering the possibility to combine family and an 
academic career is a competitive advantage in 
attracting these scholars to Swiss and American 
universities. 

Institutional approaches to gender & diversity
Both in Switzerland and in the US, a perception 
exists that the other is more advanced concerning 
gender & diversity. Due to the fame of the political 
commitment and success in gender equality in 
Scandinavia, the belief in the US exists that all 
Europe is as successful and committed in the 
fight against inequality. Unfortunately, this is not 
true. Especially Switzerland is a “late developer” 
in gender equality:  Offices for Gender Equality 
are under constant threat of budget cuts or even 
dissolution, the system of social security is still 
structured around the traditional family model 
and wage discrimination against women is high 
(19.1%)7. A law against discrimination at the work 
place was introduced only in 1996 (Bundesgesetz 
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über die Gleichstellung von Frau und Mann). The 
monetary risks that companies in Switzerland run 
by discriminating women is ridiculously low in 
comparison to restitution payments in the US. 

In Switzerland, the strong legal framework of 
anti-discrimination in the US which has its origins 
in the civil right movement (Civil Right Act of 
1964, Equal Pay Act 1963) is much admired by 
actors in the field of gender equality. Quotas or 
affirmative action programs in universities and 
public institutions as they exist in the US could 
never be established in Switzerland due to strong 
political opposition of the Right.  

US companies had to develop instruments to 
protect them against charges of discrimination and 
developed the concept of “Diversity Management”. 
This strategy that guides the implementation of 
anti-discrimination and equality in US universities 
today originates in human resource management. 
Equality bureaus at Swiss universities work 
with the concept of “Gender Mainstreaming” 
which emerged out of international development 
approaches. “Gender Mainstreaming” aims at 
establishing equality and gender democracy 
between men and women in the structures of 
politics, economics and society (Kuppe/Körner, 
2002: 200).8 As “Diversity Management” it is a 
top-down strategy that aims at structural changes 
in order to achieve a gender conscious and gender 
neutral organisation (Meuser/Neusüss, 2004: 
11).9  

Diversity Management is a strategy about how 
to deal with the diversity of the members of an 

organisation, in this case the university (Krell, 
2004: 43).10 But “diversity” (US) has a much 
broader scope than “gender” (Switzerland): it is 
also includes age, nationality, ethnicity, religion, 
physical disability, sexual orientation, education, 
values, etc.  (Krell, 2004: 42). So while the 
“Ressort Chancengleichheit” at the University of 
Basel is “only” concerned with the category of 
gender, the “Office for Diversity and Inclusion” 
at Virginia Tech is also responsible for other 
categories like ethnicity, religion, etc. 

Adequate and less adequate images of how the 
US Higher Education is organised influence 
Swiss debates on higher education. The US is an 
important normative point of reference.11 The 
brand “American” also has a high attraction on 
Swiss government administrators: at the moment 
there is a debate in the administration of different 
cantons  if the concept of “Gender Mainstreaming” 
should be replaced by “Diversity Management” 
(with the consequence that the different offices 
responsible for gender equality, physical ability 
and integration of migrants would be merged 
into one “diversity office”). The inclusion of 
other categories is in line with newest theoretical 
developments in Gender Studies (multiple 
discrimination, intersectionality). It is foreseeable 
that Equality Offices at Swiss universities will 
have to deal with this question soon.

Critics argue that the concept of “Diversity 
Management” leads to a depoliticization of the 
fight for equality.  They fear that gender would 
become side-lined by other categories. In fact, 
politically loaded terms like “discrimination” or 
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“inequality” do not appear in the Virginia Tech 
Diversity Strategic Plan 2010-2013. Gender as 
a category is not as central for the “Office for 
Diversity and Inclusion” at Virginia Tech as it is for 
the “Ressort Chancengleichheit” at the University 
of Basel. This has also historical reasons: The 
“Office for Diversity and Inclusion” was founded 
in 1997 as the “Office of Multicultural Affairs” 
(concerned with ethnicity and race) and only later 
included the category of gender. The “Ressort 
Chancengleichheit”, in contrast, has since is 
foundation in 1998 been concerned with gender 
and the advancement of women. As far as known, 
there is no policy at the University of Basel to 
promote the inclusion of students with migrant 
background.12 

