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Abstract
At higher education institutions (HEI), which for centuries served only to educate the elite, the composition of the student
body is increasingly changing towards greater social and cultural diversity. Students’ differences are also the focus of this
article, but not with a specific emphasis on preselected categories. Instead, the article asks how students in teaching in
higher education (HE) are represented in the print media and professional discourse in Germany, i.e., which categories
of difference are constructed as relevant in HE teaching contexts, which are normalized and (de)legitimized, and what is
expected of HEI concerning these differences. Second, to what extent does this change over time, particularly concerning
the new circumstances of Corona‐based digital teaching in 2020? The contribution is based on a combination of discourse
theory and neo‐institutional organizational sociology. Discourses are a place where social expectations towards organiza‐
tions are negotiated and constructed. Simultaneously, the discourses construct a specific understanding of HE, making
visible openings and closures concerning different groups of students. Which students are constructed as legitimate, desir‐
able, at risk of dropping out, or a risk for HE quality? Based on qualitative content analysis, the article shows that it is less
the traditional socio‐structural categories such as gender, social or ethnic origin, or impairments, that are discussed to
be relevant in HE teaching contexts. The reproduction of inequality and the associated discrimination is hardly discussed.
The focus is instead on the students’ differences concerning individualizable characteristics, competencies, or study prac‐
tices. Even though many of these individualized differences are conveyed via socio‐structural categories, this connection
is often not considered in the discourses.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, various developments have led to an
increasing diversification of the student body in many
countries: The transformation process towards a knowl‐
edge societywas accompanied by educational expansion
and the so‐called massification of universities (Altbach
et al., 2017). For example, the rate of first‐year students
of an age cohort in Germany increased from 37% in

2002 to 56% in 2019 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2019).
Higher education institutions (HEI) are becoming increas‐
ingly important in the context of lifelong learning so that
different age cohorts with different educational biogra‐
phies are seeking access to higher education (HE; see,
e.g., Altbach et al., 2017). An increased permeability
from vocational to HE reinforces this development (e.g.,
Bernhard, 2017). At the same time, the student body
increasingly internationalizes (e.g., Streitwieser, 2014).
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Finally, the signing of the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities has rekindled calls for inclusion
at universities (e.g., Powell, 2016).

Assumingly, these developments pose new chal‐
lenges for HE systems, in particular like the one in
Germany. Germany is known for its highly segregated
and socially inequitable education system with early
selection into an academic or a vocational track within
the school system (Powell & Solga, 2011). As a conse‐
quence, Germany traditionally has had a preselected and
relatively socially homogeneous student body. The aca‐
demic upper secondary school track leads to the Abitur,
which is the general HE entrance qualification and autho‐
rizes students to enter into all types of HEI. This is the tra‐
ditional and main road to HE in Germany. Other routes
are via vocation‐oriented schools where students often
gain the HE entrance qualification for universities of
applied sciences (Fachhochschulreife). Besides opportu‐
nities to reach the Abitur in evening classes or other
forms of adult education, recent regulative changes
also allow vocationally qualified students to enter HEI
(Bernhard, 2017). Due to these developments and those
mentioned above (e.g., internationalization), the diver‐
sification of the student body can also be witnessed in
the German HE system. At the same time, Germany does
not have a long tradition of lifelong learning at HEI and
started using the HE system for further academic educa‐
tion comparatively late (Schuetze& Slowey, 2012;Wolter
& Schäfer, 2020). In Germany, HE teaching is tradition‐
ally less critical for a career in academia than in other
countries, especially those where tuition fees are high
and student satisfaction is of great importance. In this
respect, further training in HE didactics where teachers
could become more sensitive to students’ differences is
not obligatory in most German HEI, in contrast to other
national systems such as in England. Germany thus rep‐
resents an exciting case where increasing diversification
meets a traditionally highly segregated system in which
university teaching and its professionalization still play a
rather subordinate role.

Against this background, by analyzing print media
and the professional discourses, this article looks at
how students in HE teaching have been represented in
Germany in recent years and what is expected of HEI
concerning these differences. However, rather than con‐
centrating only on previously defined and considered as
important categories of diversity, I examine which cat‐
egories of difference are constructed as relevant in HE
teaching contexts in media and professional discourses.
I focus on teaching because HE teaching is the princi‐
pal place where students and the HEI, represented by its
teachers, interact, and it is thus the main place where
teachers act as gatekeepers for future life chances.

