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Abstract

It is often assumed within much of the academic literature and by many of those working in higher
education that universities across Europe are homogenising, converging around an Anglo-American
model as a result of neo-liberal pressures and the aim of creating a single European Higher Education
Area. However, drawing on an analysis of 92 policy documents from six different European countries,
this article demonstrates that enduring differences remain — at least in so far as constructions of
students are concerned. While European policy may assume that higher education students can move
unproblematically across national borders, as part of the Erasmus mobility scheme, for example, we
show that understandings of ‘the student’ differ in significant ways both across countries and, to some

extent, within them. This has implications for both European policy and academic theorisation.
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The construction of higher education students within national policy: a
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Introduction

This article draws upon an analysis of documents produced by a wide range of policy actors
across Europe to explore the ways in which higher education (HE) students are understood. It
seeks to generate new knowledge about the nature of such constructions, and the extent to
which they vary across the continent. In doing so, it engages with arguments — made within
much of the academic literature and by many of those working in higher education — that
universities across Europe are homogenising. Scholars have contended that, as a result of
globalising pressures, the influence of neo-liberalism, and policies to develop a European
Higher Education Area, higher education systems are converging around an Anglo-American
model, with students frequently positioned as consumers (e.g. Batory and Lindstrom, 2011,
Moutsios, 2013; Voegtle et al., 2011; Wright and Shore, 2017). However, this article
demonstrates that enduring differences remain — at least in so far as policy constructions of
students are concerned. While various European initiatives' may assume that higher education
students can move unproblematically across national borders, as part of the Erasmus mobility
scheme, for example, we show that understandings of ‘the student’ differ in significant ways
both across countries and, to some extent, within them. This has implications for both

European policy and academic theorisation.

The first part of the article situates the research within extant bodies of knowledge,
examining both the significance of policy constructions and previous work on understandings

of higher education students, specifically, within policy. It then goes on to outline the



methods that were used to select and analyse the higher education policies, before presenting
some of the key points of difference that emerged from the analysis. The final part of the
article considers how these differences can best be explained, drawing links to the wider

socio-political context including the mechanisms through which higher education is funded.

Background

Policy is now widely understood, not as a simple response to societal concerns, but as a
means through which social problems and our view of the world more generally are shaped.
Indeed, as Bacchi (2000) has argued, governments do not respond to problems ‘out there’ but
commonly construct such problems through the very policy proposals that are offered as
solutions. This perspective draws on a materialist view of language in which words are
understood as doing more than naming things; they impose limits on what can be said and
whose voices are viewed as legitimate. It is also informed by the work of Foucault and others
on discourse. Discursive formations are ‘practices that systematically form the objects of
which they speak’ (Foucault, 1986, p.49); they construct certain possibilities for thought by
ordering and combining words in particular ways and excluding or displacing other
combinations (Ball, 1990, p.18). From this perspective, language is seen as inherently
political: any definition of a word inevitably makes claims about how it should be used rather
than describing how it is used. Thus, close reading of a policy text, attentive to the language
that is deployed, can help to make more visible policy processes and the values and

understandings that underpin them.

It is important, however, not to view policy texts in isolation; they often act upon and

influence one another intertextually (Maguire et al., 2011). This is illustrated well in Sabri’s



(2010) work on higher education policy formation in the UK. She argues that, together,
policy texts generate ‘assumptive worlds’, which can limit what any one policy actor or
policy text can say. She writes: ‘This assumptive world transcends the boundaries of discrete
organisations in terms of the policy spaces they occupy and it is sustained beyond the often
transitory or precarious existence of these organisations. The scope for individual agency
among policymakers is therefore circumscribed by the convergence among higher education
agencies on particular issues of policy development’ (p. 202). Nevertheless, dominant
discursive formations are not totalising phenomena — they are often fragile, and commonly
contain gaps, absences and sometimes contradictions (Maguire et al., 2011; O’Connor, 2018).
Moreover, discourses can be translated and modified as they move across time and space. For
example, Zippel et al. (2016) demonstrate how gender equality advocates within the German
higher education system systematically exploited neo-liberal discourses around ‘inclusive
excellence’ to advance a wide range of programmes to promote the position of women.
Advocates contended that competition was a sign of excellence and women were a key
resource for Germany in its competition with other knowledge economies. Similarly, Capano
and Piattoni (2011) — writing with reference to England, Germany, the Netherlands and Italy
— have argued that European higher education policy acts primarily as a ‘script’ that national
policy actors follow and interpret according to their own cultural, political and institutional

traditions.

Such perspectives have informed various previous studies of the ways in which
students have been constructed in policy. Sabri has argued that UK policy tends to understand
students as consumers and/or technical learners. They are, she contends, ‘central to higher
education policymaking and their interests are best served [policy suggests] by improving

“the student experience” and providing them, as paying customers, with information to make



choices’ (p.201). Some similarities are noted by Tavares and Cardoso (2013), who contend
that the consumer metaphor has had some influence, and is increasingly dominant within
policy, in Portugal. Research conducted by Nielsen and Sarauw (2017) has shown how recent
higher education policy in Denmark has constructed the ‘ideal’ higher education student as
both attuned to the demands of the labour market and attentive to the pace at which they
progress through their studies. Students are thus incentivised to ‘adopt a certain kind of
anticipatory behaviour, redirecting their attention from the learning activities “here and now”
towards processes of piecing together and forecasting a particular future in the labour market’
(p.156). Focussing more on approaches to learning, Leathwood (2006) maintains that
dominant constructions of students within UK higher education policy tend to foreground
ideas around independence. This is problematic, she suggests, as it reinforces ‘masculinist
myths’ — ‘what suits (some) men is defined as the ideal that all should be striving for, whilst
men’s dependence on others remains hidden’ (p.630). This construction has practical
consequences: because dependence is denigrated, students are reluctant to ask for help or

attend special classes, as these signify lack or deficiency.