Conclusion
This report drew the attention to some differences 
in how the US and Swiss institutions of higher 
education deal with the question of gender & 

diversity. The direct engagement with US higher 
education and the interaction with US PhD 
students made possible by the GPP showed that 
the challenges that PhD students are confronted 
with on their way to becoming global academic 
leaders are strikingly similar. But the systems of 
higher education in both countries are a product 
of the national fabrics they are woven in (e.g. the 
“culture” of philanthropy). So neither the Swiss 
nor the US institutional responses to these similar 
challenges can be used as a blueprint solution in 
the other country.
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“On my honor, I pledge that I have neither given 
nor received help on this assignment.1”  

This article is about University Identity and Honor 
Code. I am going to proceed as follows: I will start 
by presenting the kinds of University Identities 
we encountered in the United States. Then in the 
second part I want to discuss where we came 
across the term “Honor Code” and what reactions 
it caused in our discussions. 

During our U.S. trip we visited eight different 
Higher Education institutions: Northeastern 
University, M.I.T., Harvard University (Du 
Bois Institute), University of Virginia, Hollins 
University, New River Community College, 
Virginia Tech, and Howard University. Each 
university has its own distinct identity with which 
an undergraduate, graduate or postgraduate student 
identifies with. What I mean by University Identity 
is: whether a university is a private, public, or 
land-grant institution, what their beliefs and core 
principles are, their diversity policies, what does 
their public service offer and what academic clubs 
do they have. 

The first university we visited was the Northeastern 
University; a private research institution in 
Boston, Massachusetts. What is special about this 
university is that it offers a Cooperative Education 
Program (CO-OP). Their students can pursue 
up to three semesters of professional experience 
related to their major or career interests. It is a 
great opportunity for them to find out whether 
what they are studying is what they really want 
to do in their future. We were told that they have 
more than 2,000 employers across the United 
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States and in 69 countries around the world. 
What the Northeastern University also offers is 
an NSF-funded engineering research center and 
an NSF (National Science Foundation)-funded 
nanotechnology center. 

At M.I.T., which is a private institution too, 
we were acquainted with the MISTI program 
that connects their students with research and 
innovation around the globe. They offer it on 
almost every continent, except Australia. 

At the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute, which is a 
research institute in at Harvard, we got a glimpse 
into one of their current projects: to trace slave 
ships across the middle passage to Middle, South, 
and North America. They presented it virtually 
with a map. Furthermore, they showed us what 
research possibilities one has in their institute. 

The University of Virginia, a public University, 
has stressed the fact that President Thomas 
Jefferson’s beliefs and principles are very crucial. 
Not only has he founded this university, but he 
believed that political theory and educational 
theory were inseparable and that public education 
should serve society. Political, religious, and 
intellectual freedom was essential to him. Mr. 
Jefferson also believed that architecture should 
represent educational philosophy. And that is 
what we experienced walking around campus. 
Academic rigor, public service, diversity, and 
above all self-governance and the honor code, play 
an important role in their institution, which I will 
discuss in the second part of this article. They also 
offer a big variety on degrees and students have 

the possibility to do internships within the United 
States or abroad. 

Hollins University is a private institution and 
female. They are primarily a liberal arts college 
and focus on undergraduate students. The close 
relationship between professors who serve as 
mentor in an all women environment is significant 
to them. Their aim is that after graduating 
the female students have a high level of self-
consciousness, which they achieve. They have 
a long history by sending women abroad, for 
instance to Paris and London. 

New River Community College prepares their 
students for their future career and they can 
complete the associate degree. Distant learning is 
huge at this institution. For them it is vital to help 
out the unprepared students. Therefore teaching 
and learning is one of their major principles. Many 
students try to transfer into a senior college and 
take a B.A. degree after their two years at NRCC. 
They offer 305 courses during the semester and 
105 during summer. They stress the fact that the 
diverse population of students is very important to 
them. 

Virginia Tech is a land grant university and was 
originally founded as an agricultural college. 
Independence is very important for Virginia Tech, 
and they claim that their institution should also be 
of societal value in order to help people to obtain 
better skills. They do not separate undergraduate 
and graduate students; on the contrary, they 
encourage undergraduate students to take graduate 
courses. They try to harmonize the relationship 
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between them by also activities and organizing 
events for after class. Virginia Tech is present 
around the globe (43 different countries), as they 
argue that it is important to have a robust global 
presence so they can send their students there. 
Virginia Tech also has a diversity strategic plan, 
like many U.S. universities. 

