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Abstract 

This study in two English post-1992 universities uses a critical discourse analysis approach to 

examine the construction of student-staff relationships in an era of marketisation. There is 

little empirical evidence about how students and staff describe their learning and teaching 

relationships in a marketised environment, and in a period following such significant policy 

reforms. This thesis addresses the question of how consumerist discourses might open or 

close opportunities for learning and seeks to find out if, and how, alternative discourses are 

being deployed.  

Qualitative methods were used to gather data in vocational and non-vocational subject 

disciplines. The research approach was based on semi-structured interviews with staff and 

students, observations of student-staff interactions and documentary analysis of institutional 

documents. Student Forum meetings were observed, and they represent important, informal 

and under-researched spaces where learning and teaching experiences are shared and 

discussed.  

The thesis critically analyses different representations of the student in practice and argues 

from a social-constructionist perspective that there are multiple constructions of the student 

which may be deployed concurrently. In recognising different ways to be a student this 

contradicts the homogenised views on which policy and practices are typically built. The 

study also adds to the scarce literature on the practicalities of doing discourse work and 

outlines a phased approach, first identifying constructions of the student and then wider 

discourses. 

In addition to the consumerist ‘satisfying the customer’ discourse, four additional discourses 

are identified: ‘students under pressure’; ‘exercising autonomy’; ‘trajectories of student 

development’; and ‘contractual obligations’. The study questions the idea of seeking one 

enduring discourse for the student and argues for a new framework for understanding 

pedagogical relationships. This takes account of the complex and competing spheres in which 

accounts are formed, including family and community, policy environments, academia, day-

to-day learning environments and social and moral environments. 
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Impact Statement  

I have worked as a university lecturer in post-1992 universities for over twenty years. My 

doctoral study aimed to find out how student-staff relationships have been developing in 

modern English universities against a backdrop of increasing marketisation. More empirical 

evidence is needed on this topic given that more than half of young people in England now 

attend university. My study involved interviewing students and staff in two post-1992 

universities about their learning and teaching experiences, observing staff-student meetings 

as well as analysing documents produced by each institution. 

Using a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) approach, my study draws attention to the ways that 

students are portrayed by universities, staff, and students. Whereas policymakers have 

positioned the student as a consumer in the ‘driving seat’ of higher education, the study 

found that there are many other ways that students understand and describe their role. The 

study identified five competing discourses: ‘students under pressure’; ‘satisfying the 

customer’; ‘exercising autonomy’; ‘trajectories of student development’ and ‘contractual 

obligations’. 

The impact of my study will be to raise awareness by sharing with colleagues how, in a 

competitive environment, the ‘student as consumer’ discourse was deployed in practice, 

functioning to position staff as service providers and narrowing opportunities for learning. 

Furthermore, I will show other complex ways students and staff described their pedagogical 

relationships. 

My work will feed into discussions about curriculum development. Students, in accounts of 

their university experiences, portrayed themselves as under pressure from the need to hold 

down part-time work alongside study, under pressure from families to achieve, and 

concerned about future employability in a competitive marketplace. However, they also 

wished to exercise autonomy over the ways they navigate through university, and this 

conflicted with staff ideas about student development. I will also highlight a gap between the 

language universities use to promote visions of the ideal university and the way that students 

talk about their experiences in practice. Students did not construct themselves as 

‘disadvantaged’ or talk of going to university to be ‘transformed’ into successful graduates or 

improve their ‘life chances’.  



6 
 

Based on the findings from my study, I plan to deliver research seminars within and beyond 

my institution to disseminate my research and publish academic papers around the 

conceptualisation of contemporary higher education students and the framing of 

pedagogical relationships. I also propose to work with postgraduate researchers who are 

interested in using discourse analysis methods to further demystify the process of CDA for 

others. I have outlined in the thesis further research studies which potentially lead on from 

this study. Having reflected on my findings I will apply for funding to further explore under-

researched discourses such as ‘family’ and how families influence student-decision making. I 

am also interested in exploring how a range of students understand the notions of 

‘community’ and how practices promote or deter the formation of learning communities, 

including peer and online communities. The benefits would be to further understand those 

discourses which might compete with the discourse of the ‘student-as-consumer’. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Background 

I begin this chapter with an anecdote which attempts to pinpoint the start of my interest in 

this thesis topic. At the start of the autumn term in 2013 I was working as a Programme 

Leader in a Business School. I overheard two snatches of colleagues’ conversations which 

caught my attention. The first was an Accounting lecturer who was saying that she had 

reminded students that morning not to skip her classes:  

 “you’re paying fees now and if you miss lectures, don’t forget it’s costing you 
about fifty pounds an hour!”  

The second was from a Marketing colleague:  

“yes, I tell them it’s like going to Sainsbury’s, paying the bill and then leaving all 
the shopping at the checkout”.  

These are the kind of conversations that first sparked my interest in the topic of the ‘student 

as consumer’. I was surprised by the vivid language and asked myself if these ways of talking 

were commonplace and how I would respond if I were a student. These conversations 

assumed that that learning was a commodity to be acquired and learning could be managed 

through a series of transactions rather than through developing ‘educational relationships’ 

(Gibbs, 2001). My own conviction was that education was about much more than customer-

service. What had happened to learning for its own sake? 

I began to think about other ways that staff-student relationships were being described. For 

example, there was increasing anticipation of the first Research Excellence Framework (REF) 

results and alternative ways of describing students were circulating. There was the idea that 

students should be encouraged to become co-researchers or ‘producers of ideas and 

knowledge’ through research-based teaching (Lambert, 2009:304). It was unclear to me, 

however, how students at university would describe themselves - as researchers or 

consumers or perhaps something else entirely?  

Providing some biographical information might help explain my motivations to undertake 

this thesis. Education was my second career. After graduating in Modern Languages, I worked 
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for a decade in the private sector, first for a small technology company and later a large 

consultancy firm. Moving to working part-time in a modern university Business School was a 

huge culture change, but one which fitted better with family life. My practitioner experience 

seemed to be valued but the new environment was initially alien. I completed a certificate of 

Learning and Teaching in Higher Education and then an MA Education Leadership and 

Management in a bid to better understand the ‘business’ of higher education. My research 

on employability in a Business School gave me the opportunity to conduct qualitative 

research in a university and later publish an academic paper with my supervisor (Thorpe and 

Garside, 2017).  

My application to be a doctoral student at IOE, London was written in late 2013, and I recently 

re-read this in order to remember how I initially envisaged the doctoral study. I wrote about 

the tensions for programme leaders, who were pressurised to adopt increasingly responsive 

leadership and management approaches and how universities might be playing a significant 

role in changing staff-student relationships as they responded to new regulatory frameworks. 

I was concerned about the descriptions of the university experience at open days and in 

prospectuses, where dream lifestyles replaced aspirations of lifelong learning – the ‘holiday 

brochure’ approach (Attwood, 2008). I hoped to understand more about the English higher 

education policy environment and how that might be influencing learning and teaching 

practices. Fresh from having completed postgraduate studies in Education where I looked at 

communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), I was hoping to develop a more collaborative 

working environment. My first proposal aimed to trace the influence of ‘consumerism’ on 

student participation in learning and teaching in a post-1992 university. Looking back, I would 

now frame these ideas differently given the social-constructionist lens I adopted and my 

interest in text and talk rather than on attitudes and behaviours (see Chapter Three for more 

detail on the research approach). 

What was clear from my application was that, as a part-time lecturer with over twenty years’ 

experience in a modern university, I was in a position to gain access to universities and 

participants, gather empirical data and give voice to students and staff about their 

experiences. I wanted to explore how university responses to the socio-political environment 

might be having far-reaching and unintended repercussions on both the learning and 

teaching environment and the relationships between tutors and students. I felt that students 

were too often underestimated or painted as uniform types and characterised according to 

the type of institution they attended. I was also concerned that talking out loud in your own 
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institution can be difficult and that providing empirical evidence would be a constructive way 

of giving voice to my ideas and concerns about institutional responses to marketisation. Of 

course, there were other motivations in undertaking doctoral studies: to enhance my 

professional status and retain my position in a modern university that increasingly valued 

research, to experience what it means to be an independent researcher, and most of all the 

desire to challenge myself intellectually. 

1.2 Aims and Rationale  

The overall aim of this thesis is to explore the development of pedagogical relationships in 

two English modern universities in an era of marketisation. A ‘modern’ university is a 

synonym for a ‘new’ or ‘post-92’ university which was granted university status through the 

Further and Higher Education Act 1992 or since that date, without receiving a royal charter. 

They are also major sites of expansion of mass education and have remained splintered away 

from more prestigious institutions (Scott, 2012). Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have 

devolved legislative powers to change higher education systems according to their national 

priorities, but it is the English higher education system which has moved most decisively 

towards a ‘student-led, market-based’ system (Bruce, 2012). Put simply, marketisation is 

associated with changes in processes and practices in institutions which are associated with 

a market-driven ethos. ‘Modern’, ‘new’, or ‘post-1992’ universities were selected due to my 

long experience of working as a lecturer and programme leader in such universities. ‘Post-

1992’ universities are often associated with being of lower status than pre-1992 universities, 

and terms such as ‘old’ and ‘new’ universities have tacitly been synonymous with ‘good’ or 

‘not-so-good’ universities (Boliver, 2015). 

The data collection for the study took place during the academic year 2016-2017 and 

followed on from a pilot study conducted in 2015 to test out methods and techniques. For 

reasons of confidentiality the universities are referred to as University A and University B. 

This was the period following two important landmarks in the development of higher 

education policy in England: the Browne Review of 2010 (IRHEFSF, 2010) and the White Paper 

(DBIS, 2011), which both positioned the undergraduate student as primarily a consumer of 

education.  

The term ‘pedagogical relationships’ includes student-staff relationships with respect to 

learning and teaching activities and so excludes interactions relating to extra-curricular 
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activities or interactions with the university in relation to administration. The focus on 

‘student engagement’ (Trowler, 2010; Kahu, 2013) in response to marketisation in English 

universities has meant a revival of interest in teacher-student interactions, particularly as a 

tool for improving student retention and performance. The term ‘engagement’ in the UK has 

traditionally focused on student feedback, student representation and student approaches 

to learning. This is distinct from the wider definition in the USA where the literature is 

concerned with the use of resources to ‘optimise the student experience and enhance the 

learning outcomes and development of students and performance, and the reputation of the 

institution’ (Trowler, 2010:3). The distinction between the focus on ‘engagement’ in the two 

contexts can be broadly described as finding out what students ‘think’ (National Student 

Survey(NSS), UK), compared to what students ‘do’ (National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE), North America). The changing landscape of higher education and the introduction in 

England of the first full year of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) in 2016-2017 (DBIS, 

2015) further justifies the importance of examining what is happening in practice. 

The aims of the study were to explore how students constructed themselves as students and 

to examine student and staff accounts of learning experiences. Through a critical 

examination of texts from institutional documents, transcriptions of interviews and student-

staff interactions, I aimed to reveal how relationships were developing and changing in a 

marketised environment as well as highlighting some of the unintended consequences on 

learning and teaching practices. I also wanted to identify how far discourses of the ‘student-

as-consumer’ were dominant and how alternative discourses, if any, were being deployed.  

This topic is of interest for various stakeholders. There is little empirical evidence about how 

students and staff describe the learning and teaching relationships in a marketised 

environment, even in this period following such significant policy reforms. Given that almost 

one in two students in England opt to study at university and that the burden of finance has 

shifted towards students, it is important to find out how the participants in this process, staff 

and students, are experiencing these changes in practice. I will address the implications of 

the research for policymakers, institutions, academic researchers, programme leaders, and 

students in the final chapter of the thesis. 
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1.3 Context of the research 

The data for the study was collected during the academic year 2016-2017. It was also a year 

in which the majority of undergraduates in English universities were paying the increased 

fees of £9,000. A timeline of the policy context is provided at Appendix A. This was also the 

first year in which the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) was fully introduced. The TEF 

embedded the capture of performance measures in higher education and emphasised the 

role of the student as a consumer and not just a learner (Gunn, 2018).The period prior to the 

study, from 2010 onwards, was a period of significant change in English higher education. In 

particular, the Browne Report (IRHEFSF, 2010) and the White Paper (DBIS, 2011) focused 

heavily on the changing relationships between the institution and the student and 

reconceptualised the role of the student in higher education as a fee-paying customer, 

choosing a provider of higher education services in a competitive market. 

Naidoo and Jamieson (2005) had predicted that the student would become a mechanism for 

marketisation and called for a research agenda to provide empirical evidence of the effects 

of marketisation, which they considered to be ‘corrosive’. Importantly, marketisation has 

been characterised as the state ‘steering from a distance’ (Marginson, 1997), indicating a 

period in which universities were being held more accountable through target-setting and 

performance measures rather than through direct interventions. The response from 

institutions seemed to require increased self-regulation and performance monitoring to 

meet targets and remain attractive to prospective students, who were now firmly centre 

stage. 

1.4 Focus of the research 

Three main areas will be addressed in the literature review and these relate to the policy 

context, the conceptual and empirical research conducted previously in relation to 

pedagogical relationships and the discussion of contemporary discourses in higher 

education. In terms of the policy context, academics have debated the nature and 

significance of marketisation and how important a shift in the landscape of higher education 

it represents. The implications of key policy documents for pedagogical relationships will be 

considered, in particular, how government higher education policy has prioritised student 

interests and how students are expected to act as well-informed and influential customers. 

As well as examining the policy context, the review of literature chapter will identify 
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contemporary discourses in circulation at the time of the study which were deployed by 

participants in the study and which represent alternatives to the ‘student-as-consumer’ 

discourse. These include discourses of ‘transformation’; ‘independent learning’; 

‘employability’; student research’; ‘student engagement’; and ‘partnership’. 

The idea of pedagogical relationships has been addressed in the higher education literature 

from different perspectives: conceptual, behavioural and even psychoanalytical. For 

example, Nixon et al. (2018) offer a striking psychoanalytically informed interpretation of the 

‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor, representing the student as a narcissistic sovereign 

customer: ‘her majesty the student’. There is a body of literature which aims to conceptualise 

the student and find appropriate metaphors. Variants to the ‘student-as-consumer’ have 

been proposed by academics, such as the student as ‘client’ and ‘customer’. In particular, 

arguments around the (in)appropriateness of the ‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor have 

been discussed (McCulloch, 209) as well as which new metaphors might be appearing in the 

sector to challenge consumerism, such as ‘students as researchers’ or ‘students as partners’ 

(Healey and Jenkins, 2009). This study will question the wisdom of relying on a single 

metaphor for the student.  

There is limited empirical data on the topic of the ‘student-as-consumer’ in modern English 

universities and it is unclear whether staff and students talk differently about pedagogical 

relationships, whether subject disciplines make a difference and how far institutional culture 

is reflected in conversations. An important study by Tomlinson (2015) concluded that there 

was ambivalence about the way students constructed themselves. This doctoral study 

explores that ambivalence but accepts from the outset the contradictory nature of students’ 

responses. By focusing on discourse, rather than behaviours, the study aims to better 

understand the contemporary student and student-staff relationships in the learning and 

teaching environment. 

Three main questions are addressed in the study: 

RQ1: How do students construct themselves through their talk? 

RQ2: Do higher education staff and students draw on the ‘student-as-consumer’ 

discourse in their interactions and in accounts of learning and teaching 

practices? If so, how? 
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RQ3: What additional discourses are available for describing and accounting for the 

pedagogical relationships, and how are they deployed? 

1.5 Summary of research approach 

This study is a qualitative study using a critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach and employs 

methods of semi-structured interviews, observation of student-staff interactions in 

committee meetings, and documentary analysis. Within a critical discourse (CDA) approach, 

documents, texts of conversations and accounts of practices are all viewed as discursive 

materials from which individuals can construct the meaning of the world. For example, in 

CDA, text, discourse practice and social practice can be connected in a three-dimensional 

framework of analysis to give a coherent account for the reader (Fairclough, 2010).  

 

Figure 1: A three-dimensional framework of analysis (adapted from Fairclough, 2001) 

The design was influenced by two important decisions, first, to adopt a social constructionist 

philosophy (Burr, 2003) and second, a critical discourse analysis approach (Parker, 2013; Gee, 

2015). My role can be characterised as one of sceptical listener, reporting and interpreting 

what is said, but not accepting words as ‘truth’. This approach was appropriate as a key 

question for the study was not a behavioural one – not whether students are consumers but 

how they can be consumers and what it means to talk about students in this way.  

 Social practices 

Discursive practices 

Text 

How are students 
constructed? 

What discourses are deployed and how? 

What is the social context surrounding the production of 
texts? What are the implications of the discourses 
identified? 
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At a micro level, meaning can be derived from the way a student, in speaking, constructs 

their individual identity in relation to being a student at this time. My interest is also 

simultaneously in the wider social and cultural context. The focus therefore will also be on 

the recurring elements of talk in this wider context. A discourse analytic approach can 

facilitate the analysis of both the constructions of contemporary students and the 

consideration of the wider conversations happening in university settings. Gee’s (2015) 

notion of ‘small-‘d’ and Big-‘D’ discourses’ and Parker’s (1992) advice on discovering 

discourses provide the theoretical basis for the analysis of discourses. A critical approach is 

appropriate as it can explore how discourses are representing current practices and how they 

may be intentionally or unintentionally widening and/or shrinking possibilities for 

pedagogical relationships. 

1.6 Initial statement of findings 

The study found that the construction of the ‘student-as-consumer’ was just one of multiple 

and concurrent constructions deployed by staff and students. My argument is that these 

constructions matter because the acceptance of these constructions as ‘realities’ in 

universities has implications for how learning and teaching can happen. Based on the 

evidence from this study, the way pedagogical relationships are constructed in practice 

through discourse differs from the published visions of relationships in selected institutional 

documents and in policy documents. The identification of five discourses which were 

deployed in both universities suggests that the dominance of the ‘student-as-consumer’ 

discourse may be overstated and overshadows other important discourses which describe 

pedagogical relationships. Furthermore, the complexity and diversity points to a need for a 

new conceptual framework for the pedagogical relationship. This is discussed further in 

Chapter Six. 

1.7 Initial claims of contribution to knowledge 

The study claims to contribute to knowledge in three areas: a contribution to the field of 

study, a contribution to methodological approaches and a theoretical contribution. First, by 

adding to the literature on how students are conceptualised through the gathering of 

empirical data, the study will add to the knowledge base by identifying how students may be 

constructed in talk and by identifying additional discourses which compete with the discourse 

of the ‘student-as-consumer’. Second, the study will extend the critical discourse analysis 
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approach into new areas by analysing student-staff interactions in university committee 

meetings. Furthermore, by combining analysis of discourses in documents with the analysis 

of text from conversations, discourses can be traced across institutions and subject areas. 

Third, the study will propose a new conceptual framework which takes account of the 

dynamic nature and the complexity of pedagogical relationships. 

 

1.8  Organisation of the thesis 

This current chapter has introduced the research topic. Chapter Two sets out to contextualise 

the research and outlines the key changes in policy impacting on the English higher education 

environment. Key literature on the topic is discussed including policy documents and the idea 

of the ‘student-as-consumer’ in relation to marketisation (Molesworth et al. 2011, Williams 

2013, Brown and Carasso 2013). Alternative metaphors for the student are considered as 

well as their implications for learning and teaching relationships. 

Chapter Three details the research methodology and explains the research process, including 

issues of ethics and my position as researcher. The chapter includes a review of the pilot 

study and how it influenced the main study. 

Chapters Four and Five present the findings from University A and B and include a summary 

of the constructions of students and a presentation of the discourses deployed by students 

and staff in the interviews and the Student Forum meetings. The chapters follow a similar 

structure and there is necessarily some overlap and repetition as these two chapters are 

designed to be read independently of each other rather than sequentially. 

Chapter Six discusses the findings from University A and B, the constructions of students in 

the research and the discourses identified. It focuses on the dominant and additional 

conceptualisations of students as reflected in both talk and learning and teaching practices. 

The discourses identified are: ‘satisfying the customer’; ‘students under pressure’; ‘exercising 

autonomy’, ‘trajectories of student development’; and ‘contractual obligations’.  

Finally, in Chapter Seven the main conclusions are drawn from the research. In giving a full 

account of the discourses deployed, the study paints a complex picture, showing not only 

that there were strong discourses, but also weaker ones such as ‘community’, ‘partnership’ 

and ‘knowledge creation’, which were not frequently or strongly taken up in student talk. 
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Furthermore, there are variations between institutional discourses and discourses deployed 

in practice and tensions between the ways in which discourses were deployed by staff and 

students. I have therefore argued for reconceptualising pedagogical relationships in a way 

which takes account of their dynamic complexity as revealed through discourses. There then 

follows a critical evaluation of the work undertaken before discussing the contribution to 

knowledge and considering suggestions for future research. Finally, the research concludes 

with a discussion of the implications for key stakeholders in higher education and a reflection 

on the study with a view to how it might free up thinking and widen understanding of 

pedagogical relationships.  
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Chapter Two: Policy Context and Literature Review 

2.1  Introduction  

In this chapter I aim to locate the study, conducted during the academic year 2016 to 2017, 

within the policy context in English higher education and to critically review the literature 

relevant to this research study. I present the review of literature as a narrowing down 

process, starting with the higher education policy context and ending with the identification 

of specific research questions.  

Section 2.2 focuses on the higher education policy context in which pedagogical relationships 

are constructed. A discussion of the debate surrounding marketisation and the purpose of 

universities is included. In the following section, section 2.3, I discuss how pedagogical 

relationships between staff and students are defined and described and consider 

contemporary discourses of learning and teaching in higher education. In section 2.4, I begin 

my focus on the portrayal of students through a close consideration of the ‘student-as-

consumer’ metaphor. I then consider, in section 2.5, other metaphors for the student which 

have been proposed as alternatives. In the final section of the chapter I evaluate existing 

research studies on this topic within the higher education literature and conclude by setting 

out the three research questions for this doctoral study. Literature relevant to the research 

methods and the social constructionist philosophy which informs this study will be critically 

discussed in the next chapter, Chapter Three, the Research Approach.  

2.2 The policy context: the marketisation of English universities  

2.2.1 Marketisation 

‘Marketisation’ is a term which has been used to indicate perceptions of processes and 

practices in institutions which are associated with a market-driven ethos based on ‘business 

ideals’ (Ek et al., 2013:1306). In higher education this typically involves a fee-paying regime 

and the operation of customer relationships, with the institution acting as a service provider. 

Marketisation is nothing new and it has been a feature of higher education in the United 

States of America since the mid-1990s (Williams, 2013). It might therefore better be 

described as a shift in the landscape rather than an entirely new climate. Macfarlane 

(2016:107-8) traces back the ‘collective hand-wringing’ about student consumerism even 
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further back through neo-liberal policies of the Thatcher era after 1979, James Callaghan’s 

questioning of the value and purpose of higher education in 1976 and J. F. Kennedy’s speech 

in 1962 which discussed increased consumer protection for citizens for costly purchases, 

including education. Many questions have been raised in relation to the marketisation of 

universities, including debates about the purpose of a university, the definition of higher 

education as a market, the role of institutions, staff and students within it, as well as the 

unintended consequences it brings (Collini 2012, Holmwood 2011).  

Universities have traditionally served numerous different purposes, including the promotion 

of learning and teaching, research, engagement with the local community and partnerships 

with commercial organisations. The focus necessarily changes in line with government 

initiatives or policies, which in turn are influenced by political factors. An example would be 

the compromises made by the Cameron-Clegg coalition government (2010-2015), which 

meant that the Liberal Democrat promises to abandon university tuition fees were not kept. 

There are limitations to the operation of higher education as a competitive market – some 

of which can be imposed by governments themselves, such as caps on fees and student 

numbers, and the accessibility of the market to private providers. 

The issue of marketisation is, at first glance, a highly politicised debate with a division 

between those who actively defend public universities as public institutions and those who 

are convinced by the need to change to a more ‘business-like’ model. Kalafatis and Ledden 

(2013:1540-1) identify two contrasting academic camps – those who view marketisation as 

‘a kind of hegemony that has undermined the very essence of pedagogy and devalued 

scholarly society’ and those who view of marketisation as offering ‘a new paradigm for 

engaging with institutional audiences’ (see section 2.2.2 below). However, the debates about 

the marketisation of higher education are more complex than comparing two ideological 

standpoints. Williams (2013) argued that the diminishing respect for knowledge as 

intellectual heritage to be passed on to the next generation has resulted in the purpose of a 

university being publicly expressed in terms of either an economic or a social agenda. Collini 

(2012) argued that universities have a remit beyond the economic purpose and that 

universities should not be driven only by student financing arrangements. The focus on use-

value is reflected in the favouring of skills development for employability, as opposed to a 

focus on personal transformation through learning. He also argued that it ignores the value 

accrued to a democratic society in having educated citizens and focuses on the student’s 

personal return on investment (See sections 2.5 and 2.6 for a discussion of the metaphors 
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for the student). According to the Manifesto for the Campaign for the Public University 

(CFPU), the government invoked the ‘Big Society’, but its primary figure was the ‘private 

individual’ (CFPU, 2010). Collini’s (2012) work provoked contrasting responses (Conrad 2012, 

Newby 2012), but both note the rhetorical nature of the writing. Indeed, the rhetoric of 

binaries described above (employability versus personal transformation; democratic citizens 

versus ‘useful’ graduates; economic versus social agendas) emphasises the tensions and 

unresolved debates about the purposes of higher education at the level of the individual 

student, institutional practices and wider society. 

In the face of competition in a marketised system, concerns have been voiced about the 

impact on curricula, student choice and information provision to students and families, for 

example, in league tables. These three areas are now briefly outlined.  

In terms of curricula, there has been a concern that universities might decide to offer what 

they think students (and their families) want, rather than what students or academics think 

they need. Rationalisation of curricula could affect non-STEM subjects more than others and 

there might, overall, be a reduction in programmes available in universities, with increased 

focus on popular programmes. Making the universities market-oriented ‘greatly weakens the 

position of the arts, humanities and critical social sciences’ (Lynch, 2006).  

Furthermore, Brown (2014) talks of ‘dysfunctional’ expenditure: ‘this is in things that have 

little or no educational merit but which are believed to attract students: residences, 

cafeteria, shopping malls etc.’ Lifestyle, alongside institutional reputation, may be influencing 

student choice alongside financial decisions. According to HEPI (2012), students are 

‘continuing to select their institution for reasons that are often good ones but which do not 

follow economic orthodoxy’. The decision-making process is complex and there are attempts 

to fill this gap in understanding of the student perspective (McManus et al., 2017). 

The choices prospective students would make in selecting an institution was a focus of the 

Independent Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance (IRHEFSF, 2010), 

chaired by Lord Browne (see section 2.2.2 below). The notion of ‘choice’ for university 

applicants is, however, somewhat illusory – the choice of institutions is for some students 

necessarily constrained by both geography and circumstances, for example, their need to 

access paid work locally and sustain commitments to their families and communities. 

Nonetheless, greater transparency through publication of details about contact hours and 
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destinations of leavers has led to increased focus on information collection and provision in 

universities. Survey data from the National Student Survey (NSS) had been available since 

2005 and the publication of league tables has meant a closer focus on demonstrating 

reputation in universities. The introduction of Key Information Sets (KIS) in 2012, involving 

the establishment of a public facing website of data from each university, aimed to help 

students make informed decisions about choice of university course by including the 

following: information on NSS results and summaries of the nature of learning experiences 

and assessment regimes; information on course fees, accommodation costs and financial 

support offered; and information on graduate employment rates, destinations of leavers and 

salaries. Concerns have been highlighted about the implications of the league tables and the 

NSS and how universities are responding to increased competition in the market. Locke 

(2014:88) argued that not only have ranking systems shaped the marketisation of higher 

education but that universities are now engaging with marketisation as a way of ‘surviving, 

prospering and managing status anxiety in changing and challenging environments’. 

2.2.2 The English higher education policy context 

The question of how to pay for an expanding higher education sector and how to reform the 

sector have been key questions for recent governments. The Teaching Excellence Framework 

(TEF) (DBIS, 2015) was fully introduced in the academic year 2016-2017 after a trial year 

where providers were simply required to achieve a satisfactory assessment (see the timeline 

of the policy context at Appendix A). Preparation for the introduction of the TEF embedded 

the capture of performance measures in higher education processes and required 

universities to provide statements which contextualised information about their institutions. 