This article extends existing research on several
points: It examines which students’ differences have
been discursively created and compares the results of
a print media and professional discourse of HE teach‐
ers between 2010 and 2020 in Germany. Therefore, it

can extrapolate which differences are constructed as rel‐
evant for HE teaching contexts and give also a first hint
of how pandemic‐induced online teaching during the
Corona crisis in 2020 interrelates with the found struc‐
tures. Moreover, the societal and professional expecta‐
tions towards HE organizations and teachers are ana‐
lyzed and compared in the discourses.

In public and professional discourses, societal and
professional expectations towards organizations like uni‐
versities are negotiated and constructed. According
to organizational sociological assumptions (Hasse &
Krücken, 2005), these expectations are a point of orien‐
tation for the actions of organizations like universities
and their teachers to remain legitimate. At the same
time, discourses not only represent expectations but also
construct a social reality (Keller, 2006, 2011). The con‐
struction of students’ differences and their evaluation
in the context of HE teaching in discourse are then
closely linked to questions of social recognition: Which
students are constructed as (de)legitimate, desirable, at
risk of dropping out, or even a risk for HE quality? In this
way, examining the construction of difference and the
reported practices of teachers in the discourses enables
an analysis of (discursive) social opening and closing pro‐
cesses in the HE system.

To answer these research questions, I first discuss the
state of research and the theoretical concepts. Then, the
research design is explained. In the results, I compare the
constructed differences of students, their intersections,
their evaluation, and the accompanying (de)legitimation
and normalization of students in the media and profes‐
sional discourse. Finally, the reported and required prac‐
tices in dealing with students and thus the environmen‐
tal expectations at universities are also presented.

2. State of Research and Theoretical Conceptualization

In this section, I will provide an initial overview of the
state of research. Research on student differences is
extremely diverse and, therefore, the overview here can
only be cursory. Following the state of research, the theo‐
retical concepts that underlie this work will be presented.

2.1. State of Research

When looking at differences of students, research often
focuses on aspects like selectivity of access to HE (e.g.,
Duru‐Bellat et al., 2008; Goastellec & Välimaa, 2019).
Other research addresses issues of student diversity
during their studies. Areas being investigated include
the role of support structures for students (e.g., Smith,
2007; Unangst & Streitwieser, 2018), the governance
of diversity at universities (e.g., Linde & Auferkorte‐
Michaelis, 2018), students’ experiences of discrimina‐
tion (e.g., Hopkins, 2011; Lee & Rice, 2007; Stern et al.,
2018), and students’ success, progression, and prac‐
tices. (e.g., Lange‐Vester & Sander, 2016; Lörz, 2017;
Nairz‐Wirth et al., 2017). While internationally research
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on HE teaching and its dealing with diversity has a much
longer tradition (e.g., Gay, 2014), this field is increas‐
ingly researched in the German context, focusing pri‐
marily on selected socio‐structural categories of differ‐
ence (e.g., gender, social origin, ethnicity). Keywords
then include gender‐ or habitus‐sensitive teaching (e.g.,
Burger & Glathe, 2016; Rheinländer, 2015).

This article focuses on the discursive construction
of students’ differences in teaching in professional and
media discourses. While research on the discursive con‐
struction of students in media or policy discourses exists
(Brooks, 2018, 2020), it also mainly focuses on specific
categories like the construction of international students
(e.g., Paltridge et al., 2014). Lainio and Brooks (2021),
for example, analyze the media discourse of several
European countries regarding student family relations.
However, neither the role of students’ characteristics
and practices in teaching nor the discursive expecta‐
tions towards HE teachers and organizations are explic‐
itly carved out.