The last university we visited was Howard 
University which is a private and historically a 
black university. They mainly have black students. 
They offer more on-campus African American 
PhDs than any other university. Not only did they 
play a decisive role in American history, but the 
Moorland-Spingarn Research Center (MSRC), 
hosted by Howard University, is recognized as 
one of the world’s largest repositories for the 
documentation of the history and culture of 
African descent in Africa and the Americas. 

Throughout our visits to the eight different 
Universities, we came across a term that is crucial 
in their Universities: honor code. The honor code 
says that students make a commitment not to cheat, 
steal or lie. Self-governance is a key phrase here. 
This does not count just on campus. As long as he 
or she represents the University, the student has to 
behave honorable. This honor code is integrated 
in an honor system which is run by students. The 
students are assembled in a Committee where 
they conduct trials. They are assisted by a faculty 
adviser, though. If a student catches a fellow 
student cheating, he has to report this case to the 
Committee. The cheater has to defend himself in a 
trial. In the case he is found guilty, he is dismissed 
from the University and can never ever study at his 

University again. every university we paid a visit 
has this honor code. Northeastern University’s 
Honor Code or Motto is a little bit different: Lux, 
Veritas, Virtus 2.

The first time we had a conversation on this 
topic was at the University of Virginia. As at the 
University of Basel, we do not have such a system 
in itself. Our sort of an honor code says we shall 
not cheat (exams, university material) and steal 
(plagiarism). But in Switzerland no University 
has this honor system, as my research showed 
me. When we were told how powerful the Honor 
Committee is at the UVA, a very heated discussion 
started: Is it ethically and morally acceptable when 
a student, and not a professor, committee throws 
a student out of University? Is it even legally 
possible? Has the University ever been charged? 
How is the professors’ opinion on this subject? 
How many students have to leave the University 
each year after breaking the honor code? And 
many more questions were arisen. At the beginning 
I could not understand how it was possible that a 
University gave such a responsibility to students. It 
was not supposed to be the students’ task, but there 
should be a committee with professors who have 
experience and who might know the student better. 
I also was waiting for the answers to the questions 
I mentioned above. The same conversation we had, 
for example, at Hollins University. In the room 
where we met the deans, they had a sign on the 
wall with the honor code, which hangs in all the 
rooms where students have their classes. 

The deans explained us that the honor code means 
much more. Not only does the student commit 
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to the honor code, but he is fully integrated 
in the community. He knows he can trust his 
fellow students and self-governance is crucial at 
University. At UVA the first-year students have 
to live on campus and therefore the sense of 
togetherness and the core value of the honor code 
will be important to them. At Hollins University 
the first year students even have to sign that they 
commit fully to the honor code system. 

As we have seen in this article, every university 
has its own identity. This makes an institution very 
interesting and unique. Not everyone can identify 
himself or herself with every university. There are 
some key principles that the eight universities have 
in common: diversity, public services, different 
kind of clubs, a harmonic relationship within the 
institution and the honor code system. When we 
arrived towards the end of the program and could 
digest what I had heard, I started to see the point in 
the honor system in the U.S. The students commit 
fully to their University. They do not just identify 

themselves with it on a superficial level, but they 
actually live that commitment and identification. 
Furthermore the sense of responsibility is growing 
and strengthened during their studies. I also think 
that this will personally help them a lot in their 
academic future and working environment. As I 
have mentioned before, at the University of Basel, 
we do not have this honor system. We know that we 
shall not cheat and not steal texts from authors in 
our papers. If we see someone cheating during an 
exam, it is not going to be reported to a committee 
or to a professor by fellow students. The students 
are not integrated in a type of community; this 
might also be because we do not have a campus. I 
do believe such an honor system does no harm to 
anyone, on the contrary. UVA was a good example 
for me of how the students are proud of their honor 
system and of being a part of their university’s 
unique identity. 

NOTES
1. This quotation is found on the homepage of the University of Virginia <http://www.virginia.edu/uvatours/shorthistory/

code.html> 

2.  Light, Truth, Courage 
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