Policies are not always internally consistent and can contain contradictions and
tensions. Research has shown, for example, how consumer discourses can be infused with
ideas about student vulnerability (Brooks, 2018a), and how understandings of higher
education students as employable subjects have mutated across time and space (Sin and
Neave, 2016). It is also important to recognise that, although dominant constructions tend to
be constructed through processes of intertextuality and the formation of particular
‘assumptive worlds’, as discussed above, consensus is not always evident; nations should not
therefore be considered as coherent educational entities (Philips and Schweisfurth, 2014). In

the remainder of this article, we are sensitive to the possibility of multiple constructions of



the higher education student within a single national context. Indeed, this has informed the
research design, as will be explained below. However, in drawing out comparisons between
European nations, we place primary emphasis on governmental perspectives, acknowledging
that government constructions of the student are likely to have particular influence on the
ways in which understandings are shaped across the higher education sector as a whole, and
that other policy actors often use the language of government to legitimise their own claims

(Ashwin et al., 2015).

Methods

The article draws on an analysis of 92 policy texts that were collected from six different
European countries (Denmark, England, Germany, Ireland, Poland and Spain). The countries
were chosen to provide diversity with respect to their: ‘welfare regime’ (Esping Anderson,
1990); relationship to the European Union (EU); and means of funding higher education. In
particular, we were keen to include: countries in which higher education, for full-time
undergraduates at least, was fully-funded by the state (Denmark and Poland); nations where
students paid low to moderate fees or ‘administration costs’ (Germany, Ireland and Spain);
and England, where fees were very high. Further details about the country characteristics are

provided in Table 1.

The data were collected as part of a larger European Research Council-funded project
on the ways in which higher education students are understood across Europe, which pays
particular attention to similarities and differences both within and between countries. The
wider project examines the ways in which students are understood by: policy actors (through

an analysis of policy documents and interviews with ‘policy influencers’); the media (via an



analysis of newspaper articles); higher education institutions (through interviews with staff
and analysis of institutional websites); and students themselves (by means of focus groups).
This article draws on one particular part of the dataset — the policy documents — and seeks to
answer the following research questions: (i) How are undergraduate higher education
students understood in higher education policy texts (produced by key governmental and non-
governmental policy actors)? (ii) To what extent is there variation in such understandings

across Europe, and how can any such variation be explained?

In each of the six countries, approximately 16 policy texts were selected for analysis.
This number was chosen to ensure that the analysis across the larger project was manageable
but also that some different perspectives could be captured, in line with the points made
above about nations not necessarily being coherent educational entities. The sample of 16
comprised speeches given by government ministers for higher education, and key strategy
documents, relating to higher education, produced by (i) government, (ii) staff and student
unions, and (iii) organisations representing graduate employers (in most cases, four
documents were selected from each of the four groups'). Documents were chosen on the
basis of their: national significance; relevance to the project’s focus (on higher education
students); and date of publication (the most recent' documents were chosen from those
deemed to be most significant and relevant). Those not available in English were translated
prior to analysis. In several cases, we also sought advice from the project’s advisory board
(which included representatives from all the six countries) on the choice of documents. It is
important to note, however, that the selection of documents is — because of restrictions of
both time and money — necessarily limited, and the sample does not always cover all the key
higher education actors for each of the nations in the study. Rectors’ conferences, for

example, were not included in this sample of documents — although they are represented in



the interviews with ‘policy influencers’ (which, as noted above, comprise a separate but

complementary part of the wider project).

A relatively large number of the documents were either published in English or an
official translation in English was publically-available. (This was the case for 25 of the 60
documents from non-English-speaking countries.) Those not available in English in this way
were translated prior to analysis. The translations were completed by professional translators
who provided notes to the research team about any differences in meaning between the
original language and the English translation. Where necessary, advice was also taken from

the project’s advisory board about the specific meaning of words.

As noted above, the meanings attached to particular terms can change over time;
moreover, meanings can vary between stakeholders at any one particular point in time. For
this reason, a qualitative, inductive analysis was conducted on the documents, which
examined the ways in which particular terms were used, not only their presence or absence.
The analysis was, in general, informed by an interpretivist theoretical position, and we sought
to understand the meanings of the student from the perspective of the different policy actors.
Our focus was on what was said explicitly about students, but also what was implied about
them in more general discussions. Moreover, we concentrated primarily on national rather
than international students. In the first stage of analysis, the documents were coded in NVivo
— using codes derived, inductively, from the documents themselves and informed by the
extant literature (Brooks, 2018b). In the second stage of analysis, the coded material was then
used to identify dominant themes across the dataset and make comparisons across the
different types of policy document (from government, unions and employers’ organisations)

and the six countries. Explanations for these patterns and themes were subsequently



developed, making connections to the extant literature. In the following sections of the
article, we firstly describe some of the key constructions, noting important variation between

countries, before going on to offer some explanations for the identified patterns.

