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Teaching all too often receives a lower priority than research and funding. This 
is a strategic mistake, argues torben Jensen, since better teaching is essential 
in order to future-proof business schools in the competition for accreditation, 
funds and talented students.

How can a business school justify spending resources 
on the development of teaching-related activities – 
when these resources could be spent on more teaching 
or research?
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t the School of Business and Social Sciences, 
a broad business school at Aarhus 
University in Denmark, the development  
of teaching-related activities is a strategic 

priority. Hence the school has established the Centre for 
Teaching and Learning (CUL), an independent facility that 
conducts research into university pedagogics, executes 
interdisciplinary development projects and implements 
mandatory training courses on teaching for all lecturers 
– even the most experienced researchers.

CUL has 13 full-time employees, which means that there 
are two employees per department. But how can a business 
school justify spending resources on the development of 
teaching-related activities when these resources could be 
spent on more teaching or research?

The reason that the School of Business and Social Sciences, 
one of Europe’s largest business schools, has chosen to 
focus specifically on teaching development is primarily 
based on strategy. Better teaching is indeed indispensable 
in order to ensure the school’s competitiveness, both now 
and prospectively, in connection with internationalisation, 
recruiting the most talented students and securing funds.

Why progressive teaching development is a strategic 
necessity

The Scandinavian context
Around 50% of the school’s revenue derives from student 
fees. But part of the external research funds is also 
dependent on the number of students and the quality of  
the teaching. If this is included, up to 70% of the school’s 
revenue is based on teaching. Teaching is therefore of 
major direct importance to the school’s financial situation 
and space for action in the future.

Teaching development ensures accreditations
Even for business schools that are publicly funded, 
ensuring teaching development is essential. Although  
for these schools external funding is not necessarily 
dependent on teaching, the quality of teaching is included 
in the assessment of business schools in other ways, for 
instance through accreditation. For example, teaching is  
at the heart of EFMD EQUIS accreditation. 

The management of business schools should therefore 
keep abreast of this development by constantly improving 
teaching in order to achieve or maintain their accreditation 
– the most important mark of quality for business schools 
with international impact.

... part of external 
research funds is also 
dependent on the 
number of students  
and the quality of the 
teaching. If this is 
included, up to 70%  
of the school’s revenue 
is based on teaching

At School of Business 
and Social Sciences 
around 50% of the 
school’s revenue derives 
from student fees, but...
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Win the fight for the best students
To be able to recruit the most talented students, it is vital 
that the best possible teaching is offered. Research capacity 
at the highest level is not enough if not converted into 
valuable teaching for students. In a globalised world, the 
best business schools cannot afford to settle for average 
students. And in order to attract the most talented students 
it is vital to make degree programmes as contemporary  
and attractive as possible. This means that the quality of 
teaching is a crucial factor in the fight for talented students.

Greater benefit for masters degree students
Business schools that offer masters degree programmes 
need a special focus on progressive teaching. Masters 
students contribute to further education and knowledge 
sharing in society but they are also strategically important 
because they are a business school’s direct contact to the 
labour market, which consists of the “buyers” of the school’s 
primary “product” – its graduates. The ability to provide 
masters degree students with a substantive educational 
boost is essential to a school’s future reputation and results.

How to develop teaching?
So we can see why there are many good reasons to prioritise 
teaching development, especially for international business 
schools that live off their degree programmes and strive to 
be among the very best. But how are progressive ideas 
translated into practice? How is it possible to avoid pursuing 
inane symbolic politics and instead achieve measurable 
results through quality?

First, it is important to invest the necessary resources in 
the area and, second, it is important to not just cope with 
the demand but also to generate it through financial 
incentives. Below is some general advice, based on our 
extensive experience over the last decade. 

Avoid symbolic change
In the same way as more lessons do not necessarily equal 
better teaching, voluntary courses for lecturers do not 
guarantee the development of teaching. If the goal is 
simply to offer courses to lecturers, there is a risk that 
only the most interested lecturers will participate in the 
courses. This may imply symbolic change, while a major 
boost of the quality of teaching is not guaranteed. 
Compulsory courses assure an actual boost in the quality 
of the teaching.
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Distinct course quality
Compulsory courses for new PhD graduates 
seeking employment as assistant professors 
are relatively easy to implement as part of  
the process new staff undergoes. However, 
compulsory courses for experienced associate 
and full professors can create tension between 
an often independent research environment  
and management priorities.

If management is to implement mandatory 
courses for lecturers, both resources and a 
targeted long-term effort are required. It is 
crucial to ensure courses of such a high quality 
that lecturers both during and after the courses 
are able to see the benefit.

Strong financial incentives
The quality of the courses is pivotal, but strong 
incentives are also required. Specific requirements 
for participation in courses at CUL have been 
incorporated in the employment contracts for 
new employees – at all stages of their careers. 
A number of departments also give their lecturers 
one-off payments for participation in pedagogics 
courses.

Financial incentives are also employed in 
connection with senior researchers. The School  
of Business and Social Sciences administration 
determines the annual number of allocated places 
in the course per department, based on CUL’s 
course capacity and the number of associate  
and full professors in a department. Every year, 
departments are charged for each course place 
allocated to them but also receive a corresponding 
subsidy for each course place taken up. The 
scheme is thus “free” for those departments that 
take up their allocated course places each year.

Requires research capacity
To ensure progressive development of teaching and 
high course quality, the work must be performed 
with a solid, evidence-based approach – not least 
when teaching and co-operating with talented and 
critical researchers. The legitimacy of the courses 
and the strong incentives depend on having a 
development centre with the appropriate research 
competencies to perform this task. Although 
not the main purpose, a certain level of basic 
research in terms of university pedagogics is 
therefore desirable.

“Go-Online” course increases the benefit  
of teaching
The “Go-Online” course at Aarhus shows 
participants how to digitise teaching and  
derive more benefit from lessons. Based on  
the idea of a physical and a virtual classroom, 
they learn about “blended learning”, which 
stimulates student activities outside the 
classroom. Through an online course taking 
place over a three-week period, participants  
are presented with the many opportunities  
of virtual teaching and subsequently choose 
which method(s) and media suit them best.  
The participants adapt the many options to  
their specific teaching needs, thereby avoiding 
compulsory, standardised solutions such as 
having to pod-cast all lectures.

The “Go-Online” course is directly mandatory 
for all assistant professors and the incentive 
structure ensures that departments also send 
experienced associate and full professors to  
the course. This means that it is also indirectly 
mandatory for senior researchers. 

The management of business schools should  
keep abreast of this development by constantly 
improving the teaching in order to achieve  
or maintain their accreditation
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