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Abstract At the intersection of science studies and higher education research, this 
contribution looks at the way in which the requirements of universities as organi-
zations release development dynamics in academic disciplines and it analyses the 
interaction between discipline and organization. We will analyse German educa-
tional science, bearing in mind it is an example of disciplines that are fractured and 
consequently have little consensus in terms of fundamental theories and basic con-
cepts. Firstly, we take on a quantitative approach and analyse the changes in degree 
courses at the structural level and the symbolic boundaries or conceptual distinc-
tions following the transition to the Bachelor and Master system. Secondly, we take 
a close look at the negotiating processes and practices, as well as at the disciplinary 
orientations that determine these boundary shifts, using a qualitative approach that 
focuses on the actors. In group discussions with representatives of the German edu-
cational science at different universities it stood out that actors involved in course 
design are compelled to find an equilibrium between the demands of the discipline 
and those of the organization, and do so in very different ways. Finally, we discuss 
the extent to which close interaction between higher education reforms and aca-
demic disciplines can be figured out, particularly for disciplines seen as fractured 
and which do not have consensual common disciplinary standards.
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Introduction

More than 20 years ago, fundamental change to the structure of European Higher 
Education was given green light, as the Bologna declaration was ratified (Bologna 
Declaration 1999). The aim to create a European area of higher education and to 
promote its position in the international sphere set in motion a process that would 
alter the higher education system in most European countries. It was accompanied, 
not only in Germany, by a radical shift in university governance structures towards a 
New Public Management and tougher competition, cultivating at the same time the 
self-image of the entrepreneurial university. These dynamics of change – the starting 
point for the empirical analysis presented below – seldom leave scientific disciplines 
and their processes of development unscathed. As a matter of fact, they shape their 
design, which is in turn reflected in the degree courses.

Up to now, however, empirical research has rarely examined the transformation 
of university studies and their structural design in European Higher Education, bear-
ing in mind the interaction between disciplinary and organizational development. 
In the DFG-funded research project ‘Educational Science in the Bologna Process. 
Strategies and orientation frameworks in the reform of academic programmes’, we 
have addressed precisely this desideratum taking up the example of Germany and 
educational science. However, our reflections on this have been limited mainly to 
the inner-disciplinary and German-speaking area. With this contribution, we now 
bring together the strands of our previous quantitative and qualitative findings and 
open them up for international discussion by focusing on the interlinkages between 
discipline and organization. For this purpose, we briefly examine the findings of the 
quantitative sub-study in this article in order to raise sensitivity for the heterogene-
ous course landscape in German educational science (cf. Grunert and Ludwig 2016; 
Grunert, Ludwig, and Hüfner 2020). These quantitative findings indicated a shift in 
disciplinary boundaries. We explored this in more detail in our qualitative sub-study 
and asked about the social micro-processes in organizations that generate these 
shifts. Here, the focus was on the negotiation practices of the discipline representa-
tives at the universities involved in reorganizing degree programmes to fit the Bach-
elor and Master system. We use qualitative methods to analyse collective orienta-
tions and practices that are expressed in the process of developing new bachelor and 
master’s degrees. In doing so, we focus on the way actors who design these degree 
courses mediate between disciplinary demands and organizational requirements and 
on the resulting consequences for the design process of the degree courses. Fol-
lowing the brief presentation of the quantitative findings, we present the types that 
we have reconstructed in more detail in this contribution. We thereby abstract the 
findings from the German specifics (cf. for this Ludwig and Grunert 2018; Ludwig 
2019) and bring them up for discussion as potentially cross-disciplinary and interna-
tionally relevant problems in the negotiation of curricula in university contexts.
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Theoretical Framework and State of Research

In our research, we see scientific disciplines as forms of internal differentiation 
within the system of science by following concepts of systems theory (Stichweh 
1994). They could be described as research and communication communities, 
bonded by common challenges and research methods, and hosted in specific insti-
tutions that are their organizational infrastructure (Stichweh 1994; Abbott 2001). 
In this perspective, the university is first and foremost the organization that pro-
vides scientific disciplines with space for research and theory development, and it 
also ensures the auto-reproduction of disciplines since they have the opportunity 
to design their own degree courses. At the same time, universities can be seen as 
organizations that are both part of the system of science and the education sys-
tem (Stichweh 1994: 175ff.). They are hence governed by different system logics. 
The university as an organization can have an impact on each of the two systems 
in very different ways. As part of the education system it is directly responsible 
for producing degree courses and ensuring suitable infrastructures and academic 
staff. However, it is only indirectly responsible for the system of science. In other 
words, while members of the organization, particularly the academic staff, are 
active in both sub-systems, the organization itself is merely an asymmetric partic-
ipant (Hechler and Pasternack 2012: 17). Academic actors, on the other side, are 
obliged to take on a twofold position in university as members of an organization, 
on the one hand, and of the scientific discipline, on the other, although one can 
assume that they identify themselves with their discipline more than with their 
university (cf. Pellert 1999; Musselin 2007; Klatetzki 2012).

Firstly, scientific disciplines are by no means static but rather dynamic entities 
in constant change. These changes are not solely determined by internal scientific 
dynamics of competing paradigms (cf. Kuhn 1989 [1962]: 26f., 196), but are also 
governed by the logics of professional fields, of politics and even of organization 
(Hofstetter and Schneuwly 2010: 679). Fligstein and McAdam (2011, 2012), who 
combine neo-institutionalist perspectives with Bourdieu’s capital theory, refer 
to power dynamics in the scientific field and their contribution to preserving or 
altering the fabric of disciplines. In fact, they add the actor-related perspective we 
refer to in our research to the existing organization theory approach. We therefore 
see disciplinary processes of change as the result of isomorphous processes of 
adjustment to external constraints from a neo-institutional point of view (Meyer 
and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983), but at the same time the need to 
focus on the actor level in the process. We do this by focusing on the strategic 
practices and leading orientations of the actors involved, who institutionalize and 
constantly modify external expectations, such as the implementation of the Bolo-
gna Reform.