Variation in constructions

Across all six nations there were some commonalities in how students were constructed in
many of the policy documents. For example, a ‘future worker’ discourse was strong in a large
majority of the government documents, foregrounding understandings of students as a
‘worker-in-the-making’ and the importance of higher education as preparation for labour
market engagement (see Brooks, 2018a for a discussion of the English data on this topic).
However, in this section we discuss some of the key points of difference across the dataset, to
illustrate the enduring variation in understandings within Europe, before going on to offer

some explanations for these differences in the subsequent part of the article.

Object of criticism

There are considerable differences across the documents with respect to the positioning of
higher education students as objects of criticism. It is notable that while in the English
documents, critical comments are generally directed at the providers of higher education
(institutions and those who teach in them) by the government and employers’ organisations,
and at the government by staff and students’ unions, students themselves are constructed in
largely very positive terms. Indeed, their hard working nature is emphasised. In contrast, in
the other countries, students are problematised, at least to some extent. In Poland and

Denmark, such criticisms are bound up with discussions about the massification of higher



education and the opening up of tertiary education to a significantly greater number of young
people. In both nations, students are seen as too numerous and not of sufficient quality. The

comments below are illustrative.

In recent years, | find that we have focused too much on quantity, which means the number of
students getting through our education system. We wanted as many people as possible to get a
higher education degree. It was an understandable and sympathetic ambition. No doubt about

that. But time has come to turn our focus to quality. (Danish Speech 1V)

During the last twenty years, it [HE] was subject to dramatic quantitative and institutional
transformations. The establishment of non-public higher education institutions became
possible and non-public forms of education were introduced, causing a nearly fivefold
increase in the number of students. This huge success in quantitative terms .... has not been
accompanied so far by a policy oriented towards a significant improvement in quality. (Polish

government document 1)

The expansion of student numbers is discussed much more positively on the whole in Ireland.
Nevertheless, one document from the employers’ organisation does make a similar comment
about the alleged consequences of prioritising quantity over quality in higher education

admissions.

Students are also criticised in some of the Polish and Danish documents for making

the wrong subject choices — specifically, deciding to focus on humanities rather than those

that are perceived to be better aligned to the labour market.
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The structure of the student body, broken down by the main groups of subjects studied,
underwent adverse change: we have too many graduates and students in subjects classified as
‘social sciences, commerce and law’ and ‘education’, while there may soon be a shortage of
graduates in the ‘health and social care’, ‘science’, and ‘technology, industry and

construction’ groups. (Polish government document 4)

Finally, the temporal dimension of study is discussed in a number of documents, across
different national contexts. In both Germany and Spain, students are commended by the
government for having improved the pace of their learning, implying that their past behaviour
had been considered problematic. In Denmark they are criticised for still being too slow and
taking too much time over their studies: ‘Danish students take longer to complete their
education than what is intended ... As such, there is still lots of room for improvement’

(Danish government document 2).

It should be noted, however, that these perspectives are not shared by all policy actors
within the relevant nation states. Indeed, the Danish unions strongly critique the construction
of students as slow. Legitimising their arguments by drawing on the government’s own
framing of higher education as preparation for employment, they contend that employers do

not want ‘fast learners’ but rather those who are more thoroughly prepared for work.

Vulnerable individual

While students are positioned as objects of criticism by the government in Poland and
Denmark, they are understood, in contrast, as vulnerable, or at least potentially vulnerable, in
the other four nations. The source of this vulnerability differs considerably, however, across

national contexts and between policy actors, and relates closely to the position the particular
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policy actor wishes to advance. In Germany, for example, students are understood by the
government, not as ‘digital natives’ (as they sometimes are in other national contexts — see
for example Oliver, 2016), but as vulnerable as a result of the growth of new technologies —
unless they are better prepared by universities. This underpins its digitisation strategy for the
higher education sector. German unions, too, discuss students’ vulnerability in relation to
new technologies, but from a position that critiques the government’s investment in this area.
They note, for example, that ‘The downside of the high importance of new technologies are
increasing risks, such as cybercrime and bullying, content that is harmful to youth,
monitoring and, last but not least, the endangerment of jobs’ (German union document 5) and
argue for appropriate media education to run alongside investment in new technologies. The
union also maintains that students may become vulnerable in relation to their learning if
universities replace face-to-face contact with online or virtual tuition, while lower income
groups may be disadvantaged if students are required to bring their own devices to class
(ibid.). A similar use of the image of the vulnerable student — by two different sides in a
policy debate — is evident in England. On the one hand, the government argues that students
are vulnerable in the face of ‘producer interests’ (e.g. staff spending more time on their own
research and less on engaging with students) and argues that further marketisation (and the

establishment of an ‘Office for Students’) will correct this trend. It contends:

For too long we have been overly tolerant of the fact that some providers have significantly
and materially higher drop-out rates than others with very similar intakes in terms of
demographics and prior attainment .... it represents thousands of life opportunities wasted, of

young dreams unfulfilled ... (English government document 2, p.46)
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On the other hand, the staff union contends that students will be vulnerable if further
marketisation is driven through by the government by, for example, setting up for-profit

higher education institutions (see Brooks, 2018a for further discussion):

