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The changing relationship between government and universities in three European

Countries1

Jef C. Verhoeven (Centre for Sociology of Education, University of Leuven, Belgium)

The last decades policy in Western Europe is characterized by deregulation, autonomy of

organizations, and a claim for more responsibility for the individual citizen. It is a product of

the emergence of Neo-Liberalism that wanted to reduce the growing number of regulations of

the Welfare State. This Neo-Liberalism has also been called New Right or Neo-Conservatism

and was first established in the Anglophone societies (Brown et al, 1997: 19). Defenders of

this ideology stress the strength of individual freedom and a free market together with “a

traditional conservative view that a strong state is necessary to keep moral and political

order”. Fewer rules would put the responsibility for its own welfare in the hands of

individuals or non-state organizations. These organizations are supposed to solve the

challenges they meet, and this can best be realized when they are not bound by too many

regulations. Market competition became part of education policy in most of the Western

countries. Individual schools should come to self-management and the belief that the

competition between schools should improve the quality of education became a widely spread

opinion that rules national education policy and school-based management. This opinion

became the overwhelming ideology not only in higher education, but also in primary and

secondary education.

The purpose of this article is to describe whether some governments in the European Union

have put a step back in the governance of higher education and whether they did at the same

time pursue a higher education policy. We are interested in seeing whether a process of

decentralization has taken place in some countries, i. e. did states transfer the decision making

to legally autonomous authorities (independent from the centralizing state) like universities

and colleges of higher education? In order to illustrate this process we will discuss three

countries with a very different tradition in higher education policy, viz. France, the United

Kingdom and Belgium.

France has since Napoléon a very centralized policy system. Political decisions were taken on

the national level by the Minister of Education and/or by the government. The United

1 This paper is the basis of guest lectures by Professor J.C. Verhoeven in Shanghai Jiao Tong University (9 April
2003), Peking University (15 April 2003) and Tsinghua University (17 April 2003).
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Kingdom, on the other hand, has a tradition of decentralization of the decision-making

process concerning education. Belgium was, just like France, a very centralized country, until

the creation of the federal state in 1989. The federal structure created by definition a

decentralized form of decision making on the national level. The question is now whether the

governance of higher education became more the responsibility of the local institutions of

higher education than of the Minister of Education (of each of the three Communities in

Belgium). In relation to France and Belgium we will look whether higher education policy

developed from a centralized educational system to more decentralization. And in relation to

the United Kingdom we will investigate whether the decentralized system has been kept

unchanged?

1. France: From centralization to decentralization?

1.1. What is the responsibility of the national government?

The organization of the imperial university by emperor Napoléon in the beginning of the

nineteenth century is in principle still alive. This university was divided into several

‘académies’ (universities in a particular geographical area). At the moment, France has 28

‘académies’, each managed by a ‘recteur’(rector) who is a higher civil servant, representing

the Minister of Education and controlling whether the national policy in the ‘académie’ is

realized. The rector also co-ordinates the different universities in the ‘académie’ (Eurydice,

2000-2001).

In spite of this form of decentralization, it is obvious that the main decisions about higher

education policy are still taken at the national level in Paris. The ‘académies’ are mainly an

administrative instrument for the implementation of the national policy.

At the national level a number of very important decisions are taken. It is the Minister of

Education that grants the degrees to the graduates. The curriculum of each course is defined

by the Minister of Education. The staff is appointed and promoted centrally and allocated to

the universities by the Minister of Education. Professors and researchers are civil servants and

can only be appointed on the base of national exams for recruiting staff. Buildings and

equipment of each university are the responsibility of the Minister of Education. S/he

provides the funding and takes care of the construction of the buildings of the universities.
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Funding is nationally defined according to a particular formula; standard costs per student are

taken into account. Regional policy makers also provide sometimes money for buildings. This

means that universities have no control over their labor and capital. Indeed, appointments and

the construction of buildings are decided in Paris. This central approach is also the basic

principle for solving the problem of a shortage of university lecturers in specific fields of

study at most universities. In order to solve this problem it is possible for universities to give

lecturers the chance to work overtime and/or hire part-time lecturers. All decisions concerning

hiring replacements are finally taken on the national level.

1.2. What is the responsibility of the universities?

In 2001 France had 86 universities, most of them are public and only a small number is

private. The public universities are just like the private universities (five institutions)

autonomous institutions, this in spite of the fact that all decisions concerning staff and

buildings of each university are taken by the Minister of Education. Nevertheless, the law

suggests that each university can develop its own university policy, but in reality each

university is dependent on the national decisions to implement this policy.

