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Introduction  

Universities have recently been revisited as organizations (Brunsson & Sahlin-Andersson, 2000; Seeber 

et al., 2015) in the sense that new demands and reforms changes both the role and way of functioning 

of universities from ‘loosely coupled systems’ (Weick, 1976) and ‘organized anarchies’ (Cohen, March, & 

Olsen, 1972) to tighter coupled organizations (Pinheiro & Stensaker, 2014). The role of (public sector) 

universities has changed due to the combined effects of an increased intake of students1 , an adamant 

demand for openness toward society (Holm-Nielsen, 2013; Whitley & Gläser, 2014) as well as NPM 

related demands for competition, accountability and control. Consequently universities have strived to 

align structures and tasks according to what the new conditions demanded and  more and qualitatively 

new tasks has seen light of day for academics and other staff at the university employed to meet 

university needs. These are in areas such as external and internal funding, information systems, human 

resource management, marketing and public relations, knowledge transfer and public-private 

partnerships (Bleiklie, Enders, Lepori, & Musselin, 2011: 174; Holm-Nielsen, 2013). This plethora of new 

task as well as the growing emphasis upon the role of universities as knowledge producers in knowledge 

societies (Bleiklie & Byrkjeflot, 2002) creates tensions and give rise to questions vis-à-vis what may be 

thought of as the more traditional tasks of the university (Boden & Wright, 2010; Paldam, 2015). The 

majority of the scholarly debate on the new role of universities due to the changes of management has, 

however mainly concentrated its efforts on the consequences for research and knowledge production 

(e.g. Czarniawska, 2015; Kallio, Kallio, Tienari, & Hyvönen, 2016). This made us wonder whether the new 

role of universities has resulted in diminished emphasis on the importance of education and teaching as 

part of the core tasks of universities (Wright & Ørberg, 2008).  

This apparent disinterest in the role of education may be detrimental to fully understand the new role of 

universities in societies considering that the main bulk of a university teacher’ work is teaching and 

supervision (on average 60% in Danish universities). Further, the Danish universities are witnessing 

annual cuts in appropriations, which promotes less cost-intensive ways of teaching (i.e. mass lectures 

and collective forms of supervision) and demotes more cost-intensive teaching forms (i.e. small group 

teaching, individual supervision). The core tasks of universities have in some way become disguised in a 

new kind of obscurity because defining the (re-)newed tasks of universities are intricately connected to 

the universities renowned status and role as producers of knowledge in competitive knowledge 

economies (Czarniawska & Genell, 2002). There is for example many demands on applying and getting 

                                                           
1 In Denmark alone a rise in BA student intake from 21.000 in 2009 to 29.000 in 2016 (Forskningsministeriet, 2016).  
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research and development money from the EU and other transnational money providers with reference 

to knowledge competition (Bleiklie & Byrkjeflot, 2002).  

In this paper, we will explore education as a core task of the university, and we do so from the field of 

organizational theory and learning. We will show how the changing roles and conditions of universities 

may be understood by looking at them as tighter coupled organizing practices. We will move forward by 

viewing education as research-based teaching hereby acknowledging the close relation between 

research (knowledge production) and education (teaching in order to produce learning).  

Two intra-related circumstances in this field of problems have stirred our interests: First we are 

intrigued by the new tendencies in the organization of the production of research-based teaching and 

their (loose) connection to how learning occurs individually, in relations and organizationally. Having 

witnessed a general move towards more marked based forms of organizing education we will 

investigate how knowledge of learning is affected by the new organizational conditions and how 

learning is sought managed. Our effort will be to open ‘the black-box’ of learning in that respect.  

Second it seems we lack a nuanced vocabulary with which to understand the mutual relationship 

between students’ learning and the plethora of organizational practices that enters into the teacher- 

student relationship. In short students’ learning transcends the narrow teacher-student relationship but 

is all the same more or less only understood through this relationship in spite of many practices around 

teaching (for example evaluation). We will seek to understand how it matters that education as a core 

task in market driven universities affects students’ learning and vice versa.,  

In order to create knowledge to support more task effective ways of organizing education, the aim of 

the paper is to discuss how the above-mentioned changing conditions of universities affect education as 

a core task of universities. We do so from an organizational theoretical and organizational learning 

perspective through asking the following research question: How can we understand and analyze 

education when viewed as a core task of the reformed university?  