2.2. Difference, Discourses, and Environmental
Expectations in Higher Education

Following a constructivist understanding, differences are
defined as socially constructed in historically and geo‐
graphically situated contexts (Hirschauer, 2014). West
and Fenstermaker (1995) refer to the process of the
social practice of generating difference as “doing differ‐
ence.” Any “doing difference” is a meaningful selection
from a set of competing categorizations that only creates
a difference that can then make a difference (Hirschauer,
2014, p. 183). Constructions of difference are thus con‐
tingent and have to be seen according to Giddens’ (1984)
understanding of the duality of structures as a precondi‐
tion and result of social practices. In the context of this
article, the construction of difference can be examined
concerning the observed or reported practice of “doing
difference” in HEI and, at the same time, in the prac‐
tice of “doing difference” of writers and speakers in print
media discourses when describing students.

Discourses are to be understood as regulated prac‐
tices of interpretive production and construction of real‐
ity throughwhich social knowledge stocks emerge (Keller,
2006, p. 125). In this respect, print media are doubly
involved in discourse production, as a stage for actors
and as actors themselves. According to Yildiz (2006,
p. 40), media discourses are means of transport through
which social interpretations are reproduced and through
which social perceptions are influenced, thereby also
contributing to normalizations. In other words, the print
media is crucially involved in what reproduces social
reality as hegemonic discourse and what other inter‐
pretations, e.g., everyday experiences, are marginalized
(Yildiz, 2006). While the print media mirrors a wider soci‐
etal stance on a topic, the professional discourse espe‐
cially (re)produces norms and taken‐for‐granted interpre‐
tations of the professional world of HE teachers.

An analysis of how students are portrayed in print
media and professional discourse can indicate who is
seen as a legitimate student or a “normal” student.
The construction of difference and its evaluation in
HE discourse are thus linked to issues of recognition.
Depending on how the students or specific subgroups
are constructed, particularly in the media discourse,
they are seen as more or less legitimate with possible
consequences for the perception of potential students
and their future educational decisions and HE teachers’
teaching decisions. Hence, media discourses about stu‐
dents shape society’s perception of this group and the
group itself. The professional discourse naturally has a
more significant impact on the perceptions of the mem‐
bers of the profession.

Moreover, media discourses are places where soci‐
etal demands on organizations, such as HEI, are pri‐
marily mediated (Donges, 2006). However, the pro‐
fessional discourse also (re)produces expectations
and norms towards HEI. According to assumptions of
neo‐institutionalist organization theory, organizations
are embedded in institutional environments from which
demands are made (Hasse & Krücken, 2005; Meyer &
Rowan, 1977). According to Scott’s (2008) understand‐
ing of institutions, institutionalized expectations of orga‐
nizations are present in the form of laws and regulations
(regulative pillar), norms and standards (normative pil‐
lar), and ideas or shared conceptions of reality (cultural‐
cognitive pillar). Organizations need tomeet these expec‐
tations to be recognized as legitimate.

In summary, through discourse analysis, the article
combines perspectives based on discourse and practice
theory with sociological organization theory. Discourses
can serve as a mirror of societal environmental expec‐
tations towards HEI and, at the same time, as a place
where social reality is constructed through discursive
practices (of “doing difference”) and normalizations,
(de)legitimations, inclusion, and exclusion are produced.

3. Research Design

This article is based on qualitative content analysis
(Gläser & Laudel, 2009) of the German weekly newspa‐
per Die ZEIT for the print media discourse and the pro‐
fessional journal Forschung und Lehre (F&L) for the pro‐
fessional discourse.Die ZEIT was chosen because, as part
of the national quality press and as a leading national
medium, it focuses on educational topics, significantly on
HE. F&L is a monthly journal published by the German
Association of Universities, whose members are profes‐
sors and researchers/HE teachers with a PhD in all disci‐
plines. So, it focuses precisely on the professional group
that is doing a significant amount of the HE teaching
in Germany.

I analyzed 434 articles in Die ZEIT published between
2010 and 2020. Over one hundred articles covered the
year 2020, showing that the attention to HE teach‐
ing increased with the pandemic situation. In the F&L,
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I analyzed 256 articles; here, attention did not peak in
2020 but in the previous year, the anniversary of the
Bologna Declaration.