If commercial providers are allowed a quick, low-quality route into establishing and awarding
degrees, those studying and working in the sector are seriously vulnerable to the threat from
for-profit organisations looking to move into the market for financial gain rather than any
desire to provide students with a high quality education and teaching experience. (English

union document 1, p.5)

A somewhat similar government discourse is evident in Spain. Students are positioned
as vulnerable because, in many cases, they are thought to be poorly served by their higher
education institutions. However, the diagnosis and proposed solutions are different in the two
countries. In England, as noted above, the problem is seen as stemming from insufficient
competition between higher education institutions, and staff focussing on their research rather
than teaching. In Spain, it is viewed instead as a result of poor quality staff, and poor
pedagogy (treating students as passive and having low expectations of them). In relation to
proposed solutions, while England intends to increase marketisation and heighten market
signals and metrics related to teaching, Spain sees the solution as lying in the adoption of
European standards, employing better staff, and introducing a new regulatory body. In
Ireland, it is future students who are seen as vulnerable. The government argues that they are
likely to suffer if more money is not put into the system — as a consequence of deteriorating
infrastructure, a poor quality student experience, and a high personal financial burden. This
provides the rationale, from the government’s perspective, for considering new options for

higher education funding, including income-contingent loans:
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From these consultations it is clear that there is a need and a desire for urgent reform of the
funding landscape. The funding system is simply not fit for purpose. It fails to recognise the
current pressures facing higher education institutions or the scale of the coming demographic
changes. It also fails to fully recognise the pressures on families and students, not just because
of the €3,000 fee but also the high living and maintenance costs associated with studying and
successfully progressing through college. These pressures are now seriously threatening
guality within the system and the ability of our sons and daughters to gain the knowledge and
develop the capabilities that will enable us to realise our national goals. (Irish government

document 3, p.4)

In these four countries, students are treated more sympathetically than in Poland and
Denmark (in which they are positioned as objects of criticism, as discussed above). However,
as the evidence here demonstrates, the source of their alleged vulnerability differs
considerably, not only between nations but also between stakeholder groups. In all cases, it is

aligned closely with the particular policy measure they are intent on advancing or opposing.

Investor or investment?

A further difference in the construction of students can be seen with respect to the concept of
‘investment’, which is drawn upon in many of the documents. This is most evident in
whether they are considered as individual investors or part of a societal investment, and the
implications for their rights and responsibilities that are argued to follow from this. The
clearest articulation of the former position is seen in England, in a large majority of the

government documents and ministerial speeches. The examples below are typical:

The quality of teaching should be among the key drivers of a prospective student’s
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investment. (English government document 1)

They [students] have been working hard for their final exams and made a significant
investment in higher education. They are looking critically at what they get for that

investment. (English speech 2)

This understanding of students is linked closely, in England, to a consumer rights discourse.
From this perspective, students are viewed as having rights largely because of the significant
financial investment they are making and, because the system to date has not effectively
upheld these rights, further marketisation is required (see section on vulnerability above).
This emphasis on students as individual investors is largely absent from the policy
constructions in most of the other countries. Nevertheless, specific policy actors in both
Ireland and Germany indicate that they would welcome a shift towards viewing students in

this way:

In contrast to many other countries, however, studying in Germany is not seen by many as an
investment in one's own profession and personal career, but rather as a service provided free
of charge by the state. It has not yet therefore been possible to involve students in the
financing of their studies in any sustainable or comprehensive way. (German employers’

document 3)

The more the goals of students, families, employers and the state are transparently being

delivered, the more they will each see that their investment is worthwhile and the more

compelling the case for investment. (Irish government document 3)
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The dominant discourse in the majority of documents, however, is one which positions
students as part of a broader societal investment in education and the public benefits that
flow from this. In such cases, students are understood, not as the bearers of consumer rights,

but as having certain responsibilities to society.

The Danish higher education system is a very important part of the Danish welfare society.
.... Itis perfectly legitimate to expect that students are challenged appropriately and that they
invest an appropriate amount of effort and time in their studies. Tax-funded higher education
is a unique privilege. ... Higher education requires massive investment by society; everyone

pays and, therefore, everyone should benefit. (Danish government document 1)

In this extract, for example, Danish students, as recipients of state support, are expected to
prioritise and take seriously their studies. Similar sentiments are expressed by the Spanish
government, in noting that, ‘In return for this effort of all taxpayers, the grantees [students]
were asked to improve their performance, which they have more than fulfilled’ (Speech 2).

In both cases, it is students’ responsibilities, rather than their rights, that are foregrounded.

