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Academic Lives 
Editorial 

 
Academic life has changed dramatically in recent decades. 
With the expansion of higher education, broader sections 
of the population have gained access to colleges and 
universities (Schofer & Meyer, 2005; Labaree, 2017). 
This has had a huge impact on the composition of students 
and higher education staff. Thus, the diversity of higher 
education institutions has increased significantly 
(Michalski, Cunningham & Henry 2017). However, 
gender, ethnicity and social background still determine 
which fields of study are chosen and which careers are 
subsequently open to students inside and outside 
academia (Boliver, 2011; Blossfeld, Blossfeld & 
Blossfeld, 2015). 

As a result of this educational expansion, universities and 
colleges have grown significantly since the middle of the 
20th century. New universities and colleges have been 
founded and new disciplines created (Frank & Gabler 
2006; Mälzer 2016). In many cases, financing has not 
kept up with this expansion. As a result, the universities 
are either chronically underfinanced or they are opening 
up new sources of funding. The horrendous tuition fees 
and the growing influx of third-party funds in some 
countries bear witness to these problems and failures 
(Archibald & Feldman, 2010; Anderson, 2016). 

Last, but not least, the demands on those who want to 
pursue an academic career have changed. Compared to 
earlier times, more people are obtaining higher 
educational certificates. Not least for this reason, 
competition for rare permanent positions in the 
universities has increased massively (Powell, 2015). 
Large-scale research funding initiatives and graduate 
programs have exacerbated this trend by producing more 
and more doctoral students with similar academic 
backgrounds (Cyranoski et al., 2011). High mobility 
expectations, the pressure to publish, expectations of good 
networking skills and uncertain future prospects are 
weighing on the young researcher. However, the systems 
differ considerably from country to country. National 
traditions, hybrids and new forms of organisation for 
academic career paths can be found side by side (Frølich 
et al., 2018). 

In light of these and related developments, it has become 
increasingly difficult to make sense of academic life, its 
social and political functions, its purposes and core 
characteristics. The aim of this issue of on_education is to 

stimulate debates about the contemporary meaning of 
academic life by adopting a comparative view that relates 
different developments in a variety of countries. The main 
question addressed by all contributors is what an 
academic life looks like today, given the social and 
political consequences of educational expansion. We are 
particularly interested in the relationship between 
academic credentials and gender issues, social 
stratification, political engagement and individual life 
plans. 

In this issue, we ask to what extent being an academic has 
moved closer to ordinary professional life. We are curious 
to find out how young academics reconcile their 
individual life plans, their research interests and career 
intentions. We want to focus on the living and working 
conditions of those with an academic training inside 
academia. We are interested in practices in the lives of 
today’s students, in the realities of writing a PhD and the 
promises and pitfalls of an academic life after graduation. 

With these questions in mind, we look at the university as 
a place to realise a special way of living one’s life. We 
expect that academic life, with its higher degrees of 
freedom, lower expectations of utilising the products of 
daily work and its persistent cultural traditions, continues 
to differ from other forms of life. At the same time, we 
suspect that the idea of an open and unrestrained scientific 
community has always been an ideology that obscures the 
real working conditions at universities and colleges. We 
also assume that, as in any other organisation, envy, 
inertia and schematic thinking are the order of the day in 
universities and colleges. At the same time, no other place 
of work seems to be better suited to thinking beyond the 
present and developing something new. 

We therefore asked our contributors to take a critical and 
well-founded look at contemporary forms of academic 
life. We invited researchers of different origins and 
scientific approaches to reflect on the meaning of 
academic life today. We are looking forward to a 
stimulating debate. 

The Editorial Team 
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