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1. 
A brief profile : What I do and  why

I have degrees in sociology and  business administration and 10 years of experience teaching and researching in various fields within sociology. Since 1991, I have been a member of the central administration of the Free University of Berlin. Topics: tracer-studies; improving study programs;  curriculum reform; program evaluation ; career services. I am head of CareerService at the Freie Universität Berlin, president of the Career Service Netzwerk Deutschland (csnd), and co-editor of the journal career service papers (csp).

I. 
Tracer studies in the German system of higher education 

2. Uncontrolled growth / lack of coordination 

In the past decade, German universities have produced more than 300 tracer studies, including about 10 at the Freie Universität Berlin . 

The first studies were launched in the late 1970s, when the first signs of unemployment began to appear in the aftermath of the German “economic miracle” — including joblessness among individuals with university degrees (but we should remember that a higher education tends to protect against joblessness: unemployment rates for individuals without vocational training are above 25%, but are only circa 10% for those with vocational training, and only 5% for those with a university degree).

There are numerous methodological problems with these studies, all the more so since they are often produced without taking into account the experiences of authors of previous studies. More importantly, this leads them in many or even most cases to neglect  disciplinary, multidisciplinary, and regional comparisons.

3. Initial steps toward comparability

The Freie Universität has joined the project “Higher Education and Graduate Employment in Europe,” which is coordinated primarily by Harald Schomburg of Kassel University. That is why I am aware that such studies are far more informative when they focus on comparability. (Harald Schomburg’s task will be to tell us about the CHEERS Project). 

4. Tracer studies: only objects of research
Normally such studies are conducted by individual researchers/university lecturers who undertake them without being charged with a mission by the institution/faculty. As a rule, their results are not reflected in the planning of teaching or study programs,  curriculum–reform, or decision-making processes with regard to these matters.
In general, the curricula of German universities fail to refer to what graduates will be doing in their future jobs in the vocational system after leaving the university (this is certainly the case at universities of applied sciences!). The higher educational system is principally preoccupied with reproducing its academic staff, and its self-conception does not involve being a part of the vocational system.

II. 
Career services in the German system of higher education 

5. Career services at German universities versus  those at European and Anglo-American universities 

Career services at German universities are not comparable to those at corresponding institutions in the USA, the UK, the Netherlands, or Finland, for example (see career service papers 2/2004 “Career Service Netzwerke in Europa und den USA). German CS are a comparatively recent development, and they are also small, less well-equipped, and have fewer resources, whether financially or intellectually. 

The first career services began operations about 20 years ago, when labor marked problems began to appear (see above). Only more recently are they called “Career Services” or Career Centers.” Early on, they were referred to as “Labor Marked Initiatives,” “Student and Labor Market Projects,” or something similar .In the beginning, such services they often were initiated by students who wanted to know more about potential future professional opportunities , although there was (and still is?! see chapter 4 and 6) little or no knowledge or interest in these issues on the part of the university system. Such services are often implemented by committed young university teachers who lack any official mandate,  legitimacy, backing, or financing by the university/faculty.

For the past 10 years or so, career services have begun to receive support from the higher education policy system – if without any great enthusiasm. Framers of policies in higher education (if not university faculty members) began to observe that there exists a  logical connection between excessively lengthy periods of study and the prevailing ignorance on the part of graduates about the contemporary labor market . These issues are being stressed by the German Rector’s Conference and other policy-making institutions in this field, such as the German Science Council. The main impetus to act on these issues comes from the Bologna Process, with its emphasis on  employability, which enjoins the universities to consider the fact that university instruction is also a form of vocational training .

6. A question of legitimation?

Looking on the UK university system, Mantz York and Peter Knight wrote:  “Employability pervades higher education, and has long done so” (The Undergraduate Curriculum and Employability, 2003). They focus on employability as a curricular issue as well one related to extracurricular activities. I would add that it is also an issue of information, guidance, and counseling (see also the EU’s “Council Resolution on Strengthening Policies, Systems and Practices in the field of Lifelong Career Guidance in Europe,” passed about 3 week ago).

In 1999, the German Science Council thanked the career services operating at German universities for their work, which the council itself had initiated because they recognized a grave deficit in employability-oriented qualifications, information,  counseling, guidance, and networking (i.e., bringing together students/graduates and potential future [former??] employers). 

The number of career services centers at German universities continues to increase. But I believe that issues of employability are still not tied to the curricular and extra- curricular activities of faculties. In my opinion, it is no exaggeration to say that German universities operate career services mostly as a matter of legitimation, i.e., without really being convinced of the needs of curricular and extracurricular reform on these issues. 

7. Career services at German universities: What do they do? 

Career Services in Germany lack a curricular presence. As a rule, they are active in 3 areas:

a. Qualification / training of transferable skills: personal qualities (skills), core skills, and process skills (for example communication, presentation, teamwork, information retrieval, reading effectiveness, creativity methods, planning, decision-making, basic elements of IT, management and  organization ….)

b. Information / counseling (labor market and vocational information, for example results of tracer studies, career planning, job search strategies, application training, assessment  centers…)

c. Networking (contacts with firms and employers)

d. Research (only a very few career services, are also engaged in research projects on the issues,–for example at the Freie Universität Berlin, with some tracer studies) 
8. Promising signs - curricular reform?

At the moment , efforts are being made at German universities to reform curricula (replacing the Diploma with  Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees). One (modest) official aim of this reform is to incorporate aspects of employability into curricular and extra- curricular activities of the faculties. But nevertheless … (see above).


III. 
Career Service Netzwerk Deutschland

9. 
Aims and initial projects

The German Career Service Netzwerk (csnd) was founded only last year – much later than similar networks in other European countries (see career service papers – csp - 2/2004). In the meantime, 30 members of career services at various institutions have joined the network. One of the main tasks this year will be to attract new members (including especially those at institutions such as universities), and to implement and expand our official relations.  Currently, we already publish a journal (csp), and an additional educational program for the career service staff in Germany. The aims of the csnd are to develop communication between career services at German universities and cooperation with the career service institutions of the European Union. At the FEDORA Conference (June 30 - July 2, 2004 at Stoke Peges (UK)), the csnd ran the workshop: “Improving the competencies of career guidance staff through professional development, in order to better prepare students and graduates for the European job market”. The aim is a Leonardo Project  on this issue: the “Baltic connection”.


IV.  Conclusion 

10. 
Objectives and expectations

Much remains to be done to insure that German universities, faculties, professors, and university lecturers adequately reflect upon the results of tracer studies, the needs of the labor market, and the problems facing students at the interface between the university  and vocational systems. May be GRADUA2 represent one step in the direction of strengthening policies that point us in this direction.

