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Universities globally are currently facing increased external demands to strengthen and
develop their learning environments. The article examines how a sample of Norwegian
universities responds to governmental demands concerning establishing good learning
environments. Based on document analysis and interviews, the article demonstrates that
the concept of learning environments seems to be interpreted and implemented in a
standardized way and that institutional work in this area might suffer from a decoupling
between “administrative” and “academic” responsibilities. Furthermore, the analysis
shows that the universities studied to a great extent seem to rely on copying and imitating
understandings of the concept instead of using it to develop more specific and uniquely
local practices. In conclusion, the article calls for more attention to the consequences of
specific organizational solutions, and it is argued that more attention should be given to
identifying factors that enables or constrains how universities handle external pressure for
change.
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Introduction

The learning environment is an interesting concept to investigate, especially in the changing
context of higher education. The concept has recently gained increased attention among
educational researchers and policy makers. It has been seen as a significant instrument for
facing quality challenges in higher education, especially related to the massification,
internationalization and globalization of higher education. Higher education institutions
(HEISs) have been faced with the question of how to provide good quality education to an
increased number of diverse students and what to offer their students to support the
achievement of good learning outcomes (Schuetze and Slowey 2000; Liefner 2003; Author 11
and Co-author 2013). The emphasis on this question has increased with the
internationalization and globalization of higher education and the rise of notions such as
knowledge economy and knowledge society (Findly and Tierney 2010; Brine 2006;
Robertson 2005; Marginson and Van der Wende 2006). Here, higher education institutions
have been challenged to respond to the global competition that emerged for knowledge
resources, including human resources such as students, researchers and experts.

As a consequence, educational policies and reforms in many countries, in addition to key
international organizations, have recently been paying increased attention to this concept,
pushing higher education institutions to improve their learning environments (see, for
example, the act relating universities and university colleges passed by the Norwegian
Parliament in 2005 [KD 2005]; the UK quality code for higher education [QAA 2014]; the
higher education opportunity act passed by the US Congress in 2008 [U.S. Department of
Education 2010], in addition to European Higher Education Area [EHEA 2010]; Sursock et
al., 2010 and Smith 2010). However, in a recent review of the research literature written on
learning environment in higher education (Author I et al. 2013), it was found that the concept
of learning environment was understood in very broad and general terms, and the concept
seemed to function as an umbrella for various ideas and components. The review identified
three main lenses through which the concept of learning environment has been defined and



researched. The first lens relate learning environment to pedagogical issues, including how
teaching is conducted, and how curricula and study programs are designed and developed.
The second lens focuses on the organizational and administrative arrangements needed to
support teaching and learning activities, and their associated resources and facilities. The third
lens emphasizes the networking opportunities offered to students for establishing and
engaging in academic and social arenas. These networking opportunities are often seen as
conditioned and driven by the development of advanced technologies in teaching and
learning. A key finding of the study was that much of the research has been oriented towards
learners’ perceptions and often ignored the perspective of the institutions although universities
and colleges often are held responsible for providing good learning environments by national
authorities.

To fill this knowledge gap, the current article focuses on how institutions respond to external
expectations concerning developing and improving their learning environments. Our point of
departure is driven by the question whether it is only in the research domain that the concept
of the learning environment is treated in an unclear fashion or whether the same also goes for
policy and practice? Thus, this article takes a closer look at how universities are responding to
governmental demands for improving the learning environment. Based on an empirical
analysis of Norwegian governmental policies in the learning environment area, the article
investigates how five universities in Norway respond to these demands and what specific
initiatives and activities that are launched as a consequence.

Norway is a relevant empirical setting for investigating the interest in learning environment as
higher education policies in Norway over the last decade have given increased attention to the
concept of learning environment and the idea that higher education institutions should
develop learning environments which respond to the global changes and challenges that have
been taking place in higher education. These institutional expectations have been underlined
in a number of governmental white and green papers in the last fifteen years (KD 2001, 2005,
2009, 2013, 2014, 2015), and have been accompanied by governmental attempts of
strengthening the institutional autonomy of higher education institutions in Norway providing
them with full responsibility for organizational and financial matters (Author 11 2014).
However, echoing developments in other European countries (Shattock 2014), increased
institutional autonomy has been accompanied by stronger accountability measures i.e., result-
based funding schemes, the development of institutional accreditation, and regulations
mandating institutions to develop internal systems for quality assurance (Author 11 2014). As
a national student survey only have been initiated the last couple of years, the responsibility
for collecting data on and analysing issues concerning the learning environment has mainly
been an institutional responsibility.