Hence, changes to the discipline and course development are inextricably 
bound to the representatives of the disciplines as actors at their universities. They 
move about in their specific university, academic and educational contexts and 
they (can) refer to them in different ways when pursuing their own interests and 
academic orientations.
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Secondly, scientific disciplines are not structurally unified but they vary due to 
their specific entanglement with non-university occupational fields, the consensu-
ality of their underlying disciplinary basic theories or their different approaches to 
research. All of this determines the space for manoeuvre disciplines have. Here, 
Ambrose et  al. (2010) differentiate scientific disciplines heuristically between two 
poles. While “unified, insular, firmly policed disciplines” (ibid.: 47ff.) are marked 
externally by strong boundaries dictated by coherent and consensual theoretical, 
methodological and practice-related orientations, “fractured, porous, contested dis-
ciplines” (ibid.) have weak boundaries that result from plural positions on their theo-
retical, methodological and practice-related foundations (similar differentiations into 
hard and soft disciplines: e.g. Huber 1991; Stichweh 1994). Against this background 
and given its current state, educational science in Germany can be described as a 
“fractured discipline” (Keiner and Schauffler 2014). This is not only evident due 
to the plurality of theoretical positions, empirical approaches and field references, 
which result in many professional currents (Horn 2014: 27), but also due to the fact 
that there are discussions on the identity of this discipline since its inception and this 
seems to be a permanent feature (Grunert 2012). Even before the higher education 
reform of the 1990s, educational science was debating plural approaches to theory 
and research, and practice-related experience. This was particularly noticeable in 
the old diploma degree courses (first degree), which made little or no reference to a 
shared canon of disciplinary knowledge (Wagner-Winterhager 1990) despite bearing 
the title of Diplom-Erziehungswissenschaft (diploma in educational science). This 
can be explained by the hybrid status of German educational science, a consequence 
of its indeterminate practical relevance (Grunert 2012). There is no agreement on 
the potential significance of educational science for the concrete professional peda-
gogical practice, nor is there consensus on the fields to which it should specifically 
refer (Krüger 2012; Horn 2014). That said, models of purely observational science 
or pure science of action seem equally problematic for educational science. In other 
words: the discipline itself oscillates between the education system and the system 
of science (Luhmann 2002; Fuchs 2007). Due to its focus on education, which is 
a function of society, educational science is confronted with societal and political 
demands relevant to teacher training and other professional pedagogical fields, and 
with economic interests. Nevertheless, it also wants to be a genuine science. Other 
scientific disciplines also have this dilemma to various degrees, but as Bourdieu 
argues, a discipline’s relative autonomy depends on its ability to withstand these 
pressures and accord them their own disciplinary logic (Bourdieu 1998). Only with 
the emergence of a recurring disciplinary standpoint distinguishing it from other 
scientific disciplines in how it faces challenges and deals with external demands 
its relative autonomy and demarcation can be proved. From this perspective, edu-
cational science as a fractured discipline shows little power for refracting external 
influences. This seems to stem from little agreement on theoretical, methodological 
and practice-related positions, from strong division into sub-disciplines and from the 
emergence of local academic cultures.

Last but not least, disciplinary ‘boundary work’, as symbolized, for example, by 
the labels used to describe degree courses, seems particularly “ambiguous, flexible, 
historically changing, contextually variable, internally inconsistent, and sometimes 
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disputed” (Gieryn 1983: 792). Boundary work as a power struggle for “credibility, 
prestige, power, and material resources” (Gieryn 1994: 405) thus refers to – not 
unlike Bourdieu’s considerations – the contentious assertion of interests and sover-
eignty in matters of interpretation in a scientific field (cf. Lamont and Molnár 2002; 
Beer and Koenig 2009). Boundary demarcations in this sense are the expression of 
a “social interest in claiming, expanding, protecting, monopolizing, usurping, deny-
ing, or restricting the cognitive authority of science” (ibid.).

The reform of European Higher Education triggered by the Bologna Declara-
tion, which could be described as an “exogenous shock” to the academic field to 
quote Fligstein and McAdam (2011: 9), calls on representatives from all scientific 
disciplines to develop new degree courses in a concerted effort while complying 
with regulatory expectations from the organizational framework. Although it can 
be assumed that these reform processes are highly challenging for fractured disci-
plines in particular, they have rarely been the focus of systematic empirical research. 
Taking up the example of German educational science, we explore this process 
in a fractured discipline with exceedingly weak and contested boundaries. This is 
accompanied by the fact that the corpus of commonly accepted knowledge, which 
is of central importance for disciplinary self-reproduction (Stichweh 1994: 17), is 
by no means clearly delineated. Rather, this can be defined as one of the permanent 
fields of disciplinary boundary and identity work. As a consequence, curriculum 
design has been also a controversial issue since the implementation of educational 
science as an academic field of study in Germany (for an overview: Austermann 
et al. 2004; Horn 1999). Therefore, with recourse to the field-theoretical approach 
of Fligstein and McAdam (2011, 2012), a highly dynamic field can be assumed to 
emerge in the interplay of Bologna reform and the development of universities as 
organizations, in which the demand to develop new study programmes also requires 
new negotiation processes of sustainable curricula at the university sites. The rea-
son for this is in particular the fact that – at least at the level of formal structure 
(Meyer and Rowan 1977) – there was a national framework for the study and exami-
nation regulations that governed the establishment of educational science study pro-
grammes prior to the Bologna reform. The German Society for Educational Science 
(GERA or DGfE) was significantly involved in its development as a disciplinary 
communication space. However, this framework has been replaced for all disciplines 
by a decentralised accreditation system, which also puts the significance and bind-
ing power of recommendations from disciplinary associations (e.g. DGfE 2010) to 
the test. Nevertheless, local academic cultures already existed before the Bologna 
reform, so the question arises to which points of reference and actor constellations 
the representatives of fractured disciplines like educational science now refer and 
how they "translate existing rules and resources into the production of local orders" 
(Fligstein and McAdam 2011: 11).

At the same time, the existing rules and local framework conditions have also 
changed with the development of universities towards New Public Management 
itself, so that they are increasingly becoming "normal organizations" (Heinze and 
Krücken 2012: 8). They have more and more instruments at their disposal to assert 
their own interests, e.g. through profile building, target agreements or the develop-
ment of their own framework examination regulations (e.g. Teichler 2016; Hüther 
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2012). This also allows them to exert more influence on the design of study pro-
grammes – e.g. by defining certain module sizes for all subjects at the university site 
or by expecting a specific profile building of the study programmes. With our ques-
tion about the disciplinary processes of change due to the Bologna reform, however, 
we aim less at the universities as organizations in their "multi-layeredness" (Gold-
mann 2017: 150), but rather at how the representatives of the discipline use their 
space for manoeuvre in the design of study programmes at the interface of discipline 
and organization. So we focus on changes to the structure and course design, and on 
the negotiating processes of representatives of the discipline against the background 
of disciplinary orientations and organizational rule expectations, from the perspec-
tive of the actors.