Prior to the introduction of the TEF there were several landmarks in the development of UK 

policy which mark the move towards a marketised university sector in England. The 

publication of the Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) influenced the Coalition Government’s 

reforms which were set out in the White Paper called ‘Higher Education: Students at the 

heart of the system’ (DBIS, 2011). Callender and Scott (2013) provided a detailed account of 

the post Browne reforms and analysed what these might mean for the sector. Key aspects 

are discussed below, specifically in relation to pedagogical relationships.  

Policy documents can be viewed as carefully negotiated texts, products of varying degrees of 

collaborative discussion, analysis of research evidence and as rhetoric aimed at convincing 

the reader of a particular standpoint. There are therefore limitations of drawing on policy 

documents in isolation to describe the context of a study: like all texts, they are not neutral 
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documents and, in particular, reflect the influence of generic conventions of policy 

documents and the espoused ideologies of their authors. The aim here is not to provide a full 

historical account of government policies but to explore the context in which institutions 

were operating at the time of this study, a context which is considered as a complex and 

dynamic environment, rather than a static backdrop. In doing so, topics of conversations 

circulating in the macro environment will be highlighted, which may potentially be drawn 

upon by institutions, staff and students during the research study. 

The Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) proposed new principles around higher undergraduate 

fees and a new student contribution system, based on the belief that in the creation of a 

market would be the catalyst for improvement: ‘student choice will drive up quality’ 

(IRHEFSF, 2010:14). The implications of the Browne Review have been extensively considered 

and although it was not successful in achieving all its aims, its importance has been defined 

in terms of stimulating the development of the ‘managerial’ university (Callendar and Scott, 

2013). Managerialism or ‘new-managerialism’ is associated with ‘using techniques and 

structures of management more typical of organisations in the for-profit sector’ (Johnson 

and Deem, 2003: 292).The assumptions of the Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) included the 

ideas that higher education should drive innovation and economic growth and increase 

human capital; that competition should lead to efficiencies, with prospective students 

accessing timely information in order to exercise choice; that new competitors (including 

profit-making organisations) should enter the field, and that the money should follow the 

student.  

The Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) concluded that in an age of austerity it was difficult to 

sustain levels of public spending on higher education. A university education should 

therefore be viewed by students as an investment: ’a degree is a good investment’ (IRHEFSF, 

2010:5) and the job of a potential student was to weigh up the known costs against the 

hypothetical returns. The backdrop to the Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) was the aftermath 

of the financial crisis and the need to cut public spending to reduce the debt levels. Browne 

offered the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (DBIS) a cut of £3bn, which meant 

the desired savings target could be met in one go. This was achieved by employing an 

accounting approach whereby student loans would not count as public expenditure and 

would not therefore count as debt. This ‘fiscal illusion’ has been subsequently challenged and 

overturned (Romei and Giles, 2019). Decisions to effectively withdraw state funding for 

teaching contrasted starkly with the actions taken in support of the failing banks during the 
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financial crisis of 2008. There was very strong support amongst academics for state funded 

higher education. However, there were those who considered that going back to previous 

times was unthinkable and who highlighted the inevitability of change because the current 

system was regarded as (financially) unsustainable. The latter point of view was supported 

by the revelation of the black hole in student funding (HEPI, 2012), estimated at more than 

one billion pounds per year, although this ‘unishambles’ was contested by the Minister of 

Universities and Science (Willetts, 2012). The ideological thrust of the Browne 

recommendations was in essence accepted by the government. The marketplace was seen 

as a way of driving up quality and driving down costs through a focus on student choice: 

‘student choice will drive up quality’ (IRHEFSF, 2010:14).  

The White Paper, ‘Students at the Heart of the System’ (2011), published by the Coalition 

Government, capped the undergraduate home/ EU student fee at £9,000 and established a 

`Core and Margin’ system to regulate student numbers. The thrust of the paper was to ‘put 

students in the driving seat’ (DBIS, 2011:2) and create a competitive market with the triple 

aims of improving the sustainability of higher education, enhancing the student experience 

and increasing social mobility. The following extract illustrates one way in which it was 

anticipated that students would drive the market: 

‘Students will increasingly use the instant communication tools of the twenty 
first century such as Twitter and Facebook to share their views on their student 
experience with their friends, families and the wider world. It will be 
correspondingly harder for institutions to trade on their past reputations in the 
present. Better informed students will take their custom to places offering good 
value for money. In this way, excellent teaching will be placed back at the heart 
of every student’s university experience.’ (DBIS, 2011:32) 

In other words, students using social media are portrayed as well-informed and influential 

customers who, without mention of input from university staff, will drive change and restore 

a perceived deficit in teaching excellence. 

From this policy context, themes of choice, competition, investment, employability and social 

mobility can be discerned and ideas about the student at the centre of university life, driving 

change. This vision has been strongly contested by some academics. For example, Barnett 

(2013) provided a detailed critique of how the student is presented in the White Paper (DBIS, 

2011). He questioned the assumptions that students wish to be understood as customers 

and that as much as possible must be made explicit for the student, arguing in favour of 
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higher education as an ‘unfolding process’ which cannot be determined in advance (Barnett, 

2013:73). 

Three agendas for reform were highlighted in the White Paper (DBIS, 2011) and are discussed 

below: financial sustainability, a better student experience and increasing social mobility.  

McGettigan (2013) highlighted the inefficiencies of the contemporary student funding 

arrangements and pointed out that the proposed arrangements would incur additional costs 

such as the increased resources needed to be devolved to marketing and recruitment. This 

view was shared by Brown (2014) who suggested that ‘we also need to keep a watch on the 

increasing amount of resources that universities are committing to marketing and branding’ 

and made a strong case for greater transparency about the uses of student fee income. The 

discussions highlighted the construction of the student as an important economic unit and 

the sense that universities would be subject to increasing scrutiny.  

The definition of what is meant by a high quality student experience remains contentious. 

The Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) heralded a diminishing emphasis on the intellectual 

purpose of universities and a lack of clarity about what constitutes ‘success’ and ‘failure’ in 

this new environment. Reforms meant that potential students were expected to assess a 

plethora of data on the ‘quality’ of teaching, staff, support, and facilities as well as learning 

opportunities: ‘institutions must deliver a better student experience; improving teaching, 

assessment, feedback and preparation for the world of work’ (DBIS, 2011:4). For a continuing 

student it was less clear what would constitute a high quality learning experience and how 

this should be assessed. The implication of treating the student as a ‘consumer’ would be 

that there would be a more transactional arrangement between the student and the 

university as a ‘service provider’. It might also mean that the students as ‘consumers’ would 

have influence as users of goods and services and could press for short-term changes from 

which they might benefit. 

The Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) proposed fair access to all those with the talent to 

benefit from higher education and the White Paper (DBIS, 2011) placed responsibility on 

institutions for increasing social mobility. However, Holmwood (2011:13) argued that the 

mechanism of the market was ‘set to reproduce and solidify inequalities, rather than dissolve 

them’. In particular, the danger was that the introduction of differentiated fees would 

reinforce participation from students with middle-class backgrounds and lower participation 
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from students with working-class backgrounds. For example, information about the quality 

of university programmes was more likely to be accessed by those from favoured 

backgrounds (Brown, 2014).  

Have students responded to fee changes in the ways expected? A recent report, written 

following the period when this research study was conducted, found that UK students 

surveyed did not appear to be price-sensitive when choosing courses and are mostly not in 

favour of differentiated fees (HEPI, 2018). An increase in reference to the rankings by 

students and their families has been noted (Locke et al., 2008). A range of other factors 

influencing student decision-making have been identified, including social class, views of 

family  and friends (Brooks, 2003) as well as prestige (Baker and Brown, 2007). The 

complexity is underlined by McManus et al. (2017) who devised a new methodology to 

understand student decision-making and amongst their findings concluded that employment 

characteristics were twice as important as teaching satisfaction for students choosing 

institutions. Despite being portrayed as consumers, students seem not to have responded to 

fee changes in the ways that policymakers expected. Overall, this complexity suggests that it 

is unwise to construct students narrowly as decision-makers with an economic rationale.  

2.2.3 The implications of the policy context  

Pedagogical relationships cannot be understood in isolation from developments in 

government policies, current political pressures and from the overhang of past visions and 

ideas, even from previous decades. For example, Robbins (1963) recommended a massive 

expansion of higher education provision to cater for all who had the necessary ability, 

marking a shift away from institutions serving an elite towards concerns about access. The 

Dearing Report (1997) argued strongly for lifelong learning, citing Boyer (1990):  

‘great teachers create a common ground of intellectual commitment. They 
stimulate active, not passive learning and encourage students to be critical, 
creative thinkers, with the capacity to go on learning after their college days are 
over’. (Boyer, 1990:24) 

The student as a lifelong learner continues to be an important construction of the student 

and is portrayed as being in tension with the discourse of the student as an active consumer 

(Tomlinson, 2015). In contrast to the idea of lifelong learning, the White Paper (2011) firmly 

concluded that it would be students as customers at the forefront, driving excellence in 

teaching:  
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‘better informed students will take their custom to the places offering good 
value for money. In this way, excellent teaching will be placed back at the heart 
of every student’s university experience.’ (DBIS, 2011:32) 

In these brief extracts there are important variations in the construction of the student. Also 

notable in the latter example is the portrayal of institutions, and by implication the staff 

members, as deficient in the delivery of excellence and under a moral pressure to better 

respond to student needs. However, it cannot be presumed that the language deployed by 

policymakers will automatically be directly reflected in conversations in institutions. Staff 

may deploy competing discourses, for example, from subject disciplines or philosophies of 

learning and teaching. There is much more to be known about responses to a marketised 

higher education environment:  

‘there is very little clear evidence about the impact of these changes on the 
quality of student education (something that in itself is worthy of note)’ (Brown, 
2014). 

Barnett (2011:48) argued optimistically that marketisation ‘might have precisely the effect 

of heightening the pedagogical relationship for there is now more at stake’. However, in 

2013, he concluded that the policies outlined in the White Paper (2011) were liable to lead 

to an ‘impairment’ of the student experience (Barnett, 2013:86). 

2.3  Pedagogical Relationships in higher education  

Having discussed the policy context, three main questions are addressed in this section: 

firstly, what can be understood by the term ‘pedagogical relationships’, how are these 

relationships described, and what are the implications for the conduct of this research? 

2.3.1 Defining pedagogical relationships 

The term ‘pedagogy’ refers back to the Greek meaning of pedagogue, referring to a slave 

paid to walk a child to school (Smith, 2012). From this emerges the contemporary idea of 

leading and guiding towards learning. There are comparatively few studies on ‘pedagogical 

relationships’ in higher education compared to the school setting. The term has been 

discussed by psychologists interested in relationship behaviours, for example, to refer to 

theories such as self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan, 2002) and attachment 

theory (AT) (Cassidy and Shaver, 2008). Other terms have been deployed to mean something 
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similar to the pedagogical relationship, including ‘teacher-student relationship’ (Fraser and 

Walberg, 2005; Wubbels and Brekelmans, 2005; Hagenauer and Volet, 2014), ‘teacher-

student interaction’ (Beutel, 2010) or ‘staff-student interaction’ (Richardson and Radloff, 

2014). Ideas about pedagogical relationships refer to understandings of child development 

and this idea is taken up in higher education as referring to the relationship between a 

mature and a developing person. 

Spiecker (1984:208) refers to the pedagogical relationship as distinct from other 

relationships, and a relationship which is ‘fundamental to making human development 

possible, and which makes it possible to become a person’. Over thirty years later, in a digital 

age, pedagogy is still described as being ‘about guiding learning, rather than being left to find 

your own way’ (Beetham and Sharpe, 2007: xvii). Spiecker’s argument rests on the idea that 

the pedagogical relationship is one-sided, it is not a relationship based on reciprocity and is 

experienced differently by each party. At the same time, he suggests the relationship has 

self-liquidating qualities as it gradually ceases to exist as the developing person matures. A 

further element which is essential to the relationship is a set of concepts which guide the 

educator, and which vary according to local and national conditions. Because of the 

engagement of the educator in this way, pedagogy is described as involving ‘ways of knowing 

as well as ways of doing’ (Beetham and Sharpe, 2007:2). It is perceived as involving an 

important dialogue between theory and practice which allows the educator to construct 

understandings about learning and teaching. This is discussed further in section 2.4 below. 

In a higher education context, it may be more appropriate to talk about multiple pedagogical 

relationships as students are not reliant on one source of guidance. Activities in which such 

relationships might be important are where there are interactions between staff and 

students such as lectures and teaching sessions, tutorials, assessments, and also activities 

beyond the classroom such as online learning, staff meetings with student representatives, 

personal tutoring and email correspondence. These activities may be considered as separate 

from the relationships students have directly with the university, its managers and support 

staff, although the context and culture of the institution is an important backdrop. The 

boundaries of these academic roles are not always clear, particularly in respect of personal 

tutoring (McFarlane, 2016). Maintaining a connectedness between staff and students has 

been highlighted as problematic in a mass education system (Stephen et al., 2008). 
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2.3.2 Describing pedagogical relationships  

In response to the portrayal of the university as an economic engine of society, academics 

working in the field of higher education research have emphasised the role of universities 

not solely as creators of private goods but public ones (Marginson, 2011; Nixon 2011). 

Williams (2014) argued that the ‘public good’ is being reconceptualised along increasingly 

individualistic lines, which suggests that the aim of developing pedagogical relationships is to 

achieve ‘success’ for the student. It is unclear how far the discourses of policymakers have 

permeated conversations amongst practising academics in the field and how these 

discourses might be being reflected in representations of relationships in universities. 

Maassen (2014) has argued that arrangements between the state and institutions have been 

overtaken by a contract which is increasingly based on economic agreements and that there 

is a need for new interpretations of the social contract with appropriate sets of rules for 

behaviour and a mutual understanding of obligations to replace what he described as a 

traditional ‘gentlemen’s agreement’. The popularity of Student Charters in universities might 

be seen as an attempt to clarify responsibilities, but Naidoo and Williams (2014) argue that 

in practice they work to reinforce the idea of the ‘student-as-consumer’ by regulating student 

expectations and identities. However, Regan (2012) asserts that there remain important 

moral role obligations between lecturers and students regardless of the tuition fees 

arrangements and that these arise from the functions and roles voluntarily undertaken by 

each party. This research will consider how far there are mutual understandings of 

obligations and whether they are reflected in interactions between staff and students. 

From a policy perspective, a key feature of both the Browne Review (IRHEFSF, 2010) and the 

White Paper (DBIS: 2011) was that they largely portrayed the student as an empowered 

individual autonomous decision-maker, rather than as a member of an academic community. 

This research study will therefore consider the prevalence of individualism or collaboration 

in contemporary accounts of pedagogical relationships. Concerns about the individualism of 

the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse have been echoed beyond English universities. 

Accounts of student-staff relationships in higher education from a Swedish study suggest that 

the ‘the vital concept of relationship’ is lacking in global educational discourse (Aspelin 

2011:10). Academics elsewhere have called for new ideas to counter the individualism. 

Pearce and Brown (2011) in Australia argued for the recognition of relational pedagogy in the 

face of universities which they described as servicing the interests of corporate culture and 

consumer demand. Relational pedagogy is distinguished by its emphasis on inter-human, 
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personal encounters. They also contended that a relational pedagogy was crucial to the 

wellbeing of students from under-represented social groups. Thus, counter discourses have 

aimed to move the attention away from relationships in universities as primarily self-serving 

economic ones, however, there is disagreement about how far alternative discourses are 

prevalent or recognised. Naidoo and Jamieson (2005:272-5) observed the ‘distortion of 

pedagogic relations’ and the ‘erosion’ of positive qualities such as trust and risk-taking. They 

also claimed that ‘vulnerable’ institutions, such as post-1992 universities, might be more 

affected than the elite universities, although they contended that these assertions need to 

be verified by empirical evidence.  

Both policymakers and academics have argued, from different perspectives, that staff-

student relationships make a difference in universities. According to Richardson and Radloff 

(2014:613), students and staff should be considered ‘allies in learning’ and interaction 

between students and teaching staff is ‘a critical element, one that is too-often overlooked’. 

In a case study examining two cohorts of students attending a post-1992 university in the UK, 

Groves et al., (2015) identified the quality of student relationships as being the most 

important factor in in encouraging engagement with learning. Hagenauer and Volet (2014) 

not only suggest that teacher-student relationships might be explored further as 

preconditions for excellence in teaching and learning in universities, but also argue from a 

wellbeing perspective for the importance of research in this area because good relationships 

might be positive for staff as well as students. The authors’ overriding conviction is that a 

good relationship is important for the university as ‘it clearly affects students’ successful 

study progress, including factors such as course satisfaction, retention, learning approaches 

and achievement’ (Hagenauer and Volet, 2014:382). 

Arguments for researching pedagogical relationships seem to rest on the idea that the 

frequency and quality of interactions are a precursor to good relationships rather than 

constitutive of them (Hagenauer and Volet, 2014). Furthermore, good relationships are 

assumed to promote ‘good quality’ learning. For example, a quantitative study by Guerrero 

and Rod (2013) investigated the correlation between staff-student interactions and 

achievement, in this case between office hours attendance and academic performance, with 

the authors recommending strategies to encourage engagement with students in office 

hours. In Australia, research on teacher-student relationships and learning using the 

Questionnaire on teacher interaction (QTI) also seemed to show an empirical link between 

teacher-student relationships and student achievement, and especially attitudes (Fraser and 
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Walberg, 2005). In a school environment, Pearce and Down (2011:483) assert that 

pedagogical relationships play a pivotal role for students of low socio-economic status and 

‘whilst positive relationships help students to remain engaged, negative experiences work 

against continuing participation and engagement’.  

Overall, it seems that interest in pedagogical relationships has frequently been related to the 

potential contribution to successful student performance. Interactions between students 

and staff have been seen as the observable events or indicators of relationships (for example, 

classroom interactions, personal tutorials, online discussions). Although performative 

aspects of relationships have been foregrounded in research, Beutel (2010) also points out 

that there are links between positive student-teacher relationships and improved social 

outcomes for students as validated by the OECD (2005). A growing area of economic research 

is now addressing how far education, including higher education, offers a wide range of 

benefits such as lowering crime, improving health, and increasing democratic participation 

(Lochner, 2011). 

Alternative perspectives emphasise benefits arising from interactions in communities rather 

than pedagogical relationships. McFadden and Munns (2002) argue from a sociological 

perspective that cultural groups are powerful structures, particularly for disengaged learners 

who remain resistant to learning opportunities due to their affinity to their peer groups. 

Another alternative perspective is a communities of practice approach (Wenger, 1998) which 

views learning not as an individual activity but as a practice happening in a social context. 

However, staff and students in higher education might not necessarily portray themselves as 

communities, even if developing a ‘communities of practice’ approach might be a helpful 

approach to encourage the sharing of knowledge. Therefore, this doctoral research study 

does not make assumptions about the existence of communities in universities. It focuses on 

how students talk about their learning relationships with staff, but it will also be attentive to 

alternative ways students talk about their learning and how they describe themselves, for 

example, as belonging to peer groups or subject groups. 

The extent to which academics or students from certain subject disciplines might draw on 

different discourses was considered by Lomas (2007), who tentatively concluded, based on 

a small study, that business and management academics might be influenced by the regular 

discussion of markets and customer needs and that lecturers with a professional healthcare 

background such as dentistry and nursing would have a similar customer-orientation. It could 
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be argued that lecturers who have worked in multiple industry sectors or have studied for a 

teaching qualification are likely to have encountered discourses drawing on differing 

philosophies of education depending on their individual experiences and knowledge. 

Students, similarly, might be influenced by other factors such as family and background or 

culture, which might emerge in their descriptions of the student and the university. As 

mentioned in the earlier discussion of policy documents, different discourses may be drawn 

upon in response to the economic and political climate. 

This section has discussed examples of how pedagogical relationships have been described, 

for example, as performative, as moral and social interactions, as encounters occurring 

within a subject discipline, or as vehicles for learning and teaching. There is evidence in the 

academic literature of a willingness to resist the idea of the student as just an economic unit 

in a global market. The moral and social aspects of relationships and associated obligations 

have also been addressed (Regan, 2012) as well as alternative structures such as 

communities of practice. 

2.4 Pedagogical relationships and discourses of learning and teaching  

Having defined and described pedagogical relationships, this section explores literature 

about discourses of learning and teaching which might potentially be drawn on by 

participants in the study. The term ‘discourse’ needs some explanation at this point and is 

also discussed further in Chapter Three, The Research Approach. From a social 

constructionist perspective, the purpose of a discourse is for a speaker to construct a credible 

position and thus the spoken words can be regarded as a performance (see Burr, 2013: 132-

135). For example, this might include justifying a decision, accounting for success or failure, 

or constructing oneself as a particular sort of person, such as an experienced teaching 

professional or a keen student. 

Exploring discourse is not about explaining inner motivations or attitudes of individuals, as 

‘such essences have no place in a social constructionist understanding of the person’ (Burr, 

2013:65). A person such as a lecturer or student is considered as working within specific rules 

and conventions in a local environment and as such there are limitations as to what can be 

said in different environments. Mann (2001) described the contemporary student as an 

estranged individual, as alienated by culture and practices, both ‘from the subject and 

process of study itself’ (Mann, 2001:7). This study adds to the picture, aiming to better 
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understand pedagogical relationships in context, by also considering students’ autonomy and 

self-positioning and the changing ways in which they talk with others about their learning 

experiences.  

The concept of big ‘D’ and small ‘d’ discourses (Gee, 2015) is useful at this point in explaining 

that all discourses emerge from somewhere and represent strands of conversations which 

emerged in a previous historical context and will continue into the future, whilst also setting 

the context for smaller conversations amongst participants: 

‘The notion of “Big ‘D’ Discourse” (“Discourse” spelled with a capital “D”) is 
meant to capture the ways in which people enact and recognize socially and 
historically significant identities or “kinds of people” through well-integrated 
combinations of language, actions, interactions, objects, tools, technologies, 
beliefs, and values. The notion stresses how “discourse” (language in use among 
people) is always also a “conversation” among different historically formed 
Discourses (that is, a “conversation” among different socially and historically 
significant kinds of people or social groups). The notion of “Big ‘D’ Discourse” 
sets a larger context for the analysis of “discourse” (with a little “d”), that is, the 
analysis of language in use’. (Gee, 2015) 

In terms of this section of the chapter, the aim is to identify potential “Big ‘D’ Discourses”, 

discourses relevant to learning and teaching relationships which might be circulating in 

English higher education institutions. Sections 2.4 and 2.5 will address smaller stretches of 

language in use, or ‘small d discourses’, by examining metaphors.  

There has been an increasing emphasis on pedagogy in higher education as evidenced by the 

development of a standards framework for teaching in higher education in 2006, which was 

updated and became known as the ‘UK Professional Standards Framework’ (HEA, 2011). 

There has been a growing expectation that lecturers will have engaged in pedagogic 

development and therefore there is likely to be a growing awareness and discussion amongst 

staff about educational pedagogy. For example, ‘theories’ or ‘models’ of learning and 

teaching are typically presented to new teaching staff during their academic development at 

higher education institutions as ways of understanding how students learn. Typically, an 

introduction to different theories of learning would be included in a learning and teaching 

course for staff new to higher education and these concepts therefore may become part of 

the discourses of learning and teaching. From a social constructionist perspective, 

‘knowledges’ about higher education represent particular versions of reality that have been 

given the ‘stamp of truth’ at a particular time (Burr, 2003:68) and are deployed to describe 
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current or desired practices in higher education by institutions, staff and students. For 

example, pedagogies of ‘partnership’ could function to resist prevailing consumerist 

discourses by adopting language which works to change the pedagogical relationship through 

adjusting the power imbalance between staff and students. 

The reasons why students and staff deploy particular ways of talking are complex. Gee (2015) 

argues that discourses are deployed by individuals in order to be recognised as a certain type 

of person in a particular context. For example, in the doctoral study being an ‘independent 

learner’ was described by some students as an identity prized by their former schools and 

associated with being a successful student in higher education, whereas being a ‘critical 

thinker’ was rarely mentioned by students but more frequently deployed by staff. ‘Critical 

thinking’ has associations with a higher order of thinking as exemplified by the top levels of 

Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 1956), a model still referenced by staff training to be teachers in 

higher education. Staff might deploy terms such as ‘critical thinking’ or ‘Bloom‘s taxonomy’ 

in a bid to be recognised as a knowledgeable teacher in higher education. 

Trowler (2001) explored the question of how far academics are ‘captured’ by contemporary 

discourses. The author concluded there is ‘discursive struggle’ or ‘accommodation’ which 

characterises the process (p. 196). There are implications here for the assumptions made 

when analysing how staff and students deploy discourses. The positions adopted by speakers 

in conversations can better be considered to be multiple, complex and transient, rather than 

fixed, positions. 

There are many discourses available to be drawn upon by staff and students, depending on 

their experiences and background. It is unclear how far these discourses are strongly adopted 

or promoted by institutions, how far discourses of learning and teaching are drawn on by 

staff in practice, or indeed how far students may be aware, if at all, of differing philosophies 

of learning and teaching. Staff, similarly, may be unaware of the power of discourses they 

deploy. For example, Carless (2006:221) argues that discourses can be a means by which 

tutors wittingly or unwittingly exert power over students.  

The language deployed by academics might be influenced by their environment as well as 

their pedagogical principles. Similarly, representatives of institutions may be promoting and 

reworking particular forms of pedagogical relationships and discrediting others, and are thus 

making interventions that may be perceived as political by representing relationships in a 
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particular way. For example, Macfarlane (2016:115) argues that adopting the slogan of 

‘student-centered education’ intentionally portrays students as units of achievement: 

‘the idea of student-centered has been adapted and distorted in serving 
organizational objectives that are focused on efficiency and effectiveness to 
meet government-funded performance targets’ (Macfarlane, 2016:115). 

It also functions at the same time to overshadow other potential forms of relationships, for 

example, those based on independent learning. 

In the next section I present six discourses which are provided as examples of discourses that 

are relevant to the discussion of pedagogical relationships. This cannot represent an 

exhaustive overview of all discourses circulating in the sector. The examples selected 

recurred in the review of higher education literature and feature in the analysis and 

discussions in the later chapters of this thesis.  

2.4.1 ‘Transformation’ 

‘Transformative learning’ constructs adult learners as capable of learning how to learn, 

understanding their experiences and making sense of them through critical reflection in 

order to become more autonomous thinkers. The idea of the ‘disorienting dilemma’ is key to 

understanding this transformation process as a student learns to negotiates ‘his or her own 

values, meanings and purposes rather than to uncritically act on those of others’ (Mezirow, 

1991:11). 

Howie and Bagnall (2013) compare the ‘Surface/Deep approach’ theories which offer two 

metaphors – the ‘deep learner’ and the ‘transformative learner’ as exemplified by the Biggs 

theory of ‘Constructive Alignment’ (Biggs, 2003), with the transformation approach of 

Mezirow (1991) in relation to adult learners. The transformation theory is orientated towards 

the staff member as facilitating self-development in the student whereas the Surface/Deep 

theory of learning is orientated towards the staff member as a designer of pedagogical 

activities. In both theories knowledge and meaning are seen as privately constructed and the 

position of the learner at the heart of learning is as an ‘autonomous, largely self-directed 

individual’ (p. 356). Both theories also conceptualise the teacher as potentially playing a 

significant role in ‘promoting, fostering or encouraging a person’s learning’ (p.357).  
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The authors argued that, despite their popularity, ‘neither theory has generated telling 

research or critique to establish its validity’ (Howie and Bagnall, 2013:361). However, 

historically they form part of the cultural influences on the context of higher education and 

permeate its discourses. For example, Ashwin et al. (2013) contrast a transformation-

oriented discourse with a market-oriented discourse in a review of discourses in a set of 

policy documents.  

The idea of a learner as necessarily involved in the negotiation of obstacles and on a difficult 

path, but supported by others, contrasts with a market-oriented discourse which focuses on 

the staff member creating a standardised, unproblematic ‘high quality’ student experience. 