Although the Norwegian case as such is unique, the case is still of relevance to increase our
knowledge about how universities are dealing with what we can describe as global challenges
with respect to how global competitive capacities of higher education institutions in teaching
and learning is developing.

The article is organized in four parts. The next section presents the theoretical framework
drawn from a broad institutional perspective, followed by a description of the empirical
context, data and methods. In the results section, a brief overview of Norwegian governmental
policy initiatives with respect to the learning environment is provided, followed by a more in-
depth description of how the five universities have responded to the governmental initiatives.
The article closes with a discussion on the key findings and unresolved issues.



An institutional framework for analysing organizational responses

Based on a literature review of how the concept of the learning environment is described and
perceived in higher education research, Author I et al. (2013) found that quite diverse views
were held about how this concept was defined and understood. This finding can be interpreted
in various ways, suggesting that the research field perhaps is rather fragmented and consisting
of different disciplines and perspectives and/or that there is considerable conflict and
contestation on this issue among researchers.

Regardless of what has caused the situation, one could still argue that uncertainty about how
the concept should be understood in research may propagate into both policy and practice.

In a situation characterised by a high level of uncertainty, institutional theory stands out as
particularly relevant to use in the analysis. Environmental uncertainty is a point of departure
for institutional theory, where such uncertainty is seen as a factor driving change, although the
different facets of the theory open up for various organizational responses to a situation with
high uncertainty. Below, three alternative, but partly overlapping, explanations are provided
based on the various perspectives within institutional theory.

An initial explanation, key to newer versions of institutional theory, is that organizations
facing uncertainty and that operate within the same field develop over time similar internal
structures, values and norms that create common behaviours among them towards change
(Meyer and Rowan 1977). The external environment is perceived as the main determining
factor of organisational behaviour. The demands of external forces, including that of the
government, are seen to have the main say in how organizations behave towards change
(DiMaggio and Powell 1991). The main justification of this view is that organizations’
existence and continuity rely on the legitimacy and support provided by the external forces
that surround them (Scott 2014). The latter is not least important in countries with a high level
of public funding of higher education, as is the case in Norway. Hence, in this perspective,
one would expect to see responses from universities that, to a large extent, imitate
governmental initiatives. Alternatively, the universities will look for popular international
“solutions” to the demands arising from the government Labianca et al. (2001), as these also
increase their legitimacy towards the government. In essence, this variant of institutional
theory predicts a high level of coherence between governmental initiatives and the plans and
activities of the individual university. It would also imply that there would be little difference
between the universities in how they respond to the governmental initiatives (Drori et al 2006)

A second explanation, more related to older versions of institutional theory, is that
institutionalized ideas are not only coming from the outside, but are also found on the inside
of organizations. With respect to universities, this means that institutionalization is developed
over time as values and cultures of their members are infused into the organization (Selznick
1957, 1996; Hatch 1993). According to this variant of institutional theory, external change
initiatives play a lesser role in the development of the university, and it is the traditions and
the historical identity of the individual university that is seen as the most important driver of
organizational change (Scott 2014). While it may be difficult to reject external demands in
higher education today, a likely alternative is that external governmental initiatives in general
would be “re-interpreted” and “translated” into fitting existing ways of doing things, and that
existing practices and routines related to the learning environment will be continued and
perhaps even strengthened further as a response to the governmental initiatives (Greenwood et



al 2011). This explanation implies that the universities under study would adopt governmental
initiatives in very different ways, very much related to their unique organizational identity and
their historical legacy. This also implies that the universities would not respond to the
governmental initiatives in a similar way.