Spatial provenance

Finally, a key difference across the policy documents relates to the way in which higher
education students are positioned spatially. Students are viewed as Europeans, part of a
common European project, in many of the documents from Germany, Spain, Poland and
Ireland, while such a perspective is notably absent from the Danish and English policy texts.
The most explicit positioning of students as European is seen in Germany, exemplified in the

extract below from a speech by the German state secretary for higher education:
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For the ‘generation ERASMUS’ a Europe with national borders is unthinkable. You feel and
understand yourself as a European citizen! .... In the face of nationalism and foreclosure, we
are focusing on more mobility of young people, trainees and students in Europe. For nothing
defines the European identity more than personal encounters as well as experienced and lived

cohesion across national boundaries. (German speech 1)

In a different speech, he argues that education is a key pillar of European identity, and thus
educated citizens are key to the future shaping of the EU. European mobility is also discussed
very favourably by the Polish government, and argued to offer new and important

opportunities to Polish higher education students:

Polish membership of the European Union is a great opportunity for Polish students who are
now able to choose the country, higher education institution and field of their study. Students
have increasingly better opportunities to learn and obtain the skills required to function in the

European labour market. (Polish government document 1)

In Spain, students are also understood as part of the European higher education project by a
variety of policy actors. Interestingly, however, European agendas and identities are invoked
by different stakeholders to rather different ends. For example, while the Spanish government
presents various European initiatives, including further development of European Higher
Education Area, as a solution to a series of problems currently faced by the Spanish higher
education system — in relation to curriculum content, teaching methods, processes of
accreditation and duration of qualification — union documents are critical of some of these
initiatives, but deploy European comparisons to argue for the removal of tuition fees for all
first degrees in Spain. Here, European frames of reference are used to argue for different

policy positions.
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While Denmark and England differ from the other four countries with respect to the
absence of any European frames of reference, there is more commonality — across the
government documents at least — in relation to internationalisation. This is a strong and
pervasive theme across all six countries. Students are held to benefit from international
exposure, whether that is through their own outward mobility for part of their degree, the
inward mobility of students from other countries, or a more explicitly ‘international’
curriculum (with, in the case of Poland and Spain, more teaching in English). Countries
differ, however, in the extent to which such perspectives are shared by policy actors. In
Poland and Spain, the union documents offer an alternative perspective, emphasising, in the
case of the former, the importance of students contributing to national economic and social
development rather than ‘international research excellence’, and in the latter, the problems
with conforming to an Anglo-Saxon model of higher education (presented as synonymous

with ‘internationalisation”’).

Explaining cross-European variation

While differences such as those outlined above are not exhaustive, they give some indication
that higher education students are not understood in the same way across all European nations
or indeed by all policy actors within the same nation. We now turn to explaining these
differences, considering the impact of funding mechanisms, the domestic political context

and geopolitical relations.
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Funding mechanisms

National differences in the construction of students as both objects of criticism and investors
or a social investment can be explained, to some extent, by the different ways in which higher
education is funded in the various countries and the impact this has on relationships between
the state and students. The high fees paid by students in England (see Table 1), and the state’s
dependence on this source of income for funding higher education, explains why English
students are not criticised in government or business documents — either explicitly or
implicitly — in the ways in which we have seen in some other countries. They provide a key
means of funding higher education, and alienating this group (through criticism) would
presumably be considered a highly risky governmental strategy. Relatedly, the large size of
the student population is much more likely to be seen as problematic in countries where fees
are fully or largely covered by the state (as in Denmark, for example) than in England, where
a large student population is necessary to generate sufficient funds to maintain the higher
education sector. Similarly, students’ subject choices may be deemed a legitimate concern of
the state in nations where higher education remains largely publically-funded, but not in
nations such as England where high fees are promoted by the government as a personal
investment related closely to the interests and ambitions of individual students. Such
differences in funding mechanisms also underpin the differences documented above in
relation to whether students are understood as individual investors or a social investment. In
England, the policy discourse clearly constructs students as individuals who, through paying
high fees, are making an important investment in their future careers and likely earnings.
They are bearers of consumer rights, and can expect certain standards and outcomes as a
result of their financial commitment. In contrast, in nations where students pay no or low

fees, they are understood as part of a societal investment — and thus have particular
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obligations to the tax-payer, such as completing their studies in reasonable time and choosing

subjects that the government perceives to be of public benefit.

In some ways, Poland can be seen as an exception to these patterns. Within the policy
documents it is largely fee-paying students who come in for most criticism," and who are
viewed as being closely associated with the decline in both standards and the employment-
relevance of the Polish higher education system. Nevertheless, in other ways, the construction
of the student is consonant with broader trends in Poland in relation to the funding of higher
education. As Kwiek (2016) has documented, there has been widespread suspicion of both
private higher education institutions and the fee-based track within public higher education in
Poland and, over recent years, a significant shift towards the ‘de-privatisation’ of the Polish
higher education sector has occurred. Thus, in contrast to in England, fee-paying students are
not considered as necessary for the sustainability of higher education institutions but rather as
part of the reason why Polish higher education has performed poorly. This provides the
context in which they are seen as legitimate objects of criticism — associated with a funding

regime deemed in urgent need of reform.

The extant literature has emphasised the impact of funding mechanisms on access to
higher education (Callender and Mason, 2017), students’ attitudes to their learning (Nixon et
al., 2018), and more general messages about the way in which higher education is valued
within a society (Collini, 2012). It has also argued that they can have a significant impact on
the wider lives of students. Antonucci (2016), for example, has shown how the different ways
of funding higher education across Europe can affect: the relationships students have with
their parents (if the latter are required to make a substantial financial contribution to their son

or daughter’s studies); the time available for studying and/or becoming involved in extra-
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curricular activities (which may be compromised if students need to engage in paid
employment); and inequalities between students (exacerbated in nations where more
emphasis is placed on familial sources of funding). In extending this debate, the data
discussed above indicate that differences in funding mechanisms can also inform the way in
which students are understood by policymakers and how they are addressed within policy
documents. While, on one hand, absolving students from any criticism, as seen in the English
documents, can be viewed positively, on the other hand, the underpinning logic that positions
them as individual investors, interested primarily in the return they will receive on their
financial outlay, tends to obscure both the role of higher education as a public good and the
non-economic contributions students necessarily have to make to their own learning. In
nations where students have become, at least to some extent, objects of criticism, this can be
seen as a mechanism to drive change. As the evidence from Spain — cited above — indicates,
students appear to be viewed as malleable actors, who are strongly influenced by the policy
context in which they operate. Criticism of them is thus often implicitly criticism of the

system in which they find themselves.