By removing pedagogical relationships from the picture, ‘transformation’ can be deployed as 

a rhetorical device whereby institutions construct themselves as creators and guarantors of 

student success. Cribb and Gewirtz (2013) warn that with a focus on impression management 

rather than a strong social and ethical purpose what remains is the ‘hollowed out’ university 

which can be engineered for any purpose. 

2.4.2 ‘Independent learning’  

Within policy and practice in UK higher education, independent learning has been 

constructed as valuable for both the individual and society (Leathwood, 2006) as students 

develop skills which will benefit them in their studies and in their future careers. The qualities 

of the ‘independent learner’ are strongly associated with the development or acquisition of 

positive graduate attributes (QAA Scotland, 2011). More recently, government policy 

documents have undermined the idea of independent learning as a poor substitute for face 

to face teaching (Hockings et al., 2018). Meanwhile, arguments have been made for students 

to have more freedom to learn as autonomous adults and for more emphasis to be placed 

on the importance of independent learning (Macfarlane 2015, Macfarlane 2016). Regardless 

of the terminology, the idea of student autonomy here contrasts with policy discourses which 

portray the student as vulnerable. In a study of English policy documents, Brooks (2017) 

identified constructions of the student which highlighted their vulnerability, emphasising 

their status as ‘thwarted consumers’, and concluded that such constructions functioned 

politically to legitimise contemporary reforms and excuse previous failed government 

policies. 
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2.4.3 ‘Employability’ 

The debate amongst academics surrounding student employability is a continuing one. 

Holmes (2001) described employability as a process where students learn to understand and 

manage their graduate identities. Harvey and Morey (2002) also portrayed employability as 

a process, a process of development which encompasses opportunities for student 

engagement in a wide range of extra-curricular activities with an emphasis on opportunities 

for reflection on learning. In contrast, from a critical management perspective, Boden and 

Nedeva (2010:49) described employability as a ‘performative function of universities, shaped 

and directed by the state’ which potentially changes the pedagogical relationship by making 

lecturers accountable for student performance and narrowing students’ perspectives on 

learning. 

The increasing burden on students in recent years, a burden of individual expenditure on 

higher education and debt, may have made it more likely for students to frame their time at 

university as an economic ‘investment’ with an expectation of improved employability. With 

increasing numbers of graduates and a competitive job market, there are increasing 

perceptions that a degree is not enough (Tomlinson, 2008) and that students need to actively 

manage their future careers through discourses of ‘self-responsibilisation’ (Tomlinson 2007, 

2012). Furthermore, Tomlinson (2012:415) argued that students look to higher education as 

a ‘literal investment’ to raise their ‘absolute level of employability’ in a competitive market. 

It might be assumed that discourses of employability undermine other discourses, 

particularly discourses of lifelong learning. However, further research by Tomlinson (2012) 

has indicated that graduates are still deploying discourses of lifelong learning. This co-

existence is accounted for by suggesting that students may be approaching the management 

of their careers as a long-term learning project. 

2.4.4 ‘Research-based learning’ 

Healey and Jenkins (2009) presented a conceptual framework for undergraduate research 

and inquiry, which ideally positioned students as researchers actively involved in a research 

community and mirroring the activities of staff conducting disciplinary research. Analysis 

showed students typically experiencing research in a combination of four ways (research-

tutored, research-based, research-led, research-oriented) depending on their level of 

participation and the emphasis on either gaining knowledge of research content or the 

involvement in the processes of research. Positioning the student as researcher may be 
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helpful to universities at a time when claims of institutional excellence are being based on 

the connections between research and learning and teaching. Initiatives to mainstream 

undergraduate research have been conducted not only in research-intensive but in non-

research intensive universities (Gresty and Edwards-Jones, 2012). However, there is a lack of 

clarity about the relationship between staff and student researchers and their practices and 

what is meant in practice by research-led teaching (Zamorski, 2002). Furthermore, discourses 

around research-based education have been deployed as part of a claim for transformation 

of the student through the development of critical thinking skills. Claims made by institutions 

about future benefits and transferability can be wide-ranging. However, Hughes (2019) has 

questioned the unthinking assumptions about such transformational claims. 

2.4.5 ‘Student engagement’  

Discourses of ‘student engagement’ can describe the relationships between staff and 

students, but can also describe wide-ranging aspects of relationships with the institution., 

Trowler (2010) presents a substantial review of literature on student engagement and, as 

highlighted in the introduction to the thesis, argued that the term ‘engagement’ in the UK 

has traditionally focused on student feedback, student representation and student 

approaches to learning. This is distinct from the wider definition in the USA where the 

literature is concerned with the use of resources to ‘optimise the student experience and 

enhance the learning outcomes and development of students and performance, and the 

reputation of the institution’ (Trowler, 2010:3). More recently, Gourlay (2015) has critiqued 

narrow definitions of student engagement and argues for the centrality of texts and for 

taking a socio-material approach. Kahu (2013:758) identifies a typology of four different 

approaches to ‘student engagement’: 

‘the behavioural perspective, which foregrounds student behaviour and 
institutional practice; the psychological perspective, which clearly defines 
engagement as an individual psycho-social process; the socio-cultural 
perspective, which highlights the critical role of the socio-political context; and, 
finally, the holistic perspective, which takes a broader view of engagement’. 

Despite its common usage, a wide range of understandings are evoked by the discourse of 

‘student engagement’. Each of these perspectives would require a different research 

approach and a single study is unlikely to combine all these four perspectives. However, 

reflecting on the above categorisation of approaches highlights the alternative frameworks 

within which pedagogical relationships may be described. This doctoral study does not focus 



44 
 

on behavioural, psychological or emotional perspectives when considering pedagogical 

relationships but does refer to wider political and social debates. 

2.4.6 ‘Partnership’ 

Attempts to reframe the pedagogical relationship in higher education are evident through 

the development of new collaborative metaphors for the student such as ‘partners’, 

‘citizens’, even ‘allies’ in learning (Richardson and Radloff, 2014). This changes the power 

balance of the relationship from that of unequal partners - ‘carer and child’ - to a more equal 

relationship, one between adults. Working as ‘allies’ can only be possible if the pedagogical 

knowledge is shared between teacher and student. For example, where students work on 

projects as partners there would need to be a sharing of the philosophy of ‘students as 

partners’ at the outset. In contrast, ‘independent learning’, for example, rests to some extent 

on the notion of distance from those providing guidance. The idea of ‘student as partner’ is 

discussed further in section 2.5 below. This doctoral study will consider how discourses of 

‘partnership’ function, for example, as rhetoric deployed to enhance the attractiveness of 

institutions to students or as language which signifies changes in the underlying ethos of 

universities towards collaborative working. 

In summary, the discourses of ‘transformative’ and ‘deep’ learning examined emphasised an 

individualist perspective which considers teachers and students as bounded, autonomous 

and rational-thinking beings who are responsible to themselves and which downplay the 

relational aspects of educational practices. The discourse of ‘employability’ also attends to 

the career concerns of individual students. Other discourses attempt to rebalance teacher-

student relationships to put the student-teacher relationships on a more equal footing, for 

example, developing special relationships such as ‘partnerships’ or developing research 

communities. Discourses of ‘student engagement’, which focus on performativity, contrast 

with ideas of lifelong learning. Attempts to provide ‘high quality’ education and improved 

‘engagement’ may have the unintended consequences of depersonalising relationships, for 

example, through the routinisation and standardisation of the learning environment and the 

setting of minimum service levels. Macfarlane (2015) critiques student performativity, which 

functions to evidence the footprint of engagement, as a focus on the mechanics of 

interactions performed in the public sphere rather than human development in the private 

sphere. Barnett (2011) argues that, in contrast to this individualism, pedagogy for higher 

education needs to take into account a focus on human qualities and dispositions. In other 

words, the development of pedagogical relationships is about becoming a human being. 
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Having presented examples of discourses, the next section discusses the metaphor of the 

‘student-as-consumer’, which is prominent in the higher education literature, in order to 

reveal insights into the constructions of the student and to provide further insights into 

contemporary discourses which were circulating at the time of the study. 

2.5 The ‘Student-as-Consumer’ Metaphor 

2.5.1 Origin of the metaphor 

Consumerism is often quite loosely applied in relation to higher education but can be defined 

as ‘the central tenet of the free market in which business success depends almost entirely on 

satisfying customer needs and exceeding their expectations’ (Maringe, 2010: 142). It is 

associated with transactions or financial exchanges and draws on associations from the 

worlds of business and services marketing, although often in an unsophisticated way (Scott, 

1999). Although the term moved into more prominent everyday usage with the introduction 

of student fees in UK universities, the discussion of the metaphor long predates this and 

connects with a broad political discussion which had been ongoing in the United States 

(McMillan and Cheney, 1996) and Australia (Scott, 1999). The increasing deployment of the 

metaphor may be the result of a large number of factors, including the massification of higher 

education in response to government policy, the sharper focus of the media on university 

performance, more active marketing by universities themselves and closer involvement of 

parents in their children’s selection of universities. Students themselves have become more 

aware of the burden of debt that they are taking on as the main responsibility for funding 

has shifted towards individuals (McCulloch, 2009). However, when used metaphorically in 

relation to students, the metaphor encompasses a broader range of associations including 

customer service and consumer rights. Williams (2013) argued that it is not just about 

student fees: 

‘if university tuition fees were ended tomorrow, the assumptions that 
educational success is a right irrespective of intellectual endeavour, and that the 
purpose of a degree is to make people employable, would remain’ (p.7). 

The idea of the ‘student-as-consumer’ is not new and rights can be traced back to Bologna in 

mediaeval times when masters charged what the market would bear and collected their own 

fees (Rudy, 1984).  
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McCullogh (2009:171) views the ‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor as partial and ‘not 

appropriate to the realities of contemporary higher education’, whereas Ng and Forbes 

(2009) argue from a marketing perspective that the student behaves like a consumer of an 

educational experience that is delivered by the institution. Others suggest that there have 

also been changes in universities resulting from the shift towards the acceptance of the 

‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor. These changes include expectations of improvements in 

quality and greater access to staff by students (Emery et al., 2001) as well as improvements 

in the efficiency of processes in universities (Scott, 1999). McCulloch (2009) further argues 

that the market paradigm has given a new perspective from which universities can be 

examined, managed and strategically developed, and has helped improve some aspects of 

the student experience. These positive benefits mainly relate to the institution by: 

• encouraging universities to respond to changing social/cultural environments 

• encouraging universities to maintain financial stability 

• encouraging universities to recognise the reality that, for many students, study 
represents an investment from which the desired pay-off is a well-paid job 

• contributing to the university’s long-standing role in developing the student’s 
confidence and enabling them to find an authoritative voice. (McCulloch, 
2009:173) 

2.5.2 Limitations of the ‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor 

Metaphors, like theories, attempt to understand one experience in terms of another.  

Metaphors enable the connection of information about a familiar concept to 
another familiar concept, leading to a new understanding where the process of 
comparison between the two concepts acts as generators for new meaning. 
(Jensen, 2006:6) 

Nordensvard (2011:158) considers that, if dominant, they could potentially limit thinking – 

the adoption of one metaphor is the exclusion of another, a sort of ‘prison of mind’. For 

example, the idea of the ‘student-as-consumer’ could eclipse other ideas about the student, 

such as the student as a ‘lifelong learner’. This highlights an issue that metaphors are not only 

useful and important in clarifying thinking but may have consequences for practices if they 

are accepted as a valid way of thinking about the world. 

The notion of ‘student-as-consumer’ tends to be seen as problematic in a number of ways. 

In the literature these often relate to a mismatch between academics’ understandings of the 

meaning of education and the processes through which students engage with education in 
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universities. Critics of the metaphor address three main areas: the role and concept of a 

university, the role of a student and the effect on learning and teaching. 

Firstly, the concept of the ‘consumer’ is multi-faceted and deployed as an ‘umbrella’ term, 

encompassing, for example, the role of ‘customer’ in relation to ‘service provider’, ideas of 

consumer rights and notions of value for money. It draws on the language of commerce and 

attempts to transfer or incorporate these ideas directly into the world of education. 

Academics contend that the resulting metaphor fails to adequately describe both the 

student’s role and the university’s mission (McCullogh, 2009). For example, students may not 

actually be in a position to make well-informed choices about their education as they are 

likely to have insufficient knowledge: ‘customers typically assess value by relating price to 

perceived service. Most students do not have the proper frame of reference with which to 

do this’ (Bay and Daniel, 2001:3). 

Naidoo et al. (2011) further claim that the marketing model upon which the metaphor is 

based assumes a product-driven rather than a service-driven culture, and is based on an 

approach which is outdated: 

‘many higher-education institutions have adopted an older style consumer 
model based on the production of goods rather than services. This framework 
when combined with rising instrumental approaches to higher education on the 
part of students has negative and unintended consequences for student 
learning’. (Naidoo et al., 2011:1150) 

The metaphor foregrounds the transactional nature of the relationship between the student 

and the institution or its representatives, tending to characterise the relationship as one 

consisting of customer/service provider. As discussed earlier in the chapter, this foregrounds 

the economic transaction at the expense of the learning experience and does not emphasise 

the role of the student in their own education. It also portrays education as an individualistic 

pursuit rather than as contributing to a community. 

Even if this metaphor is helpful in drawing attention to shifting aspects of the higher 

education landscape, a metaphor is limited in timeframe and, in terms of the context it aims 

to describe, metaphors are inevitably updated as situations change. Rather than reflecting a 

permanent state of being, metaphors for the student are constructed temporarily according 

to changing circumstances: ‘we do not claim here, for example, that students are customers 
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but, rather, that they can be customers’ (Woodall et al., 2014:51). To portray all students as 

a homogenous entity is to underestimate their diversity. However, this narrowness is both a 

defining feature and a limitation associated with all metaphors. 

2.5.3 Implications for learning and teaching 

Molesworth, Nixon and Scullion (2009) assert that the consumer metaphor supports the 

notion that education is about ‘having’ a degree rather than ‘becoming’ a learner. The 

passivity inherent in the metaphor is disliked by authors such as Barnett (2011:44) who 

suggests ‘the student has to educate herself’. Halbesleben et al., (2003) also highlight that 

lecturers do not simply cause education to happen. As well as being a facilitator, the lecturer 

as assessor, examiner or programme leader also has an evaluative role which complicates 

the dynamics of the educational relationship.  

Embedded within criticisms of the metaphor is frequently an assumption that the 

University’s historic mission has somehow been disrupted and that education is no longer 

about transformation of the individual but about employability, preparing the student ‘for a 

life of consumption by obtaining a well-paid job’ (Molesworth et al., 2009:278). There may 

be a false certainty in the idea that students are denied transformation into scholars in favour 

of becoming consumers. A student might seek a degree qualification, wish to gain 

employability skills whilst also wanting to become a critical thinker and becoming a graduate. 

The problem here is that a university experience is necessarily individual and often does not 

fit the stereotypical uniform view of the student and their university experience as suggested 

by a single metaphor. Furthermore, according to Bay and Daniel (2001), the adoption by 

institutions of a narrow metaphor has resulted in a short term focus on customer satisfaction 

at the expense of longer term goals and encouraging ‘deep learning’. Taking this a step 

further, Bailey (2000:353) assumes that the power of the metaphor is such that a whole 

generation in American universities has shifted its behaviour, resulting in the demand for a 

new metaphor:  

‘classes become popularity contests. Pedagogy becomes entertainment. 
Student desires drive programs. Grade inflation runs rampant. Professors 
become subservient to their customers. And these are but a few of the many 
problems and costs associated with acceptance of the student-as-customer 
perspective’ (Bailey, 2000:353). 

McCulloch (2009:177) summarises the limitations of the consumer metaphor as follows: 
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(a) overemphasises one aspect of the student’s role and of the university’s 
mission 

(b) suggests undue distance between the student and the educational process, 
thereby de-emphasising the student’s role in learning 

(c) encourages passivity on the part of the student 
(d) fails to encourage deep learning 
(e) implies in the student a level of knowledge and information, and the 

possession of tools to use them, that are unlikely to be present 
(f) serves to deprofessionalise the academic role and encourage the 

‘entertainment’ model of teaching 
(g) compartmentalises the educational experience as ‘product’ rather than 

‘process’ 
(h) reinforces individualism and competition at the expense of community. 

In summary, the metaphor is a sophisticated construct, but is deceptively simple and always 

open to criticism for what it does not reveal. Metaphors for the student have been discussed 

in the literature by academics as a means to generalise about the state of higher education 

and devote less time to examining the circumstances behind this. To rely on the analysis of 

metaphor alone is a limited approach unless it takes into account the context in which the 

metaphor is deployed and the particular circumstances of the speaker. In relation to this 

doctoral study there is also a need to consider absences, or how students are not described 

in a particular context, as well as how the metaphors are deployed. A number of alternatives 

are discussed below.  

2.6 ‘Students-as-partners’ and additional metaphors  

The ‘student-as-consumer’ is just one of a wide range of metaphors which have been used 

to describe students. These include student as ‘customer’ and ‘client’ (Bailey, 2000), ‘co-

producer’, ‘apprentice’, ‘pawn’ (Tight, 2013), ‘apprentice academic’ (van der Velden, 2012), 

student as ‘product’ (Mark, 2013), ‘co-creator of value’ (Kalafatis and Ledden, 2013) and 

student as ‘partner’ (Taylor and Wilding, 2009). 

Whilst some writers suggest adjustments to the ‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor, other 

authors have sought to replace the metaphor. For example, Bay and Daniel (2001) suggest 

that students might be seen as ‘collaborative partners’, thereby creating a sense of mutuality 

and greater value for both student and lecturer. As well as being important for describing the 

position of a student, the choice of metaphor can reflect the educational philosophy or a 

position towards recent policy drawn on by the speaker. The following section discusses four 

examples (‘client’,’ investor’, ‘explorer’ and ‘partner’) which highlight alternatives or 
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additions to the ‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor, and discusses the implications for 

pedagogical relationships. 

‘Client’  

A ‘client’ relationship places special emphasis on the input of the ‘client’ into the learning 

process as an ‘active service user’ (Tomlinson, 2014) with the student taking pleasure in the 

attention, and anticipating a certain standard of service, and a good lecturer being one who 

might delight the customer. This represents a reframing of the original consumer metaphor 

with new customer-service oriented connotations. It shares some of the same components 

– the undertaking of a transaction, the passivity of the student role as a learner and an active 

concern for consumer rights. 

Adopting the ‘client’ metaphor might lead to generally ‘paying more attention to students’ 

existing skills and interests’ (Tight, 2013:303) and an institution might offer a wide range of 

curriculum options and flexibility within timetabling and tutoring arrangements. This might 

create resource issues in a mass higher education system following a period of economic 

austerity, particularly with regards to providing individual face-to-face support such as 

personal tutoring. 

The possible implications for learning and teaching relationship of a ‘client’ approach would 

be the foregrounding of student views about matters such as the organisation of the 

curriculum and timetable and the expectation that assessment should be tailored to the 

specific needs of students. Disappointment at the levels of service could lead to a lecturer 

being perceived as a ‘faulty provider’, thereby resulting in the breakdown of the pedagogical 

relationship (Tomlinson, 2013:127). 

‘Investor’ 

In adopting an ‘investor’ metaphor, the uncomfortable idea of being a debtor is side-lined. 

The investment is described not only in monetary terms, but in terms of personal 

commitment with the expectation of self-development. It thereby justifies the payment of 

fees by focusing on the potential future benefits such as a well-paid job and by a distancing 

from alternative unattractive scenarios such as being out of work. The ‘investor’ metaphor 

moves away from the idea of the consumerist transaction which provides immediate 

gratification and instead there is an expectation of a longer term gain. Research by Tomlinson 
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(2014) concluded that students are more comfortable with ‘investment’ metaphors than 

‘consumer’ ones. They allow the co-existence of softer values such as personal development 

alongside more utilitarian values.  

The implications for learning and teaching of seeing students as ‘investors’ might be to focus 

less on building knowledge and more focus on skills development, personal development and 

practical applications of knowledge which are perceived to be beneficial at some point in the 

future. 

‘Explorer’ 

Although the student as ‘explorer’ is not a common student metaphor in the UK literature, 

in a study by Emerson and Mansvelt (2014) in New Zealand where lecturers suggested 

alternatives to the consumer metaphor, many focused on the student as pro-active: ‘we 

should encourage our students to be adventurous explorers’ (p.477). The metaphor does 

overlap with the idea of the student as ‘independent learner’, which is frequently an 

expectation of students in higher education, entailing notions of personal responsibility and 

learner autonomy, where students are pro-active ‘explorers’ of their subjects. However, the 

discourse of the ‘independent learner’ tends to emphasise self-reliance and frown upon 

individuals seeking guidance and support: ‘dependence is individualised and becomes an 

individual failing’ (Leathwood, 2006:616).  

The implications for the pedagogical relationship are that tutors would act as guides and 

mentors: ‘they are seekers, explorers. We are mediators, mentors, guides’ (Emerson and 

Mansvelt, 2014:477).  

Also on an outdoor theme, Huxham et al. (2015) chose the ‘mountaineering’ metaphor, 

comparing the uncertainty and inherent risk involved in a climb with that of the learning 

journey and contrasting this with the outcome-driven notion of constructive alignment 

(Biggs, 2003) which is underpinned by the engineering metaphor. The study by Leathwood 

(2006) conducted in a post-1992 university problematises the idea of the ‘independent 

learner’, arguing that student need for support varies with some students articulating 

support as a right, whilst others seeing support as a transitory need. However, the ‘student-

as-adventurer’ metaphors assume a fluctuating level of student guidance that does not fit 

well with institutions who are planning learning and teaching according to tightly structured 

frameworks of provision and have limited levels of support available.  
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‘Partner’ 

Students working alongside staff in a collaborative fashion has been a popular idea amongst 

academics (Clayson and Hayley 2005, Tomlinson 2014). This contrasts sharply with the 

individualism of the ‘consumer’ metaphor. Clayson and Hayley (2005) refer to a ‘partnership’ 

model which includes a broad range of stakeholders including peers, parents, alumni and 

industry representatives. This wider perspective contrasts with the more individualistic 

negative aspects associated with a ‘consumer’ model, in particular the suggestion of a short-

term need for gratification. Dickerson et al. (2016) draw attention to the potential of staff-

student partnerships with undergraduates to develop pedagogic practice.  

Metaphors of ‘partnership’ which attempt to adjust or equalise pedagogical relationships, 

and which are proposed in the higher education literature as a counter to the marketised 

environment, may not necessarily be embraced by students who can lack the confidence and 

the opportunities to engage with staff in this way. Additionally, the role of staff as assessors 

sets a distance between them which might change the nature of those relationships. For 

example, students may be unwilling to give honest feedback to lecturers as they fear it might 

adversely affect the relationship between themselves and the tutor, or affect the grade 

awarded. 

In terms of learning and teaching, a ‘partnership’ approach depends on a degree of faculty 

consensus about the conceptual framework within which staff and students work together. 

Where institutions are driven by instrumentalist views of higher education, staff may be 

working in tension with policies that they may not condone (Smith, 2016). Given academics’ 

diverse interests and perspectives and students’ different concepts and experiences of 

learning, ‘partnership’ may be an ambitious vision, unless there is a strong institutional 

strategy, such as that based around ‘student-as-producer’ (Neary and Winn, 2009). However, 

‘partnership’ working, if it retains an emergent quality, remains a positive contrast to the 

imposed, institutional-driven change which has become associated with a ‘consumer’ model.  

2.7 Rationale and research questions 

In the above sections I have considered the policy context as a shifting landscape in an 

increasingly marketised environment. I have also considered how pedagogical relationships 

are defined and described in higher education and have examined examples of contemporary 
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discourses and metaphors. I will now consider the implications for my research and identify 

the research questions. 

This thesis is, in part, a response to key literature in the field which has provoked my thinking. 

Tomlinson (2015) has pointed out the ambivalence of student attitudes towards 

‘consumerism’ in higher education and Nixon et al. (2018) have taken a psycho-analytical 

approach to the idea of the ‘student-as-consumer’, portraying the student as a majestic and 

narcissistic figure: ‘her majesty the student’. Rather than looking for consistent attitudes or 

mental states, I will analyse the contradictions in student and staff talk. Little is known about 

the range and weight of competing discourses deployed in practice in higher education and 

the interconnectedness of the macro and micro environment, particularly with regards to 

learning and teaching:  

The first tendency is for in-depth studies of student learning to be conducted in 
isolation from the macro context, and the second is to focus on the structural 
conditions and social effects of higher education while relegating academic 
practices to the proverbial black box. (Naidoo and Jamieson, 2005:269) 

I will explore, for example, how discourses are deployed, and, for example, how students are 

constructed in practice, whether, for example, as autonomous or ‘alienated’ (Mann, 2001), 

as empowered or ‘vulnerable’ consumers (Brooks, 2017). 

The research questions are as follows: 

RQ1  How do students construct themselves through their talk? 

RQ2  Do higher education staff and students draw on ‘student-as-

consumer’ discourse in their interactions and in accounts of learning 

and teaching practices? If so, how? 

RQ3  What additional discourses are available for describing and 

accounting for the pedagogical relationships, and how are they 

deployed? 

In order to study pedagogical relationships, I will include a focus on representing the text of 

staff-student interactions and gain insights into the practices in which staff, students and 
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institutions are engaging. This contrasts with Murphy and Brown (2012) who take account of 

inner emotions and feelings in student-staff relationships. In social constructionist 

approaches, language is not assumed to be a transparent window into the inner person. The 

research will examine conceptions of the student (RQ1), which in a social constructionist 

epistemology are seen as dynamic constructs, notably the ‘student-as-consumer’ which 

emphasises the transactional nature of learning. This approach, focusing on accounts of 

learning and teaching practices (RQ2), may indicate different discourses which are being 

drawn upon by staff in universities to inform their practices. Rather than students and staff 

consistently drawing on any one single framework, a variety of resources may be being drawn 

upon at different times depending on the context (RQ3). Social constructionist approaches 

stress the performative nature of language and talk and regard the aim of such performances 

as complex but ‘primarily one of accounting for our conduct within a moral framework’ (Burr, 

2003:135).  

The next chapter, Chapter Three, the Research Approach, further discusses the strengths and 

limitations of adopting a social constructionist research approach and the critical analysis of 

discourse through the examination of text. 
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Chapter Three: The Research Approach  

3.1 Introduction 

Following on from the Review of Literature in Chapter Two and the identification of the 

research questions, I describe in this chapter the research approach and methods chosen for 

this study. The chapter starts with a description of the philosophical approach underpinning 

the study. I explain and justify the decisions that were taken about the research design. The 

design was influenced by two important decisions: first, to adopt a social constructionist 

philosophy (Burr, 2003) and second, to adopt a critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach 

(Parker, 2013). Gee’s (2015) notion of “small-d” and “Big-D” discourses and Parker’s (1992) 

advice on discovering discourses provided the theoretical basis for the analysis of discourses. 

I explain these aspects in turn below and where I locate myself in the research. 

The chapter then continues with an explanation and justification of the qualitative methods 

which have been selected to best answer the research questions. In doing so, I draw on my 

experiences of conducting the research, highlighting the decisions made. I aim to show rigour 

in the research not only by demonstrating a systematic approach and the steps taken, but by 

acknowledging changes in direction and adjustments made. Insights from the pilot study I 

conducted in 2015 contributed to the research design through the evaluation of methods 

and techniques and testing of research instruments. I will show how ethical issues have been 

considered before discussing the three qualitative methods used: semi-structured 

interviews, unstructured observations of student-staff meetings and documentary analysis. 

The chapter finishes with discussing how the quality of the research will be evaluated. 

3.2 The conceptual lens - a social constructionist approach 

In approaching this study, I was influenced by a social constructionist perspective (Burr, 2013) 

and this had important and far-reaching implications for the research design as well as 

methods of data collection and analysis techniques. The approach developed from thinking 

about the assumptions behind the research topic, namely that exploring the idea of the 

‘student-as-consumer’ was not about whether students behave like consumers, but about 

considering how students construct their identities and experiences differently at different 

times. For example, within the same conversation a student may portray themselves as both 

a ‘paying customer’ and an ‘engaged learner’. In acknowledging differences in ways of talking 
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and the possibility of multiple realities I questioned realist approaches and excluded methods 

which sought primarily to quantify attitudes and behaviours. In taking a relativist view, social 

constructionism acknowledges that language generates different representations of the 

world. In terms of this study, a realist approach would be more interested in how terms such 

as the ‘student-as-consumer’ have come to be fixed or dominant, whereas a relativist 

approach explores how constructions of the student might be different in different contexts. 

