
 

 

Call for Papers: Annual Conference of Gesellschaft für Hochschulforschung 
(German Association for Higher Education Research) 2026  

“Normativity in Research and Teaching – Aspirations, 
Reflection, and Responsibility”  
 
Normativity in research and teaching is often perceived as something that generates tensions. The 
appeal to scientific objectivity and neutrality appears to be in opposition to normative approaches 
that explicitly formulate values, shape methodological decisions, and pursue, for example, socio-
political goals in knowledge transfer. Is science not per se a normatively charged practice? How 
neutral is it really, and does it have to be? Especially in higher education teaching, questions of 
normativity become evident: In Germany, the task is not only to convey knowledge and skills, but 
also to promote an enlightened, democratic attitude. Universities are meant to shape 
personalities who participate critically, responsibly, and in a value-based way in society. 

From the perspective of the scientific community, questions arise as to which narratives it 
generates about itself and how it positions itself with respect to society and politics. Does science 
present itself as an institution that produces and offers objective, unquestionable truths? Or does 
it understand itself as a subsystem of society, influenced by public discourses, issues, and 
problems, participating in them and presenting its own (research-based) positions? Closely linked 
to the question of normativity is the contribution of science to society. Do we as scientists bear 
responsibility for how society deals with our results? Is it part of our responsibilities to care about 
how research findings are understood and received? 

None of these questions are new; on the contrary, they belong to the core of the discourses of the 
philosophy of science and epistemology. Already the "method disputes" carried out in various 
disciplines — for example, the dispute about value judgments (Weber) or Merton’s (1973) CUDOS 
norms of “communalism, universalism, disinterestedness, and organized skepticism” as well as 
Mitroff’s (1974) SPIOD counter-norms of “secrecy, particularism, self-interestedness, and 
organized dogmatism” — testify to a long history of debates on normativity in science. Currently, 
it seems science has in many respects distanced itself from intensively conducting such related 
discussions and conflicts; instead, current debates are often polarizing. This conference aims to 
create a space to conduct important discourses anew or again, especially since societal and 
technological developments urgently require this and highlight asynchronicities: While Big Data 
and Computational Social Sciences generate new promises of objectivity, intersectional 
approaches emphasize the necessity of situated research. Intersectional research has sparked a 
debate about how the university as a teaching and research institution can be opened to people 
who have traditionally been excluded. The debate about artificial intelligence (AI) is a current 
example that challenges universities and simultaneously compels normative positioning on 
multiple levels. On the one hand, it is about deciding whether and to what extent science 
participates in societal and political processes in dealing with AI. On the other hand, regulation 
and use of AI in research and teaching require discussions on the theory of science and education 
that must ultimately lead to normative positions. 

This year’s annual conference of the German Association for Higher Education Research (GfHF) 
is dedicated to reflecting on these normative dimensions of higher education: Which values guide 
research and teaching—consciously or unconsciously? What role do societal, political, and 
cultural frameworks play? Where must teachers and researchers assume responsibility, and how 
do they balance this with the expectation of impartiality? Do we need spaces for new values in 
science that might arise from non-Western conceptions? 

 

 



We invite you to contribute to this reflection. Theoretical-conceptual as well as empirically based 
or practice-oriented contributions are welcome. We particularly address the following thematic 
areas: 

1. Normativity as an implicit basis of scientific practice: 
a. How is the distinction made in science between normative and objective claims? 
b. Which (unquestioned) normative foundations shape knowledge production and 

scientific standards? 
c. Which normativities are already inscribed in methods and theories that are 

(unquestioned) accepted? 
d. Which (new?) values or biases need to be reflected on due to Big Data and Artificial 

Intelligence? 
2. Ethics of science and responsibility of educators  

a. Which ethical dimensions shape actions in research and teaching?  
b. What responsibility do educators have regarding the normative orientation of 

students?  
3. Civic education and higher education 

a. What does higher education contribute to creating an open, inclusive society? 
b. How are values such as diversity or social justice reflected in teaching? And how 

normative is teaching through curriculum requirements and the selection of 
topics/literature?  

c. Are there conflicts of goals that, for example, collide with academic freedom? 
d. Which areas of tension arise from balancing individual freedom and the normative 

task of civic education?  
4. Critique and transformation potentials of normative guiding principles 

a. Which normative paradigms should be questioned or transformed?  
b. Is there a need for new normativities in the context of current societal challenges, 

e.g. the climate crisis?  
5. Engagement with normativity (also) as an individual task  

a. At various points in an individual's academic career, it becomes necessary for 
persons to position themselves within their discipline and to construct an identity 
as a researcher. How does this implicit task affect individual career paths and 
one's own research? 

b. How can people working on a PhD or in the final phases of their master's degree 
be supported in taking on these positionings? What knowledge and competencies 
are needed here?  

6. Normativity in higher education research: This thematic focus reflects the special role of 
higher education research between political and societal expectations and research 
freedom, as well as between theory and practice, and between analysis and design. Is it 
the task of higher education research to provide normative guidance, or can it remain 
value-free at all?  

7. Open Track: Opportunity to present current results of national and international higher 
education research regardless of the annual conference theme. These should have 
demonstrable relevance to discussions within higher education research. 

 

 

 



Structure and Formats 

Submissions are possible in German and English. Participation in the conference is only possible 
on-site. The following formats are planned:  

• Individual Presentation: 15-minute presentation followed by a 5-minute discussion.
• Symposium: Several thematically coordinated contributions on an overarching topic. A

total of 120 minutes are available for presentations and discussion.
• Poster Session: Concise presentation of a research project or practical example on a

designed poster. Visitors can freely move between posters, engage in conversation with
presenters, and exchange ideas in small groups.

• Elevator Pitch: 60-minute session featuring concise short presentations of initial
research ideas and conceptual contributions, each lasting a maximum of 5 minutes. After
all pitches, a joint discussion on the presented contributions takes place.

Individual Presentation, Poster Presentation or Elevator Pitch: Please submit an abstract with 
a maximum of 300 words (excluding references). Each author may submit a maximum of two 
abstracts on different topics. 

Symposium: Proposals for a symposium must include abstracts for the individual presentations 
(each max. 300 words excluding references) and an introductory text of max. 200 words 
explaining the overarching theme and framework of the symposium. 

Important Information 

Abstracts must be submitted via the conference management system ConfTool: 
https://www.conftool.net/gfhf2026/ . The submission period for abstracts in all conference 
formats is expected to begin on August 15, 2025 and ends on September 30, 2025. All submitted 
abstracts will undergo a peer-review process. When submitting, please indicate if you are willing 
to serve as a reviewer. The results are expected to be announced at the beginning of December. 

Conference Dates: March 18, 2026 – March 20, 2026. The HoFoNa Day takes place on March 18, 
2026. The main conference begins on March 19, 2026, with the members' meeting and the Ulrich-
Teichler Award ceremony taking place in the evening. 

Conference Venue: University of Paderborn. 

Organizing Team: Prof. Dr. Tobias Jenert, Prof. Dr. Isabel Steinhardt, Marla Baier, Hannah Sloane, 
Andrea Dabisch, Niklas Sänger.  

You can reach us at: gfhf2026@upb.de 

On-site Childcare 

To facilitate family-friendly participation, we offer free childcare during the event. Care is 
provided by qualified educators and student assistants in child-friendly rooms directly at the 
venue. 

https://www.conftool.net/gfhf2026/
mailto:gfhf2026@upb.de
https://lists.uni-paderborn.de/mailman/listinfo/gfhf-jahrestagung
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