In the following, we will first explicate how the new roles of universities causes that universities to a 

higher degree are seen and analyzed more like private organizations. Some even go as far as to say that 

universities were not organizations in a strict sense before the many reforms of the public sector. On 

this view, universities are seen as having developed from looser to tighter coupled organizations. We 

include that university education has some odd distinctive features in comparison with more ‘ordinary’ 

organizations. This is primarily are connected to their complex processes and products and the high 
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degree of employee autonomy and discretion. It is in this tension between educations as autonomous 

tasks embedded in the university as a complex whole that we discuss how the production of knowledge 

and learning at is performed and whether this honors the expectations and aims connected to university 

education.  

Universities as organizations between loose and tighter coupling 

In recent years, we have witnessed comprehensive reforms in the public sector benchmarking against 

private sector lingo, rationalities and structures. Private sector practices in these regards are non-

ambiguously stressed as superior to public sector ditto. Organizational effectiveness has increasingly 

become an issue, a goal that flies in the face of traditional Humboldtian university virtues of 

autonomous knowledge production for the sake of knowledge itself. In regard to universities Karl Weick’ 

(1976) called attention to the notion of educational institutions as loosely coupled systems in line with 

the behavioral organizational theory that talked about educational institutions as ‘organized anarchies’ 

(Cohen et al., 1972). The term loosely coupled systems is used to convey an image of organizations in 

which there is both responsiveness and preservation of identity as well as some physical or logical 

separateness. For example in the case of an educational organization, the “image is that the principal 

and the councilor are somehow attached, but that each retains some identity and separateness and that 

their attachment may be circumscribed, infrequent, weak in its mutual effects, and/or slow to respond” 

(Weick, 1976: 3). Douglas Orton and Karl Weick (1990) later revisited the notion of organizations as 

loosely coupled systems in order to clarify and add to Weick’ earlier work. Here they stressed that the 

notion of organizations as loosely coupled is to be seen more as a methodology to attend to 

organizational processes rather than an organizational form. The notion of loosely coupled organizations 

is, in other words, an alertness to “study structure as something that organizations do, rather than 

merely as something they have” (Orton & Weick, 1990: 218).  

Newer studies on universities, nevertheless, have, taken their point of departure in the concept of 

‘functional coupling’.  In these studies, the arguments are that we have witnessed a development 

towards universities as ‘tighter coupled’ organizations (see e.g. Pinheiro & Stensaker, 2014). The 

inspiration to this argument has been the work by Nils Brunsson and Kerstin Sahlin-Andersson (2000) 

and their pointing towards the consequences of the many public sector reforms. These have, according 

to Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson, helped turn the sector into ‘more complete’ organizations, and 

although Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson do not refer to the work of Weick or public sector 
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organizations as tighter coupled organizations, others argue that the basic argument is similar (see e.g. 

Musselin, 2007; Seeber et al., 2015).  

The argument of Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson is that public sector reforms may be interpreted as 

aiming for installing organizational identity, hierarchy and rationality, which, in turn, may be interpreted 

as a way to construct public sector institutions as organizations by way of ‘organizatory reforms’ 

(Brunsson & Sahlin-Andersson, 2000: 730). Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson argue that seeing something 

as an organization means endowing it with an ‘identity’, emphasizing its autonomy, defining its 

boundaries and collective resources. With regard to organizational ‘hierarchy’, Brunsson and Sahlin-

Andersson refer to how coordination “is achieved by an authoritative center that directs the actions of 

the organizational members” (Brunsson & Sahlin-Andersson, 2000: 726). They see universities doing that 

by emphasizing achievements attributed to the unit, the university or the research institute rather than 

the individual researcher. The third aspect in Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson’ characterizing public 

reform as a shortcut to organizations is the claims to ‘rationality’ in the sense that organizations are 

expected to be intentional, i.e. goal-oriented and to rationally justify past actions.  