There are different lenses through which social constructionist writers have focused their 

views. Gergen (1985) distinguishes between social construction as a metatheory, a general 

orientation to life, and social construction as a specific set of constructed ideas and practices. 

As a metatheory it aims to provide an alternative to the ‘positivist-empiricist philosophy of 

science’ (Hibberd, 2005:1). It questions the idea that knowledge can be gained directly from 

unbiased observation of the world. On a secondary level, it focuses on language and social 

interaction and contrasts with mainstream psychology which might traditionally focus more 

on behaviour and attitudes. A focus on language and social interaction has an important 

impact on the type of questions it is possible to ask. Burr (2003:2-5) describes a set of four 

key principles underlying a social constructionist approach which I explain below in relation 

to this study. 

The first principle is a ‘critical stance towards taken-for-granted knowledge’. The study 

problematizes the notion of the ‘student-as-consumer’ and its unquestioned position as the 

dominant metaphor for the contemporary student of higher education. The second principle 

of ‘historical and cultural specificity’ indicates that any knowledge gained from the study is 

necessarily bound in time to the current context and therefore necessarily limits the potential 

ability of the research to describe and understand practices elsewhere. Developing an all-

encompassing universal theory was not the aim of this study. This would be impossible within 

the social-constructionist approach where there are perceived to be multiple truths arising 

from the social interactions which are being concurrently created. For example, interviews 

are regarded as conversational interactions rather than as a research instrument designed to 

reveal a set of opinions or beliefs. From a social-constructionist perspective, conclusions 

drawn from research can necessarily only be regarded as one view of the world that is being 

put forward. This has implications for the kind of conclusions that can be drawn from this 

study. 
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The third principle of ‘knowledge sustained by social processes’ points to language as a pre-

condition for thought in that concepts and categories are acquired through social interaction. 

It follows from this principle that the use of language is seen to have practical consequences 

and is not just a vehicle for the expression of emotions. Research questions were worded 

therefore such that they were not concerned with behaviours, feelings, attitudes and 

motivations, but with how people interact and engage in social practices, in this case how 

students and staff interact in learning and teaching. 

The fourth principle refers to ‘knowledge and social action going together’. One of the main 

assumptions of social constructionism is the constructive power of language. If experiences 

are constructed, then alternative representations of experiences are possible. The work of 

discursive psychologists such as Potter and Edwards (1992), for example, focuses on the 

situated use of language, asking ‘how speakers manage to build accounts that have particular 

effects within an interaction, as well as constructing and legitimating particular identities for 

themselves’ (Burr, 2003:202). My interest revolved around how students and staff talk about 

learning and teaching and in doing so associate themselves with particular constructions of 

the student, which in turn have implications for the relationships between staff and students. 

For example, a construction of the student as a ‘novice’ would imply a relationship where 

there was a need for staff to provide academic guidance. 

In relation to this study this approach was appropriate as my interest was not in whether 

students are technically consumers but what it means to talk about students in this way. 

Adopting a social constructionist approach had wide-ranging implications for the choice of 

methods. For example, I ruled out methods such as structured interviews, as standardised 

questions might overly restrict the talk of participants. I also ruled out structured 

observations, as a narrowing of focus might inhibit the scope of what could be observed. 

Following this approach meant that, rather than seeking to find out more about the inner 

student, I would look at the way the student is a product of social processes. This meant that 

the way students and staff talked about their day-to-day experiences became central. From 

this focus on talk, I anticipated that what might emerge from the study was a sense of how 

the language of consumerism might enable or restrict certain relationships and therefore 

open or close opportunities for learning. 
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It is important to recognise the limitations of any proposed lens through which a study will 

be conducted. Burr (2003) provides a useful critique of social constructionism. In particular, 

the absence of a concern with subjectivity and the absence of the ‘self’ can be considered to 

be a psychological gap as people are viewed as negotiators of positions and whose 

subjectivity is formed by discourses (Burr, 2003:179). Alternative perspectives on this topic 

focus on behaviours, attitudes or subjectivity. For example, Kahu and Nelson (2018) present 

a psychosocial theory of relationships within educational settings which seeks to identify the 

‘mechanisms’ of student success. This conceptual approach, which seeks to identify the 

mechanics of what makes the student ‘tick’, is at odds with my proposed approach to the 

study of relationships in higher education, which assumes the existence of multiple realities 

rather than a universal truth to be discovered. Whilst I acknowledge the absence of a 

psychology of the self, I do not consider this to be an obstacle in relation to this study, which 

is not concerned with motivations of individual staff and students or their life histories. Of 

greater relevance to this study is the potential offered by a social constructionist lens for 

critical consideration of the connections between language and context, in particular the 

reciprocity of the way, like two mirrors facing each other, ‘language both constructs and 

reflects “reality’’’ (Gee, 2014a:120). This lens facilitates discussion of discourses at different 

levels: in the context of the policy environment and at the institutional and the local levels. 

3.3 A Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) approach  

There are many different schools of discourse analysis and the term ‘discourse’ is used in 

different ways by qualitative researchers across different subject areas. Discourse analysis 

has been defined simply as the close study of language in use (Taylor, 2001a). Whilst this is a 

useful starting point, I aim to clarify the theoretical standpoint which I draw upon, as well as 

the practical implications of adopting a critical discourse analysis approach. Before doing so 

I will briefly outline the position of critical discourse analysis in the field of higher educational 

research and the challenges it raises.  

Discourse analysis, although currently applied in interdisciplinary fields, does not have high 

visibility in higher education research despite the interest in discourses in this field (Sousa 

and Magalhāes, 2013). A review of published CDA-related higher education research articles 

highlighted the relative infancy of CDA in this field and the small number of articles published 

each year (Smith, 2014). Examples of empirical discourse studies include Fairclough (2002) 

and Saarinen (2008) which draw on documents such as university prospectuses and policy 
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documents as relevant discursive materials. Rogers et al. (2012) concluded that, by bringing 

CDA approaches into educational contexts, educational researchers are reshaping the 

boundaries of CDA. In this study I extended the application of CDA by combining the analysis 

of documents, interviews and naturalistic conversations in committee meetings, thereby 

allowing discourses to be traced across institutions and subject areas.  

Furthermore, detailed accounts of how studies have been operationalised in practice are 

limited, with the result that for a less experienced researcher this presents both the necessity 

and freedom to tailor an approach rather than copy a pre-existing approach. I aim in my 

accounts to share some of the challenges faced in doing so. 

Defining what constitutes discourse analysis was a first and complex step. Parker (2013) 

identifies different categories of approaches to discourse analysis and discusses a range 

of techniques which can be applied, including conversation analysis, ethnomethodology, 

narrative analysis, thematic analysis and critical discourse analysis (CDA). These carry with 

them differing theoretical assumptions about the nature and purpose of discourse. On a 

practical level, my concerns in selecting a particular frame of reference were to allow 

reduction of the data, to facilitate comparisons across transcripts, to make links to the 

social and cultural environment and have the potential to make some generalisations 

about the content. 

Parker (2013) distinguishes four levels of discourse analysis, of which CDA is at Level 3. 

These are named ‘Little Things in Context’ (Level 1), ‘Grounds of Experience (Level 2), 

‘Beyond Interaction’ (Level 3) and ‘Production of Analytic Phenomena’ (Level 4). This type 

of analysis is characterised by the identification of discourses which are described by 

Trowler (2001:186) as ‘language in social practice conditioned by social structures’ and 

‘more than text’ but ‘less than culture’. Parker (2013) refers to Level 3 studies as a level 

of analysis which goes beyond a focus on the individual person or group and takes into 

account the wider social context whilst still emphasising the human agency of individuals. 

This mode of analysis falls between a focus on the micro analysis of language at level 1, as 

would be seen, for example, in Conversation Analysis, and the much broader analysis at 

Level 4 offered by approaches such as Semiotic Analysis (Chandler, 2007) and Political 

Discourse Theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985).  
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My choice of analytic approach was dependent both on the philosophical approach 

already identified (social constructionism) and the needs of the research questions which 

emerged from the particular context, that of higher education institutions coping with 

increasing marketisation. Any chosen technique would need to take account of both the 

micro environment and the macro environment. Indeed, Burr (2003:66) describes 

discourse as providing such a frame of reference: ‘a conceptual backdrop against which 

our utterances can be interpreted’, thereby highlighting this important two-way 

relationship between text and a wider context.  

Initially I had considered the possibility of thinking of the university as a single case study 

or series of cases. However, I realised that there was a mismatch due to the definition of 

a case as ‘a case of something’, as part of a coherent bounded system (Yin, 2009) and my 

focus turned to researching discourses as part of social practices. Case study methods 

were not consistent with my ideas about the way data was represented in the study and 

this was potentially a ‘wrong turn’ which I did not pursue. Further reading of examples of 

discourse studies reinforced the idea that methodological approaches tend to favour 

certain methods and not others. Fairclough (2010) argues that theory and method cannot 

be separated and therefore the choice of methods should be theoretical. 

I adopted a discourse analytic approach to not only look at what was happening locally 

but more broadly, at ‘how meanings are created and eroded as part of ongoing social 

change’ (Taylor, 2001a:8). It can be argued that the ongoing process of marketisation of 

universities creates new language (e.g. student as ‘customer’, university as ‘service 

provider’) and new activities (for example, more student involvement in curriculum 

development, increased student/staff liaison). Whilst meaning at a micro level can be 

derived from the way a student, in speaking, constructs their individual identity in relation 

to being a student at this time, my interest was also simultaneously in the wider social 

and cultural context. My focus therefore was on the recurring elements of talk in this 

wider context rather than on the micro analysis of talk as a series of interactions in a 

particular sequence. I therefore rejected a technique such as conversation analysis, which 

was too narrow to allow a consideration of the wider issues which emerge from policy.  

In discourse analysis, language is seen as ‘action-oriented’ (Potter and Wetherell 1987; 

Potter and Edwards 2001), and both constructs the participants and is a product of 

interactions. A critical discursive approach does not restrict itself to accounts by the 
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participants themselves but can also discuss how language provides a set of ways of 

talking about objects or events. In the analysis, account can be taken of the way linguistic 

resources are provided for them by the history and context in which they find themselves. 

For example, in higher education, the term ‘student satisfaction’ is associated with the 

history of the introduction of the National Student Survey (NSS) and constructs the 

student as needing to be satisfied with education rather than being challenged by it. Gee 

(2011) argues that a progression from analysing everyday occurrences of language in 

context (‘situated meanings’) to the wider picture of discourses in society (‘Discourses’) is 

the point of critical discourse analysis. In the research analysis I adopted a staged 

approach by moving from examples of text showing different constructions of students, 

to the identification of wider discourses. 

I will now discuss the implications of the term ‘critical’ in a CDA approach and how I 

approached the political aspects of this study. Before doing so, I note that researching 

higher education is an unavoidably political project due to the tensions between different 

visions of the university, for example, as autonomous institutions for the public good or 

as global businesses or as quasi-markets. Despite many critics, the assumption by recent 

UK governments remains that ‘the market model is still feasible’ (Marginson, 2013:368). 

Even before this doctoral study was conducted, 47 per cent of people aged 17 to 30 

participated in higher education in English universities in the 2013-14 academic year, 

(DBIS, 2015), so what happens in universities in practice should be of interest to a large 

section of society. 

Ruth Wodak, when interviewed by Kendall (2007) on this topic, suggested a range of 

criteria for being ‘critical’: 

Wodak: “Critical” means not taking things for granted, opening up to 
complexity, challenging reductionism, dogmatism and dichotomies, being self-
reflective in my research, and through these processes, making opaque 
structures of power relations and ideologies manifest’. (Kendall, 2007:4)  

My approach to criticality in discourse analysis embraces the idea of questioning things, 

being a sceptical listener and shedding light on the contemporary development of 

pedagogical relationships. It contrasts with a Foucauldian discourse analysis, which has a 

more overtly political aim - to highlight oppressive power relations and increase the voice 

of those marginalised. The distinction is made here between a Foucauldian perspective 
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and other perspectives, such as those who use ‘interpretative repertoires’ (Potter and 

Wetherell, 1987), and who ‘want to place more emphasis upon human agency within the 

flexible deployment of language’ (Edley, 2001:2). For the purposes of this study, I took the 

position that the commentary on any power imbalances arising from the academic-

student relationships should emerge from the discourse analysis and not from any a-priori 

ideological standpoint as a researcher.  

A critical approach was appropriate as I could explore how discourses may be intentionally 

or unintentionally widening and/or shrinking possibilities for pedagogical relationships 

and what it means to be a student. As interactions are shaped by the language used, I 

could look at how these possibilities were formed and reformed as students positioned 

themselves differently in relationships at different times. The same student may in one 

situation position themselves as a consumer and assert their ‘rights’ whereas in another 

situation may position themselves as an ‘engaged learner’.  

Having established a theoretical approach, a pilot study was conducted to see how data 

could be collected and analysed in practice. 

3.4 The Pilot Study 

The pilot study contributed to the design of the main study by allowing an evaluation of 

methods and techniques, testing of research instruments and applying and gaining ethical 

approval in a university setting. The pilot study work, which was conducted in a post-1992 

university in 2015, made a difference in methodological terms by influencing the size, scope, 

location, access and ethical considerations of the research.  

Despite the inherent difficulties and ambiguities in conducting qualitative pilot studies, Kim 

(2011) argues that there are also many practical reasons for doing so, including assessing 

interview protocols, researcher self-evaluation, improving the skills of novice researchers, 

uncovering ethical issues, reviewing practical issues such as sampling procedures, and gaining 

a clearer conceptualisation of the topic. Indeed, pilot studies are regarded by some as an 

underutilised technique, a crucial element of a good study design and may be considered as 

a kind of feasibility study, a mini version of a full-scale study (Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 

2002). Sampson (2004: 383) further emphasises the importance of pilot studies in a wider 

sense in ‘foreshadowing research problems and questions’. In addition, there is an element 
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of self-knowledge through reflection on the research process, for example, Marshall and 

Rossman (2011:96) assert that ‘pilot interviews help in understanding oneself as a 

researcher’.  

3.4.1 Methods 

The aim of the pilot study was to explore methodological issues and concerns before 

finalising the research study design. These included, for example, the format of interviews - 

whether individual, paired or grouped, how to recruit participants, and how to reflect on the 

research events. The outline of the research methodology, which included interviews and 

unstructured observations of Student Forum meetings and documentary analysis is 

presented at the end of this section at Figure 2. 

In the pilot study, I conducted semi-structured interviews with staff and with students from 

both vocational and non-vocational subject areas. A schedule of open-ended questions was 

prepared in advance. Although the order of questions could differ in each interview, similar 

topics were discussed. This type of interview offers flexibility for both the researcher and the 

respondents (Robson, 2011) as the researcher can adapt the questioning and add or omit 

certain questions as appropriate. 

Interviews with staff were arranged individually, whereas students were interviewed either 

individually, in pairs or small groups. The students were all volunteers and the sample 

included students from both vocational and non-vocational subject areas as well as a mix of 

year groups. A purposive sampling approach was adopted in order to collect data from 

participants who were likely to be able to provide answers to the research questions. 

According to Cohen et al. (2007:115) this is particularly appropriate where the intention is 

not to represent the wider population, but the concern is to ‘acquire in-depth information 

from those who are in a position to give it’. Individual interviews allowed in-depth 

examination of individual learning experiences, but paired or group interviews were also very 

useful for sharing and contrasting experiences of pedagogical relationships. My starting point 

for recruiting participants was to approach students who had already volunteered to be 

student representatives on the basis that they had good communication skills and had shown 

a willingness to participate in a university project. An alternative to interviews would have 

been to run focus groups, but based on early indications in the pilot study, the availability of 

students on the same days or at the same times was limited due to clashing timetables and 

commitments within and outside the university. The result was that a more flexible 
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combination of individual, paired and group interviews were carried out at times convenient 

to students.  

The major strength of observation is the direct access which it gives to the events or 

interactions which are the focus of the research. Silverman (2011:380) recommends getting 

out in the field ‘to study what participants are doing’ to avoid ‘armchair thinking’, but 

cautions against smugness in collecting ‘naturally occurring’ data and against assuming there 

is such a thing as ‘pure’, unmediated data. Rather than making distinctions between 

‘naturally occurring’ and ‘contrived data’, Speer (2002) recommends considering how data 

collection practices are consequential for the topics to which we wish to gain access. The 

observation of meetings passes the ‘dead scientist test’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987:162), in 

that the event would happen even if the researcher were not there, but the importance of 

the method lies in revealing both examples of interactions in practice and about practice.  

The pilot study observations of meetings took place in a classroom and consisted of a regular 

round table Student Forum discussion between staff and students structured around 

feedback on the undergraduate programmes. The meetings were audio recorded, with the 

aim of transcribing the meetings into a textual representation, rather than being video-

recorded. If meetings had been video recorded, this would not only have implications for the 

methods of analysis but also for confidentiality, which would be compromised as there would 

be a higher risk of participants being identified. 

Unstructured observations in the first stages of data collection aim to assist in the 

understanding of the local context and to ‘seek to find out what is going on in a situation as 

a precursor to subsequent testing out of the insights obtained’ (Robson, 2011: 315). 

Observing the kind of issues that are discussed during meetings can be useful in refining 

questions for interviews (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). Through the observation of meetings in 

the pilot study I aimed to consider how staff and students position themselves in relation to 

each other and to identify, through specific narrated examples, the issues which were either 

enabling or disrupting pedagogical relationships. For example, from the student perspective 

these included professionalism (punctuality, lateness, cancellation of lectures, and length of 

lectures) and practices in relation to assessment and feedback (quality and timeliness of 

feedback, setting deadlines, anonymous marking, and fairness of marking). From the staff 

perspective the areas of concern were to do with inconsistency between practices, and the 

tension between autonomy of lecturers (who were responding to student requests) and the 



65 
 

pressure towards increased standardisation. There were tension points around expectations 

of practices outside the classroom, for example, in relation to personal tutoring and 

communication. This resulted in additional interview questions being formulated for the 

main study.  

Fieldnotes were used principally for noting contextual features of the setting and for 

recording ideas that occurred during the meetings and which could be reflected upon on 

later when playing back the recording. There was no formal observation schedule and during 

the meetings brief notes were made of ideas, questions or particularly striking phrases or 

interactions, which were then reflected upon in the interview notes which were written up 

after the end of the session. Gibson and Brown (2009:105) suggest that fieldnotes can be 

employed as a kind of ‘analysis in vivo’ rather than as a record of events. In this way, they can 

be conceptualised as an ongoing working out of the analytic focus of a study and serve to 

‘discursively explore the things they are observing and their connection to the researcher’s 

interests’ (Gibson and Brown: 2009:106).  

During the pilot stage and throughout the period of data collection, I practised techniques of 

analysing data which other discourse analysts had applied: such as identifying interpretative 

repertoires (Potter and Wetherell, 1987) ideological dilemmas (Billig et al., 1988), subject 

positions (Edley, 2001) and metaphor analysis (Jensen, 2006). I was not looking for a recipe 

book to follow step by step, but needed a clear definition of what constituted a discourse 

and a framework for identifying discourses across different data sources in different 

locations. A combination of readings from Parker (1990, 1992, 2013) and Gee (2011, 2014a, 

2014b, 2015) were ultimately the source of my approach (see section 3.6 below).  

Writing up my analyses of selected interviews and student meetings helped identify 

methodological concerns. I needed to rigorously document the process of analysis, for 

example, to be able to justify my selection of discourses and examples, and to be able to 

answer the question ‘when is it enough?’ My working assumption was that there needed to 

be sufficient satisfaction that the research questions had been addressed and that a 

reasonable and convincing interpretation of the findings could be offered.
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Figure 2: Outline of the research methodology and methods
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3.4.2 Evaluation of the pilot study 

Despite its small scale, the pilot study was useful in identifying methods that were 

appropriate in a higher education setting to provide answers to the main research question 

study and areas for improvement in the research design were identified. During the pilot 

study the wording of the research questions were adjusted to reflect interest in the 

construction of discourses and the functions that discourses serve within the context. This 

reflected the intention to treat discourse as ‘a potent action-oriented medium, not a 

transparent information channel’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987:160). For example, a question 

which asked about changing ‘attitudes’ towards consumerism was reworded to seek 

examples of whether the language of the ‘student-as-consumer’ was being deployed in 

accounts of learning and teaching. 

The pilot observation of a Student Forum meeting was useful in identifying practices which 

were impacting either negatively (or positively) on relationships with staff and which were 

explored further in the main study. Challenges and limitations of the observation method 

were highlighted, and changes made to the study design. For example, one often quoted 

disadvantage of observation is the ‘extent to which an observer affects the situation under 

observation, a phenomenon referred to as reactivity’ (Robson, 2011: 317). This had been 

mitigated by building up a level of trust with the participants by attending a previous Student 

Forum as an informal observer. For the main study I identified three improvements. First, I 

concluded that it would be essential to communicate with participants prior to the day of the 

Student Forum meetings, not only to explain the purpose of the observation but to put them 

at ease. Second, standard letters and emails and an Information Sheet for participants would 

be developed alongside consent forms and sent to participants in advance. Third, having a 

nominated contact or ‘gatekeeper’ in each subject department would be helpful in 

facilitating access to participants and arranging events.  

Other practical difficulties of the unstructured observation method which I noted were the 

inability to intervene if one person dominates discussions and the lack of opportunity as a 

non-participant observer to clarify any matters at the time which were not understood. The 

appreciation of nuances and meanings depends on access to local knowledge of staff, 

programmes and policies as well as the shared history of a department. There can also be 

challenges with hearing some interactions, particularly when several people are talking at 

once or are sharing comments privately with one another. Where further clarification was 
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needed, a contact person within the organisation was helpful. Fieldnotes were essential both 

for noting points that needed clarification and for recording observations in-situ.  

The review of the pilot study included analysing the success of the pilot interviews and 

subsequently the reformulation of interview questions and the adjustment of questioning 

techniques in line with my reflections on interviewing skills. Transcripts of sample pilot 

interviews were also shared with my supervisors and interview techniques were discussed. 

An example of this evaluation work is included at Appendix B.  

A pilot study is based on a limited data sample and only tentative conclusions could be drawn 

from the findings. The study confirmed that there was sufficient scope for a rich exploration 

of discourses and alternative metaphors for the ‘student-as-consumer’. This seemed to 

support the conclusion that ‘the notion of actively consuming higher education did not seem 

to capture the majority of students’ approaches’ (Tomlinson, 2014:6). The discourses 

identified in the pilot study were named ‘value for money’, ‘employability’, ‘personal 

development’ and lastly, ‘human struggle’ and were based on staff and students’ accounts 

of learning and teaching experiences. 

3.5  Selecting data sources within a discourse analytic approach 

This section discusses the decisions made in relation to the location of the main research 

study and the criteria for sampling of data. Figure 3 (below) shows the methods of data 

collection undertaken for the study.
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Figure 3: Methods of data collection in Universities A and B 
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3.5.1 Choice of institutions 

A key decision was where to locate the study and whether to research a single or multiple 

sites. The word ‘site’ or ‘case’ is used to mean instances of a university setting, rather than a 

reference to case study methods. A single site would allow an in-depth analysis of a 

phenomenon or issue, whereas multiple or collective sites allows analysis within and across 

settings, which would allow a greater richness of data to be collected. However, the idea of 

multiple sites led to the question ‘how many sites?’ I was looking to extend the sample with 

a university sharing key characteristics with the pilot, primary higher education institution. 

The inclusion of a second post-1992 university allowed a more in-depth study to be 

undertaken of modern universities. An alternative approach might have been to select a 

more prestigious university, such as a Russell Group institution, but this small sample would 

not have been representative of the sector and in any case, the study was not aiming to be 

draw conclusions about English higher education as a whole. 

A further complicating factor was the possibility of one site being set in an institution where 

I was working, leading to a consideration of the merits and challenges of insider-research and 

the implications for my role as a researcher (see section 3.7.4). Additionally, I felt that there 

should be a theoretical reason for choosing a location as well as a consideration of the 

pragmatics of conducting a study whilst employed as a university lecturer. 

The criteria for choosing a location were as follows: post-1992 universities with a diverse 

student body including ‘non-traditional’ students and offering both vocational and non-

vocational undergraduate courses. Researching two contexts with a diverse student body 

and range of undergraduate programmes would allow the similarities and differences in 

discourses to be explored in depth and the research questions to be answered within a 

feasible timescale. Two sites were chosen, University A being an institution where I was 

working part-time and the other, University B, being another post-1992 (modern) university. 

For the second site, an institution was chosen which had shown a strong interest in the 

development of students as ‘partners’. Ideas of partnership learning have been proposed as 

a strong alternative metaphor to the ‘student-as-consumer’ (Healey et al., 2014). For 

example, I have attended learning and teaching conferences at two modern universities that 

have chosen ideas of ‘student-as-partners’ as their learning and teaching conference themes 

(Chichester University and Newman University). By including an institution with an interest 

in student engagement and partnerships it was anticipated that this would provide a rich 
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insight into a broad range of pedagogical relationships and provide opportunities for a 

detailed study of discourses. At the same time, I acknowledged that all higher education 

settings are necessarily different and influenced by their local context and culture and there 

is no claim that the chosen institutions would form a representative sample of post-1992 

universities.  

The disadvantages of a two-site approach included the need to manage multiple sources of 

data. The sample size was an important consideration for the study because there was a 

danger of being overwhelmed by the data: ‘getting bogged down in too much data and not 

being able to let the linguistic detail emerge from the mountains of text’ (Potter and 

Wetherell, 1987:161). The authors caution that for discourse analysts, the success of the 

study is ‘not in the least dependent on sample size’ (p. 161) and more data can add to the 

labour without adding to the quality of the analysis. Therefore, developing and defining a 

clear process and strategy for data analysis was essential to ensuring that the task could be 

completed.  

3.5.2 Choice of subject disciplines 

A further question was whether subject discipline might influence the nature of 

conversations and interactions between students and staff. In UK universities the amount of 

contact time differs greatly between arts and science subjects. Also, the nature of the 

discipline as high consensus or low consensus (Becher and Trowler, 2001) means that there 

might well be disciplinary specific ideas about the nature of learning, for example whether it 

is about memorising facts or questioning and interpreting ideas. A possible approach might 

have been to compare STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths) subjects with 

Arts subjects, but the STEM provision in the two institutions was not similar. Research was 

therefore carried out in the same two departments in each of the two universities, the 

Business School and the School of Humanities, in order to include students studying both 

vocational and less vocationally focused subjects.  

3.5.3 Selection of staff and students 

Decisions made about sampling were influenced by the testing of methods during the pilot 

study as detailed in section 3.4.1. The methods and scope of data collection which were set 

out in a fieldwork plan and agreed with the Ethics Committee of each university site and the 

relevant Heads of School were: 2 observations of staff-student meetings, a total of 8- 10 
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interviews (approx. 4 staff and 4 student interview sessions) lasting between 30-40 minutes, 

and documentary analysis of publicly available documents such as university plans and 

strategies. All interviews and observation of meetings took place on the university campus 

within the normal working day. The aim was to collect a rich variety of data rather than to 

collect a large or representative sample. Large quantities of data are not required or helpful 

for a critical discourse analysis study. Further details about the selection of participants is 

provided here and each method is discussed in turn in section 3.7. 

Observations: Two unstructured observations of student/staff meetings (Student Forum 

meetings) per institution were conducted and audio recorded at each institution, one 

Student Forum in each of the two departments. These meetings typically occur once or twice 

per term and tend to precede more formal programme committee meetings. Student Forum 

meetings are the site of discussions about learning and teaching issues and are useful 

examples of staff-student interactions. They have the advantage of being informal meetings, 

chaired by an experienced Programme Leader, typically lasting up to two hours, where 

students from all year groups and programmes are invited to voice their ideas and concerns 

about learning and teaching matters. The numbers of students attending these meetings 

ranged between seven and fourteen students. The participants were student representatives 

and were invited by the Programme Leaders in each department via email according to the 

usual departmental procedures and routines. I sent a follow up email to each invited 

participant with an Information Sheet explaining the scope and purpose of the research and 

a consent form. Ethical consent was gained from every student and staff member who 

attended.  