Domestic political context

As noted above, within four of the six countries, students are constructed as, in some ways,
vulnerable. Although this relates partially to some of the points made in the preceding section
about the relationship between how higher education is funded and seeing students as objects
of criticism (i.e. it is hard both to criticise students and present them as vulnerable), it is also
consonant with other ways in which young people, in general, are often understood within
many European nations and the use that can be made of this within policy texts. They are

commonly viewed as lacking in power and/or political agency, and thus in need of protection

21



by the state. In England, for example, this view has gained currency through those who have
argued that present-day students are ‘delicate snowflakes’, unable to cope with divergent
political views (Finn, 2017) and with a sense of ‘diminished subjectivity’ (Furedi, 2017). By
drawing on this perceived vulnerability as justification for particular policies, governmental
positions become harder to critique. This can be seen as an example of what Shore (2011)
describes as ‘policy as statecraft’. He argues that a key function of policy is legitimation —
outlining a course of action, and then fixing it within a framework of universal principles. In
this case, protection of the vulnerable is the universal principle that is used to justify a wide
range of policy measures: increased marketisation in England; the adoption of European
standards in Spain; the introduction of more digital technologies in Germany; and
consideration of new methods for funding higher education in Ireland. Moreover, the idea of
vulnerability also articulates with the conception of students as the future, a key means of
securing the economic and social prosperity of the nation state, rather than an important
political component of the present. Indeed, Lesko (2011) has argued that young people have
been defined ‘always “becoming”, waiting for the future to arrive’ (p.131), a definition which
has provoked, she maintains, ‘endless watching, monitoring and evaluating’ (p. 111) on the
part of adults, and a passivity on the part of young men and women as they are told that only
the future matters, and that it is the end of the adolescent story that is key. Such rhetorical
manoeuvres within policy help to neutralise any disagreement with the particular changes
proposed; it is hard to oppose measures intended to protect the relatively powerless or ensure

the future of one’s own nation-state.

The positioning of students as objects of criticism, while clearly different in emphasis,
can happen for similar reasons i.e. it can constitute an important means of securing public

support for particular domestic policy measures. Indeed, in Denmark, the criticism of
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students discussed previously may, in part, be a response to public condemnation of ‘lazy
students’ in the national press (Ulriksen, 2016) and also a means through which the
government can reassure the tax-payer that action is being taken to ensure that public money
is being used effectively and appropriately (by requiring students to complete their education
more quickly). (Here there are also clear links back to the way in which higher education is
funded, discussed above.) Similarly, in Poland, the figure of the ‘low quality’ student,
studying a subject not well-aligned to the labour market, can be seen as a foil for the
introduction of a variety of (controversial) measures intended to increase the quality of higher
education (Kwiek, 2016). Here, constructions of the student are highly performative, making

the contestation of policy by non-governmental actors more difficult.

Similar arguments can be made in relation to constructing students as either investors,
with associated rights, or as a societal investment, with consequent responsibilities. In
countries where higher education is funded largely through public sources, an emphasis on
the responsibilities of students may help to assuage the concerns of tax-payers about the cost
of higher education, whereas in England, with students and/or their families expending large
amounts and/or accruing large debts for study, an emphasis on their rights as investors may
reassure these parties that their interests are being looked after by the government. Clearly,
the language used in policy documents is also influenced by the wider political climate and
policy regime within individual nations; policymakers have to be cognisant of what is an
acceptable policy (and acceptable language with which to talk about it), as well as what is, to
them, a desirable one (Klemenci¢, 2014). As market discourse is now firmly established
within education policy in England — and much less contested than in other European nations
(ibid.) — it is thus unsurprising that English policy constructs students in economistic terms

considerably more frequently in the other five nations in the research.
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Geopolitical relations

A country’s geopolitical position also informs the way in which it constructs its higher
education students. The strong framing of students as Europeans in Germany, Ireland,
Poland, Spain but not in Denmark and England is largely consonant with the respective
relationships these countries have with Europe, in general, and the EU in particular. Germany
clearly has a long history as a founder member of key European associations (West Germany
was one of the first members of the European Coal and Steel Community, from which the
European Economic Community and later the EU evolved) and currently occupies a central
position in the ‘European project’ (Kundnani, 2014). It is thus unsurprising that higher
education students in Germany are also imbued with a strong European identity within policy
constructions. Within Spain, however, an equally positive orientation to Europe within policy
has been explained in a rather different way. Bonal and Tarabini (2013), analysing the
schools sector, have argued that, because of Spain’s ‘semi-peripheral’ position within the EU,
‘the education reforms and proposals of the Spanish national and regional governments are
commonly presented as policies to improve the position of the country within the European
context, in both educational and socio-economic terms’ (p.337). Moreover, they contend that
Spanish official discourse constantly underlines the advantages of Europeanisation as a
means of advancing both social and economic progress: ‘in order to become “real Europeans”

it is crucial to follow the reforms already implemented by other European countries’ (p.337).

