
 

 

Members of the Board of the University, your Excellencies, 
Commisioner of the King of the Province of Groningen, 
Mayor of the City of Groningen, staffmembers and students 
of the University of Groningen, especially freshmen students 
of the class of 2017 of the University College Groningen and 
their family, ladies and gentlemen, 
 
Welcome to the Opening Ceremony of the Academic Year 
2014/2015 of the University of Groningen. Welcome to this 
magnificent Martini Church, THE inspriring icon of the City 
of Groningen. For those of you who attend this ceremony on 
a regular basis, you might have noticed: we changed the 
location: from the Aula of the Academy Building to the 
Martini Church! The main argument for moving is that more 
people than the 250 that we used to have as our guests, are 
able to attend this festive occasion. The Board of the 
University is convinced that the start of the new academic 
season is something we need to celebrate with the academic 
community at large.  
 
Today is a special day, because we also pay attention to the 
official birthday of our university. Formally this is August 
23d, but that is in the holiday season. And although we 
celebrated a final event of our lustrum activities For Infinity 
on the night of  Friday 22d and Saturday 23d, today is the 
event to commemorate our fourth centennial. This year, 
2014, is indeed very special, because today we celebrate our 
400th birthday! 400 years ago, Ubbo Emmius became the 
first Rector, here on the same location. I have the honour to 
be Rector Magnificus number 230 in a row of distinguished 
names. But anyhow, congratulations to all of us! 
 
Our university is alive and kicking. The University of 
Groningen is a top-100 university, having about 30 thousand 
and a growing number of international students, having 
strong institutional linkages with important foreign 
universities, and contributing to society, not only in the 



 

 

northern part of the Netherlands, but around the globe. And 
we keep on innovating. This year, 400 years after we started 
the university, we will officially open our newest Faculty: the 
University College Groningen. This residential college will 
offer a highly selective Liberal Arts and Science Bachelor 
programme and of course we are very proud of the college 
and the first class of students, the Class of 2017! Welcome to 
the students and their parents! Welcome to the University 
and I will give to the floor to the Dean of the College at the 
end of this ceremony. 
 
We will enjoy a couple of speeches, we will award the Guyot 
Prize, and listen to music. My major contribution for today is 
on quality of education, technological progress and 
internationalisation. The main statement is of course that 
the three items are interrelated. The days that our university 
was seen as a regional academic centre, like at the start of 
the University in 1614, are ways behind us. The world is our 
playing field and there are many, many highly interesting 
developments around. We should distinguish ourselves 
through quality of education and research, we should absorb 
technological developments and we should keep up with 
international developments.   
 
The University of Groningen is a comprehensive classical 

academic institution. At the University of Groningen we work 

on many core-scientific topics and like to contribute to societal 

challenges like healthy ageing, energy, and sustainable society. 

We strongly believe that the quality of our institution depends 

on the width of the academic scope. It is a statistical result that 

broad comprehensive universities take better positions on 

international rankings, largely due to spill-overs between the 

different fields. This implies that we co-invest in natural 

sciences, medical science, and social sciences and humanities.  
 
 



 

 

Today I want to share some thoughts about issues in the 
development of education. More than ever, educational 
standards are not set here in Groningen, or in The Hague, 
but are to a large extent defined by the competitive 
international academic world. We are currently working on 
a new strategic plan and of course will education be one of 
the core elements of this plan. So I would like to share some 
of my thoughts on our educational strategy with you today. 
It is of course not a coincidence that I give this speech at the 
opening ceremony of the University College Groningen, 
because many of the ideas I will address, are taken up by the 
College. 
 
We want to offer an internationally attractive set of 
bachelor, master, research master and PhD-programmes. I 
just want to comment on the bachelor and master 
programmes, and not so much on the numbers and labels of 
the programmes, but on the contents of the courses. There 
are a few developments, internationally rooted, which are 
crucial to us and should be followed. I will concentrate on 
three items: (1) labour market developments, (2) 
technological issues, and (3) academic productivity.   
 
First of all, we know that modern labour markets are in a 
continuous process of rapid change. First of all, there is a 
worldwide increasing demand for high-skilled labour. 
Technological progress will render lots of the jobs we know 
today, obsolete in the near future, or will at least change the 
nature of the type of work drastically. Information and 
communication technology offers a wide range of 
possibilities to access information. So students are forced 
more and more to know the way to access information and 
to judge information streams. A strong theoretical 
disciplinary basis is required to be able to know what kind 
of information is needed and to value various, sometimes 
conflicting, informational contents. But having traditional 



 

 

sets of bodies of knowledge relating to for instance a very 
specific profession, will become less valuable.  
 
A second change in modern labour markets is that 
employees are more interested in 'work' than in having a a 
'job' at the same employer. It is really old-fashioned to be 
employee at the same company or institution for the whole 
of your working life. This means that newcomers to the 
labour markets will be happy and sometimes even eager to 
switch between employers, at least more than older 
generations of workers have been. Competences like ability 
to adjust or to cooperate and understanding of intercultural 
norms are becoming more valuable. And it is very likely that 
many students will act interchangeably between the status 
of a consumer and a producer, offering part-time labour 
services in their field of interest at some moment and act as 
a consumer the other. 
 