At present there are hardly any studies that take such an actor-based perspec-
tive into account. In a broader sense, however, studies that ask about social micro-
processes in organizations are connectable to our research question. For example, 
Jarzabkowski (2003, 2010) focuses on the role of strategic practices for continuity 
and change in organizations on the basis of a qualitative design at three British uni-
versities. She emphasizes that change processes cannot be attributed to the powerful 
influence of a single group (e.g. university management), but to the interactive and 
powerful relationships between different actors. Furthermore, Jarzabkowski shows 
that actors pursue similar goals of action, but that the way they do so differs accord-
ing to the cultural and historically developed practices at the respective universities 
(ibid. 2010: 132). Other important empirical reference points are studies that under-
stand curricula as social constructions and their development as socio-culturally 
embedded processes (cf. for example, Goodson 1997; Karseth 2006; Barraud and 
Mignot-Gérard 2005; Karseth and Solbrekke 2016). Based on a document analysis 
of the implementation of the Bologna requirements in the Norwegian higher educa-
tion system, Karseth (2006) concludes that with the Bologna Process, employability 
and international mobility become the driving forces of curriculum development, 
whereas previously the focus was on disciplinary knowledge and knowledge pro-
duction itself. Drawing on European policy texts related to curriculum elements, 
Karseth and Solbrekke (2016) highlight the increasing influence of external and 
political aspects on curriculum development in higher education, noting that “the 
academic profession looses power as well as legitimacy with regard to defining the 
core content and processes of teaching in higher education” (ibid.: 222).

Barraud and Mignot-Gérard (2005) also describe a similar process for the French 
higher education sector on the basis of expert interviews and document analyses. 
They emphasize that curriculum development in France has advanced from the 
domain of disciplines to the domain of university policy, so that curricula are no 
longer exclusively oriented towards the internal logic of the disciplines, which also 
entails a weakening of the disciplines themselves. On the other hand, however, Bar-
raud and Mignot-Gerard note that “academics or disciplines representatives still 
show a great ability to bypass or even refuse to enforce the university policies” 
(ibid.: 9). Barraud and Mignot-Gerard attribute the extent of heterogeneity of study 
programmes in France after the Bologna reform to the different strategies of the dis-
ciplinary representatives at the respective university sites, “who try to increase the 
visibility and the notoriety of their own specialty” (ibid.: 12). Using the example of 
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political science in Germany and on the basis of semi-structured interviews, Stein-
hardt (2015) elaborates a primacy of discipline orientation. She emphasizes the 
motive of expanding and preserving individual research interests of disciplinary rep-
resentatives as a central moment of course development and reason for the heteroge-
neity of study programmes (similar to Hechler and Pasternack 2012: 28).

All in all, it can be summarized that only a few and in part rather older studies are 
available that focus on an actor-related perspective on the disciplinary processes of 
change against the background of the challenges posed by the Bologna Process and 
its knock-on effects. Thus, there is also a lack of a differentiated perspective on the 
consequences and dynamics that are to be expected especially for disciplines that, 
like educational science, can be described as fragmented. This study aims to address 
these desiderata.

Data and Methods

The first step towards describing the current state of the degree course landscape 
in educational science was to conduct a quantitative study that examined all of the 
degree courses related to educational science in German universities, using selected 
criteria. For this purpose, data was collected on the study programmes and module 
descriptions of such degree courses where an enrolment was possible in the first 
(winter) semester 2013/14. Structural data referring to the type of degree (bachelor’s 
or master’s), number of subjects, labels of the degree courses and ECTS credits were 
extracted. Based on a quantitative content analysis (Früh 2017), data was collected 
on the subject-related (e.g., basics of the discipline, research methods, research 
training projects) and practical (internships) content of the degree courses.1 This 
was repeated in later surveys for the winter semesters 2014/15 and 2018/19, allow-
ing more recent data to be introduced into the quantitative sub-study, albeit the latter 
differs only marginally from the first survey (Grunert, Ludwig, and Hüfner 2020).

Univariate and bivariate data analysis was supplemented by a hierarchical cluster 
analysis using the Ward method (cf. Bortz 2005) in order to first of all divide degree 
courses into homogeneous groups comparatively similar in terms of content design 
but as distinct from each other as possible, and to subsequently work out different 
degree course patterns. The purpose of this step was to describe the structure of the 
degree courses and their orientation towards teaching the basics of the discipline, 
research methods and practical relevance. A similar procedure was carried out for 
the degree course landscape in sociological science in order to draw conclusions on 
the extent to which degree course transformations following the Bologna Reform 
have led to different disciplinary changes, thereby pointing to an “erosion of disci-
plinarity” (Ruhloff 2006: 33; Grunert and Ludwig 2016).

1 To ensure data reliability, we took statements from two coders in the same situation and compared 
them (Intercoder reliability, cf. Früh 2017: 114). Values for intercoder reliability: κbasics= .76, κmethods = 
.95, κtraining procjects = .83, κinternships = .94.
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To answer the research question about strategic practices and key orienta-
tions regarding the new degree courses, we carried out group discussions at vari-
ous universities with actors who had accompanied the respective degree course 
implementation processes. Based on quantitative findings on degree course 
content, ten locations with highly diverse and contrasting course patterns were 
selected along the criteria: degree of specialization, affiliation of the study pro-
grammes to the clusters of the quantitative sub-study and number of study pro-
grammes for which educational science is responsible. These included sites that 
offer specialized degree courses and sites with a more general orientation towards 
the discipline as a whole, sites with a limited number of degree courses or small-
scale programmes, and sites with a wide range of degree courses. The aim of 
this sampling was to gather a broad spectrum of individual cases. Willingness to 
take part in these group discussions was high, making the sample comply per-
fectly with our selection criteria. The composition of the groups was left up to 
the representatives of the discipline themselves. Depending on the location, the 
groups are composed of three to eight participants, mainly full professors, and in 
some cases also research assistants. They also represent a wide range of positions 
within academic self-administration (e.g. deans or degree course coordinators).