The consequences of conceptualizing universities in this way - through identity, hierarchy and 

rationality, pave the way for more management and leadership as well as abolish former collegial 

management practices in favor of ‘professional’ employed management (Carney, 2006). We can see that 

the development of the university as described above can also be found in the developments of the 

academic tasks and the intake of professionals and administrative staff to handle tasks connected to 

contemporary university management. The ratio between researcher and administrative staff in Danish 

universities, with the uncertainties connected to these numbers because of differences in how different 

universities count academic staff (with or without part time lecturers), seems to be between 55 and 60 

% researcher to 45-40 % administrative staff.2 This means that almost half of the university staff is 

employed to do other tasks than teaching and researching (see also Boden & Wright, 2010). In other 

words, the production of research based knowledge is part of a bigger organizational system and the 

‘task’ of education and teaching is way bigger than the teacher-student relation. Let us back up and 

introduce into how we may understand the notion of education as a ‘task’. This leads us to reconsider 

                                                           
2 The specifications are found on the university homepages under ‘facts and figures’(Copenhagen, Aarhus, Aalborg, 
Southern Denmark and Copenhagen business school), as mentioned the numbers are charged with some 
uncertainty as it is not in all cases clear whether the numbers include part time lecturers. Only for CBS it is clear 
that the number is without part time lectures. Copenhagen 42%, Aarhus 45%, Aalborg 43 %, SDU 40 % and CBS 
45%. 
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how we understand the notion of education as a ‘task’. Initially we started out with a minimal definition: 

teaching in order to produce learning. It appears that some expansion on that notion is needed:  

Education as a ‘task’  

The notion of ‘task’ has in contemporary organization studies almost disappeared, but recently there 

has been a call amongst (some) organizational scholars to revive the idea of the organizational ‘task’ or 

‘primary purpose’ with reference to revive organization studies as a ‘practical science’ (du Gay & 

Vikkelsø, 2014). We would add that this voice has indeed been rather absent from the debate on the 

changes of universities, which has been more concerned with the management of universities than the 

organizing processes of the tasks of the university (see e.g. Bleiklie et al., 2011; Carney, 2006; Peters, 

2013; Wright & Ørberg, 2008).  

The revival of the task and organization studies as a practical science refers to the necessity of 

developing an understanding of the ‘practical’ work to be undertaken in an enterprise (du Gay & 

Vikkelsø, 2014). It is only through this understanding that it is possible to talk about an enterprise as an 

‘organizational reality’ or a ‘cooperative system’ (du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2014: 745-747). The notion of task 

is, however, highly contested within organization studies (Vikkelsø, 2015), where the critique agrees, 

“that a practical understanding of organizations as task-systems is both simplistic and dangerous” 

(Vikkelsø, 2015: 424). This goes against the classical organizational theorists, such as for example 

Chester Barnard (1956). He argues that it is the task or purpose that ‘does’ an organization, and he says 

the “existence of a collective ‘task’ or ‘purpose’; something that unites the members of the organization 

in concerted action for a shorter or longer period and which can be explained and discussed among 

them” (here from Vikkelsø, 2015: 424). The task is what distinguishes an organization from a more 

random group of people. Vikkelsø (2015) argues that organizations may have more than one primary 

task, but that it is around primary task(s) that the organization is made to serve as an organizing body of 

work and persons. She further argues that tasks viewed as core objects makes it possible to investigate 

organizations such as schools and universities as practical endeavors instead of “mere containers for 

processes inside and above them” (Vikkelsø, 2015: 432). In other words following the task makes it 

possible to create knowledge about the organizing and learning processes specific to the situations at 

hand.  