A final comment on labour markets is that the traditional 
focus on the Dutch or regional vicinity is replaced by a global 
interest. Students want and need to prepare more for 
international careers and during their university training 
they should get acquainted with the appreciation of 
intercultural values. This implies that it also gets more and 
more important that Groningen-students go on exchange to 
international partner universities.  
 
Knowing these labour market developments I think it is 
necessary to adjust our bachelor and certainly our master 
programmes in order to prepare our students for their 
future careers. We should teach our students more how to 
value information, how to run projects, and how to prepare 
for international careers more than we do today. It is very 
important that students feel to be the owners of their future 
plans, get convinced that they can determine their own 
future development  and start to think in a more 
entrepreneurial way. It is not that I mean that students 



 

 

should all become entrepreneurs, no, but they would benefit 
a lot from having some of these entrepreneurial skills. We 
need to help students in preparing their future and therefore 
the university-wide project NEXT is so valuable. NEXT 
provides information to students, tailored to their needs, 
offers training programmes and counceling. NEXT would 
benefit from a stronger support by the faculties and their 
lecturers.     
 
A second 'grand theme' in education is the increasing 
importance of technological tools. I don't want to talk about 
Massive Open Online Courses, MOOCs, alone, because there 
are many issues that are equally important. But at the end of 
my introduction I am proud to show you a trailer of the first 
MOOC that the University of Groningen will launch on 
September 15th. Leaving the MOOCs for a couple of minutes, 
my general line of thought is that future generations of 
students will have even more ICT capabilities than current 
students, they will demand high-tech education and expect a 
university to offer technically up-to-date courses. 
 
Let me briefly mention a few of the technologies that I 
expect to become relevant in the near future. My list is not 
exclusive, but just meant as an example.  
 
First, I expect that 'flipping the classroom' will and has to 
become more important in academic training. Flipping the 
classroom fits perfectly into the notion that a student is the 
owner of her or his future development. Flipping the 
classroom implies that the actual meeting of lecturer and 
students is at the end and not at the beginning of the 
educational process. The class meeting can be more 
productive if students are prepared and are able to talk 
about the issues they don't understand or want to debate. 
There are many ICT-tools available nowadays that facilitate 
this process. A lecturer can upload a pdf and ask students to 
read and comment on the document. Having this 



 

 

information before the class starts, implies that difficult 
parts of the text can be discussed in class and in grading the 
lecturer can use the quality of the discussions students 
provided. I am fully aware that flipping the classroom will be 
a cultural shock, both to our students and staffmembers. But 
like so many things newer generations of students will 
adjust easily to the new standards. So I expect that in the 
discussions on education in our new strategic plan 'Flipping 
the Classroom' will be a top-priority item to be discussed 
with the faculties. 
 
In a setting like I described in Flipping the Classroom it can 
be very helpful to provide 'just-in-time education', my 
second example. Suppose that in a flipped classroom setting 
the lecturer observes a lack in the general body of 
knowledge, she can use a 10 minutes video that explains this 
item. Or if the lecturer observes a great need for a special 
topic that is not foreseen, she can deliver this focused 
minilecture on the spot. The evidence shows that just-in-
time instructions, tailored on the 'demand by students' are 
by far more effective than general-purpose lectures. 
 
A third item that is facilitated by ICT nowadays is 'frequent' 
testing. In old-fashioned courses a lecturer teaches a class for 

eight weeks and the student has to complete one exam after 

another two weeks. After ten weeks the teacher gets a first 

impression of the quality of students and no feedback in the 

course-setting is possible. This is not in the interest of both the 

student and the teacher. Moreover, it is well-known that test 

result uncertainty is large with respect to measuring student 

quality, so multiple tests can be benificial in getting a better idea 

of the quality of students. So, more frequent testing in a course 

is needed. It is quite normal nowadays that a course starts with a 

test, giving the lecturer insight into the quality distribution of the 

students before the work starts off. And in working groups it is 

very good to give students a short test, say 20 minutes, on a 

focused item, with immediate feedback from the lecturer in 



 

 

class. There is attractive software available to facilitate this form 

of testing. 
 
A fourth set of ICT-tools is the family of collaboration tools. I 

am not arguing that all of our current classes should focus on 

collaboration, but there should be more attention on this 

competency. In classes with groupwork or group-assignements, 

video conferencing, document-sharing, data-storage and 

information-logging in general are some of the collaboration 

tools nowadays available. An important notion in collaboration 

is that we take account of the variety of the background of our 

students and use that information to improve the quality of the 

courses. We are currently working on this issue in a successful 

project The International Classroom.  
 