Student interviews: A minimum of four interview sessions with undergraduate students were 

arranged in each department. A combination of individual student interviews, paired 

interviews, and group interviews were carried out. Primarily, student representatives were 

selected for individual interviews as they were more likely to be willing participants and tend 

to be good communicators. Additionally, it is usual for student representatives in universities 

to have training in communication skills and how to represent the views of others rather than 

just their own individual agendas. In a case where an invited student representative was not 

available or sick, they nominated another student from their programme. To maximise 

variety in the data, the sample included both male and female participants and students from 

different years and programmes within the subject area. 
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Staff interviews: Programme leaders were selected as they were able to draw on their own 

experiences as lecturers but also are were familiar with institutional policies and strategies. 

The pilot study had included interviews with learning support staff, for example maths tutors 

or academic writing tutors, but their extent and level of experience with undergraduate 

students varied and they often supported students across a wide range of subject areas. For 

the main study it was decided to invite participants who were both programme leaders and 

experienced lecturers, and who taught undergraduate students within the two specific 

chosen subject disciplines.  

In each institution, programme leaders were selected from each discipline, Business and 

Humanities, all of whom had regular contact with undergraduate students. Lists of staff were 

available on the institutional websites and the lists were compared to identify similar and 

overlapping programme areas. Humanities and Business contain many subject specialisms 

and staff can teach across different subject areas. To aid comparisons between the 

universities and the disciplines, Programme Leaders in Business were chosen who had 

teaching experience in Accounting programmes and the Programme Leaders in Humanities 

had teaching experience which included History programmes. If staff did not respond to an 

invitation or were not willing or available to participate, then Heads of School were consulted 

about staff who might be available.  

3.6 Ethical considerations 

Ethics approval was sought from both participating institutions and UCL IoE. This involved 

updating and revising the approval documents from the pilot study and responding to 

queries. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines were consulted in 

order to ensure that the study was conducted ‘within an ethic of respect and freedom 

from prejudice’ (BERA, 2011:5). Safeguards were put in place to ensure the rights of 

participants were respected. These measures included making sure that participants were 

well-informed. A verbal explanation was given at the beginning of an interview or 

observation and emails explaining the purpose of the research were sent to interviewees 

along with an information sheet explaining the nature and purpose of the research and a 

list of indicative interview questions. The right to withdraw at any time was emphasised 

and this right was also be stated clearly on the participant consent forms. The procedures 

were designed to ‘avoid deception or subterfuge’ and not to ‘use coercion or duress’ 

(BERA, 2011:6). 
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To reduce disruption to participants and to ‘minimize the impact on the normal working 

and workloads of participants’ (BERA, 2011:7), interviews and observation meetings were 

carried out within the standard working hours of the university and at times likely to be 

convenient to students, and staff interviews were held on mutually convenient dates. The 

events took place in easily accessible locations on the university campuses. 

In order to maintain privacy and to protect the identity of the participants, the names of 

participants remain confidential, through using pseudonyms. Care has also been taken to 

preserve the anonymity of the institutions in order to limit the possibility of participants 

being identified. I have documented how and why data is being stored, for what purposes 

and to whom it would be made available. This is in accordance with the BERA (2011) 

guidelines, which state that researchers must comply with the legal requirements of the 

Data Protection Act (1988). Data was collected only for the purpose of this research study 

and for any future publications arising from this study. The data is held securely and full 

access is limited to supervisors of the doctoral study, including other UCL colleagues and 

external examiners on request.  

Potential ethical problems of the study were highlighted through the pilot study. For 

example, gaining access to observe student/staff meetings depended on establishing good 

relationships with programme leaders and reassuring students about the ethical protocols. 

According to the ethical guidelines from BERA (2011), educational researchers ‘should 

operate within an ethic of respect for any persons involved in the research they are 

undertaking’. Close liaison with gatekeepers, such as Heads of School, was necessary to 

ensure access as well as with conveners and staff to explain the purpose of the research and 

develop trust. 

3.7 Methods of data collection 

The philosophical perspective described earlier in this chapter points towards a focus on talk 

and text which are studied as social practices in order to try and understand what the speaker 

or writer is trying to achieve in a particular context: ‘reading the word requires reading the 

world’ (Gee, 2015). This perspective has influenced the choice of research methods and data 

analysis techniques, which are discussed below. The three methods were: observations of 

student-staff interactions, semi-structured interviews and documentary analysis. Each 

method is described in turn and justified in the context of the aims of the study. A 
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combination of documents, recorded interactions and interviews can be useful in building up 

a picture of the way participants’ linguistic practices are organised (Potter and Wetherell, 

1987). 

The research questions identified at the end of Chapter Two suggest two levels of proposed 

analysis: the construction of the contemporary student and the construction of wider 

discourses which might be circulating. The first research question (RQ1) seeks to identify 

constructions of students in their own words. The second and third questions (RQ2 and RQ3) 

relate to the identification of dominant and additional discourses. As already mentioned in 

Chapter Two, the notion from Gee (2015) of “little ‘d’ discourses” (language in use among 

people) and “Big ‘D’ Discourses” (conversations among different socially and historically 

significant kinds of people or social groups) supported the two levels of analysis: how the 

student is constructed through language in use, and how wider conversations about learning 

and teaching relationships are constructed through discourses. Both ‘constructions’ of 

students and wider discourses could be sought through the systematic analysis of text – text 

which was created through different methods. The use of two analysis methods was not 

intended to constitute triangulation of data, as triangulation implies the search for a single 

truth and the purpose was not to confirm whether the constructions of students are ‘true’. 

The term ‘construction’, used throughout this thesis, has been chosen rather than 

‘characterisation’ or ‘conceptualisation’ to denote the work that is done by language to 

(re-)construct the student in a particular way for specific purposes. In this context, it indicates 

how the speaker enacts a particular way of being in a pedagogical relationship. The nature 

of the research questions suggest that constructions will relate to learning and teaching and 

ways of being and developing as a student, but does not preclude the identification of 

unexpected constructions which arise in a particular context. The construction of student as 

‘party-goer’ is one such example, which was a construction deployed by students, but not 

staff. 

The identification of constructions of students aided the identification of wider discourses 

through a consideration of what the speakers accomplished through these ways of speaking, 

what these suggested about the dominant ‘ideal’ pedagogical relationship and what this 

revealed about the broader context. It is through the idea of ‘subject positions’ that the social 

construction of the individual is connected to wider discourses. They are the ‘identities made 

relevant by specific ways of talking’ (Edley, 2001:210). For example, as students change the 
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way they talk both within and between conversations, they take on different identities at 

different times as they construct an account of their position. Similarly, staff may adopt 

various positions of teacher, manager, researcher, expert, assessor or mentor in 

conversation with others. Analysis using this concept seeks to establish what the subject 

positions of participants accomplished, what this suggested about the dominant ‘ideal’ 

pedagogical relationship and what this revealed about the broader context. 

Accounts can be contradictory and examining contradictions can be fruitful. For example, 

Billig et al., (1988) suggest that there are common-sense ways of talking about topics which 

are ‘out there’, which they call ‘ideological dilemmas’, which are not coherent ideologies but 

common-sense ways of thinking that are characterised by inconsistency, fragmentation and 

contradiction. Analysing ideological dilemmas looks at the function of such talk and how it is 

used rhetorically as well as looking at their ‘wider cultural significance’ (Edley, 2001:217). For 

example, students and staff might deploy different every-day ideas about students which 

have developed over time, for example, based on assumptions that students ‘study hard’ or 

‘are short of money’ or ‘enjoy a good social life’. This research aims also to look beyond the 

‘common-sense’ understandings and look at connections to wider policy discourses, as 

discussed in Chapter Two. 

The next sections describe the different methods, which all involved creation or 

interpretation of text, and in which I was positioned differently as a researcher. Interviews 

provided opportunities for the creation of texts of conversations in which I played a key role 

as provider of the questions, able to guide the direction of the interactions. Unstructured 

observations of meetings were events where conversations were recorded in a ‘natural’ 

setting without my direct intervention as the researcher, but I subsequently created the text 

of these interactions through the process of transcription and interpreted its meanings. For 

the analysis of documents, I was involved in the interpretation of the texts, but absent from 

the creation of the texts, which were produced by institutions. Lastly, the use of reflective 

methods such as field notes represented my lone writings as a researcher. In other words, 

my involvement is evident in the creation and interpretation of the data as well as in the 

ultimate mapping of the discourses, which are crafted for a particular audience and 

necessarily bounded by the limits of my own understandings. 
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3.7.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

Interviews were selected as a method due to their flexibility and the fact they were likely to 

produce a richness of data. They are suited to the ‘exploration of the more complex and 

subtle phenomena’ (Denscombe, 2010:173), providing an opportunity to explore a range of 

issues within a limited timeframe. Potter and Wetherell (1987: 164-5) highlight the 

opportunity in interviews for active intervention by the researcher, suggesting at the same 

time that this is a ‘craft skill’. The authors emphasise three ways in which interviews by 

researchers interested in discourse analysis differ from conventional interviews: first, there 

is a focus on the variation in responses rather than the consistency, second, interview 

techniques specifically aim to allow diversity in responses and third, interviewers are 

acknowledged as ‘active participants’ rather than ‘speaking questionnaires’ (p.165). 

The advantage of the interview format, as explained by Rubin and Rubin (2005:29), is that 

individuals interpret situations differently, and are likely ‘to bring to bring to bear the 

understandings held by peers, family, friends, coreligionists, or members of other groups to 

which he or she belongs’. This was clear from the individual and paired interviews in the pilot 

study, where students’ accounts indicated that family and societal expectations were a key 

influence on their understanding of what it means to be a student at university. Three 

different interview formats (individual, paired, and group) were adopted to facilitate answers 

to the main research questions, with individual interviews allowing the most in-depth 

examination of individual learning experiences and the self-concept, but paired and group 

interviews also being very useful for sharing and contrasting experiences of pedagogical 

relationships. Being flexible about format allowed me to maximise the opportunities to 

interview students and do this in the way they preferred, either individually, in pairs or in 

groups. 

The strength of the group interview as a method is the exchange of views between 

participants and Rubin and Rubin (2005:180) suggest that joint interviews ‘can take you in a 

new direction, suggesting what is important to the interviewees rather than what initially is 

of interest to the researcher.’ A practical disadvantage of the group interview is that it can 

be difficult to arrange with students who have conflicting schedules and competing priorities. 

In the group interview it can be more difficult for the researcher to guide the conversation, 

but it can highlight areas of importance to the participants. For example, in the pilot study 

group interviews, business students talked about their difficulties and fears of 

communicating with tutors and approaching them for help. They also discussed non-
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attendance in terms of it being a choice (rather than a failure) and a rational decision to use 

the time for learning independently. The group interview adds complexity as the researcher 

needs to be sensitive to possible impacts of the group on the openness of dialogue and 

opportunities to speak. Student representatives were approached for interviews as they 

were thought to be good communicators, able to voice their views and those of others and 

likely to be willing participants. 

3.7.2 Observations of staff-student meetings 

The distinctive feature of the method is the opportunity to gather data from ‘live’ situations 

(Cohen, 2007). Observations may often be associated with methods used in educational 

settings to observe teacher-pupil behaviour. However, as is typical of discourse analysis 

studies with naturalistic observation, the observation is converted to a transcript to enable 

textual analysis and it is not considered possible to annotate all non-verbal behaviours.  In 

this way, critical discourse analysis could be carried out using the same techniques across the 

three types of text from this study: interviews, meetings and institutional documents.  

Accounts could therefore be compared across subject areas and settings (see section 3.8 

doing Discourse Analysis). 

Student/staff liaison groups (Student Forums) were chosen as this is where the nature of the 

relationships between staff and students is continually renegotiated and commented upon. 

These meetings typically discuss issues which can be taken forward to a departmental 

committee meeting and in order to do so tend to cover a wide range of topics. The meetings 

might, for example, discuss practices which are described as encouraging or hindering good 

pedagogical relationships. Meetings were observed in each of the two different subject areas 

in each university in order to identify any subject influence. For example, business students 

are arguably more likely to be familiar with the language of consumerism and therefore 

might be expected to give responses that seem more consumerist. Although these were live 

events, the key purpose was to record the meetings and transcribe them into a text for 

further analysis. It was necessary to be present to record the meetings and ensure the agreed 

ethical procedures were followed. 

An alternative that was considered was to observe interactions between staff and students 

in a teaching context. However, the CDA approach focuses entirely on textual constructions 

and is more interested in accounts of things, rather than the things themselves, which as far 

as they are non-linguistic remain unknowable. Student Forum meetings are also meetings 
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where pedagogical relationships are explicitly on the agenda, whereas in teaching situations 

this is implicit. Compared to subject or departmental committees, these meetings also had 

the advantage of being less constrained conversations as they are not formally minuted 

meetings. Furthermore, it would have been problematic to gain ethical consent in a teaching 

session or welcome/induction meeting, where the number of attendees would be large and 

students may arrive and leave unannounced. Gaining ethical consent from all participants in 

a Student Forum meeting to record the session was much more straightforward. The limited 

number of Student Forum meetings in each department and in each university across the 

academic year, typically only one or two per term, meant that close liaison with departments 

and careful scheduling was required. 

The meetings which were observed were scheduled by the universities as part of their 

programme management activities. They were arranged by the Programme Leaders to take 

place during the working day on the university campuses in teaching rooms or meeting 

rooms. The meetings were audio recorded as video recordings would risk revealing the 

identities of the participants and the institutions. The recorded data was later transcribed in 

full and the text of the interactions between the participants was analysed using a critical 

discourse analysis approach. Each participant, including myself, introduced themselves at the 

beginning of the meeting and the seating positions of participants were noted. This helped 

with identifying speakers when transcribing the meetings, particularly where there were 

rapid interactions during conversations. The meeting was chaired by the Programme Leader 

and the participants were student representatives from the programmes within the 

discipline area. 

I sat at the table or in the circle with participants depending on the layout of the room. 

Although I was a non-participant in the meetings, I acknowledge and accept that my presence 

in the meeting may have influenced the words spoken. Preparations made before the 

meeting included meeting with the Programme Leaders to explain the aims of my research, 

the observation method and the research process. I also emailed clear information sheets 

and consent forms to participants in advance. This meant that after a short introduction the 

focus of the Student Forum meeting could move quickly to the discussion of programme 

issues. This meant the business of the meetings  were not unduly delayed and my presence 

was less likely to seem intrusive.  Reflexivity is further discussed in section 3.7.4 below.  
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During the meetings  I made brief notes were made of ideas, questions or particularly striking 

phrases or interactions. As mentioned in section 3.4.1, fieldnotes were employed as a kind 

of ‘analysis in vivo’ rather than as a record of events (Gibson and Brown, 2009:105). They 

were used both for noting contextual features of the setting and for recording ideas that 

occurred during the meetings and which could be reflected upon on later when analysing the 

data. Following each meeting  I reflected on these field notes as I wrote up the interview 

notes after the end of the session. This technique had been tried out during the pilot study 

and a decision had been made that a structured observation schedule was not required as 

the aim was not to observe behaviour, but to listen to conversations without a prepared 

agenda. 

3.7.3 Documentary analysis 

For the main study, I decided to analyse publicly available university documents such as 

Strategic Plans, Learning and Teaching Strategies and Student Charters. These documents 

were therefore not considered as ‘neutral’, but representing a situation for a particular 

purpose. Charters, for example, are useful in analysing the ways that institutions describe 

relationships between staff, students and the university and their respective obligations.  

Analysis of institutional documents involved deconstructing the meanings of the texts in a 

local context and situating them within a broader setting. For example, a university 

prospectus typically describes its vision and purpose and associates itself with particular 

organisational characteristics, values and qualities. Strategic Plans were analysed to reveal 

how an institution represents the relationship with students and, furthermore, how it wishes 

to be regarded and described by others.  

Through analysing documents relevant to the case, useful insights can be gained into how 

particular issues are represented or talked about and by combining documents with other 

sources, ‘researchers can explore their research setting from more than one perspective’ 

(Gibson and Brown, 2009:70). Materials such as university strategy and policy documents 

and departmental information can provide insights into dominant and alternative discourses. 

Cohen et al. (2007) caution that documents are often selective and serve purposes and 

audiences other than the researcher. This complexity is echoed by Gibson and Brown (2009) 

who point out that some documents may require the insights of insiders in a community to 

help make sense of them. Access to knowledge, for example, to internal, confidential 

documents accessible in the course of my daily work required me to reflect carefully on the 
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nature of this ‘knowingness’ and what this meant for my position as a researcher. Due to the 

socially constructed nature of knowledge, such aspects of knowledge cannot be neatly put 

to one side, but instead I was careful to use evidence-based interpretations based on 

declared sources to support my arguments. 

An important confidentiality issue was that the identity of the universities should not be 

revealed. Direct quotations from documents had to be omitted in this thesis to avoid the 

possibility of identifying the University, for example, through internet searches using 

document extracts. 

3.7.4 Reflexivity 

In this section, I outline my role and participation in the research, given my position and 

experience as a lecturer working in higher education. This research was work-based, 

‘happening within the researcher’s own work practice’ (Costley et al., 2010:1), and 

therefore needed to take into account the challenges and ethical issues arising from 

insider research. Mercer (2007) contends that the insider-researcher needs to be 

particularly aware of their own assumptions and prejudices and warns that familiarity 

might lead to better initial understandings, but also the risk of taking things for granted. 

For example, as an interviewer in this research study, I might make assumptions about 

the responses given by interviewees and miss opportunities for probing topics in greater 

depth. 

In simple terms, reflexivity is where the researcher reflects on their own position in the 

research process and recognises that ‘the product of research inevitably reflects some of 

the background milieu and predilections of the researcher’ (Gibbs, 2007:91). My position 

as a researcher and a university lecturer is particularly relevant in that this has influenced 

the choice of topic, the design of the research, the analysis and the written account. 

Reflexivity in this study involved methods which openly acknowledged my role as a 

researcher in the project and the recognition of the social constructionism that is involved 

in my production of the account of the research. For example, during interviews I was able 

to facilitate or constrain certain topics of conversation according to my research interests. 

Following each interview, notes were made about the interactions and anything striking 

about the session. A level of self-awareness during the analysis was essential to avoid 

closing off possible interpretations. 
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From a social constructionist perspective, my aim in analysing text was not to reveal 

attitudes, beliefs or an inner ‘truth’ about the participants as individuals and therefore 

there was a strong argument for avoiding speculative commentary and restricting the 

scope of the analysis to a close examination of the discourse. When writing an account of 

my research, I was aware that, from a social constructionist standpoint, reflexivity 

involved acknowledging the necessarily partial nature of each individual’s perspective and 

that there are always competing versions of reality. Overall, my approach to reflexivity in 

the study was twofold: to make my personal stance as a researcher and lecturer explicit, 

for example, by recognising my access to insider knowledge of the English higher 

education and institutional contexts; and to acknowledge that, although I might position 

myself as if I was outside the text, discourse analysis is a process of constructing meaning 

in which I am fully engaged. 

In addition to transcription, notes were taken just after each research event, which were an 

unstructured record of impressions at the time of the research. These included descriptions 

of the settings to help remind me of the context, ideas and potential findings that were 

striking at the time and possible areas for further investigation. Writing up accounts of each 

interview or observation was a useful way of summarising the key areas of conversation and 

issues relating to pedagogical relationships. 

3.8 Doing Discourse Analysis  

Rather than select extracts for transcription, I took the decision to transcribe all the 

interviews and meetings myself in order to become familiar with the data and because it was 

difficult at an early stage to be sure which aspects of the data would be most relevant. 

Furthermore, Gibson and Brown (2009:109-113) consider transcription as a form of 

representation or re-presentation of data and a creative process which ‘entails trying to work 

through a particular set of analytic concerns in relation to specific research interests’. For my 

research, questions of the fine-tuning of timing and intonation of speech were not 

considered crucial and therefore the texts were transcribed with readability in mind using an 

‘unfocused transcription’ approach which aims to record the spoken words ‘without 

attempting to represent its detailed contextual or interactional characteristics’ (Gibson and 

Brown, 2009:114). However, even in unfocused transcriptions, details such as punctuation 

are typically added to assist with the representation of the data. Following transcription of 

meetings and interviews, the versions were then checked against the raw data and 



 

83 
 

amendments made. The texts were then loaded into the NVivo software package as a 

structured way of holding the data, and to facilitate online reading and searching for 

examples. This initial reading is both ‘part of and necessary for analysis’ (Wood and Kroger, 

2000:87). It aims to identify the focus, identify appropriate sections for analysis and to make 

the data more manageable for analysis. The decision was taken to consider the findings of 

Universities A and B separately as they were situated in different contexts, before discussing 

the implications of the findings together in Chapter Six. This would also help to demonstrate 

a structured and rigorous approach. 

Doing discourse analysis has been described as a craft skill, like learning to ride a bike:  

‘Analysis of discourse is like riding a bicycle compared to conducting 
experiments or analysing survey data which resemble baking cakes from a 
recipe’. (Potter and Wetherell, 1987:169) 

Potter and Wetherell (1987) divided tasks into ten stages, although recognising that in 

practice the tasks do not happen sequentially. This orderliness masks the problem, 

mentioned earlier, that many discourse analysts have struggled to clearly explain in writing 

up their findings how they recognise discourses in text. Parker (1992) describes seven criteria 

for distinguishing discourses, which are helpful as a tool for mapping discourses (see section 

3.8.2 below). 

On reflection, my initial attempts at analysis resembled a thematic analysis which tried to 

present a range of neat themes rather than discourses. The analysis was without due 

consideration of the connectedness between discourses, how they might overlap, and how 

they might occur at both the institutional level and within conversations in practice. I found 

that writing was integral to the process of analysis as a way of working through ideas and 

arguments. Gibson and Brown (2009:194) warn that ‘even if some parts of an analytic 

framework have been well formulated and constructed, the process of writing about those 

ideas may well result in a development or alteration of them’. The data chapters were written 

and re-written several times. 

Given the quantity of data collected, examples had to be chosen to best represent the points 

of analysis for the reader. I had established that the criteria for inclusion might be their 

vividness and conciseness as exemplars of a particular point. Including many examples added 

to the richness of my account of the data, but also presented issues with word count. Certain 
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participants were more expressive in their accounts, and including many examples from 

particular students might have given the impression that there was a limited sample 

available. A further issue was that the conciseness of some accounts meant that examples 

could be useful for illustrating more than one argument and might result in some repetition 

in the thesis. 

The process of making sense of data is time-consuming and Antaki et al. (2003) warn against 

superficial analysis which provides ‘the sheen of analysis without its substance’. The authors 

identify ways of treating textual data which fall short of discourse analysis: 

‘writers are not doing analysis if they summarise, if they take sides, if they 
parade quotes, or if they simply spot in their data features of talk or text that 
are already well-known. Nor are they doing analysis if their discovery of 
discourses, or mental constructs is circular, or if they unconsciously treat their 
findings as surveys’ (Antaki et al., 2003). 

Although they prefer not to unambiguously spell out what constitutes excellent analysis, they 

do suggest that it involves ‘a close engagement with one’s text or transcripts, and the 

illumination of their meaning and significance through insightful and technically 

sophisticated work’. In summary, discourse analysis means ‘Doing Analysis’ (Antaki et al., 

2003). As well as writing down ideas, oral presentations can also be integral to the process. I 

presented my initial findings to colleagues and students at a doctoral seminar, which helped 

me clarify my arguments and further justify my chosen methods. Figure 4 below outlines the 

process of data analysis. Examples of interview schedules are provided at Appendix E and 

Appendix F. Examples of worked analysis are provided at Appendix G.  
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Figure 4: Data Analysis and Methods 



 

86 
 

3.8.1 Defining the outcomes of analysis: Constructions of the Student 

A ‘construction’ is the creation of an abstract entity which aims to concisely describe how a 

speaker, for example, a staff member or student, talks about ‘being a student’. A construction 

does not aim to represent the internal or emotional state of an individual but implies a 

position that can be taken up in a relationship. On its own, the abstraction is a label and does 

not judge or acknowledge connections with other constructions. Each ‘construction’ is 

reductive in that it distils meaning into just one or two words and sheds light on a particular 

aspect of being a student. For the purposes of this analysis, a construction was deemed to be 

feasible or recognisable where it referred to actions or activities in a university setting and 

had implications for student-staff relationships. It would be considered not feasible if it did 

not relate to activities or actions in the university setting, was not judged to be recognisable 

by others in the context or had nothing to say about pedagogical relationships. 

There are many ways of constructing students and their inclusion in the findings depends on 

the relevance to the research questions, particularly the first question, which asks how 

students construct themselves. For this reason, the focus was not on how students construct 

staff, which would also be an interesting analysis, but less pertinent to the research 

questions. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, metaphors are examples of constructions of the student. The 

analysis of metaphors can be fruitful due to their inherent conciseness and the way they are 

widely employed at different levels (the micro, meso and macro), thereby providing insights 

into issues for policymakers, the dominant culture of universities, the characterisation of 

students and the nature of pedagogical relationships. Tight (2013) claims that metaphors are 

useful in three main ways, namely simplification, variety and level: simplification helps with 

the evaluation of the object in question; a variety of metaphors present alternative 

competing perspectives to be considered; and occurrence of similar metaphors on different 

levels allows the comparison of concepts across contexts and through different mediums 

such as text and speech. Of particular relevance for this study, Gross and Hogler (2005) 

suggest that metaphors provide a perspective through which the relationship between 

student and teacher and their context can be more fully understood.  

As well as being useful for clarification and understanding, there is a suggestion that 

metaphors go beyond this and not only reflect the social world but influence our actions. 

Tight (2013:292) claims that ‘the particular metaphors that are used for the student 



 

87 
 

encourage those involved in higher education to behave in particular ways’. They do this by 

foregrounding certain aspects of relationships at the expense of others, thereby providing 

insights into ‘what matters’ to those involved in the situation. Tight (2013) further argues 

that metaphors are applied differently by different actors: by policymakers as a lever for 

change; by higher education institutions as a strategic tool to redefine the academic culture; 

and by academics to contrast the current environment with the past, and either embrace or 

resist change. The choice by the academic of one metaphor over another implies different 

assumptions about the pedagogical relationship: 

‘Academics might prefer to articulate a perception of the student as client or co-
producer, or perhaps a fall-back to the more traditional the student as 
apprentice, but each of these would imply — if taken seriously — significant 
changes in the teaching/learning relationship’. (Tight, 2013:303) 

However, although the literature review identified numerous metaphors, everyday speech 

does not always employ neat metaphors. It was necessary to look at accounts for language 

which indicated how students were constructed, only some of which would be recognised as 

metaphors. By looking at how these constructions were deployed and combined in accounts 

at both universities, a set of potential discourses could be identified. The idea of two levels 

of conversations fits with the two levels of discourse identified by Gee (2015). 

Little “d” discourse analysis studies how the flow of language in-use across time 
and the patterns and connections across this flow of language make sense and 
guide in interpretation. “Big‘D” Discourse” analysis embeds little “d” discourse 
analysis into the ways in which language melds with bodies and things to create 
society and history. (Gee, 2015) 

3.8.2 Defining the outcomes of analysis: Discourses 

The term ‘discourse’ is frequently employed in a similar way to ‘interpretative repertoires’ 

and Edley (2001:202) suggests they are closely linked in two main ways: first, they both have 

the idea of being ‘repositories of meaning’ and second, the implications are the same in that 

speakers may unthinkingly adopt these metaphorical expressions as they are ‘enticed or 

encultured into particular, even partial ways of understanding the world’. In short, they are 

both committed or tied to the concept of ideology. An interpretative repertoire is ‘basically 

a lexicon or register of terms and metaphors drawn upon to characterize and evaluate actions 

and events’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987:138). 
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The difference between the terms relates to the degree of agency of the speaker, with 

interpretative repertoires employed in a flexible, rhetorical way as opposed to in a 

Foucauldian sense, where ‘discourses are seen to construct entire institutions, such as 

medicine, the judiciary and science’ (Edley, 2001:202). Compared to ‘discourses’, 

‘interpretative repertoires’ are seen as less monolithic. Indeed, they are viewed as smaller 

and more fragmented, offering speakers a whole range of different rhetorical opportunities. 