The coining of the core tasks for the work practices of university scholars are, however, not easy, as 

Christine Musselin has pointed to (Musselin, 2007). Traditionally the academic tasks have, says Musselin 



 

7 
 

following Weick and others, been claimed to be ‘functionally loosely coupled’ due to a low level of 

cooperation and coordination. The fact that teaching and research are ‘unclear technologies’ because of 

their complexity and the ambiguous relationship between tasks and results renders cooperation and 

coordination superfluous (Musselin, 2007). Musselin argues that teaching and research are “complex 

processes, which are difficult to grasp” (Musselin, 2007: 71). This means that they are difficult to 

prescribe and to reproduce. “Books entitled ‘how to prepare a thesis’ provide fine tricks but they cannot 

explain how to write a thesis in the way technical notices tell us how to use a mobile phone” (Musselin, 

2007: 72). The same goes for teaching, Musselin argues. In spite of on-line courses, which may be seen 

as a rationalized way to teach, it still demands a lot of work from tutor and present teachers to be 

successful. Musselin further argues that there are ‘ambiguous relationships between tasks and results’, 

i.e. between the influence of ‘what’ and ‘how’ is taught to outcomes of students’ learning. Musselin’s 

argument is that both teaching and research can be done in isolation without a need to cooperate and 

coordinate and that there amongst academics is a belief in teaching as a ‘private autonomous activity’ 

(Musselin, 2007: 71).  

When we scrutinize particularly the task of teaching in contemporary universities such as our own, we, 

however, argue that cooperation and coordination between different disciplines, functions and entities 

are on the rise both because of the above-mentioned reforms, and because of the increasing 

propagation of cross-disciplinary educations adhering to labor market needs (Sauzet, 2011 2655). Cross-

disciplinarity and inter-professionalism is claimed to be in demand in relation to labor market’s needs 

(Holm-Nielsen, 2013) and not only demands high levels of cooperation and coordination between the 

different disciplines, but also emphasizes new areas of importance such as increased emphasis upon 

teacher training, student satisfaction and not least social media responsiveness. Market orientation has 

grown new university functions such as career management, IT based forms of educations and IT 

supported education, and has afforded new importance to admission, study-boards, exam offices, etc. 

reemphasizing the need for more and new forms of cooperation and coordination not only between 

academics but also across administrative and academic staff. 

In the following, we first look at education as a core task of universities in which we argue that we have 

to be more specific not only in our understanding of learning but also in our understanding of the notion 

of cooperation and coordination between disciplines, functions and entities. We will unfold a pragmatic 

understanding of learning as set between interest and effort and further look at how education is part of 

many tasks not only for individuals (teachers) but also when seen as part of universities as organizing 
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processes. The development of education as embedded in the organizing processes of the university as 

a whole and not only as professional relationships between students and teachers should be seen in 

light of the customized mass-production of contemporary education; employability and students’ 

evaluations as matters of satisfaction as means to ends; and the increasing need for collaboration across 

organizational functions. These are the issues that we delve into in the following in which we also aim to 

present education and teaching as a special task related to learning and theories of learning.  

Education as a core task of universities 

Education in contemporary universities is much more than the creation of student learning in the 

teacher-student relation. Students’ learning at universities in light of modern reforms seems, however, 

either to be ‘black-boxed’ in the sense that education is assumed to take place as a result of 

participation in educational activities, or it is broken down in politically determined competency goals, 

measurements as grades, and, more recently as employability in the labor market. From a perspective of 

organization studies and organizational learning, this means that universities are responsible for 

organizing, innovating and managing itself from what organizationally speaking can be seen as a ‘pull’ 

effect, where market and employer (ultimately the State) determines whether or not they find the 

products (the graduates) relevant or not.  

In the following, we will investigate the task of education first in a learning perspective, and second as a 

task in contemporary universities and in which context increasingly is determined by a market-oriented, 

economic rationale. 

Education as learning  
In this paper, we speak from a pragmatist philosophic perspective in which we understand learning as a 

situated, relational and social endeavor. Learners’ experiences, cognitive and bodily, are transformed 

though active action within, off and on the world. In the understanding of John Dewey, learning is to 

infuse meaning to experience had. Individual students gain or create knowledge through inquiry 

encompassing communication with self and others with point of departure in current experience and 

knowledge. Learning on that note can be both bodily and cognitive, i.e. the learner may be able to 

communicate the learned or learning can be tacit and bodily. Within education however, emphasis is on 

creating knowledge that can be put into use in different practical contexts, and learning which can be 

evaluated through exams. In a pragmatist, philosophic understanding of learning, learning presupposes 

action as well as creative and imaginative thinking, and learning is slow in the sense that it is not enough 
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to read something to gain knowledge of it; students have to work with the concepts, data and theories 

to learn. 