Group discussions were based on a procedure developed by Ralf Bohnsack 
(2010), which begins with an open question and leaves much room for partici-
pants to add content of their own. The script for discussion subsequently focused 
on experiences associated with the introduction of degree courses into universi-
ties and the design of their content. We used the documentary method of interpre-
tation (Bohnsack, Pfaff and Weller 2010) to analyze the group discussions. This 
procedure makes it possible to reconstruct the strategic practices and guiding ori-
entations for action that gave rise to specific practices at different university sites, 
to examine the relational differences in their position in the field of educational 
science and, ultimately, to condense them into types. In the first phase, the docu-
mentary method aims to reconstruct the collective orientations for action of each 
group by formulating and reflecting interpretation while comparing the differ-
ent cases. The term of orientation in the Documentary Method refers to implicit, 
atheoretical knowledge that is “underlying practical action” and in this sense it 
is also thought as “the »modus operandi« or the »habitus« in the terms of Pierre 
Bourdieu” (Bohnsack 2010: 106). Comparative analysis allows for the gradual 
reconstruction of the components of the orientation framework common to all the 
cases. For example, a problem all cases have to deal with. Taking the practices 
and guiding orientations of actors for degree course design as a starting point, 
we can see that all cases have to deal with two key challenges – the heterogeneity 
of the discipline and the rule expectations by the university. Different collective 
orientations relevant to this problem – which guide actions of the representatives 
of the discipline as implicit orientation frameworks – can then be worked out 
and, in a comparative approach, clearly distinguished from one another. In the 
second phase, the sense-genetic type formation (Nohl 2010: 211-212), these ori-
entation frameworks are abstracted from the individual case and condensed into 
types by means of contrastive comparisons. However, no overarching types of 
orientation frameworks could be identified for dealing with the two reconstructed 
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core challenges – the heterogeneity of the discipline and the rule expectations by 
the university –, i.e. there was no pattern connecting them. For this reason, the 
collective orientations in dealing with both challenges were condensed into two 
sense-genetic type formations.

Findings

The following is a brief presentation of the quantitative findings. They provide insight 
into how the degree course landscape of educational science in Germany has evolved. 
We then take a closer look at the qualitative findings in order to focus in more detail on 
the strategic practices and guiding orientations in the course design process and their 
challenges in the organizational context of the university. This ultimately allows us to 
determine the interaction of discipline and organization more precisely.

Quantitative Findings

The Structural Alignment of Degree Courses

The quantitative findings made it particularly clear that the degree course landscape in 
educational science is currently very heterogeneous. This is reflected in the content and 
the structure of the degree courses.

The following passages are taken from the survey findings for the winter semester 
2013/14. The case selection for the qualitative survey and the sociological compari-
son were also based on these findings. In some instances they are supplemented by 
references to the survey of the winter semester 2018/19 in order to indicate possible 
changes, although these tend to be marginal when it comes to the bigger picture (cf. for 
further details Grunert and Ludwig 2016; Grunert, Ludwig, and Hüfner 2020).

At the time of the survey, 63 universities and universities of education in Germany 
were offering major degree courses in educational science. In other words, university 
degree courses not geared to a teaching profession but to other pedagogical professions. 
The educational science organization units were mainly responsible for these courses. 
A total of 186 bachelor’s and master’s degree courses were offered. By winter semes-
ter 2018/19, this figure had risen to 194 degree courses at 64 universities. These new 
degree courses are primarily part of the master’s level and by and large complement 
existing courses. From the outside, this seems to indicate consolidation in the after-
math of highly dynamic years of establishing new degree courses following the Bolo-
gna Reform. There is, however, still considerable movement within the existing degree 
courses in terms of content and structure. More than half of the courses analysed for 
2013/14, for example, have undergone significant changes to their structure and/or con-
tent, while several have altered their degree course labels.
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Labels of Degree Courses as Symbolic Demarcation

It is therefore not unimportant to cast an eye on the labels used for degree course 
descriptions to indicate the content of a discipline, since these not only serve as ori-
entation for students but also as symbols of disciplinary boundaries. The wording of 
educational science degree courses clearly reflects the discipline’s much discussed 
heterogeneity. No less than 90 different degree course labels are used to describe 
186 courses, a trend that continues to flourish. Among them are what can be under-
stood as ‘generalized’ degree course labels variously entitled Educational Science(s) 
[Erziehungswissenschaft(en)], Pedagogy [Pädagogik] or Bildungswissenschaft(en)2 
or a combination of these terms. In Germany the terms ‘pedagogy’ (or educational 
theory) and ‘educational science’ are frequently used parallelly to describe the dis-
cipline, even in disciplinary historical approaches, while ‘Bildungswissenschaft’ has 
only recently found its way into labelling. This parallel use of the terms educational 
science, Bildungswissenschaft and pedagogy – individually, in combination or even 
in the singular or plural – makes symbolic demarcation somewhat vague and seems 
more like a form of internal disciplinary boundary-blurring (Beer and Koenig 2009) 
that confounds rather than sets boundaries.

This impression is more intense when special labels are added. It extends 
the spectrum of labels of educational science degree courses and includes those 
which refer to professional pedagogical fields of action or specific problems. 
Among these are 39 degree courses that broaden the terms educational science(s), 
Bildungswissenschaft(en) and pedagogy to include a special focus, such as social 
pedagogy [Sozialpädagogik] or organizational development [Organisationsent-
wicklung]. These courses are mostly located in the master’s domain. On the other 
hand, 65 degree courses dispense altogether with an overarching disciplinary label, 
choosing a specific label instead. The selected labels of this group refer for the most 
part to the classic sub-disciplines of educational science in Germany, such as social 
pedagogy [Sozialpädagogik], special needs education [Sonderpädagogik] or adult 
education [Erwachsenenbildung], but also to more recent trends, such as early child-
hood education [Pädagogik der frühen Kindheit], which has only reached an aca-
demic level in Germany in the last decade. The latter now occupies a wider space 
in the academic field. In addition, there are degree courses with labels that refer to 
specialization in empirical educational research [Empirische Bildungsforschung] or 
management and organizational development, whose role as fields of study was neg-
ligible in German Diploma programmes prior to the Bologna Reform (Krüger et al. 
2003).

On the whole, there is still the trend that specialized subject designations in the 
master’s degree cover a wider range of issues than in the bachelor’s degree.

2 When translating it into English, Erziehungswissenschaft and Bildungswissenschaft would result in the 
same term: educational science, but in German there is an essential difference between Erziehung and 
Bildung (Biesta 2016: 833; Keiner 2015). In English both coincide in the word education.
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Degree Course Patterns

The quantitative findings make it clear that German educational science is already 
quite heterogeneous at the level of symbolic demarcation via label designation. This 
is further proved by data analysis using Ward’s hierarchical clustering method (cf. 
Bortz 2005). The aim was to differentiate the degree courses into groups that would 
be as homogeneous as possible in terms of their mandatory content of disciplinary 
basics, research methods, the major field of study and practical training. The cluster 
analysis is based on the percentage shares of the content types in the individual study 
programmes in relation to the average value for all degree programmes. The z-stand-
ardized deviations from the mean value of the respective content rubrics shown in 
Figure 1 visualize well the characteristics of the clusters we found for the bachelor 
programmes. The results indicate that the study programmes differ greatly when it 
comes to the teaching of basic educational science, research methods, content of the 
major field of study, and practical training in their relations. The first group shows 
shared values in the four content types that are close to the mean value of all study 
programmes. The other clusters vary significantly from this and point to different 
priorities. While the second group of courses in the bachelor’s degree shows a high 
incidence of disciplinary basics, little emphasis on research methods and even fewer 
practical references, the third group focuses heavily on research methods and far 
less on disciplinary principles and practice-oriented content. The fourth group in 
turn concentrates primarily on content related to the major field of study (z.B. social 
pedagogy, adult education, early education), while the fifth group works with a more 
balanced combination of content related to the major field of study and professional 

Fig. 1  Bachelor’s degree course patterns (n=86; left z-standardized deviations from mean value, right 
average percentage shares of the total volume of the study programmes)
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practice. In these two groups, disciplinary basics and research methods are signifi-
cantly underrepresented (see Figure 1, based on Grunert, Ludwig, and Hüfner 2020: 
40).