I selected the Die ZEIT articles via the lexis nexus
database with the help of a broad search query includ‐
ing (higher education OR university AND teaching OR lec‐
turer* OR seminar OR stud*). In the analysis, I thus refer
to articles covering the whole HE system in Germany
including (public and private) universities, universities
of applied sciences, and dual study programs. I exam‐
ined over 2000 articles to determine whether the arti‐
cles characterized, typified, or described students in the
context of HE teaching, including instructional planning,
curricula, courses, supervision and advising, organiza‐
tion, and examination. The same was done for the F&L
without a database by screening all published articles
for the years 2010–2020. I mainly used inductive cate‐
gory building to identify both the categories of differ‐
ence and the practices of how to respond to diverse
students. I then grouped the multitude of students’ dif‐
ferences and HE practices into analytical categories and
then into overarching categories in the next step. In a
third step, the various categories were analyzed in detail
by zooming in on the assigned discourse segments and
analyzing the context and connections to other cate‐
gories and evaluations.

4. Reconstructing Students’ Differences and HEI
Practices in the German Higher Education System

In the following, the students’ differences, legitimiza‐
tion, and normalization tendencies are described. Finally,
practices for responding to differences are presented to
capture professional and societal expectations for action
in HEI.

4.1. Major Contexts of Higher Education Teaching
Discourses and the Construction of Difference

Students in HE are categorized in DIE ZEIT and F&L with
the help of a variety of attributions of difference. Over
time, no solid trends or changes can be determined in
terms of which differences dominate. Still, various social
debates can be identified in which different categories
are invoked (see Table 1).

For example, the young age of students and a possi‐
ble immaturity or lack of competencies were discussed
in the debate on the shortening of upper secondary
schooling and the abolition of compulsory military ser‐
vice, especially in 2010–2012. In the context of discus‐
sions about the Bologna Process and its consequences,
students are portrayed as studying strategically, stressed,
and less motivated. This debate has been significant
in the professional discourse. Even 20 years after the
Bologna reforms were introduced, they are still often
used as a reason for negative developments in HE and
students’ characteristics. A digitization debate could also
be traced. Here, themain issues discussedwere the pres‐
ence or absence of digital competencies on the part of
students, making it possible for distance and part‐time
students to study, and reconcile this with work, child‐
rearing, and caregiving responsibilities.

Interestingly, these benefits are much less impor‐
tant in the digital semesters during the Corona crisis.
Here, the practices and felt pressures and burdens of
students are discussed. Comparing the media and pro‐
fessional discourses indicates that the focus of the pro‐
fessional debates is limited to what happens in HE, and
broader societal developments like academization and
school and military reforms are less critical.

Table 1.Major debates with corresponding discussed students’ differences.

Topics of debate Main difference categories Die ZEIT F&L

Abolition of compulsory military service Age (younger students), less prepared, 2010–2012
and reduction of school‐time fewer skills

Consequences of Bologna Process Strategic studying, stress, opportunistic, less 2010–2011 2010–2020
intrinsically motivated, absenteeism

Academization VET qualification, without Abitur (HE entrance 2013–2014
qualification), part‐time studying

Refugee migration into Germany Refugees, traumatic experience, 2015–2016 2016–2018
language skills

Digitalization in HE Digital skills, usage of digital media, 2012–2020 2012–2020
part‐time studying, care work

Corona crisis in HE Digital skills and practices, felt pressures, 2020 2020
financial burdens, working alongside
one’s studies
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4.2. Individualized Characteristics, Competencies, and
Practices as Main Differences

What is striking is that in the overall view of the analy‐
sis in both Die ZEIT and F&L, the majority of the used
differences have a strong reference to seemingly indi‐
vidualized characteristics, i.e., they are more strongly
related to individually ascribable characteristics and prac‐
tices of students in teaching and do not obviously ref‐
erence social structure‐relevant groups that are differ‐
entiated by, for instance, age, social origin, or gender.
Even though it is known from research on habitus
that it is precisely these perceived and ascribed sup‐
posedly individual competencies, characteristics, and
practices that express the individuals’ social origins
(Bourdieu, 1979/1999) and lead to inequalities. This
is not addressed or reflected in the analyzed articles.
The “individualized” categories include, for example,
attributed characteristics or descriptions such as dif‐
ferent study interests, the degree of commitment to
learning, enthusiasm for studying, self‐confidence, deter‐
mination, perseverance, political orientation, or need
for support.

