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“Education enables us to take
responsibility in our society”

An Interview with Prof. Dr. Silke
Hertel, Vice Rector for Student

Affairs and Teaching, on Future B
Themes in Teaching and Learning !

HINT: Welcome, Prof. Dr. Silke Hertel, and thank you for agreeing to this interview to
discuss future themes in teaching and learning. In 2023, you assumed the role of Vice Rector
for Student Affairs and Teaching at Heidelberg University. What motivated you to pursue
this particular position?

Hertel: I did not pursue this position per se. Rather, the new rector, Frauke Melchior, ap-
proached several university colleagues to form a team of Vice Rectors. We got in contact
because | was the spokesperson for Field of Focus 4 titled “Self-Regulation and Regulation”
under the Excellence Strategy at the time. She knew that I was an educational psychologist
specializing in research on professional competencies, adaptive education, and learning
strategies with a special focus on how students learn how to learn.

Thus, when she asked whether I would be interested in becoming the Vice Rector for
Student Affairs and Teaching, I did not hesitate. Thinking about teaching, developing it fur-
ther — whether in schools or in higher education
g e 1 - . — is deeply meaningful to me as both a researcher

Th1nk1pg abput teaChlng’ and an educator. [ had to leave some things behind,
developing l.t further, is but [ am truly excited to take on this new position
deeply meaningful to me ;44 work with the amazing colleagues at Heidel-

as both a researcher and berg University to kick off and advance meaning-
an educator.” ful initiatives.”

HINT: Before we dive into the specifics, let me
start out with a broader question. As an educational psychologist and Vice Rector responsi-
ble for teaching and learning, what do you consider to be the main purpose of teaching in
higher education — not only within the university, but in light of the broader societal frame-
work?
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Hertel: That is a big question indeed, and there are many points one could address here.
For me, the bottom line is that education is a very important aspect of our everyday lives. It
opens countless doors. If you have relevant competencies due to a good education, this
allows you to eventually access many career paths and on a broader level allows you to
contribute to society as a whole and its current challenges. Education enables us to take
responsibility in our society.

HINT: Attributing this kind of importance to edu-  “The competence to judge
cation appears even more crucial today, since we  new information that we
are witnessing dynamic changes in nearly every  are provided with by Al or
aspect of our lives. the media, to critically re-
flect upon it, must become
a core objective of higher
education.”

Hertel: Exactly. We are seeing significant changes
in how we learn and gather information, particu-
larly through artificial intelligence (AI). These
changes deeply affect the way we learn and how
we access and retrieve information. Therefore, education becomes even more important.
Education not only allows us to access these new technologies, but also enables us to assess
and evaluate them. The competence to judge new information that we are provided with by
Al or the media, to critically reflect upon it must become a core objective of higher educa-
tion. The recent global pandemic, along with the current political and environmental crisis,
further demonstrates how imperative it is that members of societies develop competencies
to take different perspectives, to balance opinions, and to approach scientific data.
Furthermore, these challenges posed by the rapid changes in society, the environment,
and technology affect the future career paths of our students. More flexibility in professional
career paths and agile biographies will likely become the required norm. Therefore, as an
institution of higher education, we must re-
“ o ) spond to the current developments and
More flexibility in profes- changes to make our students fit to meet cur-
sional career paths and agile  rentand future challenges. One way of deal-
biographies will likely become  ing with this is that we need to provide re-
the required norm.” search-based education at university, since
research always points to the future.

HINT: Fostering research-based teaching and learning to enable students to develop those
crucial competencies is something that must take place within the disciplines. Is there an
overarching approach for the university as whole?