Each university is governed by a governing board composed of elected representatives of the

lecturers, the students, the administrative staff and others and elected by the different groups.

This board receives advice from two councils. The Scientific Council advises in relation to

research and the Council for University Studies advises concerning student matters. Faculties

are not represented in these councils.

The governing board is chaired by the president who is elected by the members of the three

former councils for a period of 5 year among the academics. The faculties are directed by an

elected dean who has this function for a particular period of time and he determines the

faculty policy together with a faculty council. Each faculty is composed of different

departments with an elected chair person that chaires the departmental council meetings

(Eurydice, 2000/2001; Chevaillier, 1998; Musselin and Mignot-Gérard, 2002).

In 1989 France changed this very centralized policy. Universities could sign a contract with

the state. State and university came to a dialogue on the basis of a study made by the

university about the resources, its assets, the student market, etc. of the university. Within this
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framework a university can opt to develop a particular field of study and look for special

support from the state. These plans are considered by the Ministry of Education in relation

with what courses other universities offer or want to offer. Finally, the Minister of Education

decides to grant a global sum of money in which the result of the negotiation with the state

about the special programme of the contract is included. This should give the universities the

chance to face the changing needs in the next four years.

These contracts are an important start for a more decentralized policy, even it is still the

Ministry of Education taking the final decisions. The amount of money involved in this

contracts is not very large. Researchers have different opinions about the share of the budget

that might be subject of negotiation between state and university. T. Chevaillier (1998: 72)

estimates that about 7% of the recurrent funding is subject of a contract, but a target of 10%

has been set by the Ministry of Education. In 1997 C. Musselin (1997: 153) estimated the

share of the negotiated part on 5% of the recurrent funding. This is not a large portion of the

recurrent funding, but the principle of negotiation about some parts of the budget created

more autonomy for the universities and had as a consequence that the presidents acted not

longer as bureaucrats, executing what was prescribed, but as managers.

What might be the subject of the negotiation within the contract with the state? Negotiations

may be focused on the development of some special courses in the university, on new

buildings necessary to answer the challenge of the local demand, on research money, etc.. At

a certain moment the allocation of staff was also included in the negotiations, but this could

not be kept because of the budgetary constraints. At the same time universities made also

contracts with the regional authorities that started to fund buildings and research in the

regional universities (Chevaillier, 1998).

These contracts had a big influence on the way universities are managed the last decade,

contends T. Chevaillier (1998: 73-75). Since universities may only negotiate about

agreements shared by the members of the board, these contracts brought universities to

another perception of institutional autonomy. Contracts were not supposed to be the result of

individual negotiations by an influent professor as was often the case before, but had to be an

expression of the total university. Since the universities could now negotiate about particular

issues, the presidents, the deans and the chairs of the departments had not longer to act as

bureaucrats, but could lead their organizations to a particular target. Included in the procedure
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of the contract is the duty to give an adequate description of the situation of the university.

This improved the information about all universities for the ministerial decision-makers, and

enlarged the steering capacity of the ministry. The Ministry of Education, knowing what kind

of special options each university has, can now better contribute to a differentiation among

universities, and a diversification of provision of education. Important is also to see that the

role of the state is not longer confined to control, but the state can also provide information

since it receives more information than before the contract policy.

C. Musselin and S. Mignot-Gérard (2002) interviewed 1,660 members of boards and of the

administrative staff of the universities in France in order to detect the consequences of the

contract policy for the universities as it was perceived by university policy makers. First, this

research made obvious that universities are not longer directed by reactive presidents, but

more and more by proactive managers. Indeed, most of the presidents see themselves as

managers who want more autonomy than is granted now by law. They think of the

management of the university as team work, and refuse to see the job of president as a part

time job mostly reduced to putting signatures to fulfill prescribed acts. For them the job of a

president of a university is a full time position.

Second, within the current system deliberative bodies make decisions. This was not always

so. About three quarter of the respondents think that the governing board takes decisions and

pays attention to the decisions of the faculties. This is interesting, because the faculties have

no representatives in the governing board, what contributed to the fear that the opinion of the

faculty councils would not be heard. Important for the good functioning of the governing

board is that the president has a general plan for the university policy. The consequence is that

councils play a role in the decision making process and provide legitimacy to the university

policy.