There are many more tools that I can discuss, but I just want to 

illustrate that technological innovation in education is on the 

move. It is my impression that Anglo-Saxon universities are far 

ahead of developments in this respect. So, if we believe in 

evidence-based education, as we generally tend to do, follow the 

international evidence! 
 
A third and final remark is on our own productivity. And I am 

not commenting on research productivity, which has increased 

enormously in the academic world in general and in Groningen 

even more. We are proud of our recent improvement of the 

Shanghai ARWU-ranking to position number 82 this year, 

compared to position 92 last year. The ARWU ranking is largely 

based on productivity, and less on reputation like other rankings, 

so a credible measure of scientific productivity. And this all 

happens in a worldwide turbulent environment. There is a 

worldwide growth rate of the number of articles of 5% per year. 

We observe an enormous growth of the number of Asian 

universities that produce academic research. So we should be 

proud of the fact that in the Netherlands we are at the worldwide 

top of research productivity and the University of Groningen 

surely contributes to this success. 



 

 

 
But my comment is on the productivity in academic education. I 

will restate that for sure Dutch universities deliver value for 

money. Both the individual student and society at large benefit 

from academic education. But there is a serious continuing shift 

in financial contribution from public to private financing. I am 

not commenting on whether this is a positive or negative 

development, but the issue is whether the individual student will 

continue to see investment in education as a productive 

alternative compared to alternatives, like taking a lower-skilled 

position. 
 
In the Netherlands we have observed that the public funding for 

education per university student has decreased since 1985. To be 

precise, total funding has remain constant, but more students 

have been enrolled in academic programmes. On the other hand 

Dutch students have observed an increase in the costs of 

education in the same decades. But have students also 

experienced a real increase in value for money? My statement is 

that Dutch students, and maybe their parents, continue to see 

academic education as a consumption good instead of an 

investment. From an investment persepctive, education is still a 

very attractive option. Here I use data of the OECD-report 

Education at a Glance 2013. This report includes 2009-data for 

private and public costs and benefits from obtaining tertiairy 

education. If we start with the private benefits the total costs of 

obtaining tertiairy education as compared to secundary 

education for a Dutch man is 104 thousand US dollars. The 

benefits are around 250 thousand US dollars. Comparable 

figures for female students are 101 thousand US dollars for the 

costs and 204 thousand US dollars for the benefits. It is 

remarkable though that the costs for both men and women are 

the highest in the OECD if we exclude the UK and the US. It is 

good to know that the largest component of the costs os the 

foregone earnings, which can largely be attributed to the length 

of studies. Although most Dutch universities have observed that 



 

 

students study about a year shorter on average, the direct costs 

of education, like tuition fees, have increased accordingly. 
 
Looking at the public benefits, by far the largest component is 

the additional returns out of income taxation. With 203 thousand 

US dollars extra tax income for men and 128 thousand extra tax 

income for women the Dutch are on the top of the OECD 

ranking. Overall the internal rates of return of investing in 

education are around 7-8% for individuals and 6-7% for public 

net returns. So, there is no doubt on the returns of investment, 

both the individual student and society at large benefit highly 

from academic education. 
 
But does a student get better value for money in 2014 than in 

2000 if we see our programmes as consumption goods? Is the 

rate of increase of the quality of the programs in line with the 

increase of real costs? We all know that private industries are 

faster in adopting new technologies than public institutions do. 

We also know that in North-Western Europe wage solidarity in 

industrial sectors, think of the Dutch CAO, is key. This often 

implies that in public sectors, like our sector in education, real 

costs increase faster than real productivity. This effect is known 

as Baumol's Law. 
 
Given my remarks on the first two items, labour markets and 

technological progress, my statement is that we need to improve 

the quality of our programmes. And not in the last place to 

convince new students that they get real value for money. First 

of all, we need to keep up with 5%-growth rate in research and 

so become even more ambitious in our sets of learning 

outcomes and required student competencies. We need to use 

the new technologies, try to deliver more quality education to 

students, improve our facilities like the library, working stations, 

communication and collaboration tools. Using ICT better, we 

are able to get more time for personalized education, even in 

larger groups of students. These are exciting times, and the 



 

 

University of Groningen can further improve its role as a 

leading institute in academic learning.  
 
Coming at the end of my introduction, let me end with a clear 

optimistisch remark. All the items I discussed are under 

construction on the way to a new strategic plan. Here in 

Groningen we want to improve, redefine our goals in our 

continuous quest for better quality.  
 
This year, 2014/2015, will be a challenging year. After we close 

our lustrum celebrations, it is time to look ahead, develop and 

improve our strategy for the future: For Infinity! 
 
I promised to come back to the item of Massive Open Online 

Courses. The University of Groningen is proud to launch its first 

MOOC on September 15th. We are member of the Futurelearn 

consortium and you can find all the details of the course on their 

website. Professor Lex Hoogduin is the central educator of the 

course Decision Making in a Complex and Uncertain World. I 

am proud to show you the trailer of this course and for now, 

thank you very much for your attention!       