In addition to these characteristics, students are also
differentiated in terms of their competencies and study
practices. In terms of competencies, the main issues
addressed are (the lack of)math and language skills, com‐
petencies in scientific work, digital competencies, and
students’ organizational skills. In short, the focus here
is on what in the German discourse, particularly on HE
access, is called Studierfähigkeit (study ability) (Bernhard,
2017). In terms of practices, learners are often character‐
ized as strategic students who are less intrinsically moti‐
vated (than in the past) and who study driven by exams
and ECTS. Dropping out is also an essential and com‐
mon theme. Other practices include disrupting courses
by being late, drinking and eating, contributing to the
course, attendance, study preparation, and inappropri‐
ate communication via email. In addition, there are other
“individualized” categories such as attributions of perfor‐
mance, students’ needs and desires, their feelings and
motives for studying, and their experiences. In both dis‐
courses, the three main categories (characteristics, com‐
petencies, and study practices) were the dominant dif‐
ferences used to describe students. In the media, the
characteristics dominated; in the F&L, the study prac‐
tices were discussed the most. Here, the articles focused
more on direct didactical problems than in the media.

It is remarkable that students were less differenti‐
ated via the classic socio‐structural categories. In par‐
ticular, students with impairments are virtually nonexis‐
tent in the media discourse. Still, references to educa‐
tional biography, transnational migration history, social
origin, religion, gender, age, or life circumstances (care
responsibilities, part‐time work) are also rarely men‐
tioned in contrast to the individualized categories. In the
professional discourse, particularly social origin, gen‐
der, life circumstances, and transnational migration

history—categories that are strongly associated with
social inequality in education—are even less used to
describe students. However, impairments, particularly
psychological illnesses, were discussed as well as educa‐
tional background. Concerning the latter, it is essential
whether students have the general HE entrance qualifi‐
cation (Abitur) or not and can thus be expected to be
prepared to go to HE.

In contrast to the media discourses, when socio‐
structural categories are discussed in the professional
discourses, it is mostly by citing research and less based
on professional experience. During the Corona crisis
and only in the media discourse, the students’ financial
situation and social origin were discussed more often
than before. In the F&L, the main focus in the context
of the Corona crisis was on students’ digital practices
and their felt burdens, but not on the unequal distribu‐
tion of these burdens. The interpretation of the over‐
all low thematization of socio‐structural categories may
be twofold: First, these categories and related stereo‐
types might be less likely to be reproduced by not men‐
tioning them. Second, however, structural inequalities
that help determine success and failure in HE might also
be systematically ignored. This is even truer if the link
between “individualized” and social structural categories
is not represented and reflected upon as is the case in
the discourses.

4.3. Normalization and (De)Legitimization

Even though a certain type of heterogeneity is recog‐
nized as normal through the diverse representation of
students, normalizations and (de)legitimations of certain
groups and practices could be identified in the analysis.
Here, the representation of students was quite similar in
both discourses. By addressing specific categories of dif‐
ference as deviant, not typical, or (almost) not worthy
of mentioning, corresponding characteristics of “normal
students” are simultaneously co‐constructed.

A piece from Die ZEIT reads: “Our semester is quite
heterogeneous. We also have students who graduated
from a vocational‐oriented secondary school and have
already completed an apprenticeship. The age range is
also quite wide, from 19 to 33. Some fellow students
already have children” (Srikiow, 2014, p. 260, translation
by the author). Thus, in this media quote from a student,
specific groups are described as part of the university
reality. However, by highlighting them, this quote simul‐
taneously insinuates what is not yet typical. The nor‐
malization in the articles is done often through socio‐
structural categories and also through practices and char‐
acteristics. Normalized are the young full‐time students
without children, without vocational experience, but
with a grammar school education (Gymnasium), with‐
out impairments, and from an academic parental home.
Regarding practices and characteristics, students are
described as both hard‐working, reading, preparing, crit‐
ical and not motivated, unreflective, unprepared, and
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distracted by digital devices. Hence, it is presented as
usual that students are diverse in their characteristics.
In the professional discourse, however, the more nega‐
tive images of less motivated students prevail. The dif‐
ferent speakers in the media and professional discourses
might explain this difference in the articles. While in the
media, a wide range of speakers—HE teachers, profes‐
sors, students, politicians, educational scientists, jour‐
nalists, parents, employers—are present; in the profes‐
sional discourse, the majority are professors and HE
teachers, researchers, and journalists. This leads to the
question: Is a more negative image of students andmore
ignorance towards social inequality more widespread in
the HE teaching profession?