Hertel: Apart from tackling and shaping the future from the perspective of the disciplines,

we definitely need a broad education that allows students to tap into different fields with
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“Education enables us to take responsibility in our society’

the option to develop various other competencies while being at university. One such op-
portunity that we offer at Heidelberg University is the field of transversal skills, or general
competencies (“Ubergreifende Kompetenzen”). Every bachelor curriculum has allotted 20
credit points to courses in which students can pick classes from different disciplines to fig-
ure out what might be of interest to them. Besides studying their major subjects, I think this
is particularly important because this can help students
. develop interests and perspectives from other disci-
“We definitely need a plines.

broad education that Additionally, Heidelberg University offers a poly-
allows students to tap  yalent bachelor’s degree that allows students to delay
into different fields  the choice of their future careers: only once they have
with the option to de-  obtained this bachelor’s degree must they choose
velop various other  whether they want to become a school teacher or select
competencies  while  a different career path. Flexible models like this will
bein g at university, ” become more important in higher education and in pro-
grams for lifelong learning that bring people back to the
university throughout their careers. We must provide high-quality, research-based education

that meets the needs of our diverse students at any stage of their educational careers.

HINT: You have mentioned the dynamic developments that are affecting and reshaping the
educational mission institutions of higher education face today. The most challenging one
at the moment appears to be the large-scale advent of Al in terms of availability and poten-
tial. How do you assess this situation? How should universities deal with the ubiquitous
nature of Al, particularly in teaching and learning?

Hertel: First, | must admit that I am a little bit biased towards Al because I have been really
interested in educational technology from my professional perspective as an educational
scientist. I am truly fascinated by the opportunities that are out there right now and what
might be possible in the future. But I also know and acknowledge that there are different
perspectives and attitudes towards Al among members of the university. My positive atti-
tude towards Al and my curiosity about it
are personal perspectives and I am aware
that we need to balance that out together
with the colleagues from different disci-

plines. We are already in the midst of a dis- h b v i di
cussion about how to deal with Al in teach- ave been really interested in

ing and learning —as well as in research— educatlonal. technology . from
on the international scale with our partners MY professional perspective as
from the 4EU+ alliance and the LERU net- ~ an educational scientist.”

work. There are certainly differing perspec-

tives on the matter.

“I must admit that [ am a little
bit biased towards Al because I
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HINT: Would you be willing to share some of your personal views?

Hertel: Allow me to speak as an educational scientist: I wholeheartedly believe that we
must harvest the possibilities that come along with Al, especially with regards to providing
quality and inclusive education for our diverse student

populations. This starts for me with utilizing the po-

tentials that Al, including Large Language Models ~ We can start to em-
(LLMs), already offer to cater to various students’spe- ~ ploy Al tools that help
cific learning needs and situations, including particu- ~ create individual learn-
lar dis/abilities. We have already made efforts to raise ~ ing experiences.”
awareness among both teachers and students to assess

particular learning needs of students. From there, we can start to employ Al tools that help
create individual learning experiences.

HINT: Could you give some concrete examples?

Hertel: Sure. Take specific situations, such as visual or auditory disabilities, for example.
With the help of Al it becomes incredibly easy to create automated subtitles for videos or
during video conferences. Similarly, Al tools can convert text to audio. Options like these
do not only benefit learners with particular physical or neurological dis/abilities but also
help student with different language proficien-
cies, such as international students. Al can already
translate texts and audio quite smoothly. There-
fore, using Al actively in the field of teaching and
learning can create more adaptive education for
specific learning contexts.

“Using Al actively in the
field of teaching and learn-
ing can create more adap-
tive education for specific

learning contexts.” HINT: This helps students and teachers alike,
right?

Hertel: Absolutely. Take language, for instance. As a university, we must talk about how
we want to deal with internationalization. This includes research cooperation, our study
programs, and the composition of our students. Some teachers might not feel comfortable
teaching or communicating in English, for example. As mentioned already, Al offers easy-
to-handle solutions for live translation and other opportunities to make communication
across language barriers simpler. This is also true for our international collaborations, alli-
ances, and projects.

