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American Administrators Get a Lesson in German-Style 
Austerity
By Ian Wilhelm

When David Dowell, a top administrator at a public university in 

California, traveled to Germany recently he had a creeping sense of 

déjà vu. Here was a higher-education system with a rich and proud 

history facing a tough budget environment amid an economic 

storm. In other words, it felt just like home.

"The parallels between California and Germany are greater than 

almost anywhere else in the U.S. and Germany," said Mr. Dowell, 

the vice provost and director of strategic planning at the California 

State University at Long Beach.

Last month Mr. Dowell joined 14 other college administrators, 

mostly chief financial officers, on a five-day trip to Germany to get a 

lesson in the lean operations of its universities. Organized by the 

Institute of International Education and the German-American 

Fulbright Commission and billed as a showcase in how to "do more 

with less," the group toured a variety of higher-education 

institutions in Berlin and other cities.

To be sure, the German and American models of higher education 

are vastly different. German institutions largely don't charge tuition, 

don't raise private funds from donors, and rely almost totally on 

government financing. But like the United States, individual states 

are primarily responsible for higher education, while research is 

mostly paid for by federal agencies. More important, several states 

in both nations have significantly cut support for colleges in recent 

years, leading to tough questions about how institutions operate and 

how to maintain the high quality of education they are known for 

worldwide.

In the United States, there's a growing belief that "the business 

model of higher education as we know it is going to sunset," said 

Stefano Falconi, senior vice president for finance and 

administration at Simmons College, in Boston. "The same applies to 

our German colleagues."
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Mr. Falconi and the other administrators on the trip didn't 

necessarily find easy German-inspired fixes to their budget woes. 

But they said they did see approaches they could learn from.

Many were impressed with the close collaboration between industry 

and higher education, a connection that has helped keep German 

unemployment low as Europe's economy struggles. Highlights 

included programs that provide on-the-job training at automobile 

manufacturers like BMW and other companies as well as Germany's 

Fachhochschulen, or universities of applied sciences, which focus on 

preparing students for specific professions.

"We're not as good at making that connection to industry as in 

Germany," said Mr. Dowell. He says learning about such efforts 

made him reflect on how "strengthening those kinds of ties probably 

would be good for our students and our region economically."

Katherine (Ann) Mead, vice president for finance and 

administration at Western Kentucky University, had a similar 

reaction. "While we obviously want our graduates to find 

employment," she said, Germany's "emphasis on employability is 

predominant."

Ms. Mead also came away somewhat envious of how the German 

government supports research. Specifically, she liked how the so-

called Excellence Initiative, a multibillion-dollar program to push 

universities to distinguish themselves nationally and on the world 

stage, has fueled research across disciplines to examine global 

problems. The top universities "bring an interdisciplinary approach 

that is very admirable," she says.

In all, the Americans did find German universities to be more 

efficient than their U.S. counterparts. Student services like financial 

aid are a moot point without tuition, and Germany's universities 

don't have dormitories, so there's a lot less administrative bloat. In 

addition, Mr. Falconi said, teaching loads seemed to be almost 

double what they are in the United States.

But given American students' expectations of a "high-touch" 

experience, in terms of both services and instruction, it's unlikely 

universities here would try to replicate those aspects of German 

education.

Indeed, in some areas, said Rolf Hoffmann, executive director of the 

German-American Fulbright Commission, which paid for the trip, 

he hopes American ideas will rub off on German higher-education 

officials. Germany has struggled to find new ways to pay for higher 

education. Several years ago, states started requiring students to 
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German system sounds like the California system of the postwar era; now facing the same reality 
crunch they did 30 years ago. Can tuition be far behind?

Like  

American higher education can benefit from trimming a lot of fat and cutting out politics. Most of 
the increases in American higher education costs are related to administrative overheads, sports, 
and student services that are unnecessary. Unlike ours, German students come to universities 
prepared to begin college-level courses. They do not need remediation or the so-called general 
education curriculum. General education belongs in high school, not in college. We replicate high 
school courses in colleges, at a very high price, by repeating basic courses all over again. Why 
should a basic history course or a chemistry course be taught at a University costing the consumers 
thousands of dollars? American higher education also funds many politically correct courses and 
programs which have very little academic value. 
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pay small fees, but that approach was largely abandoned after stiff 

opposition.

He would like to see German institutions be "more entrepreneurial" 

like their American counterparts and at least consider charging 

tuition for specialized programs, like business courses taught in 

English.

For now, he plans to continue the dialogue, perhaps bringing some 

German administrators to the next meeting of the National 

Association of College and University Business Officers.

Deepening such international exchanges should be welcomed by 

American CFO's, says Ms. Mead, of Western Kentucky. As she put 

it: "You didn't need a translator to know that we all face similar 

financial challenges."
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@ceasar - good points.  I am a professor at an American IHE but remain a German citizen.  I largely 
agree that German students are better prepared but we should not forget that German high schools 
track students by ability after elementary school into 3 different systems, 2 vocational and 1 college 
prep.  If we did that in the US (which is likely impossible) we could perhaps prep secondary 
students so that remediation would no longer be necessary. In Germany there are also seemingly 
more options for those who are not college bound (vocational schools, apprenticeships) than exist 
here.  So, I suppose we really can't compare the GER and US systems when it comes to preparation 
of students.  It would be nice to get rid of remediation, but as long as college seems to remain the 
only viable option for students in the U.S., I suppose we have to adjust the level of education to the 
level or preparation.  In GER that is not necessary.  By the way, IHEs in GER don't care all that 
much when students drop out or can't cut it academically, and plenty of them don't seem to be able 
to.
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Yes, I am familiar with the German system as you describe it. What I am suggesting is that the 
United States rethink and streamline its system to make it more efficient and capable of 
serving the diverse vocational needs of diverse students. Not everyone has to have a university 
degree in order to be productive. In fact, many don't need it and many do not want to be in 
college if alternatives were offered to them. The German model is one to emulate and there are 
other models as well. 
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I find it pathetic that the German efficiency model is what inspires these folks travelling to hear the 
obvious. Look around people: The U.S. has the best higher education system for a host of reasons, 
and consider the impact of our research in the world. There's room for improvement, but come on!
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