Third, since the time that this contract policy is part of university policy, universities

developed different strategies on issues previously ignored. A very important strategy was

the development of research plans. In several universities discipline-based grouping of

research centers in the same building were realized. Also interdisciplinary research centers

were established and universities developed research offices helping professors and

researchers to apply for research money. Another strategy was the introduction of

management software. This helped university managers to get an overview of the situation of
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the university and made a better control of the expenditures possible. Because of the contract

policy universities took a more conscious decision about the sectors or courses they wanted to

expand and came to a clearer offer of fields of studies. Also the process of the assessment of

the teaching quality started, though only 22.9% of the respondents mention a ‘formalized

teaching evaluation’. A last strategy is the principle of rank-ordering the recommendations

for teaching positions a university wants to establish. Universities know that they will not get

everything they want. Therefore universities rank-order the teaching positions to be sure that

they get the positions they really need. We may not forget that appointments are still made by

the Ministry of Education, not by the university.

Fourth, this contract policy has been an important instrument to attain collective priorities in

universities that orient decision-making. An important reason for this development is the

demand of the state that universities present their demands as an expression of the total

university, not as an expression of the expectations of some faculties or departments. In

principle, it should be a real university policy. The results of the survey show that most of the

councils are positive towards this concept. Contracts form the basis for a shared vision on the

university, and at the same time, they gave the universities an increased feeling of autonomy.

They became aware that they could determine, though partially, their own development. This

also enlarged the leadership of presidents and councils, because contracts could really make a

difference.

In spite of all these factors that give universities more the feeling that they are self-governing

institutions, there are still obstacles for universities to attain this purpose. There are external

and internal factors that hinder this development to self-governance. One reason for not

coming to more self-governance is the changing cabinets and Ministers of Education. This is a

hinder for continuity in the national higher education policy. Another reason that makes that

university decisions are interfered by personal priorities of researchers depends on the

negotiation structure in which state and university meet each other. Advisors of the Ministry

of Education are experts belonging to universities. Their interests may be expressed in the

advices to the Ministry. And at last: recruitment and promotion of university staff is still the

prerogative of the Ministry. This is an important limitation of self-governance of the

universities.
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Internal factors hindering the development toward self-governance of universities are also

quite powerful. First, there is that feeling among respondents that the contracts lack

legitimacy. The proposals are made by institutional councils, but the deans are not part of

these councils. Some feel that therefore decisions are not supported by the faculties. Other

respondents of the survey believe that it is not correct that the university decides about

research themes; this should be the prerogative of the independent researcher. Moreover, the

respondents are divided about the development of the universities towards institutional

autonomy. Not more than one quarter of the respondents expect a big increase of university

autonomy, and about the same share of the respondents wishes no change; the rest of the

respondents expects minor changes in autonomy in some parts of the university policy.

Second, the decisions made about innovation seem to be taken more easily than being

implemented. One of the reasons is that university presidents are not enough interested in the

implementation of the policy. Moreover, the relationship between the president and the staff

might sometimes be an impediment to implement the contract. Quite often the president is

seen building a group with his team and the administrators, which is in a certain sense

opposing the group of the deans and the academic and administrative staff within the

faculties. Third, most of the decisions concerning the contract are incremental, not radical.

Very often the continuity of plans is protected and it is almost impossible to cancel old plans.

This is no policy for radical changes. Fourth, not all members of the universities participate

equally in the decision-making process of the universities. The most active participants in

decision-making are administrators and academics; students and outside personalities are not

eager participants in the university councils.

1.3. Conclusion

More than ever, there is an increasing diversity among universities in France. The small steps

taken by the contracts make it possible for universities to determine the kind of university

they want to be. Nonetheless, this does not mean that the state permits universities to go the

direction they want. The power of the Ministry of Education in France is still big. The higher

education system is still centralized, but important steps are made to make decentralization

growing in the higher education policy sector.

2. United Kingdom (England): from decentralization to more centralization
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2.1. What is the responsibility of the national government in the United Kingdom?

The United Kingdom has a tradition of devolving authority to local authorities, also

concerning educational policy. Universities were very independent institutions and still are,

but they are not longer institutions that can determine the university policy totally

independently. More than before universities have to pay attention to the university

framework determined by the Department of Education and Skills (DfES) and the many

councils that determine the roads according to which university policy might develop. We

confine our analysis to the relationship between state and universities in England (not

Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland).

The DfES is lead by a Secretary of State who is responsible for the functioning of the DfES,

its policy and strategy. S/he is also responsible for the finance and public expenditure of the

department and for the major appointments in the department. The Secretary of State does not

interfere immediately in local university policy; s/he does not distribute the finance for the

universities or makes appointments of the academic staff.