HINT: Do you see any further potential apart from these hands-on technical solutions?
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Hertel: Definitely! Al has the potential to shape individual learning environments by ad-
dressing our students’ need for one-to-one feedback situations — something that is incred-
ibly difficult to provide as a university teacher, especially in a lecture hall of 200 students.
Students can use Al as a feedback giver and
learning partner, providing them with valuable
insights and feedback on their learning process.
Additionally, Al can be helpful in creating stra-
tegic learning plans while preparing for the
exam. However, it must be used critically: Al is
neither inherently good or bad, but needs to be
" treated carefully. Students must learn to reflect
process. upon what Al offers them. Teachers and students
should explore together how and when to use Al
tools. In sum, I think, AT has the potential to promote students’ self-regulation skills and to
help them learn more independently by providing insights into the own learning structures.
If we are able to learn about Al together as a university community, it will definitely support
the quality of higher education.

“Students can use Al as a
feedback giver and learning
partner, providing them
with valuable insights and
feedback on their learning

HINT: This is an important point. There must be a joint effort by the whole community to
develop an appropriate usage of Al in higher education. What steps should we take to
achieve this?

Hertel: First, we should become aware of the  “We should become aware of
diversity of educational needs that our stu-  the diversity of educational
dents bring with them. Without this awareness,  peeds that our students bring
we won’t be able to use Al meaningfully to tar- with them. Without this
get these needs and make education more in-
clusive. Several of our institutional organiza-
tions already offer materials and courses for
teachers and students to learn about Al in a
university context. The Department of Teaching & earning at heiSKILLS, the Heidelberg
School of Education and the Heidelberg Center for Digital Humanities are good examples
here. The University Computing Centre (URZ) has launched the YoKI chatbot. And we have
recently established an Al board that is working on a holistic strategy for the university.
Similar initiatives are going on in our international alliances and networks.

Our teaching staff has different preferences as well when it comes to Al. Some col-
leagues are happily trying out every new tool instantly, while others are more reluctant.
However one might feel about it, though, it is absolutely crucial that we start this conversa-
tion now. This conversation, of course, cannot be limited to our institution. The field is so
dynamic right now and I am convinced that we stand to gain a great deal from experiences

awareness, we won’t be able
to use Al meaningfully.”
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of others. It is great that we are part of the bwGPT project — supported by the ministry —
that explores the use of ChatGPT in higher education in Baden-Wiirttemberg.

HINT: You just mentioned teachers who are hesitant to use Al in their teaching or who even
want to ban it for students. What advice would you offer to them?

Hertel: It’s important to note that we will not be
able to prevent students from using Al. They are
doing it regardless of what we as teachers think. As
I just mentioned, we have plenty of initiatives
within the university that might help those teachers t . ,
take their first steps. Eventually, we must pursue an ing AL They are doing it
active approach and support students in acquiring regardless of what we as
the relevant competencies to deal with Al in a teachers think.”

meaningful sense, to be reflective about it, and to

critically evaluate whatever it provides us with. These competencies are incredibly im-
portant in the future. But these developments pose significant questions for our exams and
the way we traditionally assess our students’ learning. How do we assess competencies,
such as academic writing, when students are using LLMs? Whose achievement do we
credit? These are some of the most crucial discussions we need to be having right now.

“It’s important to note
that we will not be able to
prevent students from us-

w HINT: Your last point seems most relevant. By

Th§s? develop me_nts pose questioning the traditional culture of assessment,
significant questions for Al shakes the very foundations of higher educa-
our exams and the way We  (jon. It feels as if Al forces all of us to rethink
traditionally ~assess our  teaching and learning on a fundamental level.
students’ learning.”

Hertel: I think so, too. I am confident, however,
that we will only find sustainable answers to these questions if we embrace the discussion
about Al both at the university and beyond. As mentioned earlier, there is so much potential
in using Al tools to make for a more inclusive, adaptive, independent, and individual learn-
ing experience. I invite all teachers, disciplines, and faculties to participate in these discus-
sions, to try out what is possible for themselves and to share their experiences with the
teaching and learning community. There are already many practical and pragmatic tips out
there. We, as Heidelberg University, should contribute to that effort as well. As Vice Rector,
I will not offer a one-size-fits-all solution, but rather, I perceive it as my job to facilitate
these discussions across the university, including the rectorate, teachers, students, and ad-
ministrative staff.