In contrast, England has had a notably different relationship with the EU. Its
Euroscepticism has been widely documented across politics in general (Gifford, 2014),

culminating in the vote in June 2016 to leave the EU. This has affected not only how policies

24



are framed and students understood but also the substantive content of policies themselves.
For example, Alexiadou and Lange (2014) have catalogued the various administrative
strategies the UK government has used to minimise EU influence on the national education
space. These have included: affirming the importance of national sovereignty at higher levels
of government; counting things in slightly different ways, to minimise discrepancies between
EU and UK policy objectives; subsuming EU targets within broader UK ones; and, in the
cases where it has to accept an EU proposal it is not in favour of, not making much effort to
translate it into national policy (ibid.). Alexiadou and Lange cite the Bologna mobility target
(that 20 per cent of higher education students should have had a cross-border mobility
experience by 2020) as an example of the last point — civil servants passed this on to UK

higher education institutions as merely a ‘suggestion’.

Denmark can be seen as occupying a third, and contrasting position. Danish higher
education policy has been more significantly influenced by that in England by various EU
policies. Degu (2015) has argued that many of the major reforms that have been carried out in
Denmark since the start of the 21% century have been underpinned by the principles of the
Bologna project — namely flexibility, entrepreneurialism, accountability and new
managerialism — principles that were at odd with the social democratic principles that had
informed Danish higher education previously. These European principles underpinned the
governance reforms introduced in Denmark in 2003 (in which universities gained more
autonomy, but were held accountable for specific government-defined targets), and a series of
institutional mergers in 2006-07 (Degn and Sorensen, 2015; Mosneaga and Agergaard, 2012).
Nevertheless, the absence of any European framing of Danish students, within the analysed
documents, can be seen as consonant with the Euroscepticism that has infused broader

politics. This has been evident, not in the ‘hard’” form played out in the England, in which
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withdrawal from the EU is advocated — but in a ‘softer’ version in which specific EU policies
have been publically critiqued (Fitzgibbon, 2013). Indeed, Denmark has witnessed both left-
wing and right-wing party Euroscepticism, with a relatively high level of public opposition to
both political integration and monetary union (Nielsen, 2015). As a consequence of this
broader political culture, it is perhaps unsurprising that the Danish documents — like their

English equivalents — refrain from positioning higher education students as Europeans.

As noted above, a rather different picture emerges with respect to internationalisation.
Across all six countries, governments tend to portray higher education students as
internationally-focussed — through being mobile themselves, having good inter-cultural skills
and/or competing successfully in global graduate labour markets. This reflects well-
documented trends across higher education more generally in which universities are
increasingly being drawn into a rapidly globalising marketplace (Mosneaga and Agergaard,
2012) — influenced by new scalar politics in which the nation state remains important, but
works in a different way, with the aim of securing an advantageous position for national
economies within global markets (Lingard and Rowelle, 2011). Such shifts have been
manifest in the increasingly important role of global university rankings (Jéns and Hoyler,
2013) and the emphasis placed on developing ‘world class universities’ (Marginson, 2018) in
many parts of the world. Nevertheless, our analysis has also shown how such agendas are
contested in some, but not all, of the six countries. Unions in both Poland and Spain offer
alternative narratives, which problematise an international emphasis, and suggest that
focussing on global performance (through, for example, concentrating resources on a small
number of elite institutions and offering more courses in English) is to the detriment of
national development and the preservation of national identity. Such narratives demonstrate

that understandings of students may vary significantly within (as well as across) nations,
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building on previous work that has highlighted the way in which higher education policy
more generally is often resisted and/or taken up in different ways by non-governmental actors

(e.g. Santiago and Carvallo, 2012; Kwiek, 2015).

Conclusion

By drawing on a wide range of policy texts from six nations, this article has shown that the
ways in which higher education students are constructed within policy differ quite
substantially across Europe. This has implications for both students themselves and for
broader debates about European homogenisation. As Lomer (2017) has noted, because policy
documents are typically written by those occupying powerful positions in society, the
language they use and the constructions they advance are likely to become part of entrenched,
dominant discourses. Although students, like other social actors, have the capacity to rework
‘top down’ policy imperatives to some extent (Shore and Wright, 2011), dominant policy
constructions nevertheless have the capacity to influence how students are thought about and
the way in which they think about themselves. Thus, seeing oneself as an object of criticism
(for example, in Denmark) or as an individual investor imbued with consumer rights (as in
England) may affect how one feels about being a student, and one’s relationship with those
who hold power. Students who come to see themselves as individual investors may, for
example, be less likely to participate in collaborative forms of learning and value the non-
economic rewards of studying. Such impacts may also be differentiated by social
background. Students from families without a history of higher education, who are unsure
about whether they will ‘fit in’, may be put off applying entirely if they believe that students