The cluster analysis clearly shows that a strong structural and content-related het-
erogeneity of degree courses in educational science can be assumed, through which 
disciplinary boundaries are blurred just as much as through the heterogeneous prac-
tice of their labelling. In the following, we will use the results of our qualitative sub-
study to explore the social micro-processes behind these boundary shifts.

Qualitative Findings

Educational science degree courses, after the study reform in Germany, already 
prove to be quantitatively heterogeneous as regards subject designation and the sym-
bolic demarcation this expresses, and in regard to their content design and the inter-
connection between the different areas of study. Against this backdrop, the question 
arises: what are the underlying orientations of the university representatives of the 
discipline and what is the role of organizational frameworks?

Based on the comparative analysis of group discussions, two main ‘habitual 
action’ problems in the process of designing the degree programmes were identi-
fied across all cases. One deals with the heterogeneity of the discipline itself, in 
other words discovering how a fractured discipline, as reflected in the heterogene-
ous disciplinary positioning of the representatives of the discipline at the university, 
can arrive at a mutually accepted curriculum. With the development of new degree 
courses, the Bologna Reform virtually insists on a shared understanding of content 
and profiling, and presses for the orchestration of collective solutions in a discipline 
that is both fractured and anything but consensual. This habitual action problem was 
the basis for an initial sense-genetic type formation.

Group discussions also saw the emergence of a second significant habitual action 
problem, thereby placing the organizational side of curricular developments centre 
stage. These are clearly accompanied by university rule expectations that challenge 
the implementation of disciplinary orientations into the degree courses at universi-
ties. The strategies for action the representatives of the discipline use in response to 
organizational constraints thus form the basis for a second sense-genetic type forma-
tion across all cases.

Both type formations are presented below and followed by a discussion on the 
extent to which the coexistence of these two type formations is the result of tension 
between a fractured discipline and university as an organization (cf. for inner-disci-
plinary German discussion Ludwig and Grunert 2018; Ludwig 2019).

Dealing with Disciplinary Heterogeneity (Sense-Genetic Type Formation I)

The first sense-genetic type formation is linked to the cross-sample question of 
how different (sub-)disciplinary orientations in the collective practice of designing 
degree courses come into play as the expression of a fractured discipline and are 
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negotiated as such. Comparative analyses led to the reconstruction of different forms 
of dealing with this problem of action. They have been condensed into three types.

The first type can be described as ‘Establishing disciplinary standards’. Here, the 
external request for new degree course structures is used as an incentive to negotiate 
a basic agreement on course design. In addition, the choice of general subject des-
ignations should help draw symbolically strong disciplinary boundaries. The hetero-
geneity of educational science as a discipline as a whole is firmly established here 
on the negative counter-horizon, with educational science defined as a “synonym 
for different concepts3” (S-location: 507f.4). In contrast, the collective orientation 
framework is characterized by shared understandings of educational science, which 
is tasked with curtailing fragmentation by setting standards. Representatives of the 
discipline see the reform as an opportunity “to concentrate on reaching a minimum 
agreement when introducing bachelor’s degree courses” (D-location: 404ff.) and to 
design courses that reduce the perceived disciplinary heterogeneity of educational 
science, at least in their own university. Defining the degree course content is seen 
here as setting standards, which are either jointly negotiated or imposed by power.

A common understanding of the disciplinary essence of educational science was 
worked out at Location-D by negotiating specific topics and content:

Ew: We thought about what we wanted, what we wanted to pass on, what we 
wanted to convey, what the curriculum should look like, what’s important 
to us, what is essential to educational knowledge and skills […]. We had to 
work out a new degree course concept together. I can well remember discus-
sions and definitions: is socialization part of this as a concept or is it not, is 
the notion of Bildung out of date or is it at the heart, is it the key concept of 
our discipline? […] Of course we all had to sacrifice something in the debate 
because we had to find a compromise. […] It was a struggle, of course it was a 
struggle (D-location: 210-244).

Several different academic perspectives and positions exist at this location, all 
of which were sounded out – in a process described as painful – before reaching a 
shared basic understanding of the core content of educational science. This type of 
content-based agreement regarding key definitions is not seen as a given, but must 
first be negotiated by the representatives of the discipline. Although negotiation out-
comes are marked as a compromise, this demonstrates that reaching a disciplinary 
consensus even in a fractured discipline is not completely out of the question, at 
least on the level of singular university sites.

In the other case of this type, such a compromise is negotiated less collectively. 
In fact, it is the result of individual imposition by power. Enforcement of a specific 
disciplinary understanding based on interdisciplinarity and empirical research was 

3 Unless otherwise indicated, direct quotations set in italics mark text passages from group discussions 
and are included here for the purpose of clarification. Names and places have been altered to ensure 
anonymity. These passages have been simplified in order to be read more easily and they have been trans-
lated from German into English.
4 This refers to line numbers in the respective group discussion transcripts.
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favoured by a generational change in the staff at the location concerned and was 
protected by human resources policies: “We tried to minimize heterogeneity […] 
with appointment procedures […] so that there’s a sort of fit with a basic agreement 
across the college as a whole” (S-location: 1646ff).

The Bologna Reform and its demand for degree course development is thus 
negotiated in the ‘Establishing disciplinary standards’ type as a potential arena 
for setting site-specific standards and drawing boundaries that symbolize a com-
mon disciplinary understanding. Although the fractured nature of the discipline 
is perceived as problematic, it seems at least to be possible to work on it in each 
location. The educational science ideal as a scientific discipline nevertheless 
remains that of a discipline that is clearly recognizable both by its content and its 
tasks.

In contrast, the ‘Anchoring disciplinary heterogeneity’ type is characterized by 
a positive attitude to the heterogeneity of the discipline – both in terms of the dis-
cipline as a whole and of the academic staff at each site. ‘Bildung’ and Education 
as topics that are collectively considered relevant take centre stage, their paradig-
matic and subject-related plurality is acknowledged and, where possible, firmly 
anchored in the degree courses.