HINT: You said that you are very curious about Al and have an affinity for technical inno-
vation. Do you, as a professor, try out Al in your teaching?
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Hertel: Sure! How could I make all those claims about the importance of Al as Vice Rector
and then not try it out as a university teacher? In the winter term of 2023, I confronted my
students with using ChatGPT in our classroom.

This was quite interesting because the students

“The students were initially  were initially unsure when I told them that they
unsure when I told them that could use ChatGPT to solve a particular task.

they could use ChatGPT to They asked several times whether I truly meant
solve a particular task. They it and voiced their astonishment. Even after they

started working with ChatGPT in the classroom,
some students came back and kept on asking
whether I was really allowing Al in class. This
shows how careful students are when it comes to these technologies.

The funny part was that [ had used ChatGPT myself to formulate the students’ instruc-
tions students for how to solve the task at hand and had put them on the slides. Later in the
process, some students came up with the idea of asking ChatGPT to give a list of steps to
solve said task. What came out was a list of instructions remarkably similar to the one I had
provided. When I then disclosed that I, too, had used Al to put together my instructions, this
caused some amusement. But more im-
portantly, it sparked a fruitful discussion
about the usefulness of ChatGPT in certain ~ “We had a constant discussion
situations and when it might be problematic. and reflection about the poten-

I tried similar approaches with different  tials and challenges that the

tasks durin'g the course of the §emesj[er. use of AI creates for us as
Through this, we had a constant discussion teachers and learners: How

and reflection about the potentials and chal-

asked several times whether
I truly meant it.”

and when is it meaningful to
use AI? How do we prompt ef-
fectively? How do we evaluate
the information?”

lenges that the use of Al creates for us as
teachers and learners: How and when is it
meaningful to use AI? How do we prompt
effectively? How do we evaluate the infor-
mation? This is just one example of how to include the Al conversation in your classes and
how to try out Al tools together.

HINT: You heard it here first: the Vice Rector for Student Affairs and Teaching strongly
advises all teachers and students to use Al in class and encourages them to find out about a
productive and learner-friendly usage. But on a more serious note, for me it seems inevitable
to deal with Al in higher education in such a manner, right?
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Hertel: Let me stress that even further: I find it incredibly important! It is our fundamental
responsibility as a university to tackle Al in teaching and learning. Think about transform-
ative competencies and future literacies that our
graduates need in their professional careers or re-
search fields — how can we prepare them for these
by ignoring AI? Our graduates must be competent us- ) .
ers of Al in order to be relevant in the job market and versity to tackle Al in
in order to contribute to society. Therefore, if we take ~ teaching and learning.”
our objective of providing high quality education se-

riously, there is no way around making Al an integral part of our teaching and learning.
Please do not feel pushed, but know that you are highly supported at Heidelberg University.

“It is our fundamental
responsibility as a uni-

HINT: You just mentioned Al competence as one of the crucial transformative competen-
cies that students need to acquire. This hints at one of the core objectives of any educational
institution, including the university: enabling graduates to deal with challenges in the future
that we cannot yet anticipate. How can we achieve this, especially in light of the sheer speed
of innovation all around? How do we address this dilemma?

Hertel: First, we should not become frustrated. This is the very nature of education! Let us
stay interested in what the future might bring, work together to shape the future of our study
programs, and thereby shape the future of the education we provide for our students, not
every day, but almost every day. Even-
tually, that is one of the great advantages

3
Our graduates must be competent of teaching at a university compared to

users of Al in order to be relevant being a school teacher: we have the
in the job market and in order to  pance to shape our study programs and
contribute to society. Therefore, if  define the competencies that we want to
we take our objective of providing  impart in regard to our own perspectives
high quality education seriously, and positions. This might not be at the
there is no way around making AT  level of curricula, since changing those
an integral part of our teaching is a lengthy endeavor — and rightly so.
and learning.” But we can think about additional pro-
grams, new certificates, and innovative

opportunities to develop individual learning paths and flexible educational biographies.
We have already kicked off the discussion about flexibility and transformative compe-
tencies at Heidelberg University and we try to base all of our discussions — as we should
as academics — on research in the field. This conversation has already spread across the
whole university and, again, should include students, teachers, and administrative staff as

well.
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HINT: The next logical step would be to open this discussion to actors from outside the
university as well.