In both discourses, normalization is not simultane‐
ously accompanied by a (de)legitimization of the other
groups. (De)legitimization in the sense of a positive
(or negative) emphasis or devaluation takes place in
the examined articles primarily with practices, charac‐
teristics, and competencies. In particular, practices of
strategic studying are devalued, albeit described as nor‐
mal due to the influence of the Bologna HE reforms
in Germany. Legitimate are those who are “capable
of studying,” willing to perform, intrinsically motivated,
curious, and broadly interested. Highly gifted students
who still attend school but already take some courses
at university are portrayed this way (Frühstudierende).
Those with the opposite characteristics are portrayed
as illegitimate: “Other faculty members in other pro‐
grams…may moan that students are conformist, lethar‐
gic, uninspired, disinterested, ignorant, and without pro‐
file” (Schüle, 2017, p. 59, translation by the author).

An analysis of how different categories intersect
shows that certain groups are constructed more ambiva‐
lently than others, i.e., with positively and nega‐
tively attributed evaluative categories. This ambivalence
applies in the discourses, for example, to the group
of vocationally qualified people without a HE entrance
qualification or international students. The word “inter‐
sect” refers to the concept of intersectionality (Crenshaw,
1989), which emphasizes the multiple factors of advan‐
tage and disadvantage that intersect and overlap and
can lead to empowerment or oppression. Thus, on the
one hand, international and vocationally qualified stu‐
dents are presented as new target groups and HEI enrich‐
ment due to their experiences and different competen‐
cies. On the other hand, negative evaluations are primar‐
ily based on the attributed lack of study skills (in language
or general knowledge). These students are represented
as a risk for the quality of HE:

When another foreign student began his presenta‐
tion in the seminar the other day, two students left
the room because they knew that they were in for
an incomprehensible lecture for the next half hour,
which at no point would coalesce into a comprehen‐
sible argument. The obvious thought is to suggest to
the international students that they give their presen‐

tations in English. However, many do not master this
language either. (Oswalt & Adams, 2017, p. 65, trans‐
lation by the author)

An analysis of the intersection also demonstrates that
rarely only individualized categories form patterns.
Patterns build on a combination of socio‐structural cat‐
egories and individualized ones, and in this way, a discur‐
sive inclusion or exclusion of social groups occurs.

For example, people who are identified as migrants
in the discourses are often described as students who
often did not attend a Gymnasium, are partially voca‐
tionally qualified, come from a non‐academic home, do
not have an adequate level of knowledge, are insecure
in their studies, do not have the habitus of German aca‐
demic children, and aremore prone to dropping out. First‐
generation students are described in a very similar way:

Or also the “person in need of support.” More often
than average, he is a migrant or comes from a difficult
family background. He himself hardly believes that he
will successfully complete his studies—although he
would have the will and the ability to do so. (Wiarda,
2011, p. 77, translation by the author)

Moreover, even when the study success of these groups
is reported, it is often presented as something special.

The intersectional analytical perspective can demon‐
strate that (partly stigmatizing) stereotypes are repro‐
duced (e.g., lack of study ability of professionally
qualified persons), but also, in part, the multiple
(dis)advantages of student groups are presented,
whereby the focus on and discussion or reflection of
(dis)advantages remains marginal.

4.4. Expectations Towards Higher Education Institutions

How should HEI and its teachers respond to the hetero‐
geneity presented?Which societal expectations towards
HEI become visible? Expectations can be generated
through clearly communicated norms about practices
judged as positive or negative and displayed standards.
At the same time, societal expectations also arise just
through reported practices. When practices are contin‐
uously represented, they seem normal and self‐evident.
They become representations of reality that are taken for
granted. In the first step, an overview of the reported
practices will be given. In a second step, it will be dis‐
cussed how the practices are represented.