However, it is also possible to imagine a combination of the two previous explanations, which
forms the basis of the third possible outcome. In the third explanation, it is taken for granted
that external demands are very difficult to reject, but that internal values and norms are still
important for how external ideas are “filtered” into the organization (Greenwood et al 2011).
This explanation agrees that the survival of the university depends on responding to the
demands of external forces, especially those providing the university with financial resources.
However, the role of organizations’ members and their associated values and cultures is seen
as important in the implementation of these demands (Greenwood and Hinings 1996;
Edelman and Bening 1999). This explanation acknowledges that staff engagement, support
and cooperation are important to respond to the demands introduced to them. In essence, this
variant of institutional theory is also open for “translation” of external initiatives, but only
those elements that “fit” the culture, values and the identity of the university (Scott 2014).
Hence, this means that responses are highly selective, and that some elements of the
governmental initiatives will be picked up while others may be ignored. The result may be
that university responses may bear some similarity in some areas, while they differ a lot in
others.

As indicated, these three explanations are given as stylized models and should not be seen as
mutually exclusive. However, we will argue that they are still very relevant to use as heuristic
tools for the empirical investigation since they provide us with different expectations with
respect to the comparative analysis.

Data, methods and empirical setting

The current study can be seen as a comparative case study of how five Norwegian universities
(The University of Oslo [UiQ], the University of Bergen [UiB], the Norwegian University of
Science and Technology [NTNU], the University of Tromsg - The Arctic University of
Norway [UiT], and the Norwegian University of Life Sciences [NMBU]) respond to
governmental policies concerning enhancing the learning environment in higher education,
over the last decade. The study is mainly based on analysis of relevant documents issued by
these institutions, in addition to governmental and national documents, including green and
white papers. To identify these documents, a search has been made in the archives of the
Ministry of Education and Research, NOKUT- the Norwegian Quality Assurance Agency,
Universell - the National Coordinator of Accessibility of Higher Education in Norway, and on
the webpages of the selected universities.

As the focus of the study is on the concept of “learning environment”, this term was the
keyword of the search both for policy documents at the national level, and strategic
documents at institutional level. However, during our search, we found that the documents
that are addressing learning environment issues use various terms in addition to “learning
environment”, including “study environment”, academic environment”, and higher education
environment”. These terms were, therefore, added as search keywords. The documents found
have then been filtered by focusing on recommendations, reports, laws and evaluation



documents. This is for national documents. For the institutional documents, the focus was
mainly on the plans and strategic documents issued by the investigated universities, in
addition to the web pages of their institutional learning environment committees.

The next step was to (1) explore in the national documents how the concept of learning
environment has been approached and what demands have been introduced in relation to it,
and (2) examine in the investigated universities’ documents how they interpreted this concept
and what responses they have developed towards the governmental demands in relation to it.
Here, thematic analysis was displayed to explore the significance and place learning
environment issues were given in the documents, and how the concepts were interpreted. The
analysis started by identifying the main themes related to the notion of learning environment
within each document. The documents were further examined by identifying which aspects of
learning environment that were afforded significance, and the stated reasons why these
aspects were considered important.

In the thematic analysis, and also in the interviews undertaken, links to the theoretical
framework was made by taking into account the broader context in which the issue of learning
environments were discussed. The interviews were conducted with 35 informants, with an
average of 5 informants per university. The informants were identified based on their degree
of involvement in developing their institutions’ policies concerning the concept of learning
environment. The interviews were individual and semi structured, and were conducted during
the period of January - October 2013. The main focus of the interviews was (1) why the
informants have included learning environments in their institutions’ policies and plans, (2)
how they understand the notion of learning environment, and (3) which aspects of learning
environments they consider to be most significant for their institutions, and why.

Hence, in the analysis indications of imitation and emulation was seen as more likely if
documents refer to specific external models or initiatives. Furthermore, if issues of learning
environment were linked to historical characteristics of the universities, this was interpreted as
sign of paying more attention to the institutional identity and traditions.