‘Interpretative repertoires’ have been compared to the moves of a ballet dancer in the way 

that the dancer combines the moves to suit the occasion (Potter and Wetherell, 1987). 

Although the term ‘interpretative repertoire’ is useful to show a contrast with a Foucauldian 

discourse analysis, which has a more overtly political aim from the outset, typically to 

highlight oppressive power relations and increase the voice of those marginalised, it implies 

that the researcher might seek to identify a neat collection of discourses, which may not be 

helpful in analysing a set of disparate texts. Parker (1990) suggests caution when using the 

term ‘interpretative repertoire’ because of its association with behaviourism and suggests 

sets of metaphor and statements found should more simply be called ‘discourses’. For the 

purposes of clarity and consistency, the term ‘discourse’ has been used in the accounts of my 

findings to refer to patterns which occurred across accounts in the university documents, the 

interviews and the observations. The term ‘construction’ is retained to refer to constructions 

of the student within a pedagogical relationship. 

The identification of discourses was guided by the seven criteria detailed by Parker (1992): 

1. A discourse is a coherent system of meanings 

2. A discourse is realised in texts 

3. A discourse reflects on its own way of speaking 

4. A discourse refers to other discourses 

5. A discourse is about objects 

6. A discourse contains subjects 

7. A discourse is historically located.  

He points out that discourses are coherent systems of meaning and ’statements in a 

discourse can be grouped, and give a certain coherence, in so far as they refer to the same 

topic’ (Parker, 1992:11). A long-list of discourses was drawn up based on multiple readings 

of the data and then a further analysis was conducted in order to identify which 

participants (staff or students) deployed the discourses in each of the two subject areas 
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and where there were absences. On a practical level, a series of questions were asked 

when identifying discourses and the answers to these questions are included in the 

findings chapters: who deploys the discourse?; what are the associated values and 

beliefs?; what ideas and knowledge are legitimised and undermined by the discourse?; 

and what subject positions are created in relation to the pedagogical relationship? 

Through this form of analysis, light was shed on the different ways that students were 

experiencing their engagement with the university and their learning in the light of the 

current policy context. Importantly, this contrasts with a thematic analysis, which seeks 

out similarities in themes rather than variability. A focus on discourses maintains a focus 

on the spoken accounts of participants and strategies they might deploy for making sense 

of the environment. Parker (1992) defines discourses as frameworks for debating 

different ways of talking about the world. 

3.9 Evaluation of research quality  

In this section, I outline how I evaluated the quality of the data analysis. This was not a 

one-off activity but a circular process, as shown in Figure 2. There are general principles 

against which academic research can be evaluated, such as locating the work with 

reference to other published work and assessing its persuasiveness and coherence, as well 

as demonstrating rigour through a systematic process of analysis. There are also specific 

criteria for evaluating discourse analysis work (Taylor, 2001b: 320-324). 

The first step was to confirm the evaluation criteria as there is no commonly agreed set 

of criteria to assess discourse analysis. The criteria considered were as follows: a clear 

theoretical underpinning of the study, rigour and transparency of the approach, richness 

of detail, clarity of the explication and reflexivity, and the coherence and recognisability 

of the discourses. These criteria do overlap, for example, ‘rigour’ is linked to the richness 

of data and detail presented as well as the thoroughness of the explication of the research 

and analysis process.  

During the review process, practical issues were encountered with regards to the 

presentation and explication of data, for example, when selecting parts of texts to support 

arguments about constructions and discourses. Extracts of text can typically speak to 

several points at the same time and therefore careful decisions had to be made about 
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how best to deploy examples. My early attempts at writing up the first findings chapter, 

which more closely resembled a thematic analysis than a discourse analysis, were 

instructive in ensuring that I was attentive to inconsistency and diversity in the data as 

well as providing a coherent account. 

Potter and Wetherell (1987) refer to other criteria such as coherence and the ‘fruitfulness’ 

of the research, which is defined as the ‘scope of an analytic scheme to make sense of 

new kinds of discourse and to generate novel explanations’ (p. 171). This led to the final 

stages of evaluation, which involved assessing the possible application of the research 

conducted and writing an impact statement. In particular, this included assessing the 

potential contribution of the study to creating new understandings.  

3.10 Conclusion 

This chapter has set out the research approach, which was based on a social-

constructionist and qualitative approach. By focussing on staff, student and institutional 

discourses, disparities and clashes can be highlighted which give insights into the tensions 

and pressures which arise in this context. Through this combination of methods, the 

identification of sets of constructions of students and discourses were identified, which 

provide empirical evidence about students’ accounts of learning and teaching, which can 

then be compared and contrasted with those in policy documents and academic 

literature. A combination of techniques allowed discourses to be traced across institutions 

and subject areas in a new way.  

Discourse analysis is regarded as a craft skill and, in common with other qualitative 

studies, my approach evolved and was tailored rather than being an ‘off the shelf’ 

application of one particular method. Given more resources, this methodology could be 

applied in other contexts, such as English research-intensive universities, in order to 

examine the patterns of discourses amongst those student populations. The application 

of discourse analysis to texts of interviews and meetings might be of interest to other 

researchers. In particular, it shed light on some of the difficulties encountered in 

conducting discourse analytic research and might encourage further demystification of 

the research process. 
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Chapter Four: Findings from University A 

4.1 Introduction  

Following an explanation of the research approach in Chapter Three, this chapter provides 

the findings from the research conducted at University A. My intention is to explore the 

different ways in which students are constructed through talk in University A and identify a 

set of discourses which were deployed, and which shed light on the development of 

pedagogical relationships in this modern university. Although previous work has addressed 

the discourse of ‘student-as-consumer’, authors have not specifically addressed how far this 

discourse is dominant and how alternative discourses are being deployed in practice in an 

era of marketisation. The implications of these discourses are discussed in Chapter Six. 

The chapter begins by explaining the type and purpose of analysis conducted and how the 

findings are presented. The remainder of the chapter is divided into five parts, starting with 

an examination of the University context based on an analysis of documents. The second 

section examines constructions of students based on student and staff interviews and aims 

to identify the different ways in which students constructed their identities. Thirdly, accounts 

of current practices are examined to identify the discourses which occur as patterns across 

the data. This section draws on the text of Student Forum meetings in the Business School 

and the Humanities School as well as semi-structured interviews. The discursive practices 

and the relationships between them are then discussed as a whole. In the last section, 

conclusions are drawn based on the overall findings. 

Type of analyses conducted 

The specific types of analysis conducted were explained in Chapter Three, The Research 

Approach, and a reminder of the techniques applied in the analysis will be outlined in the 

following sections. The genre of analysis is Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). As explained in 

the methods chapter there are a range of approaches to analysis which fall under this broad 

heading. Parker (2013) distinguishes four levels of discourse analysis, of which CDA is at Level 

3. This type of analysis is characterised by the identification of discourses which are described 

by Trowler as ‘language in social practice conditioned by social structures’ and ‘more than 

text’ but ‘less than culture’ (2001:186). Analysis at this level goes beyond a focus on the 

individual person or group and considers the wider social context whilst still emphasising the 
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human agency of individuals. As a mode of analysis this falls between a focus on the micro 

analysis of language at level 1 as would be seen, for example, in Conversation Analysis and 

the much broader analysis at Level 4 offered by approaches such as Semiotic Analysis and 

Political Discourse Theory. The analysis focuses as a first stage on the identification of the 

constructions of students followed by an examination of discourses and the relationships 

between them. The products of the analysis include a set of constructions of students and 

the identification of discourses which were being deployed in University A and which provide 

insights into the pedagogical relationships.  

Mode of presentation 

Recordings of observations and interviews have been transcribed and represent particular 

snapshots in time. The criteria for evaluating quality in discourse analysis have been much 

debated (Jorgensen and Philips, 2002: 171-174) and attention has been paid to rigour, 

transparency, plausibility and providing a convincing account. Contextual and biographical 

information has only been provided about participants where necessary, in order to preserve 

the confidentiality of the participant identities. Where there are authors rather than 

participants, for example, in the case of the analysis of institutional documents, some 

relevant background information is given about the institution. This is within the confines of 

the ethical standards agreed for the study and due care has been taken to avoid revealing 

the identity of the institution. This means that, for the most part, quotations from the 

documents themselves have not been included. 

The next section will present the context of University A and the analysis of discourses from 

selected University documents. 

4.2 Context and institutional discourses  

University A is a post-1992 campus university with a diverse population of mainly 

undergraduate students of whom an increasing number are the first in their family to attend 

university, are from lower-income families and who are from culturally diverse communities. 

The University has strong local competition and is aiming to improve its position in surveys 

such as the National Student Survey (NSS), and has invested in academic staff with strong 

research profiles as well as making improvements to the buildings and facilities on campus. 
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In order to ascertain the discourses available from the university setting, an examination was 

made of key university documents which were publicly available at the time that the research 

was conducted. As outlined in Chapter Three, a discourse has been defined as a way of talking 

about and representing certain ideas or topics that circulate within a specific community. 

These ways of talking may or may not be taken up by individuals. Discourses were defined as 

language that is actively employed to achieve something, for example, to construct a 

position. In other words, it refers to how people use language to construct versions of the 

social world and give accounts of something.  

The documents reviewed were the University Strategic Plan and the Learning and Teaching 

Strategy, which cover the same period and encompassed the timeframe during which the 

research was conducted. Direct quotations from the documents have been omitted in order 

to avoid identifying the University. 

The aim of the analysis was to provide background and context for the study, to describe the 

position of the institution and how it describes its relationship with students. The Student 

Charter was also added to this list of documents as this provides a representation of the way 

the University, the students and the Student Union work in partnership. It is acknowledged 

that these documents did do not aim to represent how an organisation currently works in 

practice, are typically written by committee and have a particular purpose and audience in 

mind. They are, however, an expression of expectations and aspirations and, in their choice 

of language, they reveal what is valued. As documents, their existence can be regarded as 

‘social facts’ (Atkinson and Coffey, 1997) which are produced without the intervention of the 

researcher. They provide opportunities for interpretation and in this case the language can 

be studied in order to examine the way the contemporary student is being constructed in 

this setting. 

For University A, there were three main discourses which emerged from the analysis of the 

Strategic Plan: ‘transformation’, ‘employability’ and ‘knowledge creation’. A brief 

explanation of the discourse of ‘transformation’ (Mezirow, 1991) and the discourse of 

‘employability’ (Holmes, 2001; Harvey and Morey, 2002) were described in section 2.5 of the 

literature review in Chapter Two. The discourse of ‘knowledge creation’ overlaps with the 

discourse of ‘research-based learning’ identified in the same chapter. The University A 

documents do not position the undergraduate as a student researcher but emphasise the 

role of staff in delivering ‘research-informed’ teaching.  
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The purpose of the Strategic Plan was to set targets for performance and the stated aims 

were closely aligned to typical measures of university performance such as the proportion of 

students with first and upper second class degrees, student satisfaction (NSS survey results) 

and destinations of leavers surveys (DLHE data). The University’s stated mission was to 

transform students’ lives, develop employability and create new knowledge through 

research-informed teaching. A ‘high quality’ student was one that achieved excellence 

academically, secured a graduate-level job, was satisfied with their experience and remained 

engaged with the university after graduation. The ‘ideal graduate’ was characterised as a 

confident and critical thinker, valued by employers and a responsible and confident citizen.  

The emphasis in the documents was on the University as a provider of services. The offering 

of an ‘attractive, demand-led portfolio’ was aimed at maximising recruitment and 

maintaining financial viability. The idea of ‘partnership’ was mentioned in terms of 

‘encouraging’ students to get involved in determining the direction of the University, but it 

was not a strongly developed notion of partnership. The idea of ‘community’ was mentioned 

but this was linked to its social and organisational structure and the University’s image of 

itself as ‘cosmopolitan and friendly’ rather than as a community of learners. 

The Strategic Plan showed a blending of different institutional identities. There was a 

portrayal of the University as a continuation of the past by reference to the university’s long 

history as a provider of education for teachers but also as a modern institution, heading on 

an upwards trajectory of improvement despite the period of radical change in higher 

education. The language of business performance was drawn on to emphasise qualities such 

as agility, responsiveness, resilience, innovation and entrepreneurship which aimed to 

position the University as a modern, dynamic and competitive organisation. 

The Learning and Teaching Strategy document drew on a discourse of education as 

‘transforming lives and communities’. Students were portrayed as entering a phase where 

they will ‘grow as individuals’ in order to reach their full potential. As mentioned in Chapter 

Two, universities have for some time been constructed as widening access and transforming 

student lives, for example, through being the ‘providers of life chances for individuals’ (DBIS, 

2009:2). There were multiple references to the employability agenda and the University 

portrayed itself as a provider of opportunities to develop employable graduates. The 

Learning and Teaching Strategy seemed mainly focused on being the delivery vehicle for the 

Strategic Plan and presented a detailed breakdown of elements required to achieve the 
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strategic goals against named rankings and targets across a range of indicators relating to 

entry tariffs, continuation, academic achievement, employment and satisfaction. It was not 

made clear in the document whether students were involved in the creation of the strategy. 

The discourses identified in these texts are just one set of discourses which were available to 

be employed to achieve particular purposes. Of course, participants in the study could also 

draw on other discourses such as discipline-based discourses, learning and teaching 

discourses and other recurring conversations happening in the media, schools or in their 

families. At the end of the chapter the prominence of these institutional discourses will be 

reviewed. 

In the next section, interviews in two departments with staff and students in University A are 

examined to try and answer the first research question: how do students construct 

themselves through their talk? Student interviews were included to look at how students 

characterised themselves. Staff interviews were included as people who interact regularly 

with students and as programme leaders, they could provide information about the 

academic framework within which students in each subject area were operating. Through 

their language they could reinforce, resist or reinterpret the discourses which were coming 

from the institution.  

This section has analysed the discourses in University A documents. The next section presents 

the construction of students based on interviews with staff and students. 

4.3 Constructions of students through talk  

As explained in Chapter Three, constructions of students are abstractions of ideas about the 

student which are referred to in conversations which are circulating in a particular context 

and may include metaphors. Constructions may overlap in some respects, but they focus on 

a particular aspect of the way a student is portrayed which is striking or unique. This process 

of analysis necessarily involves some degree of objectification (Parker, 1992) and 

constructions can be viewed as representations of the student which are formed as objects 

by discourses. These tend to recur across the data, although outliers have also been 

considered in the analysis as well as notable absences.  
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A key finding from the analysis was that talk revealed multiple and overlapping constructions 

of the student and examples will be discussed below. An example of the detailed analysis of 

each construction with associated evidence from the study is provided at Appendix C. The 

table below, Table 1, summarises the constructions of students which emerged through talk 

in University A. The table provides a brief description of each construction and highlights by 

whom the constructions were deployed or not deployed. This is followed by a summary of 

the findings from the analysis. 

Table 1: Constructions of Students in University A 

Construction Definition Deployed by Absences 

‘Paying-customer’  As part of a transaction, the 
student pays fees and expects 
services in return 

 

*PL BUS, 
Students 

*Abbreviation for 
Programme 
Leader, Business  

 

*PL HUM 

*Abbreviation for 
Programme 
Leader, 
Humanities  

 

‘Investor’ The student anticipates that 
investments made now will bring 
future benefit 

PL BUS, 
Students 

PL HUM 

‘Novice’ The student is inexperienced and 
lacking confidence but can 
progress with appropriate practice 
and guidance from staff 

PL HUM, 
PL BUS,  
Students 

 

‘Mini-adult’ Inexperienced and not ready for 
the big wide world. This implies a 
need for the student and staff to 
focus on developing new skills, 
including academic skills 

Students  

‘Critical thinker’ 

 

The student questions, engages 
with topics and ideas in a critical 
way, thereby facilitating a 
pedagogical relationship based on 
intellectual engagement with 
others 

PL HUM PL BUS 
Students 
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Construction Definition Deployed by Absences 

‘Community member’  The student values participation in 
a community such as a subject 
community 
 

PL HUM 
Students 

PL BUS 

‘Party-goer’  The student prioritises socialising 
over academic work 

Students PL HUM 
PL BUS 

‘Pawn’  

 

The student positions themselves 
as disempowered and 
manipulated by the university and 
the higher education system 

Students Staff 

‘Engaged learner’  The student is interested in 
learning and actively engages with 
knowledge and participates in 
learning activities 

Staff and 
students 

 

‘Disengaged learner’  The student does not participate 
and is likely to have poor 
attendance or be passive or a non-
contributor in class. There is a 
distant relationship with staff, if 
any 

Staff and 
students 

 

‘Strategic learner’  

 

The student exercises choice in 
order to maximise the use of time 
and resource 

PL HUM 
Students 

PL BUS 

‘Struggler’  

 

The student struggles 
intellectually or with university life 

Staff and 
Students 

 

‘Social learner’ The student collaborates with 
other students and shares learning 

PL HUM 
Students 

PL BUS 

‘Future employee’ The student directs efforts 
towards securing future 
employment 

Staff and 
Students 

 

‘Business Partner’ A form of co-operation where 
staff strike a deal to encourage 
fifty-fifty participation  

PL BUS PL HUM 



 

98 
 

The number and range of constructions highlights that students did not consider themselves 

as a homogenous group and that there are many ways to be a student. The construction of 

student as ‘paying customer’ was unsurprising and was typically deployed in order to express 

entitlement. Alongside this, students described themselves as ‘investors’ in their own 

futures, a construction which emphasised that they were expending not only money but 

effort.  

Conversations indicated an awareness about the wider environment and efforts were 

expended towards securing better employment prospects as ‘future employees’. Concerns 

about their own inexperience were reflected in the idea of students as academic ‘novices’ 

but also as ‘mini-adults’, the latter encompassing their view of university as a period of 

transition or growing-up. Students’ accounts gave a broad range of constructions and 

included outside influences such as their working lives, families and communities. 

Areas of commonality between staff and students were in the way they described students 

as either ‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged’, which were terms which tended to align with ideas of 

‘good’ or ‘bad’ students. There were differences between the construction of pedagogical 

relationships by the Business and the Humanities Programme Leaders. The Business 

Programme Leader described a transactional approach to teaching, whereas the Humanities 

Programme Leader resisted the construction of the ‘student-as-consumer’. Amongst 

students, subject discipline was not a factor in whether students portrayed themselves as 

consumers. 

Two constructions used which were not in the literature review were ‘party-goer’ and ‘social 

learner’. The former reflected descriptions of the way students had to make choices about 

how to prioritise learning and a social life, the latter was a preference for students to work 

together outside the formal timetable, particularly in response to teaching that they 

considered unsatisfactory. 

These were not only multiple, but concurrent constructions, which were deployed by the 

same person within the same conversation. For example, Karl portrayed himself as a fee-

payer but also had high expectations of university and took a broad and long-term view of 

what it means to be a student: 

‘it kind of enhances your life in total’ [Karl, year 2 Humanities Student] 
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He strikingly compared paying fees to buying a second-hand car: 

‘it’s a bit like buying a car from brand new – you expect it to do the things that 
any other new car does – but instead you get like a used car – it does half of the 
things you expect it to do. It’s a bit of a weird metaphor but..’  

He seemed to adopt a consumerist stance as a means of expressing his entitlement whilst 

retaining a longer term view of the benefits of education. By using the car metaphor, the 

student reduced the university experience to a transaction in which he was only a recipient 

of education and constructed the university as responsible for the customer experience.  

The absence of constructions was also considered in the analysis. For example, there was a 

lack of emphasis on the student as a ‘researcher’ or a ‘scholar’ or a ‘future citizen’, despite 

these constructions of the student having been identified as ideal, based on the analysis of 

institutional documents for University A. This points to a potential variance between the 

institutional discourses and those deployed by staff and students. 

There was also a lack of emphasis on the student as an ‘independent learner’ who is ‘able to 

take full responsibility for their progress and achievements’ (Leathwood, 2006:614). Students 

largely portrayed themselves as wanting and needing direction. Whilst students such as Karl 

actively sought feedback and guidance in order to improve his work, he also contended that, 

as a fee-payer, he should not be expected to do it all himself, thereby suggesting that his 

personal responsibility for his learning was diminished by his construction of himself as a 

paying customer. 

In summary, a range of functions of the constructions were identified, including: 

• positioning the student as a ‘paying customer’ 

•  expressing the idea of students as investors in the future 

• suggesting views about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ways of being a student 

• highlighting the aspects of being a student that impinge on the 

learning and teaching arena, for example, ‘party-goer’ or 

‘community member’ 

• protesting against the university, for example, ‘pawn’, and 

• drawing attention to the difficulties of being a student, for 

example, ‘struggler’. 
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As outlined in Chapter Three, the Research Approach, the next step towards the 

identification of discourses was the consideration of what the speakers accomplished 

through these ways of speaking, what these suggested about the dominant ‘ideal’ 

pedagogical relationship and what this revealed about the broader context.  

The next sections present the discourses in the talk of staff and students at University A which 

relate to pedagogical relationships. Other weaker discourses are also considered at the end 

of the section. Weaker discourses were defined as discourses which depended on 

constructions of students which were not taken up strongly in student talk. The discourses 

inevitably reflect the preoccupations in the conversations of students and staff during the 

period of the research and the relative importance attributed to different identities and 

worldviews by the participants.  

4.4 Discourses in current practices 

Five discourses present in the talk of staff and students were identified at University A and 

which relate to pedagogical relationships. These were named as follows: 

• ‘Students under pressure’  

• ‘Exercising autonomy’ 

• ‘Satisfying the customer’  

• ‘Contractual obligations’  

• ‘Trajectories of student development’  

The identification of discourses was guided by the seven criteria suggested by Parker (1992). 

He points out that discourses are coherent systems of meaning and that ’statements in a 

discourse can be grouped, and give a certain coherence, in so far as they refer to the same 

topic.’ (Parker, 1992:11). A long-list of discourses was drawn up based on multiple readings 

of the data and then a further analysis was conducted in order to identify which participants 

(staff or students) deployed the discourses in each of the two subject areas and where there 

were absences. The five discourses identified represented different ways of talking about 

pedagogical relationships and which could be supported with vivid examples from the talk. 

A further three discourses are discussed in this section which were either notably absent or 

which were not taken up strongly in student or staff talk. 
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‘Students under pressure’ focused on students’ struggles on their journey through university 

and how they encountered conflicting pressures. ‘Exercising autonomy’ reflected the 

perspectives of students who constructed themselves as active decision-makers about 

participation in their learning activities. ‘Satisfying the customer’ focused on the positioning 

of students as paying customers and staff as service-providers. ‘Contractual obligations’ 

focused on the adoption of multiple and shifting student positions in relation to their 

perceived roles. The fifth discourse concerned the development trajectories of students, in 

particular the recurring idea of independent learning.  

A summary table of these discourses is presented at Table 2 and is followed by an explanation 

of each discourse. 
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Table 2: Discourses - University A 

Discourse 

(Deployed by) 

Associated values and beliefs Ideas and knowledge legitimised/undermined Subject positions created in relation 
to the pedagogical relationship 

1.’Students under 
Pressure’ 

(Staff and Students) 

Students are experiencing 
pressures around fitting in 
academic studies with their lives 
beyond their studies 

Legitimises – student lives as complex 

Undermines – student as just a scholar 

Staff as a resource 

Students as strugglers, strategic 
learners 

2. ‘Exercising Autonomy’ 

(Students) 

Studying is just one of life’s 
priorities. Students make 
choices about their priorities 
and the best way to study. 
Disengagement can be a choice 

Legitimises – decisions to participate or not 
based on perceived quality, calculation of value-
for-money or opportunity cost  

Undermines – idea of a university as a place 
primarily to study 

Staff relationships as just one factor 
to consider. Face to face interaction 
as not central to student 
development 

Students positioned as agents 
exercising choice 

3. ‘Satisfying the Customer’ 

(BUS Staff, Students) 

Student satisfaction is a priority. 
Reworks the relationship with 
student as a ‘paying customer’ 
and staff focus on improving 
service provision. Focus on 
achievement and success, e.g. 
through a business partnership 

Legitimises – transactional learning, adapting the 
curriculum in response to student wants and 
needs 

Undermines – learning for its own sake 

Staff as accountable for student 
satisfaction, responsible for 
‘delivering’ education 

Students as keeping their side of the 
bargain 
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Discourse 

(Deployed by) 

Associated values and beliefs Ideas and knowledge legitimised/undermined Subject positions created in relation 
to the pedagogical relationship 

4. ‘Contractual Obligations’ 

(Staff, Students, 

University) 

There are sets of obligations 
associated with different 
relationships by which students 
and staff abide. Both written 
and unwritten rules apply  

Legitimises: relationships as a set of 
organisational interactions, with social and moral 
obligations which need to be defined 

Undermines: idea of emergent and informal 
relationships 

Students as constantly evaluating 
whether obligations have been met, 
judges of reasonableness 

Staff as constantly explaining and 
redefining their obligations 

5. ‘Development 

Trajectories of students’ 

(Staff, Students, 

University) 

Student as evolving in different 
ways, for example, through a 
process of transformation, 
becoming independent learners 
or through transactional 
learning 

Legitimises: Role of staff and the institution as 
pivotal in shaping learning and teaching 
according to pre-defined patterns 

Undermines: More flexible study patterns 

Students as the object of creation, 
rather than self-creating 

Staff as facilitators of student 
development 

6.’Community’  

- weak 

(Students, Staff) 

Refers to a community either a) 
within the University as a 
learning community, a group of 
people with shared interests and 
actively engaged in learning 
from each other, or b) beyond 
the University 

Legitimises: a) special bonds between certain 
groups, e.g. subjects 

b) specific practices e.g. foregrounding family in 
decision-making 

Delegitimises: foregrounding the interests of the 
individual 

Student as active learner 

Staff as active facilitator of learning 

Student as having obligations 
outside the university, e.g. to family 

Staff as outside this community 
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Discourse 

(Deployed by) 

Associated values and beliefs Ideas and knowledge legitimised/undermined Subject positions created in relation 
to the pedagogical relationship 

 
7.’Students-as-partners’ 

(Not deployed) 

 

All participants are actively 
engaged in a process of learning 
and working together, both for 
the participants’ and the wider 
community benefit 

Legitimises: staff and students learning from 
each other 

Undermines: tutor-led learning, a body of 
knowledge to be transferred to the student 

Student as responsible to others and 
self, trusted to take on new roles 

Staff as both learner and facilitator 

8. ‘Knowledge Creation’ - 
weak 

(University) 

Knowledge and the university 
itself are constructed through 
the joint efforts of students and 
staff. Teaching and research are 
closely connected 

Legitimises: co-production of knowledge, 
research-informed projects for the benefit of all 
the community 

Undermines: research and teaching as separate 
activities  

Students as co-creators of their 
education 

Staff as co-researchers with 
students 
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4.4.1 ‘Students under pressure’  

This discourse, deployed by both staff and students, expressed the challenges of being a 

student and the pressures around how academic studies fitted with their lives beyond their 

studies. The examples of pressures described below include:  

• financial pressures and managing part-time paid work 

• family expectations  

• competitive pressures; and  

• anxieties around achievement and employability.  

Although the discourse focuses on students being under pressure, the idea of ‘staff under 

pressure’ is also discussed at the end of the section. 

This discourse of ‘students under pressure’ was not deployed in the University 

documentation. Documents such as the University Strategy focused on portraying positive 

images of the student gaining excellent academic results and employability skills in order to 

secure a graduate level position after university. There were variations between the 

institution’s portrayal of the student as a public figure and the private constructions of the 

students and staff, as revealed in their own words. 