Dewey discerns between ‘interest’ and ‘effort’ in questions of education (Dewey, 1899 [1972], 1913 

[1979]). Dewey points out, that because it is assumed that the end, the object or idea to be mastered, is 

external to the self, learning something, which is not being perceived as immediately relevant it (the 

end, object or idea) has to be made interesting to the self. Dewey’s point being that effort has to be put 

forward when that which has to be learned is not perceived to lie in the ‘direction of the agent’s own 

growth’ and therefore something the agent is intrinsically motivated to learn. In other words, if an 

individual is to be (intrinsically) motivated to learn, he or she has to perceive that learning is somehow 

relevant for the development of self - understood as embedded in social and natural worlds. Dewey’s 

conclusion is not that the learner should only learn something for which he or she is immediately 

(intrinsically) motivated. Learning demands effort, but Dewey discerns between ‘normal’ effort and 

effort as ‘strain’. The latter of which should be avoided. “Genuine interest in education is the 

accompaniment of the identification, through action, of the self with some object or idea for the 

maintenance of self-expression” (Dewey, 1899 [1972]: 121). Desire and effort is in Dewey’s thinking not 

opposites but the one is a prerequisite of the other.  

Taking Dewey’s insights into the relation between teacher and student, the teacher should help 

students strike a balance between ‘agitation’ and ‘motivation’ to learn and the content to be learned. 

Too much agitation is just as bad, says Dewey, as the lack hereof. That which has to be learned (the ideal 

of ends in Dewey’s words) has to become a motive to stir enough interest in the learner, a motive in the 

self-formation process of the learner. This process may be mediated by effort, which again can be 

normal or strain. Learning is in Dewey’s understanding to be driven by neither pleasure nor strain. Both 

undermines learning due to lack of an intrinsic end, which is an end rooted in the learner’s development 

of self. “Normal interest and effort are identical with the process of self-expression” (Dewey, 1899 

[1972]: 137).  

An example from contemporary education is that all learning almost habitually has to be made relevant 

in relation to its usefulness in ‘practice’. It seems to be assumed that only if the students can see that 

this or that theory is applicable to practice, the student will be able to stir motivation to learning. This 

demand for practical usefulness may for a teacher sometimes be perceived as a kryptonite-ideology of 

all learning. What if students’ perception of what practice is or demands is non-existing, because he or 

she has never experienced or been in such contexts yet? Then a call for practical usefulness is just 
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another external end and not a motivation for learning. Dewey understands all education as ‘growth’ 

(Dewey, 1916 [1980]) and education to be its own end, and he says that “only by extracting at each 

present time the full meaning of each present experience are we prepared for doing the same thing in 

the future. This is the only preparation which in the long run amounts to anything” (Dewey, 1938 [1988]: 

29-30). 

In the learning process, the teacher–student relation must be seen as both a facilitating and evaluating 

relation, from a teacher’ point of view. The teacher’ task in the student learning process is to frame and 

facilitate student’ interactions in the knowledge creation process, in short to make sure that the student 

experiences (enough) possibilities to create experience with what has to be learned, so that learning has 

the possibility to occur. The teacher can present the student with different learning possibilities, but the 

actual learning has to occur in the student body and in the learning process the student will be 

transformed as learning is a transformational process (if done right).  

In the following, we turn to see education as a cores task of universities in light of the wider picture, so 

to speak.  

The combined task of contemporary education 
The task of education today is not (if it ever was) delimited to the relation between teacher and student. 

Education is both defined and measured from the environment of the universities, and to an increasing 

degree the many internal procedures, which may be seen as organizational ‘answers’ to environmental 

pressures and desires. However, some of these internal procedures are also just sheer limitations of the 

It-systems at hand. For example are the ways to describe a study program standardized and as such 

defined within particular pedagogical traditions. This follows an increased propagation of new public 

management, which means that the methods are market driven and within the logics of an economic 

rationality.  

The learning situation is organizationally embedded in a plethora of functions, offers and bureaucratic 

procedures. These are given either by law, or by internal policies to meet political and market demands. 