Two type variants can be distinguished here. The ‘Intra and interdisciplinary 
openness’ variant highlights the discipline as both open and dynamic. Position-
ings outside the discipline, e.g. with psychology, are likewise acknowledged, 
which in turn can be interpreted as an expression of “interdisciplinary self-confi-
dence” (Q-location: 1970). Demarcations from other disciplines, however, seem 
to be “less simple” (L-location: 155). Differences in the disciplinary positions 
of local representatives of the discipline regarding plural professional fields of 
action are considered necessary, “since professional activities do not evolve like 
a discipline” (Q-location: 1888f.). Degree course development is thus geared to 
both disciplinary and professional needs. Disciplinary heterogeneity is justified 
with external demands and explicitly included in the joint degree courses.

The ‘Inner-disciplinary focus’ variant in this type considers the low level of 
disciplinary contouring in educational science and the perceived blurring of 
boundaries to neighbouring disciplines to be problematic. Despite numerous dif-
ferences in the details, a collectively shared position does exist in the discipline 
of educational science as a whole.

Bw:[…] I think much of what is worrying in educational science as a dis-
cipline is reflected here. […] I think educational science really does have a 
somewhat weak outline at the moment.
[…]
Am:At times I wonder if the people we deal with and who have a professor-
ship in the field genuinely think and argue from an educational science per-
spective or is it in fact sociological after all. (Y-location: 2861-2902)

Collectivization among the representatives of the different disciplines creates 
the orientation towards educational science as a relevant and relatively autono-
mous discipline, whose boundaries with neighbouring disciplines should be more 
clearly outlined. Inner-disciplinary heterogeneity is tolerated and degree course 
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development linked to the goal of firmly establishing “the subject as a subject” 
(Y location: 848) in the curriculum. This means that degree course development 
should not be left to random site-specific configurations or purely individual 
interests. Instead, this is about the broad anchoring of general educational science 
content and the integration of diverse sub-disciplinary subject matters. Design-
ing degree courses, however, is perceived in these cases as heavily influenced by 
external criteria and enmeshed in university management specifications, which 
are primarily geared to competition (e.g. subject designation or profiling), so that 
the successful assertion of disciplinary orientations does not live up to the ideal.

On the whole, the ‘Anchoring disciplinary heterogeneity’ type clearly indicates 
for the most part openness towards heterogeneous content and disciplinary orienta-
tions, which is reflected in the process of constructing degree courses. Nevertheless, 
while the fracturing of the discipline in the ‘Intra and interdisciplinary openness’ 
variant is considered necessary and not worrying, the ‘Inner-disciplinary focus’ var-
iant regards blurry borders with neighbouring disciplines as negative.

The third type, ‘Establishing sub-disciplinary autonomy’, mostly shows evidence 
of movement towards autonomy when it comes to dealing with disciplinary hetero-
geneity in degree course design. Contrary to the two other types, there is little indi-
cation of a collective orientation towards the discipline as a whole, which leads to 
autonomous sub-disciplinary degree courses through different processes.

At the C-location, for example, prior to the introduction of bachelor’s and mas-
ter’s degree programmes, sub-disciplinary autonomy was already common prac-
tice and, despite shared educational science principles, it culminated in different 
“branches” perceived “long before that” as separate degree courses. Coupled with 
this, the coexistence of contrasting disciplinary orientations called for the design 
of independent degree courses with different content, topics and sub-disciplinary 
references.

The Z-location likewise focuses primarily on sub-disciplinary content, although 
there is some evidence of common perspectives on the discipline as a whole.

Dw:Let’s be honest, the bachelor’s study the main subject without a major
Cm:yes
Bw:hmm ((quietly))
Dw:yes, they’re studying a sub-discipline
[…]
Cm: yes that, too, because let’s say, if you have to make concessions [...] then 
those aspects are completely marginal
Dw:yes
[…]
Cm: if you keep it broad, does that bring more((asking)) [...] what does it 
result in ((asking)), it’s certainly not an overview
Dw:yes and there again apropos medicine and law I think we’re too serious 
for that in our profession, I mean, they’re going to be let loose upon people 
(Z-location: 1681-1714)

In conjunction with time constraints imposed by the Bachelor and Master system, 
disciplinary orientation towards specific sub-disciplinary fields of activity forces a 
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departure from the content of the discipline as a whole during degree course design. 
These “concessions” appear to be necessary if a “serious” profession-oriented 
degree course is to be developed. Hence sub-disciplinary autonomy goes hand in 
hand with ambivalence, which is perceived as an external constraint, however, and 
shouldered collectively.

At the X-location, distinctions are notably clear in the master’s degree and they 
arise from the controversial struggle over how representatives of sub-disciplines 
see themselves portrayed. Individual representatives of the discipline triggered this 
debate and: “then it became a sort of catalyst, ‘aha, we have our own degree course 
((laughingly)) with this clearly outlined sub-disciplinary profile’ […] and then the 
others (subject areas) began to weigh up the potential advantages” (X-location: 
739ff.). The shared bachelor’s degree course serves as the basis for “being able to go 
separate ways together” in master’s degree (X-location: 1251). It seems, however, to 
be an almost forced collectivization, where sub-disciplinary autonomy in the mas-
ter’s degree is perceived as a “blow to freedom” (X-location: 845).

In the ‘Establishing sub-disciplinary autonomy’ type, educational science takes a 
back seat as a discipline in the face of pronounced sub-disciplinary orientations. Dif-
ferent disciplinary approaches for which there was no common ground or none had 
even been sought are dealt with via the autonomy and separation of degree courses.

When compared to older findings that still characterized German degree courses 
in educational science as a continuity and tradition-oriented “place of peaceful und 
quite work” (Hauenschild 1997: 787, own translation), the degree course design we 
find today is an arena where different disciplinary schools of thought struggle for 
their dissemination. However, this happens without necessarily referring to educa-
tional science in its plurality as the discipline as a whole. Furthermore, we can see 
that the strong differentiation of degree courses seen in our quantitative findings also 
refers to the immanent dynamics of fractured disciplines.

The change of the framework conditions for curriculum development, which is 
competition-oriented and whose kick-start was political (Bologna Reform), proves 
to be a catalyst for renegotiating disciplinary boundaries and institutionalizing them 
in degree courses.

As a result of the forced structural division of degree courses into bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees, the simultaneous introduction of New Public Management strate-
gies and the growing influence of university management, the relationship between 
areas of scientific disciplines and the professional pedagogical fields of action as 
such is being challenged more and more by factors extraneous to the discipline. 
In group discussions, this proves to be a habitual action problem in degree course 
design across all cases and leads to a second type formation, which is outlined next.

