
clear, simple structure." 
Most majors start with several years of required 

courses that are often crowded, anonymous, and fail to 
give a general picture. "Every prof teaches his own 
thing," says one engineering student. "There's no inte- 
grated view at all." Some professors agree: With science 
moving so fast, says Reto Weiler, a neurobiologist at the 

At the Seams University of Oldenburg, "we pack up all the new 
things on top of the old. It is becoming more and more 
unteachable." 

F o r  most of his career, Humboldt University biologist Support systems are also meager, and many students 
Gunter Tembrock struggled against the East German who spoke with Science described the early years as 
regime that persecuted him relentlessly for disputing lonely and difficult. Faculty members often take the 
the state-supported Lysenkoist dogma. Now basking in view that, while overcrowding is unpleasant, in the end 
his new-found freedom, 77-year-old Tembrock-an ex- "cream rises to the top," says one. "Professors . . . could 
student of Konrad Lorenz and a pioneer in animal be there in a moment of weakness and frustration, but 
communication-is an indefatigable activist. His cause: they are not," says a physics student. 
helping the university rebuild its rundown sciences and It is even getting harder for students to rely on each 
cope with the chaotic, crowded, and overspecialized other. For Jurgen Ritterhoff, a graduate student in ecol- 
education system imported from western Germany. ogy at the University of Oldenburg, study groups were 

Tembrock and like-minded reformers of the country's an important part of his early university years, provid- 
ailing universities have their work cut out for them. "It's ing a forum to raise questions and problems. Now their 
incredibly hard to change anything," Tembrock says. popularity is waning, as the overcrowding and more 
Federal and state laws still tightly regulate education, competitive atmosphere foster a "lone fighter" mental- 
leaving universities little freedom to tackle problems ity, he says. "Students are less and less able to work 
their own way or build on their strengths. What's more, together'-a deficit that not only robs them of support 
the laws are based on "the ideal . . . that all universities but will make later professional life difficult, he says. 
are equal," says Hans-Joachim Meyer, science minister Slowly, universities are realizing that "we have to 
of the state of Saxony and one of the country's most support students much more intensively," says Raban 
vocal advocates for change. "Of course this is non- von der Malsburg, head of academic advising at the 
sense," he adds-but it has led to a system that shuns University of Heidelberg. The university's data show 
the notion of "elite" institutions and strives to standard- that closer guidance and a highly structured major re- 
ize what universities offer and how they are treated. duce dropout rates and degree times, he  says-successes 

Stultifying rules and regulations are not the only bar- he hopes will coax financially desperate universities 
riers to reform. Funding for universities has stagnated and ministries to support more tutoring, mentoring, 
over the past 20 years, while the number of students has and academic advisory programs. 
increased dramatically, resulting in severe overcrowding One department that has taken these lessons to 
in many fields of study and placing huge burdens on heart is Heidelberg's physics department---one of 
resources (see below). What's more, as in the United Germany's biggest, with 1700 undergraduates, 300 
States, teaching ability takes a back seat to research graduate students, and 40 professors. For a start, there is 
prowess in hiring and promoting faculty-so professors a crash course in math to help those who are less pre- 
often give their teaching duties low priority. And few pared, and tutorials led by professors rather than teach- 

faculty have rallied to the ing assistants. There is also lots of group work and even 
cause of reform: As budgets an "exchange" that helps students find study partners. 
are slashed, many people And it seems to work: Although it is "a very demanding 
simply battle to protect their major," says physicist Jorg Hufner, one of Heidelberg's 
turf, says Ulrich Steinmuller, pro rectors, there are fewer dropouts than in most other 
vice president at the Techni- fields, and students graduate on average 1 year ahead of 
cal University of Berlin. "Ev- the national rate. 
eryone is fighting for their For students who make it through to a Diplom 
own chair . . . and choking on (Germany's master's-level first degree) and wish to do 
administration," says Tem- postgraduate work, their problems are not over. Offi- 

cially, there is no such thing as graduate school in 
Baptism offire.Thesitu- Germany. Instead, students find a professor who will 

ation creates great confusion accept them-often the one who supervised their 
for students, especially be- Diplom thesis research-and that's that: They "go into 
ginners trying to figure out a lab, dig a deep hole, and do their thesis in solitude" 
what courses to take, resolve with no courses or seminars, says Hans-Uwe Erichsen, 
chaotic scheduling, and president of Germany's association of university, tech- 

took me years to get the hang their own field. 
More with less. Compared to ,975 figures, Germany's of things," says a fourth-year One solution, says Science Council Chair Karl-Heinz 
student population has ballooned, but funding and the chemistry student. "If I had Hoffmann, is to expand the popular "Graduiertenkol- 
number of faculty members have not kept pace. one wish, it would be for a legs," which are mini-graduate programs for selected 
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students in individual departments. Started in 1990, 
there are now about 200 Kollegs that enroll 10% of all 
graduate students. However, there is not enough money 
to keep up with the strong demand from universities. 

Quality control. While there is little hope that the 
government will give university funding higher prior- 
ity, there is growing pressure to act at the grassroots 
level, especially in efforts to improve teaching. One 
big reason is government demands for more "quality 
control" in universities and a shortening of undergradu- 
ate training-urrently Europe's longest. "Four years 
ago, no one talked much about the quality of teaching," 
says Erichsen. "Now .. . people realize that we must 
be accountable to the public. It's getting harder to 
speak out against [evaluation]. . . . The avalanche can't 
be held back." 