The distribution of public money for teaching and research is the privilege of an independent

body, viz. the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). This council is

composed of academics and members representing the DfES. This council is very important

for ensuring the accountability of the universities, because it provides block grants to each

university (taking into account the planned student numbers). Because the HEFCE could

statutory not provide grants when the quality of the education of the universities was not

properly assessed, the universities established an independent body for quality assurance, viz.

the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA). Moreover, the HEFCE can rely

on the information provided by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) that collects

and publishes financial information from universities and colleges (Eurydice, 2001/2002).

2.2. What is the responsibility of the universities?

The UK has two types of universities, viz. 1) the ‘old’ or ‘pre-1992’ universities (these

universities generally provide academic courses rather than professional training), and 2) the

‘new’ or ‘post-1992’ universities (the former polytechnics; they put greater emphasis on the
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practical application of knowledge). Both types share a lot of similar rights and duties, but

they also differ.

A university is governed by the vice-chancellor, the Council and the Senate. The vice-

chancellor is the overall head of the university, and his action has to be supported by the

Council, that is the most senior governing body responsible for the general policy of the

university, mainly for finance and resources. This Council is composed of both external

members and academic staff. The Senate is responsible for all issues concerning teaching,

assessment and research. The Senate is composed of mainly academic staff, and a few

external members. Both, Council and Senate, may have student representatives (Fulton, 2002:

208-209). Although a university in the UK is very autonomous, the university is accountable

to the funding bodies, and therefore indirectly, to the Parliament for the use of these funds.

Each university is composed of faculties, managed by a dean (elected or rotating among the

senior teaching staff for one or more years), and faculties are composed of departments

interested in related subjects. The Faculty or Department Council is composed of the teaching

staff, and in some councils one or two students are representing without having the right to

vote (Eurydice, 2001/2002).

There is no central regulation prescribing the university where a student should apply.

Universities are autonomous institutions with a lot of rights different from the centralized

university system in France. In England each university determines its own admission

requirements for students, and has its own degree-awarding powers. Each institution

determines the number of hours of study required for each course and is individually

responsible for employing teachers and other staff. Moreover, each university institution

decides which qualifications and skills it requires from a candidate to fill a particular post.

Taken into account all these indicators, it is obvious that English universities have more

autonomy than French.

2.3. Universities accepting some common rules under the influence of the state

Traditionally universities had a very independent position in the UK. This does not mean that

the state never interfered in university policy. Oliver Fulton (2002) gives an overview of the
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different steps taken by the state, directly or indirectly, to impose some rules on the

autonomous universities.

An important example of state interference in the universities can already be found in 19th

century when the Parliament demanded the removal of religious barriers for teachers and

students. No longer would it be allowed that non-members of the Church of England could be

refused to study at a university.

Another form of direct interference of the state can be found in the tradition that the Privy

Council ( a state council) is used to grant the Charters to the old universities (not to the post-

1992 universities).

In 1988 the Parliament rocked university life by abolishing academic tenure. In a period of

reorganizing the state administration the government decided that academic tenure was not

longer suitable for a flexible organization of academic life. In the future, academic tenure was

not longer guaranteed.

Indirectly, the state also interfered in university autonomy by establishing the HEFCE. This

council controls the finance of the universities and universities had to prove that they use

serious financial management practices. If a university can not prove that university finance is

well preserved, the HEFCE has the right to place the university under supervision in order to

prevent bankruptcy.

Another example of indirect state interference in English universities is a consequence of the

historical development of the former Polytechnics into the post-1992 universities. These

universities were inspected by HMI; they could not grant degrees (as old universities did);

their Councils were appointed by the Minister, and the powers and duties of the Council were

also determined by the Minister. Even now, they still have no Charter which would make

them more independent from the DfES.

The development of the university system to a mass university system in which the post-1992

universities were included was partly the result of the Thatcher-Major government that had a

strong commitment to the marketisation of public services. This expansion of the number of

universities could become a challenge for the independent universities to survive. The
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establishment of post-1992 universities after all made research money scarce for old

universities; old universities could not expect receiving the same amount of money as before.

Also quality assurance was made compulsory in old universities because it was already

present in post-1992 universities. Universities founded the Academic Audit Unit. Politicians

were sometimes very critical, because this unit allegedly was not independent enough of the

universities. Universities could not do without this quality assurance system because the

HEFCE demands quality assurance in each university.