Financial pressures 

For some students, a consequence of paying fees was financial pressures, including the 

accumulation of future debt in the form of a graduate tax on earnings or concerns about 

qualifying for a student loan. For example, Liam, a mature student, previously attended 

another university where he dropped out of the course. He decided to return to university 

and was working in a supermarket to help pay his fees as he was ineligible for a student loan 

for the current year: 

‘I feel how hard it is. Because I do work. I work part-time for Waitrose and the 
hours I do – I don’t mind that I have to work there, it’s cool – it’s a good job. But 
I see how much I have to work to kind of pay it off. So I now see the kind of level 
where it is. It’s a lot of money which we’re paying’. [Liam, Year 2 Business 
Student] 

There was a variety in accounts with some students saying they did not think about future 

payments at all as this would only affect them later, whilst others felt a burden of debt. The 

impact on learning depended on the student’s individual circumstances with some students 
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prioritising work over study and sometimes having little choice about their paid working 

hours. The Humanities Programme Leader portrayed how working students would be unable 

to fully take advantage of learning opportunities: 

‘a big reason why students skip classes is that they are working and either they 
can’t get the shifts co-ordinated with the timetable or quite a lot are doing bar 
work and working in the evening and the night and are too tired in the morning. 
Work is I think one of the major reasons why they skip classes. Some students 
are strategic and look at the topics and look at the essay topics – choose an essay 
topic and attend only the relevant class.’ [Irene, Programme Leader, 
Humanities] 

This excerpt also sheds light on the inequality of opportunities for students with very limited 

financial resources and the incompatibility of some part-time jobs with full-time study. As 

indicated by the example above, some students, despite paying fees, and because of their 

limited means, had to accept work as it arose. However, for a student such as Liam, his 

financial status was a motivator and the effect was for him to make the most of every 

opportunity: 

‘So, this is why every single lecture, every single seminar anything the University 
offers me, I grasp at it, you know’. [Liam, Year 2 Business Student] 

This example, although unusual in the data, suggests that this discourse could potentially 

encourage some students to take up opportunities for learning. 

Family expectations 

Students also described pressures resulting from meeting family expectations and 

highlighted the influence of other family members on their career decisions. For example, 

Ava and Liam were living with their families and commuting daily to the campus. Both 

students had changed their career paths and preferences in order to please their families: 

‘I personally didn’t want to come back to university. I wanted to do an 
apprenticeship or just kind of build my way up because I had a passion for cars. 
I have a family friend at Audi and they were giving me a sales executive job. But 
I realised that – because I’ve got two older brothers – and they have not gone 
to university – so I kind of want to make my parents happy in that sense. At least 
they can say “one of our child’s got a degree”. [Liam, year 2 Business Student] 

‘I feel like now, now that I’m in my second year I feel like I need to make my 
parents proud. Like I really need to do good. I want to become a business 
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teacher, so that’s my aim. So I really, really need to make them proud. And 
they’re like my motivation. They’re my inspiration because you know they’ve 
done a lot for me to get where I am right now. So I‘m doing everything I can for 
them and for my own future’. [Ava, year 2 Business Student] 

The construction of themselves as either graduates or non-graduates seemed important not 

just for their future careers but also to their family’s status. Ava had originally wanted to be 

an artist and had previously been offered a place at Art College and then had also considered 

becoming a cabin crew apprentice. Her parents had discouraged her: 

“I was going to do Cabin Crew Apprenticeship. But my parents were like “no, just 
go to uni. Because at least that way you would have a degree to fall back on if 
anything goes wrong”. [Ava, year 2 Business Student] 

From considering these accounts, it seems there might be an underestimation of the role of 

families in student decision-making in the literature, and by policymakers, who tend to focus 

on the student as an individual decision-maker. This is further discussed in Chapter Seven as 

a potential area for further research. 

Anxieties around achievement and employability 

The Humanities Programme Leader identified some changes in terms of the wider higher 

education environment related to the way the students increasingly focused on good degree 

outcomes and the growing anxiety and pressure to do well. She reported that she had 

discussed this with colleagues and suggested that pressure was less associated with being a 

‘paying customer’ and more about the anxiety to achieve:  

‘I mean we considered whether they might be more demanding of us in the 
sense of ‘I’m here paying’… We haven’t observed that. It’s more the personal 
anxiety to do well.’ [Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

On the other hand, some students suggested the whole higher education landscape had 

changed: 

‘I think the definition of a degree has changed. So if you went to university say 
in the 70s or 80s you were much more likely to – well you were definitely going 
to get a job were you were paid more than the average person. And you went 
to university to do that and the social life was one of the other aspects. But now 
people go to university to have the social life and pretty much know that they’re 
not going to end up doing anything better than anyone else and they’re just 
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going to end up with a normal paid job. So I think the definition of going to 
university has changed a lot.’ [Tanya, year 3 Humanities Student] 

This excerpt highlights the uncertainties around the purpose of going to university and the 

anxiety around the diminished prospects of gaining a graduate job, thereby questioning the 

whole premise of the graduate premium and a university education.  

Competitive pressures  

Students described how they felt pressurised by the competitiveness of the job market, such 

as this Business student who constructed her Russell Group student friend as being in an 

advantageous position: 

 
‘There’s so many more people going to uni now, whereas before a degree it was 
“oh, wow, you’ve got a degree” whereas now it’s “what degree have you got – 
have you got a first, have you got a 2:1?” And I do think the university you go to 
plays a role. I went home and my friend who’s at Oxford – his words were 
literally “I could get a 2:2 or a third, but I’m going to Oxford so it doesn’t really 
matter.” [Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 

The Humanities Programme Leader referred to the idea that external pressures weighed 

heavily on students and that there was felt to be increased competition in the market, such 

that students claimed that ‘anything less than a 2:1 is a fail’ and leading to increased personal 

anxiety: 

‘there is more concern about the degree classification. The anxiety and the 
concern about it starts much earlier. And it doesn’t necessarily translate to 
harder work, but they articulate far more – that they really need a 2:1 otherwise 
“I can’t do this or that”. That certainly has changed. So the pressure to need to 
get a good degree is heavy on them. Probably not least because they end up 
with so much debt. So there is definitely a distinct change here’. [Irene, 
Programme Leader, Humanities] 

Overall, the student talk reflected underlying pressures and anxiety relating to finances, 

family expectations and future employability. However, some students tended to minimise 

the pressure by portraying the challenges as opportunities or motivators. Other students 

minimised financial pressures by deferring the concerns until later. For example, Tanya did 

not portray herself as being in debt as she had convinced herself that repayments would be 

affordable: 
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‘I think for me the money is simply just not an issue because I mean by the time 
we have to pay it back it will be just pennies in our income per month’. [Tanya, 
year 3 Humanities Student] 

Grace also said it was not an issue currently:  

‘I guess it is because were not paying for it now but in the future it might be an 
issue’. [Grace, year 2 Humanities Student] 

Rachel said she felt the debt didn’t seem real now: 

‘Basically, I know it’s put some people off, but for me – it’s like – it’s not a 
physical debt that I have to pay off yet, if that makes sense. But yes – at the 
same time it’s like they increase it but I still don’t see that debt, you know. Like 
I’m in so much debt I probably won’t be able to pay it for a very long time, but 
like it’s not something I have to worry about right now’. [Rachel, year 2 
Humanities Student] 

The University also took steps to minimise academic pressure on students through new 

centrally agreed assessment strategies. An example of this was the implementation of a new 

assessment strategy in the Business School, where all coursework assessments for the first 

semester had to be submitted before the Christmas break. One programme convenor told 

students in the Student Forum meeting that the strategy came directly from the Deputy 

Provost for Learning and Teaching: 

‘His rationale was that he did not want – and he wishes every university did that 
– he did not want his kids to study during the Christmas period. The Christmas 
holiday is a holiday for you to rest and come back refreshed rather than add 
stress to yourselves. So there is a clear rationale.’ [Lynn, Programme Convenor, 
Business] 

In contrast, staff were under pressure during that same period: 

‘I think the issue of course we’ve got is that staff, as I said are frantically busy. 
We’re trying to meet a twenty day turnaround. We’re marking over Christmas 
period into New Year. And we’re meeting that twenty working days. [Beverley, 
Programme Leader, Business] 

As seen above, the unintended consequences of minimising pressure on students was to put 

staff under more pressure. The Business Programme Leader portrayed staff in the Business 

School as being under pressure. For example, the University’s decision to move from year-
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long to semester-long modules and implement a standard pattern of teaching had meant 

trying to cover the same curricula in less time. The Programme Leader might have tried to 

condense the curriculum or provide less support, however, she felt this was difficult as 

students were holding her personally accountable for their performance. She reflected on 

changes over the past years: 

‘In going back five years, ten years, we didn’t have students saying “I must get a 
first”. Firsts were few and far between. And this is – it’s across the sector isn’t it 
and anything less than a 2:1 is a fail. As a result they are putting more pressure 
on us, I think, to deliver the 2:1 or the first. They’re almost holding us 
accountable for the marks that they get – not themselves.’ [Beverley, 
Programme Leader, Business] 

Staff under pressure 

Staff in the Business Student Forum meeting described the pressure on them from the 

institution to provide feedback on coursework within a guaranteed timescale, to answer 

student emails within forty-eight hours and there was also pressure on all staff to attain high 

levels of satisfaction on all modules. This pressure was a factor in changing learning and 

teaching practices. For example, the Business Programme Leader justified her transactional 

teaching approach because the module achieved high module evaluation scores. The Student 

Forum also highlighted the practice of the publication of module evaluation outcomes which 

would create competition amongst some staff to achieve the highest scores or to beat the 

performance targets. This could potentially leave some staff feeling vulnerable if their 

module scores were not high, thereby making the focus on student satisfaction more intense. 

This might also mean that the quality of feedback was sacrificed for the sake of speed, as 

strict feedback deadlines were applied. In contrast, the Humanities Programme Leader did 

not portray herself as under pressure, although she acknowledged the pressures faced by 

students.  

4.4.2  ‘Exercising autonomy’  

In this second discourse, the student portrayed themselves as having agency and making 

short-term decisions about priorities based on the context and constraints. ‘Exercising 

autonomy’ refers, for example, to the way students described how they responded to 

pressures by making calculated decisions about how they participated or absented 

themselves from university activities.  
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Engagement is frequently expressed as binary: the student is regarded as either engaged or 

disengaged. However, the study showed more complexity and identified different and 

inconsistent ways that students disengaged from university life and their studies and the 

consequent implications for the relationships with staff. In the following examples, the 

students were describing choices they made to skip lectures:  

‘I had to skip out on a lecture because I had to focus on an assignment. And I 
had to prioritise if a lecture’s really worth it of me coming in… I know I’m missing 
out on something new that I could learn – [but] I could use those hours to further 
improve my essay’. [Karl, Year 2 Humanities student] 

‘I’m not going to lie. I’ve skipped classes. That’s because I live like it’s like 40 
minutes away by drive, but sometimes in the morning it’s just, you know, rush 
hour traffic and it’s like “really do I have to go in?” and you just sleep in. Or, 
when I had that lesson with that teacher who doesn’t really know how to teach 
I think l can just do it at home. You know sometimes – I only come in uni for two 
days – but on the other three days when I haven’t got uni I do come into uni and 
do work with my friends. I feel I get more out of that. That’s why I skip classes, 
but other people get distracted by their friends and say “oh let’s go out to eat. 
Let’s do that”. And they just go out with their friends instead of sitting in classes. 
But the main reason I do it is because of rush hour’. [Ava, Year 2 Business 
Student]  

The first student justifies how they made a strategic decision to prioritise an investment in 

good results over an investment in education. In the second example, the student justifies 

her actions by highlighting a range of reasons for non-attendance including being a 

commuter student, alleged poor teaching and peer pressure, but with the quality of the 

lecturer-student relationship as a pivotal factor. The student explains how she used a 

combination of strategies to make up for the absence, including individual study and 

belonging to a peer group who study together. There was a concern for learning in both 

examples which might not be anticipated in the accounts of such students who might 

typically be considered by the University as disengaged due their lack of attendance. This 

excerpt shows a radical conception of learning which is in conflict with staff conceptions of 

engagement. The idea of students transgressing the unwritten rules of the pedagogical 

relationship is taken up in section 4.4.4 below. 

Alongside intermittent participation there were students whose participation declined and 

they gave up their studies: 
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‘There’s a couple that I know that I talk to – just because they don’t – they don’t 
really want to be here – they’ve kind of given up – their grades haven’t been 
that great in the second year when it starts to count – they’ve given up – they’ve 
got other interests and for a couple of them that I know they didn’t come here 
to get a degree, they came here to get away from home, to party a bit, and 
they’ve kind of realised that they’re not going to get – his words were something 
like “well I might not even get a degree out of this so I might as well just carry 
on having fun”. So it’s a bit of a shock because I think about how much debt 
we’re leaving in and stuff, so for me it’s a bit like “ok?”!’ [Dawn, Year 3 Business 
Student] 

This portrayal of students who chose fun over studying and whose interests lay outside the 

University undermined a basic construction of a student as a person who studies.  

As explained by staff in the Business Student Forum meeting, the condensing of the timetable 

to facilitate a student-focused timetable into two days was undertaken in order to achieve 

higher attendance levels on those days. The attempt by University A to re-timetable 

programmes to take into account the complexity of student lives seemed to have had 

unanticipated consequences. With more free days students were free to spend more time 

outside the campus and develop other interests which then might conflict with their 

university commitments. This was mentioned in the pilot study by students who chose not 

live on or close to campus because they spent more days at work than on campus. This 

freedom might in turn have been contributing to the formation of groups of students ‘who’ve 

got other interests’ and no longer construct themselves primarily as students who study.  

4.4.3 ‘Satisfying the customer’ 

In this third discourse, three aspects of student and staff talk in University A are explored:  

• the portrayal of the student as a ‘paying customer’ 

• learning and teaching as ‘service provision’, and 

• the student-staff relationship as a ‘business deal’.  

‘Paying customer’ 

Students who characterised themselves as fee-payers portrayed a sense of entitlement 

which reflected the assumption that paying more should mean higher expected benefits 

from their studies: 

‘it’s got more and more expensive and students expect a lot more out of their 
studies since they’re paying so much for it’. [Tanya, Year 3 Humanities student] 
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This foregrounds the contractual nature of the student relationship with the University, 

which, in turn, could impact on learning and teaching practices. Paying fees seemed to have 

an impact on student expectations and, for example, on perceptions of the quality of 

teaching staff: 

‘I’m paying nine thousand pounds a year – I don’t want someone that’s not got 
their full focus. I appreciate that they want to do research and that’s probably 
their field of study but I want someone that’s got the motivation and dedication 
to be teaching me to their best ability’. [Dawn, Year 3 Business student]  

In this example, the business student positioned themselves as a ‘paying customer’ as a way 

of expressing entitlement to be taught by a lecturer who was perceived to prefer teaching 

rather than research and this raised questions about the status and qualifications of lecturers 

and the necessity of researchers to also be qualified and committed teachers.  

As highlighted earlier, students did align themselves with the idea of the ‘paying customer’ 

and it seemed to give a sense of entitlement: 

‘I think we’re paying for a service, the same way you go into a shop and you pay 
for something – you expect to receive what you’re paying for. So I definitely 
agree that we are customers to the university’. [Dawn, year 3 Business Student] 

Although some students expressed entitlement, they did not describe themselves as 

empowered customers. For example, the Humanities student representative mentioned the 

passivity of fellow students and a reluctance to bring forward issues for discussion to the 

Student Forum meetings:  

‘In the third year when I started a lot of people had issues and they wouldn’t go 
to anyone about them and I was getting sort of annoyed at everyone just 
moaning about it and not doing anything about it so I just put myself forward’. 
[Tanya, year 3 Humanities Student] 

Karl also mentioned that there was little scope to challenge academic decisions. The 

following example discusses an example of feedback practice where a student disagreed with 

a tutor’s feedback:  

‘One of my friends, he received feedback on one piece of work which he 
completely disagreed with. As in it, it said things that were covered in the essay, 
so he felt he was badly marked or wrongly marked and he raised it himself with 
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the lecturer. But again sometimes you find there is that divide of – you might do 
something wrong and the lecturer – it can - it might feel a bit intimidating to 
raise it. If you’ve done the question wrong and they say “you’ve done it wrong” 
and you think you’ve done it right, it’s a bit like fighting a giant.’ [Karl, Year2 
Humanities Student] 

The power imbalance between the student and academic as the person responsible for 

awarding grades was portrayed as significant and the experience was described using the 

metaphor of the battle - like ‘fighting a giant’. However entitled the student felt, he described 

himself as powerless in the face of the tutor’s academic judgement. This reflects the fact that 

academic judgement is beyond question in most universities, but not all students may be 

aware of this. 

Similarly, the Humanities students did not portray themselves as powerful consumers in the 

Student Forum interactions. Although various issues emerged in the meeting, students 

tended to portray themselves as generally satisfied: 

‘there’s not much to really say – the class was generally very happy’. [Amber, 
Year 2 Humanities Student] 

Several examples of poor communication by the department were raised, but organisational 

issues were played down and one student described an incident as just a ‘mix-up’. The nature 

of student questions indicated the students present wanted to portray themselves as keen 

learners but also wanted the university to take some account of their busy lifestyles, for 

example, by providing reading materials earlier. Students asked for reading to be posted 

earlier to allow more time to prepare for lectures. Another example was where readings of 

fifty or a hundred pages were posted only a couple of days before a lecture and the student 

representatives complained politely that some students struggled to fit in all the reading: 

‘it would have been nice in advance rather than like having it the night before’. 
[Laura, year 2 Humanities Student] 

‘Service provision’ 

Unlike in the Humanities Forum meeting, Business students complained about the quality of 

learning and teaching. In the extract below, staff (Lynn and Victor) were responding to 

students who were unhappy with a module, complaining that the lectures were ‘not 

engaging at all’.  
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Lynn: OK and when you say engaging what do you mean by engaging? So what 
kind of – what is it that you want to see? 

Justine (Student): I don’t know. Just something interesting about the topic. If 
that makes sense? I don’t know how to explain it – to put it in words. 

Lynn: So is it using examples or is it enthusiasm or is it interaction? 

Justine (Student): So it’s just reading from the slides. It’s not engaging. 

Lynn: This one we could maybe address through peer observation or 

Victor: We can address it, we can look at it. 

Chair: Through peer observation. We’ll speak to the module convenor. 

In the above extract, the students were offered a series of choices and this positioned 

students as customers, being asked what they wanted and then staff discussing steps to 

rectify the problem. The lecturer in question, who was not present in the meeting, was then 

positioned as failing to provide an adequate service. There was no in-depth exploration of 

the issue, for example, questioning the student’s level of participation in the session or the 

module and no indication that there would be an opportunity for the specific lecturer 

concerned to give their perspective.  

The idea of service provision was further emphasised in a discussion about staff performance 

against key service indicators, for example, the failure of some staff to respond to student 

emails within a set timeframe. The Programme Leader emphasised the standard of 

communication required: 

’48 working hours is not unreasonable and we are committed to that and we are 
reinforcing that….it is a service standard’. [Beverley, Business Programme 
Leader] 

A long discussion ensued about meeting target deadlines for providing feedback on student 

coursework culminating in the programme leader regretting the inability to monitor whether 

staff were meeting the 48 hour deadline for email responses: 
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‘there’s a post date on Moodle and it will be 20 working days from when you 
handed in. And, and we can monitor that because we can go into Moodle sites 
and we can see “Ah – no feedback! Post date is up!” We can monitor that. What 
we can’t monitor is people replying to emails within 48 hours. It’s impossible for 
us to monitor that. But we can make our best endeavours to remind staff of that, 
of that commitment and the use of our out of office replies and things like that.’ 
[Beverley, Business Programme Leader] 

One staff member mentioned having to make a trade-off between the speed and quality of 

feedback and was proud of the delivery time of feedback to students on a large final-year 

module, saying:  

‘we actually got it back – I got it back within a week! I mean that was tough – we 
got it back within a week – really tough!’ [Victor, Staff member, Business 
School].  

As illustrated here, this intensification of marking seemed to be linked to a desire to satisfy 

the students. This seemed to promote the prioritising and monitoring of speed over the 

quality of staff feedback to students and also a subsequent culture of competition as staff 

positioned themselves as high performers, exceeding targets and expectations set by the 

school. 

The Business Programme Leader portrayed herself as selling an excellent service to students, 

as a successful and experienced academic and a ‘very safe pair of hands’, teaching on an 

accredited programme, and who could deliver ‘what students want’. 

‘We’re selling – “get this degree, get all these exemptions, fast-track into the 
profession!”. So my job is to make sure they have the best chance possible of 
getting through those exams’. [Beverley Business Programme Leader] 

A culture of performance monitoring was described which was operationalised through 

instruments such as module evaluations, where she felt the module convenor was personally 

accountable for the module performance, and through the institution’s monitoring of the 

NSS results. She positioned herself as resigned to a service delivery model of teaching, 

justifying the institutional changes as a positive development but expressing some underlying 

discomfort.  

In the following extract, the instrumental language used and the repetition of ‘what they 

want’ shows a frankness and unapologetic determination about her position: 
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‘So for me, I think what is it they want? I know what they want and I will deliver 
what they want and I therefore will get fantastic module evaluations. But other 
people would look at what I do and how I teach and say ‘that’s terrible! All you’re 
getting them to do is manipulate numbers in the right order! Yes – you’re right- 
I am!’[Beverley, Business Programme Leader] 

She positioned herself as having come to an acceptance of this teaching approach and willing 

to defend it. This fits with the idea of the student as receiving a service rather than as 

engaging in a learning partnership. Students were not expected to struggle intellectually and 

feel discomfort along the way. Ironically, it was students who were the ones asking for more 

intellectual engagement. Beverley said that she knew from student feedback that they would 

like more opportunities to discuss real world examples rather than crunch numbers but had 

made a conscious choice in favour of teaching to the test: 

‘They tell you they want intellectual engagement but actually what they want is 
eighty percent in the exam. And it’s hard to deliver the eighty percent in the 
exam and the intellectual engagement in the amount of teaching time we’ve 
got. If I had more teaching time I could deliver the intellectual engagement and 
the eighty percent in the exam. What is more important to them is the eighty 
percent in the exam’. [Beverley, Business Programme Leader] 

Overall, Beverley characterised students as instrumental learners and customers of the 

University, expressing some discomfort about the position in which she found herself. As well 

as positioning herself as accountable for student learning, she was nevertheless resigned to 

the service delivery culture.  

‘Business Deal’ 

The transactional approach to learning was encapsulated in the idea of the pedagogical 

relationship as a deal, where staff had to ‘deliver’ their part of the bargain and students 

needed to provide some input: 

‘I expect them to meet me halfway…It works well when it’s a fifty-fifty’. 
[Beverley, Business Programme Leader] 

This language legitimised a transactional approach to learning which aimed to make sure all 

students reached the same standards. The process of learning described the mastering of 

techniques and did not allow space for critical thinking. There was an emphasis on providing 

a package of learning and making sure that the student felt secure and supported: 



 

118 
 

‘they know what they are going to get – they know that I’m going to support 
them – they know they’re going to be given a lot of practice for the exam’. 
[Beverley, Programme Leader, Business]  

Her account drew on the language of service provision with the ‘delivery of programmes’ 

taking precedence over wider learning and feeling accountable for student performance. 

‘So I think they are increasingly demanding of high marks and they are 
increasingly regarding high marks as our job to deliver…we are in a way, I think, 
we are complicit in this idea that it’s our responsibility to deliver them the good 
marks’. [Beverley, Programme Leader, Business] 

In the example below, the Business Programme Leader explained how she provided extra 

reading materials, which she justified on the basis of delivering what students wanted: 

‘in response to interim feedback I put more of those kind of articles in. More of 
the ‘here is the sort of thing you should be reading before you go to job 
interviews. Here it is – I’m making it available for you. You wanted more articles, 
you wanted more reading, here it is! But whether you’re reading it I don’t know’. 
[Beverley, Programme Leader, Business] 

However, the staff member’s suspicion that students might not read the material also 

undermined the construction of the students as motivated engaged learners. This highlights 

the way that the deployment of discourse may alter the student-staff relationship by setting 

low expectations.  

Another aspect of the approach was a focus on short-term gains in learning experiences. In 

the Business Student Forum meeting, one student questioned the value of lectures on a 

research methods module which were not directed explicitly at helping them with an 

assessment: 

‘a lot of the people are feeling that the lectures aren’t really relevant because 
they aren’t helping us with our proposal’. [Student 3, Year 2 Business Student] 

The value of sessions were justified by staff in relation to the development of career skills 

and enhanced employability. It was actually a third year student in a Student Forum meeting 

and not a staff member who emphasised the benefits of this module and the transformative 

nature of learning:  
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‘coming into my third year, doing my dissertation, like having to go through the 
entire process myself, it’s helped me. You don’t actually appreciate the course 
until you’re asked to do something at a higher level’. [Noah, Year 3 Business 
Student].  

Although there was a claim that a ‘deal‘ had been struck between staff and students, the 

practices described in the interview with the Programme Leader went beyond a ‘fifty-fifty’ 

arrangement and showed a huge personal commitment to student support. The lecturer was 

providing what amounted to a helpdesk service over email to students who were stuck with 

calculations:  

‘what they expect to do is to email me and for me to reply and for me to reply 
within a reasonable amount of time – which we say is 48 hours – and generally 
I’m replying probably in most cases the same day. So they expect email support’ 
[Beverley, Business Programme Leader] 

The impact of the language was to position staff as deal-makers and their side of the bargain 

was to ensure all students gained high grades. However, it also worked to limit students’ 

expectations of themselves, putting boundaries around student input into the learning 

process, meaning that the pace and scope of student learning was regulated by staff. For 

example, there was a strong focus on acquiring knowledge which was required to pass 

exams, which resulted in some students complaining of repetitive and unchallenging 

teaching sessions. In the following example, the student described her frustration in classes 

towards the end of the semester and, in particular, how the lecturer repeated parts of the 

lecture in the seminar class to ensure all students were at the same point. When asked 

whether the repetition was more prominent during revision sessions, the student responded 

as follows: 

‘No. That’s what – and it frustrates me that I feel like I don’t want to go – it’s just 
the lecturers are boring and I do appreciate that some modules are boring – 
some of them are hard – some of them aren’t as engaging as others – but there 
comes a point when the lecturer is repeating himself time and time again and 
you’re just like trying to get as much out of it as you can and you feel like you’re 
hitting a brick wall and I know that a lot of my friends do that because they 
approach a module – “look we’ve done that for the last two weeks, he’s 
repeating himself” and they’re like – “I’d rather just go to the library and teach 
myself what I need to learn, following the lecture slides”. Because they are like 
“I can go through that in ten minutes”. [Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 
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Overall, the discourse of ‘satisfying the customer’ positioned the staff as responsible for 

delivering education to meet student perceived wants and needs and accountable for 

module performance as well as student outcomes. Students in turn were ‘paying customers’ 

expressing entitlement at times but not positioning themselves as demanding consumers. 

4.4.4 ‘Contractual Obligations’ 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, although instruments such as Student Charters are popular in 

universities, the nature of a contract in higher education is under discussion, with a call for 

clarification of the social contract (Maassen, 2014), whilst Regan (2012) argues that, 

regardless of financial arrangements, there remain obligations which stem from the 

voluntary nature of roles undertaken by staff and students. Fulford (2018) argues that 

contractual arrangements with students are problematic, as education cannot be reduced to 

a predetermined set of experiences. 

In this fourth discourse, relationships were perceived by students as complex and a variety 

of configurations of the pedagogical relationships were described which highlighted tensions 

between students and staff and between students and the University. As indicated earlier in 

the chapter, depending on the context, students positioned themselves variously as being 

paying customers, members of the University community, novices, student representatives, 

as well as being in a business arrangement with University staff. There was a focus in these 

accounts on different obligations arising from these constructions of student-staff 

relationships. For example, one Humanities student used the idea of being a fee-payer to 

justify expecting more help from staff: 

‘I mean academic life is all about – especially with history – you have to do your 
own research – but there is only so much you can do. You kind of – I mean – you 
don’t pay this money for nothing. And you kind of expect the experience of the 
lecturer to inform you more on certain topics because there’s only so much you 
can read.’ [Karl, Year 2 Humanities Student] 

Here the payment of fees is linked to an increased reliance on staff experience to assist the 

time-pressed student.  

The students in university A said they made limited use of support frameworks that were 

provided by their departments to develop and enhance student-staff relationships. For 
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example, Ava said she hadn’t seen her personal tutor this year and was unaware of the name 

of her tutor: 

‘in first year they used to have sessions in a classroom to talk about your 
progress and see how you’re doing. I feel like in second year they just haven’t 
really made an effort’. [Ava, year 2 Business Student] 

In the extract above, the talk of staff obligations is deployed to blame others and absolve 

herself of any responsibility for seeking out her tutor. An exception to this was Liam, an older 

student, who proactively contacted his personal tutor: 

‘I wanted to know my personal tutor. I wanted to meet them. So I got their email. 
I emailed her…You can talk to them about things if you’re worried. You can build 
a relationship with them which you’re comfortable about. Because I’ve seen that 
some students are not that comfortable in talking to some teachers. But I’m 
personally not like that.. .’ [Liam, Year 2 Business Student] 

For this student, personal tutoring was described as a matter of personal preference rather 

than an integral part of his education. 