The very notion of evaluating teaching hits at the 

heart of western Germany's academic traditions. Uni- 
versities generally do not have tight-knit departments 
with a strong sense of common responsibility for 
teaching-instead, professors build up their own small 
empires. And because good teaching barely counts for 
a university career, "many professors just give their 
lecture and leave everything else to [teaching assis- 
tants]," says Beate Meffert, professor of informatics at 
Humboldt Universitv. 

But the tradition'of good teaching has survived in 
the less crowded universities of eastern Germanv-a 
legacy of the communist era when most faculty, re- 
stricted in their research and forbidden to travel, 
poured their energies into teaching. "Professors here 
want to teach," says engineering graduate student Wol- 
fram Drescher from the Technical University of 
Dresden (TUD). "It would shame me to give a bad 

New University Breaks the Mold 
COl'TBUOAtfkstglance, this remote town-once nicknamed 
Siberia by the l A m s  an unlikely testing ground for ideas 
that could transform Germany's ailing universities. Located 
about 30 kilometers from the Polish M e r ,  the region is strug- 
gling to recover from the collapse of its industry fobwing Ger- 
man reudicatiori and the huge environmental problems left 
behind by decades of coal miningthat sup- 
plied most of East Gemany's -. But 
since 1991 Cotdous has been home to a The Technical University 

of Cottbus is an attempt 
Yo make a fresh start, 
not just continue all 
the old mistakes" 

Gunter Spur 

lew university of science and technology 
that may well be the countrp's most ambi- 
tious experiment in higher education. 

It began as the W i l d  af Giinter 
Spur, an engineering prcksor at the 
Technical University of Berlin and head 
of the neighboring Fraunh& Institute 
for the design of automated man-- 
ing systems. When the new eastem state 
of Brandenburg asked him to help tum a 
small technical college into its first university, Spur agreed- 
provided he could "make a fresh start, not just continue all the old 
mistakes," he says. The new university s h o d  emphasize small 
group teachii, close student-Mty contacts, and an interdisci- 
plinary education that produces problem-solvers for careers in 
the "teal world" rather than pure academicians. The Branden- 
burg government went along, convinced by Spur's vision and his 
argument that higher staff bxts wouM be empmated for by 
students finishmg their degrees faster. 

Next came the d m e n t  of faculty, a potentially difficult 
task given Codus's m o t e  locarion and tmikvorable en+- 
ment. So far, 90 of 130 professor slots have been filled, along 
with some 400 junior faculty positions, largely by scientists 
drawn to the chance of making a fresh srart. For example, Georg 
Bader, a self-described "practically o r i d  mathematiciann from 
Heidelberg University, was eaga to "leave the ivory tower ... 
[and] join math with technology." 

Now, 5% years after the new university ofticially opened, the 
key tasks are to attract excellent students and prove that the 
university's educational approach works. ?hat is why faculty 
members from different departments spend a lot of time trying to 
coordinate curricula and fine-tune courses to the needs of each 
major, says physicist and Rector-elect Ernst Sigmund. "Ibis is an 
absolute must here," but is excepthid at other universities, he 

says. New majors notdemd elsewhere in Germany should also be 
a strong magnet; the first one-envimnrnental e.nginee-&q+s 
already very popular and draws more than half its students from 
western Gennany, a propmion believed to be higher than at any 
other eastem university. 

Cottbus's students get a few mare extras. Cine. is a heavy dose of 
m d n h g m c c m m u n b t l o n & ~  
work in small groups "I38 crucial to un- 
derstand the languege of different fields, 
the way people think ... to be able to 
justify to others what you're doing," says 
computer scientist Bemhatd Thalheim. 
Other courses help h t s  develop inter- 
national and i n d d  awareness. 

And instead of cookbook-stvle lab 
h, students can get involved ii practi- 
cally oriented projects and problems of the 
local region-such as coping with the di- 
sastrous legacy of the w&s largest a m  

of contigtwus open coal mines. The university's new environ- 
mend research center will play a key role, with projects to study 
the efkcts of m i n ' i  on soil, water, and forests, and to develop 
comqm for d t i v a t h g  the region, says Director Reinhard 
Huctl. 

This novel university has plenty of start-up problems, how- 
ever. New lab and lecture halls are sotelv needed. and. althoueh 
there is money to buikl them, progress is' painfull; slow. EqxG- 
ments get intermpted by unannmed shutdowns of electricity 
or water, or vibrations from consmaion machines. Curricula 
still need work, and there is not yet enough local industry to 
provide students with research oppommitiet+dthough this will 
dmnge if plans come off for a major new en@mmiq research 
center with joint university and idusmy backing. 

In the next few years, the T & I ~  University of Qttbus will 
face growing p m m e  to show that its educational experiment 
works. The first test is whether Spur's pnwise of faster degrees for 
the same cost oanr out: if it does. it could hela other universities 
winbettersu&mi. ~n;helon~&,~cesskllmeanfindinga 
niche that amaccg excellent students to help build up d 
just the sort ofprofile-bum that politicians and educators are 
staaing to d for. If it can work in Siberia, it canwork anywhere. 

-P.K* 
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lecture," says TULYs Wolfgang S c h w a  who spends 
hours each week in ernham and discusions with firs 