Empirical setting

The five institutions investigated in this study were selected both to cover the institutional
diversity of the university landscape in Norway, and to match the assumptions outlined in the
theoretical framework. Hence, the five selected universities must be said to be very different
with respect to age, geographical location, size, and academic profile (broad research
intensive vs more specialized academic profiles).

UiO, UiB and UiT, which were respectively founded in 1811, 1946 and 1968, were
established as universities and have offered studies in a wide range of disciplines since their
establishment. While UiO and UiB were founded as discipline-oriented institutions, and as
“classic” or “traditional” versions of the Humboldtian university ideal (Paradeise et al 2009)
for UiT, a keyword in its foundation was to develop a “different”, “modern” and a more
“innovative” university (Author 11 2006). This meant introducing study programs in
interdisciplinary departments and creating a more democratic internal governance system.
NMBU was first founded as an agricultural college in 1859. Then, in 1897, it developed into a
university college and, later, was granted university status in 2005. NTNU was founded in

1996 as a merger between several higher education institutions. The university has a strong



technological profile due to the fact that a dominant part of the university was originating
from the Norwegian Technical College (NTH) founded in 1910 (Author 11 2006).

Results
Norwegian policy initiatives in the learning environment area

Over the last decade, higher education policies in Norway have given increased attention to
the concept of learning environment and the concept that higher education institutions should
develop learning environments which respond to the global changes and challenges that have
been taking place in higher education. This interest can be identified in (1) a number of
governmental documents issued on higher education the last fifteen years (KD 2001, 2005,
2009, 2013, 2014, 2015); (2) in the act relating to universities and university colleges passed
by the Norwegian parliament in 2005 (KD 2005); (3) the quality criteria adopted by the
Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance (NOKUT), as shown in its audits of higher
education institutions’ quality systems issued in 2006, 2010, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c; and (4)
the guidelines regarding learning environment introduced by the National Coordinator of
Accessibility of Higher Education in Norway (Universell) in 2008 and in a survey conducted
on learning environments in HEIs (Universell 2012).

Two of these documents form milestone references compared to the others: the
recommendations by the Ministry of Education and Research (KD 2001) and the act relating
to universities and university colleges passed by the Norwegian parliament in 2005 (KD
2005). What is emphasized in these two documents regarding learning environments has
been echoed and reflected in the other documents mentioned.

In KD (2001), a strong emphasis was put on learning environment as a main element in
enhancing the quality of higher education. Learning environments were seen as an important
instrument for addressing global changes in higher education and for responding to quality
challenges and the increased competition institutions were expected to face. The main
justifications given for prioritizing learning environments as such are that it forms a
significant tool for improving students’ learning outcomes and attracting new students,
decreasing the number of dropout students, and increasing the global competiveness of HEIS.

The document also stresses specific conditions that higher education institutions should meet
in order to create a learning environment in line with the expectations above. The conditions
are introduced through what the document calls a “holistic” picture of a learning environment
which consists of physical, socio-psychological and educational environments. Specific issues
mentioned include a continuous development of integrative teaching methods and socio-
cultural and study networking opportunities in addition to welfare services and learning
spaces and facilities that can equally engage a larger and more diverse community of learners
with different learning cultures and various needs and social and study interests. This is in
addition to improving the infrastructures of campuses and buildings including the facilities for
students with special needs, employing advanced technologies in teaching and learning, and
developing educational programs and curricula that address the market orientations and the
needs in job market (KD 2001).

In order achieve these conditions, the document recommends that HEIs should put a stronger
focus on (1) developing academic leadership within HEIs, (2) increasing in the size and



quality of administrative and student advising teams, (3) advancing teachers’ skills to teach a
more diverse number of students and employ advanced educational technologies, in addition
to enhancing the cooperation with student bodies.