Dealing with Constraining Rule Expectations (Sense-Genetic Type Formation II)

This second sense-genetic type formation draws attention to the collective ways 
of handling constraints on disciplinary orientations, which result from rule expec-
tations by the university as an organization. Several thematic topics are relevant, 
such as guidelines for examination regulations, content and accreditation, human 
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resources, and even ministerial resolutions. These aspects are formal rule expecta-
tions which face the disciplinary representatives in different ways at the universities.

Five different methods of coping with these constraining rule expectations were 
identified. While the pragmatism, resistance and compensation types have in com-
mon that they deal with these organizational barriers refer to their handling within 
the college rather than to the barriers themselves, the subversion and realignment 
types aim to alter these structural constraints. Given the volume limitation of this 
contribution, the resistance, compensation, subversion and realignment types are 
only briefly described, while the pragmatism type is presented in greater detail as 
an example. We focus on this type in more detail, because it is most appropriate to 
point out the underlying ‘habitual’ orientation problem of sense-genetic type forma-
tion as a whole and to describe the other types briefly and in a comprehensible way.

Regarding the pragmatism type, it is almost impossible to reconstruct collective 
orientation content that aims to assert disciplinary orientations that are contrary to 
the demands of the university. These demands are considered neither positive nor 
negative but rather followed in a more casual and pragmatic way. The following 
transcript is an illustration of this, taking up the example of organizational guide-
lines for teacher training that question the personnel capacities for the major degree 
course:

Cm: well we had exactly the opposite problem ((sufficient staff)). The univer-
sity wanted to maintain and strengthen the didactics [...] and their in-house 
capacities, which is why we were ordered to add them in quotation marks 
to our degree courses, which means that our [...] students are now studying 
school subjects as well
Em: mhm
Cm:and bring along additional capacities.
Aw: mhm
Cm:the accreditation agency saw this as more of an oddity and gave the order 
to reduce it (C-location: 570-582)

The word “ordered” demonstrates that curricular requirements have a negative con-
notation and clearly contradict disciplinary orientations. This stipulation is not dis-
cussed, however, but implemented accordingly. A counter-reaction first emerges 
when external actors from the accreditation agency take a standpoint. In contrast to 
the interests of the university, curricular considerations from a disciplinary point of 
view are often expressed in the form of a proposal, which is subsequently adapted to 
the respective constraints. It is only implemented where there are no organizational 
constraints. In addition, challenges communicated via university rule expectations 
are dealt with on a degree course-specific basis and in smaller organizational units 
rather than collectively. Furthermore, it was also not possible to identify practices 
of collective action in other cases of this type to assert the orientations of the actors 
concerned. Despite their acceptance, organizational rule expectations are perceived 
as compulsory and force collective decision-making, which is in fact impossible. 
So, merging organizational units that are then obliged to design degree programmes 
together, for example, could be labelled as “it grows together which does not belong 
together” (P-location: 121-122).
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The way the representatives of the discipline in this type handle rule expectations 
is documented as an essentially pragmatic acceptance of university requirements. 
Although they are viewed as a problem according to their own common-sense the-
ory, these requirements are casually absorbed into their actions. Furthermore, given 
the spectrum of disciplinary orientations that are difficult to reconcile, the handling 
of constraining rule expectations should be understood as the resigned acceptance of 
organizational and structural needs. These are addressed by smaller sub-disciplinary 
organizational units. This weary acceptance is based on the perception that human 
resources on site do not allow the representatives to adopt their own (sub-)discipli-
nary orientation framework. Given the organizational rule expectations and focusing 
on collective orientations for action, degree course design in this type is not about 
discipline-based decisions, but about subordinating disciplinary premises to struc-
tural requirements.

The resistance type, on the other hand, includes cases where degree course 
design has collective and clearly outlined disciplinary orientations. Moreover, this 
type regards organizational rule expectations as restrictive. As a result, in practice, 
action remains permanently tied to an orientation dilemma. It brings forth a sub-
ordination to constraints similar to the one that characterizes the pragmatism type, 
but it also means a retreat into smaller organizational units. Both, however, are cop-
ing mechanisms and not casual practice. Having to be active (so it is perceived) in 
degree courses that fail to correspond to the own disciplinary orientations fosters a 
resistant attitude, and the representatives go public about it. This collective opposi-
tion makes it possible to sound out further actions vis-à-vis structural limitations 
within the framework of collective (sub)disciplinary orientations.

In the third type, compensation, and similar to the previous types, limiting rule 
expectations are seen as established. However, they are perceived as editable and, 
contrary to the resistance type, lead to action that is not simply directed at over-
coming the orientation dilemma, but also at the positive counter-horizon of profes-
sional and disciplinary orientations. The fact that human resources and the structural 
framework barely allow maintaining major degree courses or designing them in line 
with the ideals of faculty representatives leads to their increased personal commit-
ment, compensating for the limitations they encounter.

In contrast to the three other types, the collective frameworks of orientation in 
the subversion and the realignment types is not only designed to deal with organi-
zational rule expectations that curtail disciplinary orientations, but also to change 
them. Therefore, the orientation framework in the subversion type is directed at 
converting structural settings and content expectations on the part of the university 
into the positive counter-horizon. Given the different disciplinary orientations and 
the fluctuation of human resources, implementing disciplinary orientations decided 
collectively while facing university management’s restrictive actions (or so they 
are perceived) only seems possible in stages. Here, juggling around with university 
rules and decision-making structures, e.g. using resources due to changes in course 
formats or occupy positions in influential committees of the academic governing 
body, is a method of implementing curricula that correspond to the disciplinary ori-
entations of the disciplinary actors.



75

1 3

Academic Reform in Fractured Disciplines

In the realignment type, on the other hand, it is the existing degree courses that 
are predominantly seen as a restrictive organizational rule expectation and addressed 
as such. Changes to actor constellations due to newly appointed professorships or 
the retirement of older academics enable radical shifts in the hitherto firmly estab-
lished degree course orientations that have been collectively supported by discipline 
representatives. New actors may also enable the enforcement of new disciplinary 
orientations. Emerging conflicts are either dealt with by ‘playing’ with a tailored 
personnel policy that leads to a degree course reorientation or are solved with the 
structural separation and implementation of different degree courses.

Conclusion

The strong differentiation and diversity of educational science degree courses 
identified in the quantitative sub-study initially appears to be the product of dif-
ferent disciplinary orientations and the boundaries drawn by the actors of a frac-
tured discipline. The Bologna Process acts as a catalyst that enables these orien-
tations to be implemented in different degree courses (Grunert 2012).