Besides former changes where the state interfered more in university policy than traditionally

was accepted, the market place in which universities have to act restricted the autonomy of

the universities as well:

- Tuition fees for students are nationally determined, what reduced the financial autonomy of

the universities. All universities had to follow these agreements.

- Funds for universities are offered in two separate streams: one for teaching and one for

research. Universities may not mix these funds and are controlled for this.

- In principle are academic salaries the domain of each university individually. Nevertheless,

pay scales are subject of national negotiations, and universities cannot permit themselves not

paying attention to the results of these negotiations.

- Funding Councils move away from competitive bidding towards formula funding, but

universities have to present plans with pre-specified output performance indicators.

Universities are bound by these rules.

- All universities have to make and update strategic plans, and universities have the right to

develop their own vision. Nevertheless, Funding Councils follow policy themes of the

moment (e.g. widening participation, regional economic development, inter-institutional

collaboration) and put pressure on the universities that do not take these themes into

consideration (Fulton, 2002: 197-199).

Moreover, there are some other domains where universities lost their independence and had to

follow national rules. One example is the demand to apply the national legislation on equal

opportunities with respect to gender, race, and disability. Another example is to find in the

requirements of the HEFCE that all governing councils of the universities should set up

independent committees (i.e. controlled by external (to the university) members) for audit,

remuneration, and nomination of new governors (Fulton, 2002: 199).
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2.4. Conclusion

The picture of the recent developments of the relation between state and universities in the

UK is quite different from the French picture. In the UK it was a tradition that universities

were autonomous institutions, not ruled by a national minister. The old universities were

chartered institutions with a lot of self-governance. The last decades this picture changed.

Indirectly local university policy got influenced by national policy, partly as a consequence of

the assimilation of the Polytechnics in the university system (where state intervention was not

unusual), partly as a consequence of the demands of the funding organizations that required

that universities should be accountable for the money they receive from society. Therefore

universities are expected to follow rules like other private organizations. Under this influence

the university system in the UK developed from a much decentralized system, to more

centralization, although in comparison with the French university system a very weak form of

centralization.

3. Belgium (Flanders): From centralization to decentralization

3.1. What is the responsibility of the national government?

Belgium, a state established in 1830 after the French Revolution, was strongly influenced by

the French political system. Centralization of the decision making, also in educational

matters, was an important principle. On the other hand, the situation of the educational system

in Belgium was very different from France. Whereas the private educational system was

rather small in France, in Belgium the private educational system (mainly organized by the

Catholic Church) was much larger than the state system. The consequence of this was that

when the state wanted to organize the educational system nationally, the private system

wanted to go its own way. This special relationship was many times subject of political

discussion and fight. Since the 1960’s a modus vivendi was established. The private system

has to follow the law and the state regulations, but in exchange for this private education is

subsidized almost at the same level as state education. Therefore instead of using the words

private education, the term grant-aided education will be used (Verhoeven, 1982).

Another important political issue to understand the current higher education policy in

Belgium is the federalization of the Belgium in 1989. Belgium is composed of three linguistic
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groups (Dutch speakers living in the north of the country (Flanders), French speakers living in

the south of the country, and a small group German speakers living in the east of the country).

Because of a long history of problems among these groups, Belgium developed to a federal

state where each of these linguistic Communities can decide independently about, among

other things, education. Since 1989 Flanders (one of the three Communities) can decide

independently about higher education policy (De Wit and Verhoeven, 2003).

3.1.1. State and higher education before 1989

State universities and colleges of higher education (polytechnics) were financed by the state

and all the decision-making boards of the institutions were determined by law. Most curricula

were determined by the Belgian Ministry of Education, and appointments of academics were

made by the Belgian Minister of Education. Brussels decided about many things in higher

education.

Grant-aided universities and colleges of higher education (polytechnics) were subsidized by

the state, though not totally equally as the state institutions. Just like state institutions grant-

aided institutions had to follow the national prescribed curricula for most of the courses, but

they could independently compose the governing bodies of the institutions. Appointments of

academics were made by the university governing body, not by the Minister of Education.

3.1.2. State (Flanders) and higher education after 1989

We confine the analysis of the relationship between state and higher education institutions to

the situation in one of the Communities, viz. Flanders. Since Flanders became responsible for

education, the Flemish Parliament passed several laws to shape higher education. The

Department of Education is managed by the Flemish Minister of Education. S/he is

responsible for the Department of Education, its policy and strategy, the finance and public

expenditure, and major appointments in the Department of Education. The Minister of

Education and its department creates the framework in which higher education can develop

(Van Heffen et al.,1999; De Wit and Verhoeven, 2003; Verhoeven and Dom, 2002).
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The Department of Education provides finance for salaries, equipment and buildings of higher

education institutions. Each institution, state or grant-aided, receives a lump sum for the

functioning of the institution.