are not always viewed positively by the government.
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The differences between countries, highlighted in the paper, indicate that these
dominant discourses vary considerably across the continent (and are also, in some cases,
contested within individual nations). This diversity raises important questions about
assumptions that are sometimes made, within the academic literature and among social
commentators more generally, about the homogenisation of higher education across Europe.
Moutsios (2013), for example, has argued that the Bologna Process, actively led by the EU,
has introduced corporate management to universities across Europe, ‘disintegrating the
academic community, subduing the staff as a workforce under surveillance and positioning
students as consumers’ (p.40) (italics added) — and that such measures have been broadly
accepted by national governments and representatives of university staff and students. In
contrast, the data presented in this article have emphasised instead the complexity inherent in
such policies of policy transfer and the influence exerted by national political priorities and
geopolitical relationships. In this way, it supports those who have argued, with respect to
higher education policy in general, that different socio-political contexts can have a
significant influence on the way in which European standardisation processes are rolled out
(Wodak and Fairclough, 2010), and that European policy imperatives often provide no more
than a ‘script’ that national actors interpret according to their own national and institutional
traditions (Capano and Paittoni, 2011). In advancing such debates, the article has shown how
the specifics of higher education funding can also be influential — at least in the way in which
students are understood — not just more general socio-political orientations. Finally, in
highlighting some of the key ways in which constructions in England differ from those
evident in the other five nations in the study, the article has also shown that differences
endure between Anglo-American models, on one hand, and those in continental Europe, on

the other hand — with the latter still remaining some distance from fully-fledged consumerism
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(McEldowney et al., 2009). Assertions about European homogenisation thus appear to be

premature.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the countries involved in the research

Country Welfare regime  Access-  Tuition fees for full-time Student support for full-time
ion to undergraduates (2017/18)  undergraduates (2017/18) — with amounts
the EU per annum"

Denmark  Social 1973 No tuition fees c. 85 per cent receive needs-based grants

democratic (of up to €9703); loans available to those
entitled to state grant

England Liberal 1973 (to  High fees, typically £9250  No grants; loans available to all

leave in  per year
2019)

Germany  Corporatist 1952 No tuition fees; c.25 per cent of students receive need-
administrative fee of upto  based grants (up to €8820 — includes
€300 per semester integrated loan)

Ireland Catholic 1973 No tuition fees; ‘student c.44 per cent of students receive need-

corporatist contribution’ of €3000 per  based grants (up to €5915); no loans
year available
Poland Post- 2004 No tuition fees; one-off ¢.16 per cent of students receive need-
Communist administrative fee of c.€47  based grants (€1244) and 8 per cent merit-
per year based grants (average €1113); loans
available to those on lower incomes
Spain Mediterranean/ 1986 ¢.71 per cent of students ¢.30 per cent of students receive need-

sub-protective

pay fees; average amount
of €1213 per year

based grants (up to €6682); no loans
available

Table 2. Analysed documents referenced in the article with identifiers

Label

Full reference

Danish government document 1

Danish government document 2

Danish speech 1

Expert Committee on Quality (2015) New Ways & High Standards - the
committee on quality’s final reform proposals for Danish higher

education.

Ministry of Finance (2016) A Stronger Denmark — a more robust SU
system (original document in Danish)
Tornaes, U. (2016) Education is key to freedom

English government document 1

English government document 2

English speech 2

English union document 1

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (2016) Success as a
Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student
Choice (Cm 9258) London, DBIS.

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (2016) Success as a
Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student
Choice (Cm 9258) London, DBIS. [White Paper]

Johnson, J. (2015) Teaching at the Heart of the System, Universities UK
annual conference 1 July 2015

University and College Union (2016) Higher Education and Research
Bill: Public Bill Committee. Written evidence from the University and
College Union (UCU)

German employers’ document 3

German speech 1

German union document 5

BDA (Confederation of German Employers’ Associations) (2013)
University Funding. Holistic, transparent and performance-oriented
April 2013 (original document in German)

Rachel, T. (2017) For good education in Europe: a successful Erasmus
programme (original document in German)

GEW (Trade Union for Education and Science) (2017) Education in a
Digital World. 10 May 2017 (original document in German)

Irish government document 3

Expert Group on Funding for Higher Education (July 2016) Investing in
National Ambitions: A Strategy for Funding Higher Education Dublin,
Department of Education and Skills.

Polish government document 1

Ministry of Science and Higher Education (2013) Amendment to Law of
Higher Education — Justification
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Polish government document 4 Ministry of Science and Higher Education (2016) The Law on Higher
Education: Ten Key Issues (original document in Polish)

Spanish government document 3~ ANECA (National Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation of
Spain) (no date given, but assume 2012/3) Strategic Plan 2013-16 (but
later extended to cover 2017 as well)

" The article uses the term ‘European policy’ to refer to initiatives taken by the European Union (for example,
the Erasmus scheme) as well as those pursued by European countries without necessarily being part of EU
programmes (for example, the Bologna Process and establishment of a European Higher Education Area).

i In Poland, no relevant employer documents were identified. Thus, the Polish sample comprises only 12
documents.

il Because of the selection criteria used, the date of document publication varies from country to country. Most,
however, were published between 2015 and 2017.

v The full reference for this (and the other documents referenced in this article) is provided in Table 2. Due to
limitations of space, it is not possible to provide details of all 92 documents analysed. The numbering of
documents relates to that used across the larger project.

vIn Poland, fees are charged to part-time students, but not those studying on a full-time basis (see Table 1).

vi Source: Eurydice (2017)
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