At random can be mentioned: admissions offices, campus and study environment, library services, 

international offices, special needs offers, career centers, university and study accreditation, evaluation 

of teaching and study environment, end user panels, communication and public relations, examination 

and planning of examination, grading and external censoring, etc. These are to be seen as developments 

followed by an increased uptake of students and the changing role of universities in globalized societies.  
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In the wake of demands for more private sector management, organizing of universities economy and 

adherence to budget forecasts, become more and more relevant for not only administrative staff but 

also impacts the teacher-student relation. We can see a development towards more cost-effective 

teaching forms resulting in some somewhat customized (‘what are the market demands?’) mass-

production of education, employability and student satisfactions as ends to means. All this creates a 

larger need for collaboration across organizational functions. In the following, we elaborate these latter 

issues.  

Customized mass-production of education  
Expensive forms of teaching such as individual counselling and supervision are increasingly tuned down 

and more cost-effective teaching forms such as flipped classrooms, mass lectures, e-learning and written 

exams are becoming more and more widespread. Our point is not to say that the ‘cheaper’ forms of 

organizing the task of education are without learning value. Naturally, something is learned, and 

sometimes it is both more learning-effective and relevant to use e-learning or some of the other forms 

of cost-effective teaching forms. Our point here is to say that their propagation today seems to be 

driven not by an ideal of learning but an ideal of saving money and adhering to a neo-liberal education 

ideology. To handle the increasing number of students’ tasks, the teachers are less able to engage in the 

individual teacher-student relations, but these tasks are also now distributed across ‘new’ university 

functions. For instance if a student have individual difficulties they can go to a student counsellor or be 

assigned a special mentor. These different support functions are offered, because contemporary 

universities provide mass-education. From an economic (and organizational) perspective this is more 

effective because the sheer number of students make it more rational to gather the competences in 

fewer and centralized functions. I.e. to deal with learning disorders in competency-centers rather than 

having individual teachers muddle through the relatively few cases they encounter (if they at all do so) 

in their teaching. 

For one, the tasks connected to the direct teacher-student relation are increasingly organized to 

minimize costs and second, tasks embedding the education of a student are distributed across different 

organizational functions created to cater to the individual needs of students. This simultaneous 

tendency towards mass production and sensitivity to individual needs and wants is an issue cutting 

across contemporary university organizations as well as it is gradually moving its way into focus in the 

evaluation of contemporary education. 
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Employability and student satisfaction are ends to means 
University education is measured against their ability to create employable, satisfied students. Students 

are asked annually or bi-annually to evaluate their studies, and here satisfaction with teaching is central 

to quality assurance efforts (Popli, 2005). This means that universities find themselves at a managerial 

crossroad, where they both organize for ‘customer satisfaction’ (Budd, 2017) and for ‘employability’ 

(Kalfa & Taksa, 2012). In Denmark, educations are evaluated against their impact, which means whether 

graduates are able to find employment quickly after graduation. It is presently politically discussed 

whether the public university system in Denmark should be funded depending on this particular ability 

to create ‘impact’. 

Many of the activities surrounding the teacher-student relation precisely seem to be created in order to 

make the student not only ‘knowledgeable’ but also ‘employable’. Teachers are expected to support 

these ideologies by providing evidence that their courses address externally set targets, indicators and 

evaluations. Knowledge within a disciplinary field is de-emphasized while opportunities to develop 

practical skills valued in paid employment are emphasized. The creation of graduates, which can 

immediately be recognized as ‘useful’ in the societal context, and hence can find a job, become an 

overarching (external) objective for teaching. 

 

Need for collaboration across organizational functions 
We have witnessed a double-sided development affecting university education. Firstly, the knowledge 

society and the change of production from material production to increasingly immaterial, knowledge-

based economies have created an increased demand for university Graduates. Hence, the number of 

students seeking and attending university education has increased dramatically regardless of political 

orientation of the governments in charge. The increased number of students put pressure on the 

organizational forms of universities, which have not been organized for mass production of education in 

the way that we have witnessed over the last many years. One may point out that universities in this 

regard still are displaying teething troubles.  