A variety of practices of responding to students
in HE is discussed in Die ZEIT and F&L. In general,
HE (teaching) practices that answer to students’ dif‐
ferences seems a relevant and already lived practice.
The practices that were portrayed can be differentiated
between the ones which are situated at the organiza‐
tional level, like organizational support structures (coun‐
seling, information, preparatory courses, psychological
aid centers) or teaching organization (e.g., part‐time,
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long‐distance studying, attendance requirements) and
direct teachers’ practices. On the one hand, these teach‐
ers’ practices include rather unspecified didactic teach‐
ing practices (target group orientation, individualized,
and competence‐oriented teaching). However, on the
other hand,more specific practices like the adaptation of
the teaching language or content of the course, examina‐
tion practices, specific didactical models and standards,
and digitized teaching offerings are presented. In both
discourses, there was hardly any discussion of compen‐
sational practices for students’ disadvantages or of the
training or coaching of teachers as a measure to raise
awareness of differences.

By comparing the discourses, several major differ‐
ences become apparent. Teachers’ practices are much
more important in the F&L, whereas the media articles
tend to focus more on the students and less on HE teach‐
ing. This focus on teaching practices in F&L was partic‐
ularly strong during the Corona crisis, sometimes even
without reference to the actual target group of these
practices, the students.

In the media discourse, there was a shift during the
Corona coverage. Here, specific (digital) teaching prac‐
tices became much more pertinent than in previous
years. From an organizational theory point of view, it
seems that in situations of uncertainty and lack of com‐
mon standards, media take on the task of represent‐
ing the variance of practices. In this way, universities
can solve the existing new challenges through imitation
(DiMaggio&Powell, 1983). On the other hand, in the pro‐
fessional discourse, there has already been a strong focus
on digital teaching practices before.

Besides digitized teaching, the individual didactic
teaching practices are in the foreground in the profes‐
sional discourse. Here, the topic is addressed, also much
more precisely than in DIE ZEIT, by discussing how to
react, for example, to disruptions, different motivational
situations, distractions, differences in performance, but
also intercultural differences. While in the media cover‐
age, most of the practices displayed are not evaluated
positively or negatively, teaching norms and standards
are established in the F&L, corresponding to the profes‐
sional mandate of such a journal. With the help of check‐
lists, for instance, clear normative recommendations for
actions are given:

For this, the following checklist can be helpful: Speak
slowly and well‐articulated; make sure you are under‐
stood regularly; give written overviews/definitions;
use visualizations. (Queis, 2010, p. 669, translation by
the author)

Looking at the extent to which practices are thematized
in connection with categories of difference, few recur‐
ring patterns can be identified. These connections exist
primarily with socio‐structural categories and less with
individualized characteristics, competencies, and traits
in themedia discourse. In the professional discourse, the

latter happens more often. For example, individual ped‐
agogical practices such as topic selection, good presen‐
tation techniques, and innovative media use are seen as
ways to motivate students to attend and participate.

While in the professional discourse, socio‐structural
categories are less discussed and related to practices,
in the media, this is the case, particularly concerning
the earlier described intersectional groups. For exam‐
ple, support structures are strongly thematized con‐
cerning student groups with increased dropout risk or
support needs (international, “first‐generation,” profes‐
sionally qualified students). The organization of teach‐
ing is often related to vocationally qualified students and
especially students with children who need more flexi‐
bility in their studies due to their obligations. An adap‐
tation of the teaching language is discussed as a reac‐
tion to international students and their language skills.
In the media discourse, it can be seen that deal‐
ing with socio‐structural‐categorical differences of stu‐
dents, which often constitute the dimensions of social
inequality—i.e., of disadvantages—is mainly outsourced
to organizational offerings and is presented less as a
task of individual teaching practice. Even though only
a few practices were evaluated as positive, these orga‐
nizational offerings have been predominantly described
this way. Hence, practices that require institutionaliza‐
tion at the organizational level are more constructed as
a norm than individual practices of HE teachers. Thus,
in the media discourse, HE teachers are not normatively
expected to be very sensitive to differences and, in partic‐
ular, to inequalities. In the professional discourse, where
social inequality is even less discussed, the expectations
are also not articulated.