The curriculum is not longer prescribed by the government, but it is the full responsibility of

the institutions. Appointments of the staff are the prerogative of universities and colleges.

There is no intervention of Brussels in this matter anymore. This makes the higher education

system pretty much decentralized.

Nevertheless, the state has still some influence, more directly than in the British system. The

law prescribes that all institutions have to set up a system of quality assurance. The Flemish

government has according to the law (Law of 24 July 1991) the obligation to organize a meta-

evaluation, i.e. the government should evaluate whether the current quality assurance system

works properly. The law also determines the maximum share of the subsidy to be spent for

personnel in each institution, the different ranks of the academics, and the salaries linked with

these ranks. Centrally determined is also the length of study of each course, and the number of

study points of each study year. Universities or colleges of higher education are not free to

organize the courses they want and where they want; what and where (town) they may offer

particular courses is determined by law, but it is mainly the result of a historical development

where grant-aided institutions could freely offer what they wanted. Students are free to choose

the institution they want, but the admission requirements for students are defined by the

government. Moreover, the government controls the institutions of higher education by an

annual report to be provided by each institution, and by having appointed a Commissioner of

the Flemish Government and an inspector of finance in each institution of higher education,

who have to check whether the decisions taken by the board of an institution of higher

education is according to the law. Flemish universities and colleges are less shaped by the

government than French universities, but more than the British.

3.2. What is the responsibility of universities and colleges?

Just like the UK binary system of higher education until 1992, Belgium (Flanders) still has a

binary system. In Flanders there are currently six universities and twenty-two colleges of

higher education. The universities offer first-level programmes in two cycles (normally 2+2

or 2+3 years) followed by a doctoral programme. The colleges provide programmes of one



16

cycle (3 years, only BA) or two cycles (2+2 or sometimes 2+3 years, BA and MA) but no

doctoral-level work. The difference between programmes in the two sectors, apart from their

duration, is that, in principle, university education is more discipline-oriented, while college

education is more vocation-oriented. In practice, this comes down to a division of labor

between institutions that, in structural terms, are becoming more and more similar. Unity can

be seen in the way that college education was conceived as being ‘of an academic level’, so

that transfers from college to university were made possible, and the regulations concerning

the colleges were derived from the regulations concerning the universities. Hence, in

restructuring the college sector the same philosophy with analogous starting points was used

as was the basis for the university decree. In consideration of the specific roles which colleges

were to play, they were given autonomy, responsibility and a governance structure similar to

that of the universities (i.e. with a board of directors, an academic council, departments, and

so on). In a large number of formal areas (for example entrance requirements, the possibilities

of distance education and part-time education, and the quality control system), the legal

regulations hardly differ between the colleges and the universities (De Wit and Verhoeven,

2003).

Grant-aided institutions determine autonomously the governing structure of the institution,

whereas the latter is prescribed by law for state institutions. But both, state and grant-aided

institutions, are autonomous. Universities are managed by an elected rector among senior

professors, whereas the general manager of a college is appointed by the board. Both,

universities and colleges have a Governing Board that takes decisions about the general policy

of the institutions, including the major appointments, and an Academic Council that advises

about teaching and research. Universities are composed of several faculties under the

direction of an elected (among the senior professors) dean and a faculty council (composed of

teaching staff, and representatives of assistants, students, and other employees). Faculties and

colleges of higher education (colleges have no faculty structure) are composed of different

departments under the direction of a (elected or appointed) chair and a department council

(composed of the teaching staff, and representatives of assistants, students, and administrative

workers).

Both, universities and colleges appoint and promote staff, pay salaries, can lay off staff,

define the curriculum, and are the proprietors of the buildings (that are paid by the state).

Degrees are awarded by an institution of higher education and students are free to choose the
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institution they prefer without any interference of the state, except for medical school,

dentistry, and engineering science where students have to pass an entrance exam.