Hertel: That is absolutely necessary. We need to involve players from outside, from society,
from industry partners, and from other institutions, especially colleagues who are experts
in their fields. Professionals from various areas will help us identify transformative compe-
tencies even more clearly. We need to bring
“ . these external impulses back to our internal
We need 'to involve Playefs discussions of developing our programs fur-
from outside, from society, (her — whether as micro-credentials, certifi-
from industry partners, and  cates, structured study programs, interdiscipli-
from other institutions, espe-  nary perspectives, lifelong learning, or courses
cially colleagues who are ex- on transversal skill and general competencies.
perts in their fields. We need
to bring these external im-  HINT: You already mentioned the interna-
pulses back to our internal tional collaborations, networks, and alliances.
discussions.” How much of a focus is the internationaliza-
tion of teaching for your tenure?

Hertel: We have to rethink internationalization of teaching and learning in light of the de-
velopments we have discussed so far. Al and digital solutions will influence the whole stu-
dent life cycle even more in the years to come. The same is true for the question of dynamic
and agile student biographies. Internationalization plays a major role here. We have plenty
of connections to international partners within the 4EU+ alliance or our centers in Santiago
de Chile, Kyoto or Delhi. The opportunity to have international study experiences for stu-
dents from Heidelberg, and to have in-

coming students from our partners or . .
from elsewhere through different ex- I'am deeply convinced that these

change programs for shorter or long- ~ €Xperiences shape individuals and
term stays is very important. lam deeply ~ €nable them to develop important
convinced that these experiences shape ~ competencies, such as awareness
individuals and enable them to develop ~ of diversity and the ability to
important competencies, such as aware- communicate in intercultural set-
ness of diversity and the ability to com- tings.”

municate in intercultural settings.

HINT: In light of the technical innovations that we have discussed, the international expe-
rience — or at least parts of it — might increasingly be possible digitally. How do you assess
virtual mobility in terms of the internationalization of teaching and learning?
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Hertel: We are tapping into this, especially with our partners in the 4EU+ alliance, where
we are working on providing an authentic international experience to our students even
while they stay at home. Students might have many reasons for not travelling abroad for a
semester, for a summer school, or for a particular workshop. Maybe they do not want to
travel due to sustainability and environmental rea-

sons. Maybe they cannot leave home because they

are the primary caregivers of children or family  <«y7jrtyyal
members. Maybe their mobility is limited due to
certain dis/abilities. Sometimes it simply might not
be possible for them to spend time in Paris, Prague,
Milan, or Copenhagen. Virtual mobility, therefore,
adds another opportunity for becoming more inclu-
sive in teaching and learning. Digital opportunities have been developed in the last couple
of years and we are all used to meeting online for classes and working with online materials
alone and in groups. Virtual mobility enables students from all partners of the alliance to
have an international learning experience, to meet people from all over the world, and to
learn from experts outside of your own institution. To support these new forms of interna-
tional exchange, the alliance has come up with a program of “Shared Courses”, which offers
exactly that.

mobility adds
another opportunity for
becoming more inclusive
in teaching and learning.”

HINT: International online classes definitely offer a lot of new opportunities for learning.
However, they cannot replicate the full experience of being abroad in all aspects.

