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University of Heidelberg (UHMF)
Heidelberg, Germany
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OVERVIEW

Heidelberg University, founded in 1386, is Germany’s oldest 
university and one of the strongest research universities in all of 
Europe. The successes in both rounds of the Excellence Initiative 
and in internationally recognized rankings prove that Heidelberg’s 
excellent reputation and leading role in the scientific community are 
well deserved. 

Heidelberg University is a comprehensive university, offering the 
full spectrum of disciplines in the humanities, law and the social 
sciences alongside the natural and life sciences, including medicine. 
As a comprehensive university, it aims to continue to strengthen the 
individual disciplines and to further interdisciplinary cooperation, as 
well as to carry research results over into society and industry.

The University defines itself as a research university with a strong 
focus on research-oriented teaching. Its self-appointed task is to 
investigate the major issues facing mankind through interdisciplinary 
cooperation.

With independent junior research groups and structured PhD 
programmes, the University is breaking new ground in providing 
research-oriented teaching and early research experience for young 
scientists.

The University informs scientists about support programmes, 
offers advice regarding application procedures and the legal issues 
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of research funding, and supports researchers in the administration 
of their projects.

Heidelberg University also aims at making scientific findings 
available to the whole of society. To this end, the university promotes 
the continuous exchange of knowledge with businesses, industry, 
local authorities and associations.

 
THE MAIN STRENGTHS OF PhD EDUCATION AT 
HEIDELBERG UNIVERSITY 

The following issues were presented and discussed at HU: 
Heidelberg Graduate School for Mathematical and Computational 
Methods, Heidelberg Graduate School of Fundamental Physics, 
European Learning Laboratory for the Life Sciences, Research 
cluster “Asia and Europe in a Global Context”.

The main points of PhD education at HU can be summed up as 
follows:

1. All graduate programs at HU are aimed at attracting the best 
possible applicants in terms of their skills, expertise and abilities. 
Graduate programs are organized in schools that facilitate the 
coordination of the overall admission and study process. This, in its 
turn, ensures the application of equally high standards to all programs. 
Finally, graduate schools are very active at information dissemination 
and supporting prospective applicants.  

2. Admission. Admission to PhD schools and research institutions 
of Heidelberg University is a multi-stage process. Another important 
point is the transparency of all the stages of the admission. 

3. PhD schools. PhD research work at Heidelberg University is 
carried out mainly in the postgraduate schools and the number of 
individual PhD researchers is very limited. This is one of the ways 
of creating and promoting sustainable research environments where 
the consistent multilateral research work on related topics within one 
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direction create the prerequisites of being internationally competitive. 
On the other hand, Heidelberg University is open to individual 
initiatives, one may submit a dissertation for defense even without 
being admitted and enrolled as a PhD student.

4. An important component of administration of PhD school 
is keeping track of the graduates. This enables to measure the 
international impact of the PhD program.

5. One can receive a PhD from Heidelberg University without 
publications, only on the basis of dissertation defence (many 
researchers usually extend and publish the results of the dissertation 
in the Postdoc period). The examining board usually consists of 2-3 
persons, one of which should be an invited specialist; the other is 
the supervisor of the dissertation: it’s a good example of “academic 
honesty”. 

FEEDBACK FROM UHMF 

Delegates from all Armenian HEIs involved in the project came 
to Heidelberg University in November 2015 for an intense 2-days 
program. Heidelberg’s structured PhD programs of the life sciences, 
of fundamental physics and of mathematics & computational sciences 
presented their strategies of organizing large international PhD 
programs. The delegates also got to see the largest PhD program 
in the humanities, had a discussion with Heidelberg’s Vice Rector 
for International Affairs and visited the internationally renowned 
European Molecular Biology Laboratory.

After all, we were convinced that the visit provided a lot of interesting 
and useful “best practice” examples for the Armenian delegates. 
Many ideas were further discussed. In particular the following topics 
came up consistently in all the group discussions:

Funding
• Funding is a key issue, in particular for the experimental 

sciences;
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• In general, institutions have core funding that is guaranteed 
for a foreseeable time (i.e. many years);

• On top of that, they competitively apply for external funds (e.g. 
German Research Foundation, which supports the German University 
System with 2 billion € a year). This money is highly competitive and 
drives the German research system;

• The balance of internal and external resources varies quite a 
lot;

• Top institutions have a percentage of internal funds, such as 
EMBL or Max Planck institutions.

Selection
• Transparent, open advertisement of positions is of key 

importance;
• The selection procedure should also be transparent to all 

candidates;
• The selection should be open to international candidates;
• The selection should take place solely on the basis of scientific 

excellence and not be restricted by formal, administrative or political. 

Motivation
• PhD candidates will feel motivated when they are treated as 

early stage researchers, i.e. young colleagues who try to become 
independent researchers;

• Competition for good research fellowships motivates the 
candidates and labels those who succeed in the competition.