Contrary to these indicators of decentralization, others refer to a kind of centralization, not

always a result of state interference. Universities and colleges, for instance, have the right to

define the fee, but in practice all universities follow the agreements made by the

representative bodies of universities (VLIR) and colleges (VLHORA). Because the fee in

Belgium is very low in comparison with other countries, the funding by the state is very

important for the institutions of higher educations. This funding is mainly the result of a

formula which takes into account the number of students, but students get a different weight

depending on the field of study of these students. The funding for students of medical school

for instance is much higher than for students in the humanities. All these principles are

determined by the government and are equally applied on all institutions of higher education.

3.3. Did the government put a step back since 1992?

In comparison with the situation before 1992 the government has put a step back, but has not

withdrawn entirely: ‘The government creates conditions and sets out quality goals … it

proposes minimum goals, promotes certain social priorities, secures a number of vital

interests and rights, especially for the weaker, and to that end it provides the necessary

resources in exchange for clear agreements’ (Van Den Bossche, 1995: 9-12). As a matter of

principle, control was to be exercised retrospectively. To that end, a quality audit system was

established which was to monitor the institutions’ own quality assurance systems, but the

primary responsibility for quality assurance was reserved for the institutions themselves: in

the universities since 1992, but in the colleges much later. Until 2000 the state took care of the

quality assurance of the colleges.

Other examples of a not withdrawing state are the following:

- The government has assigned and can still assign specific field of studies and courses to

particular institutions in particular towns.

- Scaling up and merger of colleges was promoted by the government. Merged colleges could

expect advantages. The decision with whom a college wanted to merge was taken by the

colleges themselves.
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Other elements worth mentioning are a requirement that the colleges must draw up vocational

profiles and course profiles in dialogue with representatives of different occupational fields; a

restriction on the proportion of their total expenditure that colleges may spend on salaries

(maximum 80 per cent); a restriction on the proportion of lecturers and professors on the

academic staff of universities (maximum 70 per cent); the appointment of a commissioner at

each university and college to check whether institutional policy is in compliance with the

relevant laws and decrees and with requirements for financial stability; and finally, the

requirement that each higher education institution must render an account of its operations in

an annual report (De Wit and Verhoeven, 2003).

Moreover, the Flemish government has tried to change some parts of the university and

college policy. Two examples are worth mentioning.

First, we refer to the problem of lack of transparency of the courses. Any lack of transparency

in the supply of university courses makes it difficult for potential employers to be sure what

knowledge and skills graduates possess. In addition, a lack of transparency causes obvious

problems for potential students who wish to make a rational choice of their field of study.

More generally, any lack of transparency results in inadequate links between higher education

and the labour market (Van Heffen & Huisman, 1998). For the Flemish government,

improving the transparency of the universities’ course offerings became a major policy issue

(Huisman et al, 2003). Three major aspects of the problem needed to be tackled were : 1.

Promoting uniformity of courses and diplomas with respect to structure and content; 2.

Restructuring programmes in academic disciplines or fields of study; and, 3) Increasing

Flemish universities’ conformity with international systems, including the international

recognition of diplomas (De Wit and Verhoeven, 2003). In order to guarantee Flanders’

higher education a position in the international higher education system the Flemish

Parliament voted a law in 2003 where Flanders’ higher education should be restructured

according to the Bologna agreements.

Second, starting from the position that Flemish higher education must be internationally

competitive, the government wished to achieve greater rationalization of the supply of courses

in higher education. This general goal of rationalization and optimization included seven

elements: 1) new programmes and courses; 2) the improvement of existing programmes; 3)

college mergers; 4) a new balance between early breadth and later specialization; 5) the
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closure of poor-quality programmes; 6) temporary ‘freezing’ of programmes; 7) programme

amalgamations. These and other programmes and courses to meet social demand were to be

established by the universities and colleges themselves. However, even though direct

incentives (such as targeted funding) were not always available, we would still argue that the

role of the government should not be underestimated. The Flemish government gave the

institutions the freedom to develop their own initiatives of this kind; and it encouraged the

universities and colleges to be more entrepreneurial and dynamic by providing clear general

indications of the kinds of development it wished to encourage.

3.4. Conclusion

Once Belgium was a federal state, the Flemish educational policy opted for less state and

more initiative in the hands of the universities and colleges. This was not totally new, because

the grant-aided institutions had already more self-government than the state institutions for

higher education before Belgium became a federation. On the one hand the Flemish

universities and colleges got similar rights of self-governance as the British universities (they

determine the curriculum, hire professors and other staff, manage independently the lump sum

provided by the state, construct buildings, etc.), but on the other hand the state is still present

in the institutions of higher education (the state determines the requirements for eligibility of

students, the ranks of the professorial staff, the limits of the share of the lump sum allowed to

be spent for personnel, the fields of study that may be provided by an institution, and the state

has in each institution a commissioner of the Flemish government etc.). Belgium (Flanders)

moved from a very centralized educational system, where the main decisions were taken in

Brussels, to a more decentralized educational system. It seems to be inclined to follow the

Anglo-Saxon decentralization, but keeps still some characteristics of the French centralized

system which was mainstream until 1989.