Hertel: This is true, of course. Some things have to be experienced on-site. However, there
are possibilities to create new spaces, especially for the social aspects of virtual teaching
and learning. At the Institute of Education Studies, for example, we played around with a
virtual institute on a platform called “Gather Town” during the pandemic. We mimicked our
institute, our whole physical building with all of its classrooms, lecture halls, and offices.
Students and staff could navigate through the virtual institute using avatars: attending office
hours, bumping into each other in the hallways, or gathering in front of a virtual classroom
was great fun and created a different kind of connection and social interaction among stu-
dents and staff. Such digital platforms could potentially supplement virtual teaching and
learning in our international collaborations as well.

HINT: Apart from the technical infrastructure needed to build a meaningful and sustainable
environment for the internationalization of our study programs and virtual mobility, it seems
crucial to discuss language and how students and instructors would communicate. Would
you suggest that English should become our primary medium of instruction?
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Hertel: Let me first stress that there are very good reasons for why the majority of our study
programs are taught in German, especially at the undergraduate level. But teaching in Eng-
lish also offers significant potential, and I would always support those instructors among
our teaching staff who feel comfortable teaching in English. It is a complicated matter since
English as a medium of instruction also affects
« our administration and several legal questions
There are very gOQd Teasons  yould need to be sorted out. Nevertheless,
for why the majority of our making our study programs more international
study programs are taught in only work if more and more courses and
German, especially at the  programs are offered in English. It not only in-
undergraduate level. But creases the number of potential students,
teaching in English also of-  whether on-site at Heidelberg or virtually
fers significant potential.” through the 4EU+ alliance; it also increases the
number of international experts who would be
able to teach at Heidelberg. We already have a
great number of brilliant researchers within the university who could contribute to our pro-
grams in a productive and meaningful manner but who cannot teach in German — at least
not initially. There is, therefore, quite the potential to develop our teaching further by being
open to English as a medium of instruction.

HINT: This absolutely resonates with our work in our Teaching & Learning unit at
heiSKILLS, where we also try to find a balance between taking the needs of our German-
speaking students and staff seriously while at the same time providing quality training for
people who are still learning German. It is reassuring to hear that you as the Vice Rector are
not pushing all of us in one direction, but are creating an open space for discussion on all
of these matters. I think it has become very clear in this conversation that your idea of
further developing teaching and learning at Heidelberg University is very much committed
to processes of participation of all

status groups and stakeholders

from inside and outside the uni-

versity. The pressing questions and dynamic

issues that we all are faced with today
Hertel: That is exactly right. T am @n the figld of higher education make it
truly grateful for the opportunity ~ IMperative to work together. The future
to work on these important issues ~ themes of teaching and learning can
in my current position and feel ~only be addressed through the joint ef-
incredibly motivated to do so for ~ fort of smart and enthusiastic people.”
the rest of my tenure. Two years

might seem a very short or a very long time, depending on how you look at it. We have
already kicked off several projects and innovations, and we will definitely continue to do
so in the future. To reach short-term and long-term goals, we need the whole community of
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the university to be successful. The pressing questions and dynamic issues that we all are
faced with today in the field of higher education make it imperative to work together. The
future themes of teaching and learning, whether we think of Al, the flexibility of student
biographies, or internationalization, can only be addressed through the joint effort of smart
and enthusiastic people. I know that there are many such people here at Heidelberg Univer-
sity and beyond, and I invite everybody to participate in this process.

HINT: Thank you, Silke Hertel, for taking the time.

This interview was conducted by Dr. Rafael Klober

Prof. Dr. Silke Hertel is Professor for Personal Competencies in the School Context at the
Institute of Education Science at Heidelberg University. She is a passionate teacher and
renowned researcher in the field of empirical educational research. Professor Hertel held
several positions at Heidelberg University, such as speaker of the Research Councils Field
of Focus IV “Self-regulation and Regulation”, Dean of Studies and Director at the Institute
of Educational Science. Since 2023, she has served as the Vice-Rector for Student Affairs
and Teaching.

Prof. Dr. Silke Hertel
hertel@ibw.uni-heidelberg.de
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