Environment
• The research environment needs to provide state of the art 

technology;
• This is ideally organised in core facilities shared between 

many researchers (costs effective, specialised)

Legal and administrative limits
• Freedom of research and teaching is a fundamental benefit of 
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the German university system;
• Researchers need to pay-back the trust society gives them, 

i.e. be highly responsible in spending public money.

Follow up of alumni
• The structured PhD programs of Heidelberg University and 

EMBL keep track of their PhD alumni; 
• This is important to document the quality of the program 

(quality  of  jobs  reached  by  successful  PhDs);
• Candidates start their careers with a very good network.

Master-PhD
• The master phase is an important part of the European 

education system;
• It should prepare students for the PhD phase, i.e. to become 

independent researchers working on original experimental research;
• To open up the strict boundaries between Master and PhD 

phase can make sense, e.g. to support the most talented students in 
an early phase and to give them more time for experimental research 
(start of PhD project as part of the masters’ education in experimental 
sciences).

Research oriented education
• Individual, original research is in the heart of every PhD  

thesis work;
• Regulations should not limit research (see above:  

administration  and  politics);
• It is certainly very important, that a structured PhD education, 

besides the experimental work, should not take up more than 10% of 
the time of the candidates.
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UHMF BEST PRACTICE IN PRESENTATIONS4 

(some of them)

4For more presentations please visit: http://tempusveritas.am/?page_id=514
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GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS
 

It should be mentioned that some of procedures and practices 
mentioned above are applied in Armenia, but they are not properly 
observed, thus failing to provide adequate quality assurance. 

One of them is monitoring the progress of the research, which is 
an essential part of PhD education in European universities and helps 
more stakeholders to be involved in the process. Thus, Armenian 
universities should put more emphasis on the monitoring process via 
special seminars and workshops or question-and-answer formats to 
check their PhD students’ progress, find out the possible problems 
that they may encounter and give them useful recommendations. In 
addition, the individual plans should be scrutinized and a PhD student/
research applicant’s compliance with it strictly monitored. 

The following recommendations can be made based on the 
practice of European universities:

1.   The duration of PhD studies can be extended from 3 to 4 
years.

2. The practice of having at least two supervisors for PhD students 
can be introduced. Joint supervision ensures shared responsibilities 
and diversity of views.

3. It is advisable to organize training courses for supervisors on 
regular and systematic basis to raise their professional qualities. A 
special course   “Supervision of Research” for scientific supervisors 
can be introduced. 

4. The introduction of submitting dissertation theme proposals 
by the applicants as an essential component of admission process 
can be helpful in selecting PhD students/research applicants who 
possess proper research skills and are less dependent on the themes 
suggested by supervisors. It can also provide variety of research 
topics.
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5. The introduction of multi-stage admission process can reveal 
the research skills of prospective PhD students, which in its turn will 
contribute to the realistic and optimal planning of the research work.

6. PhD student-supervisor relations should be based on a written 
agreement where the responsibilities of both parties are set out.

7. The first three-month experimental (probation) stage and LNA 
(Learning Needs Analysis) can be effective practices. 

8. The practice of shifting the educational component to master 
programs  can also be effective in preparing more independent 
research students from initial stages of PhD studies, thus enabling 
them to allocate more time to research and to complete it in a shorter 
period of time. Moreover, there should be systematic integration of 
transferable competences in both Master and PhD program courses. 

9. The following courses can be included in the mandatory 
course list for PhD students – “Teaching and Learning”, “Research 
Methods and Ethics”, “Principles of Writing Research Papers”, 
“Organizational and Leadership Skills”.

10. Organization of specific courses by invited or foreign professors 
based on special needs of PhD students can prove effective. 

11. Another good practice is launching new master and PhD 
programs with Erasmus funding. 

12. PhD programs should be redesigned to meet the needs of 
labor market.

13. The promotion of PhD programs should be conducted at 
a wider scale through awareness raising and dissemination of 
information.

14. The practice of Heidelberg University regarding computer 
modeling in each research educational component can be introduced 
as it may prove very effective in the provision of PhD education.

15. The procedure of forming specialized councils should be 
made more flexible. The council should consist of 3-5 members 
whose research interests are the closest to the research topic. The 
practice of inviting a foreign expert can also be applied. 
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SUMMARY

The structures of Armenian HEIs are very different from those 
of our partner EU universities; the research environments are 
different as well. Hence, local HEIs can integrate in their PhD 
education only those procedures which are not in conflict with our 
educational system. However, the quality standards employed in EU 
universities prove to be the basis for the best practices in the field of 
PhD education over Europe. These standards should be taken into 
account by the education systems of developing countries if they are 
willing to integrate into European area of higher education.
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