The Ministry also required each institution to establish, together with its students, an advisory
committee for the learning environment (LMC):

‘At the institution there shall be a learning environment committee (...). The
committee shall take part in the planning of measures relating to the learning
environment and closely follow developments in matters concerning the safety and
welfare of the students. The board may also assign other duties to the committee. The
learning environment committee shall be kept informed of complaints concerning the
learning environment that the institution receives from students. The learning
environment committee may submit opinions concerning such matters. The learning
environment committee shall be informed of instructions and other individual
decisions issued by the Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority. The learning
environment committee reports directly to the board and shall submit a report each
year concerning the institution’s work on the learning environment. The students and
the institution shall each have an equal number of representatives on the committee.
The committee shall elect a chairman each year alternately from among the
institution’s and the students’ representatives.” (KD 2005, 14)

Given the quite broad understanding of learning environment the Ministry advocated for
throughout various documents and statements, the formal LMC still seems to have been given
a more focused role in “the safety and welfare” of students, downplaying the academic and
pedagogical content of programs and educational provisions. Hence, the LMC could be
interpreted to have a special responsibility of physical and infrastructural conditions
surrounding the learning experience.

The stress on the these issues was partly based on the Norwegian student organizations’
demands that students should be provided with the same good work conditions and welfare
services as teachers and other HEI employees receive that help them in their “job” as students.
The student organizations demanded that since HEIs have to provide employees with good
work conditions and welfare services, this should also be applied to students.

These two policy initiatives, the comprehensive strategic understanding of a learning
environment (in the recommendations given in KD 2001) and the more focused understanding
(in the 2005 act, KD 2005), have later been reflected in other policy initiatives and
documents. In KD (2009), the learning environment was again highlighted, only now to be
linked to emerging technologies and the use of ICT. In KD (2009, 2013, 2014, 2015) and
Universell (2008, 2012), other components further underlined the holistic understanding of
the learning environment. In addition to advancing teaching methods, these initiatives require
HEIs to continuously develop student welfare, students’ socio-cultural networks and services,
student counselling services, and curriculums and programs that address the emerging needs
in society. Furthermore, NOKUT - the national quality assurance agency - (2006, 2010,
20144, 2014b, and 2014c) has stressed the importance of learning environments in their audits
and evaluations, especially how students perceive this concept and that they have to be put in
the centre of HEISs activities in this area.



To sum up, it seems that governmental policy initiatives concerning learning environments
have been advocating a quite broad understanding of the concept without a specific definition
given or a consistent understanding of what elements a learning environment should include.
Given this broad understanding, it is somewhat surprising that the Ministry only mandated
universities and colleges to develop a committee (LMC) that had a far more limited role and
responsibility.

Institutional strategies and initiatives in the learning environment area

How, then, has our sample of universities responded to these policies? This section shows
how the investigated universities have interpreted the concept of the learning environment in
addition to the responses that the universities have developed towards the governmental
demands introduced in relation to it this concept. The section specifically focuses on (1) the
roles and responsibilities of the LMC in each university, and (2) how the learning
environment concept is reflected in the strategic plans of the selected universities.

In all universities, LMCs have been set up and designed according to the decree specified by
the Ministry. All the bodies in all five universities emphasise that their primary task is to
provide good psychological and physical environments. More specifically, the LMC are
expected to (1) ensure equality in services and treatment to all students, (2) upgrade welfare
and health services, (3) develop the buildings and learning places, (4) improve administrative
support and flow of information, (5) increase welcoming meetings and activities, (5) provide
an inclusive environment that equally engages all students and ensures the quality of eating
places and the food they provide, (6) develop libraries and IT facilities, (6) consider the needs
of students with special needs, (7) and improve evaluation and complaint systems and the
ways in which complaints and evaluation results are followed up (UiO 2015; UiB 2015;
NTNU 2015; UiT 2015; NMBU 2015).

In their formal guidelines, LMCs stress that the universities’ staff and students should always
be reminded and educated with the regulations regarding equality, anti-discrimination and
sexual harassments. This is an addition to establishing online systems for complaining;
increasing the number of students’ consultants, enhancing the dialog and coordination with
students; providing online and printed guides for students about their rights, duties, and
services provided to students with clearer information about how and where they can get these
services; training their administrative staff to provide better support for students; adopting
universal design standards for learning places; and allocating funds for developing the
available buildings, establishing new ones, and developing IT, technical, and library and
laboratory facilities.