5. Conclusion

Against the backdrop of an increasingly diversified stu‐
dent body, this article has examined the print media
and professional discourse on HE teaching to determine
which categories of student difference are constructed
as relevant in HE teaching, which categories of differ‐
ence are normalized and (de)legitimized, and which soci‐
etal expectations are placed on HEI for a differentiating
approach to students.

In summary, the article was able to show that in
the media and the professional discourses, a diverse stu‐
dent body is represented. However, the heterogeneity
depicted in the discourses relates more to individualized
attributions than to classical socio‐structural categories.
The focus is on individual study and performance. For the
most part, however, this ignores the fact that many stu‐
dent characteristics, competencies, and practices and
how teachers perceive them are mediated through cat‐
egories such as social origin or gender. The reproduc‐
tion of inequality and the accompanying discrimination
is hardly discussed in the media discourse and even less
in the professional one. Socio‐cultural categories do not
appear to be essential for professional teaching practices.
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In addition, the diversification taking place in the HE sys‐
tem is only partially reflected in the media. For example,
students with impairments are virtually not represented
in the media as students. This is problematic, as it can
have consequences on the perception of potential stu‐
dents (with impairments) and their future educational
decisions. It shows that it is still not common that stu‐
dents with impairments are being considered in HE prac‐
tices. Inclusion has not yet arrived as an essential topic
in the media discourse on university teaching, quite in
contrast to the one about inclusion in schools.

Even though socio‐structural categories were not
mentioned much, normalizations often built on them.
Legitimations of students, in turn, relate more strongly
to individualizing categories that are more reminiscent
of the Humboldtian ideal of the intrinsically motivated,
broadly interested, research‐affine, independent stu‐
dent. In the analysis of the intersectional interplay of
the difference categories, it is striking that (stigmatizing)
stereotypes are reproduced. For example, those of the
(migrant) vocationally qualified students who lack essen‐
tial skills due to themissing upper secondary general edu‐
cation and are at risk of dropping out. So, even when
no or few socio‐cultural categories are used to describe
the ideal or legitimate student, it is clear that it is not,
for instance, this group of the vocationally qualified or
first‐generation students who are more often described
as having study issues.

The blindness to socio‐structural categories and the
strongly individualizing, e.g., competence‐oriented, rep‐
resentation of students in both discourses is striking and
can be interpreted as an indication of prevailing societal
discourses in which individuals seen as human capital
are made responsible for their own educational success
in the sense of an entrepreneurial self (Bröckling, 2013).
At the same time, also in pedagogical discourses, the indi‐
vidual is often in the center when looking, for example,
at trends of individualizing, learner‐centered approaches.
Brandmayr (2018) shows that, for the concept of individ‐
ualized learning, learning is seen to be strongly depen‐
dent on the individual capacities and the goal of the con‐
cept is to exploit individual performance potentials. But
since the focus is on individual learning, collective learn‐
ing supportmeasures that are based on social conditions
are neglected. Forgetting the socio‐structural categories
is thus partly inherent to individualizing pedagogical con‐
cepts. Hence, overall societal and pedagogical discourses
can work in the same direction, which can be one expla‐
nation of the results in this article.

When analyzing the societal expectations of how
HEI should deal with, for example, perceived at‐risk stu‐
dents, the organizational level is usually addressed and
not the individual teacher. In general, these practices,
which require institutionalization at the organizational
level (e.g., mentoring, preparatory courses, or advising),
are the ones most likely to be thematized in the con‐
text of socio‐structural‐categorical differences. Dealing
with these often inequality‐relevant differences is thus

outsourced to organizational offerings. In this way, the
responsibility, power, and options for action that teach‐
ers at HEI have regarding the future opportunities of stu‐
dents are being underestimated or even ignored.

Following this logic, social educational mobility can
therefore not only be facilitated by institutional (per‐
meability) structures in the education system (Bernhard,
2019) but can also be influenced by the teachers’ indi‐
vidual scope of action. Sensitizing HE teachers to these
tasks and responsibilities, however, would then again
have to be anchored structurally in the education sys‐
tem, for example through further obligatory training on
diversity‐sensitive teaching and discourses more sensi‐
tive to these topics.
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