Secondly, the political orientations and ruling ideologies have since the 1980’ies become increasingly 

neo-liberal (also irrespective of political party). This means that market orientation and private sector 

ethos not only affects universities in Denmark but all public organizations and as such more and more 

becomes ‘common sense’. For example that employment needs today should have a say in university 

education for tomorrow.  
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The combined effects have created universities striving to live up to these new demands. The sheer 

intake of larger student bodies combined with demands for cost minimization necessitated new 

organizational forms and we witness many new functions, not driven by research on learning and the 

need to create knowledgeable students, but by the need to both be able to mass produce education and 

cater for individual student needs. 

 

Conclusion and discussion 

In the paper, we have scrutinized what it means to look at universities in light of organizational theory 

and particularly the classic (yet, revived) notion of the organizational task. We began by noting that 

recent research within higher education has been engaged in coining universities as more ‘complete’ 

organizations in the sense of their growing similarities with private enterprises. The increased demand 

for societal accountability of universities have led universities to be more specific about their branding 

(identity) and have installed ways for rationalizing their actions to make them accountable and have 

established a managerial hierarchy with responsibility demands on all levels. In organizational terms this 

is coined as a movement from universities as loosely coupled to them being tighter ‘functional coupled’, 

i.e. there is more dependency between different organizational functions of the university like for 

example between the administrative study board and the departments as well as the individual 

academic. 

We went on to claim that much research on universities has been occupied with what management and 

lack of democracy has done to research and left the major part of most university teachers’ time, 

education, in the dark. This is why we in our paper want to deal with education as a task of universities 

as a reformed organization. 

We are aware that some higher education researchers like Musselin (2007) have dealt with education 

but her conclusion is that education does not need coordination and cooperation, hence making it 

possible to some degree to escape the pressure of the ‘organizational’ reforms. This is, however, not the 

experience of our everyday day lives as respectively middle manager and professor in a university. On 

the contrary, we see many new issues affecting university education that we need to give a language in 

order to understand what is going on in universities as not only knowledge producers but also providers 

of graduates. In other words, we see education as transcending the teacher-student relationship. 

Educationalists as professionals are embedded in organizational practices that affect and is affected by 
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their ‘doing education’. The common sense notion that students have to be made ready for the labor 

market and the mass education of universities has led to a hitherto unheard of rationalization of the 

organizational procedures in which the teacher-student relationship is embedded. We deal with four 

issues of importance, the notion of learning between effort and interest, customized mass production of 

education, employability and students’ satisfaction as measurement tools for success as well as the 

need for collaboration across organizational functions.  

Our bridging of the traditional (Humboldtian) and the reformed university is a notion about learning 

because of our fear of the learning issue to be missed out as a pivotal task of university education. I.e. to 

maintain that we as universities also have a role to play in not only making students ready for a here-

and-now labor marked demand but also to contribute to install an interest and a preparedness for an 

effort in developing and maintaining not only their employability but also interesting and participatory 

lives in complex societies. This we, with John Dewey in our intellectual luggage, see as developing 

abilities to deal with the ‘problems of men’ in visionary ways (Dewey, 1917 [1980]: 46). I.e. to maintain 

relevance and imagination as reference points for working with education and learning. We in other 

words claim that a “theory for the future advocates the teaching of a preparedness to respond in a 

creative way to difference and otherness” (Elkjaer, 2009: 74). Therefore, we believe that a relevant 

learning theory for universities transcend epistemology and include ontology, hence the notion of 

experience as a starting point for education. This means that learning is not merely for labor markets 

because there is more to lives than working, which a debate on the relation ‘between theory and 

practice’ cannot at all contain.  

The question is how to point to a sustainable organizational form taking into account both learning as 

well as the organizational embeddedness that contemporary university education finds itself. Therefore, 

the question is, given education as a core task of the universities in light of the changing conditions and 

reformed universities, what would be a sustainable organizational form? The latter, we believe, has to 

be a form that take into account that universities are mass producers of education, and that universities 

are embedded in the larger global societies as well as organized across individual universities in which 

teachers are to coordinate with not only peers but also administrative staff. Unfortunately, empirical 

research on the latter is still to be done.  
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