However, all the universities investigated have launched numerous initiatives beyond the
establishment of LMCs. When exploring the strategic plans and other key documents, there
are quite many references to the development of the learning environment of the universities
(see for example: UiO 2010, 2011; UiB, 2011, 2012; UiT 2009a, 2009b; NTNU 2011, 2013;
NMBU 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2012).

When assessing these documents, there are a number of similarities in how the universities
formally describe what a “good learning environment” should look like. Some examples from
the strategic plans of the universities illustrate this nicely:



“The University will offer the nation's best learning environment through clear expectations,
closer monitoring, and use of varied teaching methods, learning-enhancing evaluation and
good teaching skills.” (UiO 2010, 7).

‘...NTNU must take advantage of its unique attributes and develop a clear, ambitious profile
for our academic portfolio. Studies must take place in a rich and inclusive learning
environment. They must be built on sound research and stimulate critical reflection and
innovation.” (NTNU 2011, 16)

‘...(the university’s) main goal is to provide a learning environment with teaching and

assessment methods and academic content that leads to better learning outcomes.” (NMBU
2010, 60).

‘Learning environment-related conditions shall be included in the systematic student
evaluations of courses and programmes of study, as well as academic and social
environment...The University Library (UB) and Student IT services constitute an important
component of the students’ learning environment.” (UiT 2009a, 20).

‘The University will strengthen as an attractive institution nationally and internationally. For
this, it has to develop an active and good learning and study environment. It has to offer
internationally recognized research-based education; with high academic quality and
emphasis on critical reflection and ethical awareness.” (UiB 2011, 14).

The above quotes show that the universities look at the concept of learning environment
similarly through a common lens that focuses on academic and pedagogical settings. For
example, many emphasise the pedagogical aspects by highlighting varied teaching methods
and good teaching skills (UiO), teaching methods that lead to better learning outcomes
(NMBU), and an “active and god learning and study environment” (UiT). Further, the role of
assessment and evaluations are highlighted as a means for strengthening learning
environments (UiO, NMBU, UiT). Finally, the role of research and critical reflection are seen
as important by several actors (NTNU, UiB).

Interviews with managers in the central administration of the universities also indicate quite
similar approaches in how political signals were picked up and interpreted at the institutional
level:

"We have the learning environment committee which is responsible of physical
learning environments and the welfare services. You will find such committee in each
university in Norway. We formed this committee based on the higher education law
made in 2005...For the educational and academic issues the responsibility for this part
of learning environment is not in the mandate of LMC committee. It is the study
committee which responsible of these issues.’ (Interview, UiO, January 2013)

‘I would say that establishing LMCs is a kind of re-organizing the work on learning
environment. Physical and welfare issues put in the hand of the LMUs and the
remaining issues including study and teaching, curriculum and courses are left in the
hand of the study committee...Before, all were the responsibility of the study
committee. Now we made a division of labour, but remember LMC report to the study
committee, to the pro-rector of education or study. Who knows maybe in the future
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will be asked to have a pro-rector for physical and welfare environment and a pro-
rector for educational and study environment.” (Interview, UiB, March 2013)

“This concept, | mean learning environment, is like the concept of quality. Maybe you
noticed in your study and interviews you had that they can mean and include many
things. If you ask me: is this good or not? I think it is good to be open and always
improve and update the contents of these concepts. But, what is not good in that or
let’s say very challenging in it is the organization of the work around all of these
contents, and who decides what should be included in these concepts. | mean here that
there are different powers or players; you have the students, the academics and the
politicians...To meet the interests of all of these powers is the challenge for us as
leaders of the institution. You cannot ignore any one of them and you need to learn
how to be good compromiser and mediator if you want to be in a central leadership
position in a university.” (Interview, UiT, April 2013)

As indicated by the quotes, all of the universities have troubles identifying a precise
understanding of the concept of learning environments. All of the universities emphasize the
academic and pedagogical content, and while infrastructural, technological and physical
factors also are mentioned, they seems very much delegated to the LMCs. Typically,
descriptions of learning environments are often linked to words such as being “modern”,
“inclusive”, “international”, and “quality”, something that was also very visible in the
political signals coming from the Ministry of Education. However, while the Ministry of
education seems to opt for a very holistic and inclusive understanding of learning
environments, it still seems that the requirement to form the special LMC committee have led

to a sort of separation between various dimensions that could be included in the concept.
Discussion and conclusions