The qualitative findings, however, clearly reveal that these symbolic bound-
ary-drawing practices (Lamont and Molnár 2002; Beer and Koenig 2009) are not 
produced by collective disciplinary orientations and beliefs alone. They are far 
more the expression of dynamic negotiation processes, where the power relations 
between the disciplinary actors play an important role. These are conducted not 
only with various attitudes to the disciplinary field of educational science (Hof-
stetter and Schneuwly 2010: 687f.) but are also suffused with pressures that stem 
from the organizational rule expectations from the university. The boundary-work 
practices are embedded both in the site-specific frameworks, as well as in the 
university, and in scientific and educational policy frameworks that accompany 
disciplinary processes of differentiation, transformation, displacement or dissolu-
tion (cf. Heinze and Münch 2012: 20f.; Beer and Koenig 2009: 4). It becomes 
clear that scientific disciplines and the university as an organization are combined 
to form a dynamic field of forces that generates curriculum development as a spe-
cific product of social construction (Karseth 2006; Barraud and Mignot-Gérard 
2005; Jarzabkowski 2010). The changes to symbolic demarcations we identi-
fied derive from the multitude of labels of degree courses and profiles and they 
show shifts in this dynamic field and its underlying social and power relations. 
The analysis of the group discussions clearly indicated that – according to Flig-
stein and McAdam (2011, 2012) – higher education reform was an exogenous 
shock to the academic field and it set in motion the existing power structure and 
opened new spaces for action, notably with the demand for degree course design. 
In fractured disciplines, where there is little consensus on teaching content or, in 
the case of German educational science, on the orientation of the various profes-
sional fields, this room for manoeuvre seems far greater than in more consensual 
disciplines, such as medicine, mathematics or psychology and even as sociology, 
which at least in Germany can be seen more on the side of fractured disciplines 
(Grunert and Ludwig 2016).
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In the case of fractured disciplines, negotiating a collective perspective on the 
discipline and the associated curriculum at each university is a fierce challenge. 
As the reconstruction of group discussions has shown, in German educational 
science this rarely takes place under the influence of external guidance to which 
all universities can adapt with mimetic processes (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). 
The role of scholarly associations of researchers and their recommendations for 
core curricula or degree course design is negligible; instead, we see evidence of 
site-specific negotiation processes, which in turn generate different patterns of 
disciplinary demarcation practices and are subsequently visible in degree courses. 
Bearing in mind the second type formation, this is linked to collective orienta-
tions towards and strategic practices to deal with organizational rule expectations, 
clearly pointing out that these processes are closely interwoven. At the same time 
– and explaining the existence of two sense-genetic type formations – this entan-
glement does not give rise to model patterns to deal with the two habitual action 
problems combined (cf. Tab. 1). In other words, there is no pattern that connects 
the types of one sense-genetic type formation with those of the other. Precisely 
this, however, can be understood as a possible expression of the specificity of 
fractured disciplines with weak boundaries (cf. Glaser and Keiner 2015). These 
are characterized by a comparatively rudimentary self-concept and have almost 
completely failed to develop standards for degree course design that are recog-
nised by the discipline as a whole (cf. Horn 2014; Ludwig and Grunert 2020).

The twofold system logic of universities, science and education (Stichweh 1994: 
175ff.), compels the actors involved in designing degree courses to find a balance 
between these two systems. As the findings show, this is all the more valid the more 
universities attempt to influence the design and profiling of the degree courses. Con-
versely, it is considerably less valid the more powerful the representatives of the dis-
cipline are and can participate in degree course design and the more consensual their 
disciplinary orientations at each university are.

Table 1  Overview cases & sense-genetic type formations I and II

Dealing with disciplinary heterogeneity Dealing with 
constraining rule 
expectations

C-Location Establishing sub-disciplinary autonomy Pragmatism
D-Location Establishing disciplinary standards Compensation
H-Location Anchoring disciplinary heterogeneity Subversion
L-Location Anchoring disciplinary heterogeneity Compensation
P-Location Establishing sub-disciplinary autonomy Pragmatism
Q-Location Anchoring disciplinary heterogeneity Resistance
S-Location Establishing disciplinary standards Realignment
X-Location Establishing sub-disciplinary autonomy Realignment
Y-Location Anchoring disciplinary heterogeneity Subversion
Z-Location Establishing sub-disciplinary autonomy Resistance
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In this field of multidimensional challenges, the Bologna Reform can be seen as 
a catalyst for opening up room for action where disciplinary boundaries are ques-
tioned, modified and reshaped. With the restructuring and reorientation of degree 
courses, new standards are set, in turn allowing a shift in disciplinary power rela-
tions. In other words, disciplinary development is not merely the logical conse-
quence of functional differentiation (Stichweh 1993). On the contrary, disciplines 
must be perceived as "historically variable structures of academic power relations" 
(Heilbron 2005: 24), whose actors move in a delicate field of organizational rule 
expectations, disciplinary policy, public and academic recognition, and individual or 
collective academic and career-related interests. In this light, degree courses are an 
expression of these dynamics as they unfold in their respective historical situation, 
where different actor constellations produce different symbolic boundary-drawing 
practices, and disciplinary order can be renegotiated. That this phenomenon seems 
more dynamic in fractured disciplines than in others of a more consensual and con-
sistent nature is not to deny the potential significance of similar dynamics for these 
disciplines (cf. e.g. Abele-Brehm et al. 2014 for Psychology in Germany). Exploring 
this, however, must be left to future disciplinary comparative research.

Overall, it becomes clear that in the field of tension between disciplinary orienta-
tion and organizational expectations of rules in curriculum development, discipli-
nary representatives in fractured disciplines hardly (can) refer to disciplinary guid-
ing principles as instruments of orientation and power to assert their interests. This 
seems to be an important aspect, not least, in the question of the extent to which dis-
ciplines lose power in defining their own curricula, given the rise of a "governance 
structure that implies more direct control over curriculum content and assessment" 
(Karseth and Solbekke 2016: 229). In addition, the question arises for fragmented 
disciplines in particular as to what consequences heterogeneity already at the level 
of subject designations entails for their own visibility in the higher education con-
text and beyond. It is also important to ask what resources the disciplinary associa-
tions can provide to strengthen the position of the discipline representatives at the 
universities so that they can act on the basis of disciplinary standards with regard 
to content, structural and financial requirements instead of leaving this to individual 
coincidence.

In this sense, on the one hand, "academics must become more aware of the influ-
ence of political priorities" (ibid.: 230) and of the university as an organization on 
curriculum design in the future. On the other hand, more attention should also be 
paid in terms of discipline policy to the role that the engagement of disciplinary 
associations can play in mediating between discipline and organization in order to 
strengthen the position of discipline representatives vis-à-vis universities and also in 
accreditation procedures.
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