4. Conclusions

When we look back at the three pictures of the relationship between the state and the

institutions of higher education in three European countries we see that there are still a lot of

differences between these countries in this respect. The fact that these countries are neighbor

countries did not reduce the differences in higher education policy of the three. The

stereotypical picture of France and Belgium as very centralized states and the UK as a totally
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decentralized state has been falsified. It is an old picture that survives in spite of the many

changes in these countries. As far as higher education policy is concerned is France still

centralized, but not so extremely that higher education institutions have no room at all to

choose their own direction. Universities in the UK have a large amount of independence from

state intervention, but are pushed more than once by the government to go into a particular

direction. In a period that in other countries self-governance came more to the fore,

universities in the UK lost a little of this independence. Higher education in Belgium

(Flanders) left definitely the track of centralization it was used to until 1989; higher education

policy is not only a state business, it is more than ever the responsibility of the individual

institution for higher education. Nevertheless, the Flemish government has still an important

voice in the realization of the higher education policy. The Belgian traditional policy did not

totally disappear.

There are many reasons for this development towards a less binding relationship between

higher education institutions and the government. First, the Western states faced an immense

expansion of students in higher education. The massification of higher education is a fact.

Larger proportions of youngsters of a particular age cohort attend now higher education than

twenty years ago (OECD, 2002: 222). This meant a tremendous challenge for these countries.

In order to find answers for this challenge, national governments placed the responsibility not

only in their own hands, but believed that by giving more responsibility to the higher

education institutions some of the problems could find more easily a solution. Nevertheless,

as it is described in former pages national governments in Europe gave very different answers

to the problem. Why? The influence of the history of each country is undeniable. Each of

these countries has its historical heritage. National policy is not only the result of the current

political decision makers, but also of the tradition of a country. France has another political

tradition than the UK and Belgium, and the political tradition of the latter also differ. The

option for a more outspoken presence of universities and colleges in higher education policy

is therefore partly a consequence of that political tradition, what I present here as a second

reason of this development towards less state in higher education policy. Third, during the last

decade in most of the countries of the European Union policy makers pleaded for policy

values as decentralization, deregulation, autonomy and accountability, all values belonging to

the neo-liberal discourse that played an important role in political en economical life. These

values are shared by all kind of political factions (whether they are at the left of the center, the

right, or in the center) that have the power at this moment. Within these value system there is
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room for granting more power to the higher education institutions to determine its own policy.

France did not go as far as the other two countries in this respect, but it created without any

doubt a larger space for the university policy makers to take their responsibility. In the UK

universities have still the largest amount of freedom in comparison with the two other

countries in spite of a larger intervention of the state than some decades ago. In Belgium the

state left some of its rights (e.g. definition of the curriculum, appointments of staff in state

universities, block grants, etc.) to the universities, but draws some lines between which

universities have to act.

What are the consequences of this changed relationship between state and universities for

universities and colleges? A very important result is that universities and colleges have more

autonomy to determine their own policy, but at the same time they became more accountable

than before. Universities in the three countries act as organizations that have to govern in

order to give a particular face to themselves in society. Within the small range of institutional

policy French universities developed towards a more conscious university policy. This has its

consequences for the function of president (vice-chancellor or rector) and the boards of the

universities. They have to manage their institutions and are not only the executor of a national

policy; universities became more entrepreneurial. Deans of faculties and chairs of

departments come in another position than when the state determined university policy more.

Faculties and departments in many universities got more responsibilities than before and

became accountable for the results of their work. Decentralization has also grown in

universities. To what extent this contributed to bringing in ‘new managerialism’ (Reed, 2002)

in universities is not discussed in this paper. M. Reed (2002: 173) concludes for the

universities in the UK that his ‘research findings suggest that the implementation of the

reforms associated with new managerialism have been rather more ambiguous, contested and

contradictory than the latter’s advocates or theorists anticipated’ Nevertheless, it is clear that

this decentralization and the competition among universities is a breeding ground for new

managerialism, where the governance of universities, faculties and departments could be less

inspired by academic values than managerial values.
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