In general, the analysis shows that all universities investigated want to provide good learning
environments to their students, focusing on developing more inclusive teaching methods and
learning conditions, using advanced technology and facilities in teaching and learning,
improving and increasing welfare and student support services, and addressing job market
needs and market orientations both in their educational programs and curriculums. In this
context, internationalization and diversity have been strongly articulated. Creating an
international and diverse learning environment that addresses the global developments that
have been taking place in higher education were repeatedly highlighted in the strategic plans,
institutional initiatives for quality improvement, etc. of all the universities investigated.

It is still interesting to note that there seems to be a divide in how work related to learning
environments is taking place within the universities. All of the universities have adapted to the
decree about developing LMC that seems to take on a very “administrative” role with the
universities and emphasising the legal rights of students, their physical work space, universal
access to facilities, and how technology may facilitate these functions. At the same time, there
are a number of “academic” initiatives taken in a range of areas emphasising pedagogical and
didactical issues with a much stronger link to the study programs and the educational
provision. Hence, our first conclusion is that the five universities have decoupled their work
on developing learning environments, where issues related to technology development,
infrastructure and learning spaces seem to be dealt with quite separately from “academic”
development projects.
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However, it is possible to argue that the explanation for such decoupling might be found in
the structuring of the higher education sector and in the important role of the Ministry and the
quality assurance agency —NOKUT- in the system. As shown in the analysis of the national
policy initiatives in the learning environment area, the Ministry had itself a quite broad
understanding of the concept, specifying only the establishment of more “administrative”
LMCs as a mandatory requirement for the institutions. While it was possible for the
institutions to add more tasks to these bodies and have them take on a broader role in the
development of the institutional learning environments, none of the universities investigated
used their autonomy to launch their own understandings and special profiles in this area.

A feature of this quite standardized way of interpreting learning environments is also that the
universities’ strategies and plans seems to concentrate on responding to rather generically
described “student needs” when developing their learning environments. While this might
seem obvious, it can be argued that it is quite interesting that the cultural and institutional
features of the universities are not put forward as a way of translating the learning
environment concept to local needs, and the ways in which teaching and learning have been
conducted within each institution. The plans and strategies of the universities did not mention
any internal challenges and problems the universities might experience when attempting to
implement the learning environment conditions they specified. Furthermore, none of the
universities gave their own definition of what learning environments could imply. Instead,
they used quite identical terms and language as the Ministry. If we return to our theoretical
framework, it seems that all the institutions imitated both the regulative prescriptions and the
normative takes on how learning environments could be interpreted. Hence, our second
conclusion is that none of the universities seems to have been able to “translate” or to use
their historical legacy and specific institutional characteristics to develop their own take on
the learning environment concept.

In a globalized world, concepts such as learning environments are spreading rapidly, often
mediated by governmental initiatives, sometimes resulting in ministerial decrees requiring
specific institutional actions. In Norway, it can be argued that one such decree, that
universities should develop specific LMCs with a special responsibility for the learning
environment, seems to have had the paradoxical effect that political ambitions about
developing a more holistic approach have led to quite opposite organizational solutions. It can
be questioned whether this organizational solution has actually benefitted innovation and
creativity with respect to the learning environment. The administrative focus of the LMCs that
have been established may well be the reason why it seems difficult for the institutions to
develop their own understanding of what a good learning environment might imply and that it
seems difficult for the universities in question to link the concept to the academic profile and
inherent traditions in the universities. As such, our study shed some interesting lights on what
happens when regulatory measures are pushed onto universities, and what happens when
universities seemingly adapt to such regulatory requirements without reflecting upon them in
a broader way. In a more globalised world where higher education institutions are competing
for students, and where offering an attractive learning environment could be seen as a
competitive advantage, it can be seen as a paradox that so little thought has gone into how
such learning environments can be designed in a more unique fashion.
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