However, personal tutoring was rarely seen as well-organised or helpful and these 

interventions were sometimes understood as intrusive: 

‘it’s just easier to talk to your friends’. [Grace, Year 2 Humanities Student] 

‘I’m pretty sure I remember our personal tutors saying that we were allowed to 
come to them for basically any issue but because – it’s just like – to be frank – 
it’s a person I don’t know coming up and saying “come and talk to me about 
your life”– I’m not going to do that!’ [Rachel, Year 2 Humanities student]  

There was an emphasis on personal privacy here but also an outright rejection of the 

usefulness of the role of the personal tutor and of staff members as potentially respectful, 

supportive and well-intentioned. From these examples, it can be seen that obligations 

stemming from pedagogical relationships can include not only the financial implications of 

being a fee-paying student but also moral and social implications. Moral obligations refer to 

the student’s duty to fulfil their role as a student and would be based on considerations of 

what is right or wrong, based on a set of values. Social obligations refer to the obligation to 

follow society’s traditions and social etiquette in the interests of society. The students 

referred to the invitation to see the personal tutor not as an obligation based on their duty 
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to be the best student they can be, but as a form of optional encounter which they can accept 

or reject. By depicting the encounter as uncomfortable, this makes the rejection more 

justifiable. 

Because of the varying ways in which staff constructed students and their responsibilities, 

the moral and social positions a student could take were also varied and the power 

implications different depending on the circumstances. In the Business School, the discourse 

of ‘satisfying the customer’ (embodied, for example, in a transactional approach to learning 

and teaching) seemed to portray an attempt to make a clear delineation of responsibilities 

between staff and students but resulted in some radical constructions of the pedagogical 

relationship, particularly where students felt that staff had not met their obligations. In the 

following example, Ava described how students actively removed themselves from learning 

situations:  

‘As soon as we’ve got that break, some people leave, they take their bags, 
laptops and they’ve gone. They really want to leave, it’s so bad. I knew some girl 
she was telling me “I’d rather go and do some work in the library because this is 
wasting my time”. [Ava, Year 2 Business Student] 

In this account, the student justified the actions as a response to poor quality teaching and 

students seemed to violate the typical norms and rules of classroom practices. Whereas the 

lack of engagement might be interpreted by the staff member as rudeness, disinterest in the 

subject, or laziness, this account positioned the student as actively making value judgements 

about the best use of their time. As previously mentioned, students were prepared to 

exercise autonomy and constructed themselves as strategic learners, but this is an example 

of spontaneously violating the unwritten rules of social interaction in the classroom, whereby 

leaving a session may require some communication with the staff member. Here, the student 

avoids the interaction by leaving in the break and using self-directed learning as a justification 

for leaving. Self-directed learning would normally be associated with additional learning 

which happens once the role and obligations of being a student have been fulfilled. This sheds 

a different light on non-attendance which in the ‘student-as-consumer’ model might be 

regarded as passive behaviour. The idea of choice was used by the student here to explain 

non-engagement with the university as a rational decision rather than just laziness.  

This example highlights variations in understanding about the role of a student and about 

student disengagement. In both staff and student interviews, students who did not attend 
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were portrayed as stereotypically ‘bad students’. However, these accounts shed light on the 

way choices about participation were represented by students. Whereas staff might refer to 

non-attendance as a failure to engage, students described how they actively exercised choice 

about the use of their time, for example, by abruptly leaving a class they felt was not 

worthwhile. In the above example, there is a contradiction between the rhetoric of self-

directed learning and the perception of it as breaking the rules.  

The construction of the student as a partner in a fifty-fifty deal also raised questions for staff 

about their obligations and, in the following example, a key dilemma in the balance of power 

in the pedagogical relationship is highlighted:  

 

‘The question is – do we have a right to tell them what it is they should be 
consuming for their nine thousand pounds a year – that’s where the tension is, 
isn’t it? Because we’re saying that for your nine thousand pounds a year you 
should be curious and intellectually challenged and they’re saying no actually 
for my nine thousand pounds I want a 2:1 or a first.’ [Beverley, Business 
Programme Leader] 

In this excerpt, the Programme Leader highlights the effect of the ‘student-as-consumer’ 

discourse which was to place staff and students in tension with one another and set the ideal 

of intellectual development against the goal of academic success. 

Students’ accounts of their relationship with the University also differed from the University’s 

portrayal of the student role. Whereas the University documentation reflected the student 

journey as an expected progression towards achievement of graduate status, students’ 

accounts revealed concerns about academic failure. Students’ responses to poor academic 

performance included the minimising of any concerns and focusing on the social side of 

University, thereby questioning the very idea that being a student necessarily involved 

studying:  

‘some students just see the social aspect of it more than the whole academic 
aspect of it’. [Karl, Year 2 Humanities Student] 

Differences in opinion about what university is for and the mixed expectations of the future 

job market were also reflected in students’ accounts. Some students questioned the benefits 

of going to university, thereby calling into question the idea of the graduate premium. 

Furthermore, there was some discomfort amongst some students with the National Student 
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Survey (NSS). One student claimed that the NSS was used by the University as a political tool, 

made students feel like consumers and she expressed a dislike for the advertising by 

universities on social media:  

‘I see it very much as a consumer experience as if I was buying a car, sort of 
thing. And one of the main things of that is the National Student Survey. I’ve just 
recently done it. And it sort of – when you answer it, it’s all these questions 
where its just – you know it’s going to be so that other people can read it – and 
it sort of feels weird to me that anyone would care about that because it’s a 
university at the end of the day and you go there to get a degree’. [Tanya, year 
3 Humanities Student] 

This strained relationship with the University and the mixed views about the purpose of going 

to university along with low expectations of future outcomes seemed to undermine the 

potential for positive relationships. 

Overall, the discourse of contractual obligations highlights the uncertainty and dilemmas 

resulting from the positions which students and staff were adopting in response to the higher 

education environment and the complexity of obligations which were moral, social and 

political as well as financial. 

4.4.5  ‘Trajectories of student development’  

This fifth discourse focuses on the different ways that students were expected to learn and 

develop as they progressed through university. In University A, this process was portrayed as 

happening through different pedagogical approaches. Three approaches are explored here: 

•  ‘transformation’ 

• ‘delivering learning’, and  

• ‘creating independent learners’ 

‘Transformation’ 

In the earlier part of this chapter, different constructions of the student were presented. 

Underlying the different constructions were varying assumptions and expectations about 

how a student would develop in the course of an undergraduate programme. The discourse 

of ‘transformation’ expresses ideas about how students change over time through their 

experiences at university. Different ways of deploying a transformation discourse were 

identified and examples are discussed below: transformation as improving life chances, 
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transformation as producing successful graduates and transformation as the development of 

the whole person.  

In the University A institutional documents which were analysed, the discourse of 

‘transformation’ was deployed to suggest that through education the institution was able to 

transform both the individual and their life chances. The idea of better life chances is 

closely correlated with socioeconomic status and was deployed to suggest that all student 

applicants to the University would be transformed into successful employable graduates. The 

term ‘better life chances’ could also suggest that the institution enabled students to break 

with a past which was somehow unsatisfactory, and to move away from the present world 

to something better.  

The transformation discourse did not match the constructions of the students by themselves 

in University A. They did not position themselves as overcoming disadvantage and said they 

had chosen the University for a range of different reasons. In addition to university, they 

suggested that a range of attractive alternative and competing opportunities were available 

to them such as trainee positions and apprenticeships. Moreover, some students were not 

just focused on their individual journey but portrayed themselves as very committed to their 

families and current communities. Becoming a graduate was described as not just important 

for themselves but very significant for their family. Not all students were focused on 

graduation as an end point of the transformation. For example, one of the humanities 

students regarded a gap year following graduation as a key period of reflection before 

deciding about next steps: 

‘I was thinking about doing a gap year before I came to university to get some 
experience and some money - so I kind of want to do that once I get back out – 
just sort of gain that extra bit – because before I left it was more like an 
independence thing but now I have that I kind of want to take that and do 
something with it… I know I’m not quite ready to make any huge decisions just 
yet, so I’m probably going to sort of like - probably get as much experience as I 
can – once I come out for a little bit, give myself like a set time then branch out 
and see what I want to do after that. [Rachel, Year 3 Humanities student] 

‘Transformation’ was also associated with a discourse of success which assumed that all 

students were on a common path towards graduate employment. Connected with this was 

the assumption that all students would experience education in the same way, for example, 

through a curriculum for employability. The students interviewed had a richness and variety 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Correlation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socioeconomic_status
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of experience from their part-time jobs, from their pre-university experiences and had 

different ambitions. The University documentation therefore seemed to underestimate the 

variety and contribution of the individual and their personal experiences or struggles. It 

focused on the trajectory of the student as part of a homogenous group and it downplayed 

wider possible interpretations of transformation such as enabling a broader education or 

potentially transforming society for the public good through the development of an 

awareness of citizenship. There was no mention in the data of students acknowledging the 

University’s notion of graduates transforming into future citizens and this was a notable 

absence compared to the University’s stated ambitions. 

In terms of pedagogical relationships, this discourse legitimised the idea of a common path 

towards being a graduate and undermined the idea of students as active explorers or 

strugglers. As such, it could potentially restrict opportunities for students to proactively 

explore and learn in other ways. ‘Transformation’ can imply the development of the whole 

person and this was rare in the data, although one student neatly summed up their education 

as being about enhancing their life: 

’so the more you learn, the more you get things, it kind of builds you’. [Liam, 
year 2 Business Student] 

‘Delivering learning’ 

‘Delivering’ learning suggests a transactional relationship between staff and students and has 

been associated with the spoon-feeding of students, teaching to the test in an instrumental 

fashion and setting unchallenging tasks. Some accounts described how this was built into the 

learning and teaching approach in the Business School and all modules in the curriculum had 

to follow the same pattern of having a formative element of assessment which was designed 

to prepare students for the single summative assessment. Other students were appreciative 

of teaching that was directive and directly linked to the assessments. Most of all they were 

appreciative of reassurance and staff that made them feel confident. The extract below 

refers to feedback practice by a ‘good lecturer’ on a formative assessment: 

‘She’ll have jokes but then she’ll get down to it. She’ll be really serious about the 
work and tell us what we need to do and stuff. Like we had this formative 
feedback for our work and she spent like two hours on that. Even if it’s like a 
formative, you know feedback, she spent so long explaining it to us and what 
we needed to do. And I felt like that was so good. I emailed her back and said 
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that was really helpful, thank you for the seminar. That was really helpful’. [Liam, 
Year 2 Business Student] 

However, students did not describe themselves as passive, they were looking to participate. 

In this example, they criticised a ‘bad’ lecturer for not enabling participation: 

‘He could just explain things better or just break it down so people can 
participate rather than just throwing something at the class and being like ‘what 
is it? Answer it!’ [Ava, Year 2 Business Student] 

Furthermore, there was a risk of breaking down tasks and over-simplifying tasks to the extent 

that students became bored, particularly towards the end of the term. The Business 

Programme Leader described how she was setting repetitive tasks and practice exercises and 

acknowledged that it was the students themselves who began to demand more engaging 

activities such as case studies.  

A focus in the university on consistency of feedback practices and the prompt delivery of 

feedback, which had to be provided online within strictly specified timelines, seemed to have 

unintended consequences. For example, in the following excerpt from the Business Student 

Forum meeting, a first year Business student raised the issue of formative feedback and 

expressed some dissatisfaction about both the amount and quality of feedback: 

Sophie (Student): We did, like, a draft journal entry which we got back, but it 
probably had like twenty words written on it! 

Victor (Staff Member): From our point of view there’s obviously going to be a 
trade-off between getting it back to you fast and putting more feedback on. 
Because we’ve got to do all the sort of reading and marking and so on.  

A negotiation on the timing and speed of the delivery of feedback ensued. Humanities 

students also disliked online feedback because of its brevity and impersonal nature, and 

noted the negative effect on student-staff interactions: 

‘I don’t feel it’s a very personal approach. I’d rather sit down and talk to 
someone about – ok, this went well, this didn’t – why it didn’t. I feel like a couple 
of sentences online isn’t very helpful.’ [Karl, Year 2 Humanities Student].  
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‘Creating independent learners’  

This aspect of the discourse encompassed the idea of university as a place for students to 

become ready for the world beyond as well as to become self-directed learners, able to 

manage their own studies and think for themselves. In this approach, typically ‘the real world’ 

was constructed as artificially separated from everyday life, despite the fact that a large 

number of students were already playing an active part in this ‘real world’ through their paid 

employment and their roles in their families and communities. This development was 

described by Humanities staff as a staged process whereby students, by following a clearly 

specified path and meeting specified learning outcomes at each level, would become 

successful students. This approach was supported by the idea of going through planned 

stages of the curriculum each year. There was an expectation of being a particular kind of 

student, for example, the first year student would lack confidence and need high levels of 

support, compared with a third year student who was more capable.  

The Humanities Programme Leader described a process of creating academic fitness, using a 

framework for learning, focusing on developing confidence and building up competencies, 

for example, in how to go about analysing set readings. It relied on a staged approach which 

differentiated between students in different year groups. She described how in her teaching 

she provided a framework for learning whereby expectations of students were gradually 

increased year on year. For example, first year undergraduates would be completing quizzes 

and short assessments and third years analysing academic papers. The effect of this was to 

create one anticipated speed of development for a student, which might be unchallenging 

for some students. 

Expectations of becoming ‘independent learners’ were described by students as starting in 

school, for example, there was an account of a school setting tasks such as writing a 

‘university-style essay’ and stressing the idea of doing things on your own. However, as 

suggested in the following extract, some students in University A found first year at university 

less academically demanding than A-levels, which undermined the discourse of ‘independent 

learning’: 

‘there was always this element of ‘if you can’t do A-levels, you can’t do 
university’ but when I got to the first year I found it much easier than A levels, 
which I know a lot of people say’ [Tanya, year 3 Humanities Student] 
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Talk of ‘independent learning’ occurred primarily in staff talk and more so in the Humanities 

school than in the Business School. Students in University A did not generally refer to 

themselves as either ‘independent learners’ or ‘critical thinkers’ and tended to construct 

themselves as needing direction and guidance. 

The next section will discuss discourses which were not strongly taken up by participants. 

4.5 Weaker and absent discourses 

Three further discourses are discussed below. ‘Community’ and ‘knowledge-creation’ were 

less prominent than the discourses identified above. The discourse of ‘students-as-partners’ 

was a notable absence in the data. 

4.5.1 ‘Community’ 

The discourse of ‘community’ refers to the idea of students belonging to certain groups in 

their daily lives which have particular shared values and interests. This could refer to either 

communities within the University such as subject communities, or communities beyond the 

University. In University A, students mentioned communities outside the university and the 

importance of family, contrasting with the individualistic discourse of the ‘student-as-

consumer’. For example, some students wanted to become graduates in order to make their 

family proud to maintain a position or gain status within that community. As mentioned 

earlier, Liam said it was important for his parents to say “one of our child’s got a degree”.  

The Humanities lecturer positioned herself and the students within a special learning 

community, claiming a special subject bond: 

‘For example, the Classics students know each other and they would come and, 
for example, tell us if they were concerned about a fellow student. Yes. I’ve 
never experienced that with a History student. So the Classics students they 
communicate closely among themselves but also with us as a team. I am sure 
they are on Facebook – together in some ways. I don’t know.’ [Irene, Programme 
Leader, Humanities] 

In this example, this discourse diminished the gap between staff and students and positioned 

students as sharing knowledge and assigning a special status to certain groups. It undermined 

the focus on the individual and legitimised the sharing of disciplinary knowledge. However, 

the conversations of students and staff in the Humanities Forum meeting did not confirm the 
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portrayal of close-knit subject communities across the discipline and tended to emphasise 

the distance between student and staff, as exemplified by the Chair himself, who did not 

have a friendly rapport with the students. As mentioned earlier, students from similar subject 

disciplines had created their own informal learning communities (without staff) to share 

ideas and support each other. For example, one Business student belonged to a group of 

students who would help each other when they were stuck, and second year Humanities 

students had formed a study group which would meet in the library after classes to study 

together. This example highlights the attraction of forms of learning which are temporary 

and emergent. It also contrasts with the individualism of the ‘student-as-consumer’ 

metaphor. 

4.5.2 ‘Knowledge-creation’  

Although this was identified as a key theme for the University in the documentary analysis, 

there was limited reference in the data to the co-creation of knowledge, or being part of a 

research culture. There was little discussion by students or staff of research-informed 

teaching, opportunities for postgraduate study or the desirability of students developing into 

scholars or researchers.  

For example, students in the Business School Student Forum meeting debated with staff 

about the point of modules such as ‘Business Research Methods’, which they described as 

not immediately relevant as they were designed to build knowledge for students conducting 

final year projects. One programme leader justified the purpose of research methods 

modules not in terms of developing research skills but in terms of employability skills. 

Furthermore, in response to the student dissatisfaction at having to study research methods, 

the chair of the Student Forum meeting noted that the curriculum would soon be changed. 

This undermined a construction of learning as open-ended discovery and contributed to a 

legitimisation of learning as a managed process which was regulated by staff and systems to 

occur at carefully planned times.  

4.5.3 ‘Partnership’ 

The discourse of partnership was largely absent in the sense of students working alongside 

staff in a collaborative way as suggested by ‘students-as-partners’ or ‘students as co-

producers’, where power is shared in some way (Streeting and Wise, 2009). 
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In the University documentation, the institution positioned itself as a provider to the student, 

who was a consumer rather than a co-creator of knowledge. The formality of the Humanities 

Student Forum meeting reinforced the way staff and student representatives interacted and 

discussed learning and teaching practices in a routinized and mechanical way. Student 

representatives had a voice and were heard rather than maintaining an ongoing dialogue 

with staff. The construction of ‘students-as-partners’ in the Business School was largely 

through staff positioning themselves as partners in striking a ‘deal’. In the Business Student 

Forum meeting, staff talk was concerned with interpreting and implementing the 

management practices recommended by the University or their representatives to improve 

student satisfaction. This corresponds closely to the depiction of the consumer model below: 

‘In a model of consumerism, power is cleaved; consumers exert it through their 
market choices and their complaints to the provider, but the provider makes its 
own decisions about how to respond to these pressures, through policy and 
management practice’ (Streeting and Wise, 2009:4). 

Although the Business ‘fifty-fifty’ deal could be described as a form of power-sharing, on 

closer examination, the power of the student was very limited and not often exerted. 

Students in University A were more likely to highlight their collaboration with one another as 

fellow learners, setting up social groups for peer support, rather than identify themselves as 

working in partnership with staff. 

Having outlined the discourses for University A, the next section discusses discursive 

practices as a whole and the connections between them. 

 

4.6 Relationships between discourses  

The ‘satisfying the customer’ discourse links with a consumerist discourse, with a focus on 

expressing satisfaction or dissatisfaction in pedagogical relationships. The ‘student-as-

consumer’ metaphor was deployed, particularly in the form of the student constructing 

themselves as a ‘paying customer’. However, this was just one of the numerous constructions 

of the student which was identified. The range of other discourses deployed in connection 

with student-staff interactions indicates that one single discourse is inadequate to represent 

the complexity of the relationships. 
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Discourses are said to be historically located and are part of ongoing conversations in society 

(Parker, 1992). The discourses are connected in the way they represent different ways of 

looking at pedagogical relationships. The five discourses construct different representations 

of student-staff interactions based on different perspectives, and could be said to have 

connections with contemporary conversations as follows: 

• ‘Students under pressure’ focused on the experiences of students and how students 

coped with conflicting pressures, which impacted on the way they engaged with their 

studies. This links to conversations about increasing pressures on students in a 

competitive environment where they compete for jobs as well as grades, and 

concerns about student mental health (IPPR, 2017). 

• ‘Exercising autonomy’ – focused on students challenging assumptions underpinning 

student-staff working relationships as students decided to participate flexibly with 

their studies. This links to conversations about freedom to learn and the power 

balance in pedagogical relationships and the appropriateness of the current 

structures of higher education provision and support (Macfarlane, 2015). 

• ‘Satisfying the customer’– focused on the student as a demanding fee-payer and the 

increasing willingness of staff to provide student-centred academic guidance. This 

links with the ‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor and with ideas around student 

satisfaction (Molesworth et al, 2009; Williams, 2013). 

• ‘Contractual obligations’ focused on the tensions associated with different formal 

roles adopted by students and staff. This links to conversations about the 

contractualisation of higher education relationships (Regan, 2012; Fulford 2018). 

• ‘Trajectories of student development’ focused on competing philosophies 

underpinning student development. This links with current conversations about 

higher education pedagogies which might support or counter the idea of ‘student-

as-consumer’ (Lambert, 2009; Healey et al., 2014; MacFarlane, 2016). 

Discourses exist in relation to each other in different ways and can contrast, contradict or co-

exist and this will be discussed further in Chapter Six. 
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Having identified the discourses for University A, the final section concludes the findings 

about the constructions of students and how the discourses were deployed in current 

practices and considers the prominence of the institutional discourses in the data.  

4.7 Conclusions  

This summary refers back to the research questions and considers how far students 

constructed themselves as consumers, how far the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse was 

drawn upon and how alternative discourses were deployed in University A. 

The range of different constructions of the student suggested that the student-as consumer 

metaphor was inadequate on its own as a metaphor to represent the experiences of students 

and this undermines the idea of students as a homogenous group. The broad range of 

constructions of students gave insights into the complexity and different ways of being a 

student. Subject discipline did not seem to be an indicator of how students would portray 

themselves in relation to the ‘student-as-consumer’ model. The institutional documents 

underestimated the variety of perceptions of the student and reflected a limited view of the 

student and a narrow range of discourses. Although the University documents envisaged the 

graduate as a responsible future citizen, depictions of the student as a future citizen were 

rare. The staff and student talk in the interviews and the Student Forum meetings revealed 

a broad and rich range of constructions and discourses in addition to the ‘student-as-

consumer’ discourse. 

Based on the analysis of the interviews it was apparent that the consumerist discourse was 

prevalent but intermittent in students’ accounts of learning and teaching. Overall, the picture 

was complex and students and students and staff adopted multiple discourses even within 

the same conversation. According to Trowler (2001:187), ‘discourse guides and sets limits on 

recurrent practices as well as on values, attitudes and taken-for-granted knowledge’. 

Interactions in the Business Student Forum provided vivid examples of how management 

practices associated with consumerism were influencing learning and teaching practices. The 

Programme Leaders in the two subject areas constructed the student relationships 

differently, with the Humanities Programme Leader resisting the construction of the 

‘student-as-consumer’. 
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The discourse of  ‘satisfying the customer’ was deployed by both students and staff. Examples 

showed that staff who deployed this discourse were limiting opportunities for extending 

learning, for example, by limiting opportunities to develop critical thinking. Students were, 

however, typically guarded and respectful in their participation rather than acting as 

demanding consumers. They adopted a consumerist stance as a means of expressing 

entitlement but also frequently to highlight a gap between the expectations and reality of 

service. Concurrent with this discourse, which is predicated on learning delivery and students 

as recipients of learning, many students described themselves as active participants in 

learning and some were actively able to devise their own learning strategies, for example, by 

creating informal social learning groups. This was one of the unexpected consequences of 

the transactional learning approach associated with the ‘satisfying the customer’ discourse.  

As described earlier in the chapter, academics deployed different discourses, as evidenced 

by the Programme Leaders, Beverley and Irene. Whereas the Humanities School focused 

more on developing independent learners, academics in the Business School actively 

deployed the consumerist discourse. For example, staff in the Business Student Forum 

described a performance-driven approach, focusing on shortening the turnaround time to 

mark and provide student feedback in order to gain better student satisfaction. However, 

colleagues were also portrayed as under pressure due to the unintended consequences of 

customer-driven approaches.  

Language used by the Business Programme Leader reduced the pedagogical relationship to 

a ‘deal’, which worked to limit the human and intellectual struggles and pleasures of learning. 

At one end of the spectrum, student learning was disparagingly described as ‘training 

monkeys to perform tricks’. This serves as a striking visual metaphor and is notable in the 

way it degrades the student and in its failure to recognise students as diverse and human 

individuals as well as denying opportunities to develop critical skills. However, academics 

deploying a discourse of ‘learning delivery’ simultaneously portrayed themselves as 

academics highly committed to supporting students.  

Overall, the discourse of ‘satisfying the customer’ was more frequently deployed by staff in 

the Business School than in Humanities and there were more examples of a transactional 

approach to learning. In the Humanities department, there was less consistency, as indicated, 

for example, by the contrast between the discourse of community deployed by Irene, the 

Programme Leader, and the fragmented relationships with staff described in the Student 
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Forum meeting. Overall, Programme Leaders seemed to play a key role in-between the 

University and the students in interpreting and re-interpreting the institutional discourses, 

which were interwoven with other additional ones. Although the research showed that the 

discourse of ‘student-as-consumer’ was drawn upon in accounts of learning and teaching 

practices, other discourses were also significant and deployed by students and staff to 

construct the pedagogical relationship in different ways, notably describing students as 

autonomous learners and as students under pressure. 

Discourses of academic development were deployed by staff to show how the students 

expected to develop over the course of the degree. These were exemplified by language 

related to pupil-teacher relationships and which suggested that student constructions of the 

pedagogical relationship inherited from previous institutions were influential. There were 

few references to research-informed teaching, or the creation of new knowledge. 

Overall in the University documentation the idea of the student as an individual achiever 

overshadowed the discourses of the student as a learner. The ‘students under pressure’ 

discourse which was apparent in the interview and Student Forum data revealed a harsher 

side of the students’ experiences not addressed in the University documents. The University’s 

stated mission was to transform students’ lives, develop employability and create new 

knowledge through research-informed teaching. However, the analysis revealed a disparity 

between the ideal version of the University created in the documentation and the one 

described by students and staff. The construction of the student as a future employee was 

aligned in the institutional documentation with a discourse of service provision and treated 

the student as a future contributor to the economic wellbeing of the country rather than to 

a community. 

Discourses of ‘community’, ‘partnership’ and ‘knowledge creation’ were relatively weak. 

Evidence presented showed that students portrayed themselves as autonomous individuals 

who could actively create their own learning opportunities and spaces. They fell short of 

positioning themselves as demanding consumers. The boundaries and balance of the 

student-staff relationships were partly defined by the students’ powerlessness, for example, 

in their inability to argue against academic judgements about their work. 

This chapter has focused on the findings from University A. Chapter Five analyses the findings 

from University B.  
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Chapter Five: Findings from University B 

5.1.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter presented the findings from University A. This chapter provides the 

main findings from the research conducted at University B. My intention is to explore the 

different ways in which students are constructed through talk in University B and identify a 

set of discourses which were deployed and which shed light on the development of 

pedagogical relationships in this modern university. The findings from the two universities 

will then be discussed in Chapter Six. 

The chapter begins by explaining the type and purpose of analysis conducted and how the 

findings have been presented. The remainder of the chapter is divided into six parts, starting 

in section 5.2 with an examination of the University context based on a documentary analysis 

of key documents. Section 5.3 begins with an examination of constructions of students based 

principally on the analysis of student and staff interviews and aims to identify the different 

ways in which students constructed their identities. Thirdly, accounts of current practices are 

then examined in Section 5.4 to identify the discourses which occur as patterns across the 

data. This section draws on the text of Student Forum meetings conducted in the Business 

School and the Humanities School as well as semi-structured interviews. Following this, 

section 5.5 discusses weaker discourses. The discursive practices are then considered as a 

whole in section 5.6 and the relationships between them are examined. In the last section, 

section 5.7, conclusions are drawn based on the overall findings. 

Type of analyses conducted 

The specific types of analysis conducted were explained in Chapter Three, which 

concentrates on the research approach to the study. A reminder of the techniques applied 

in the analysis will be outlined at the beginning of each of the following sections. The genre 

of analysis is Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). As explained in the methods chapter, Chapter 

Three, there are a range of approaches to analysis which fall under this broad heading. Parker 

(2013) distinguishes four levels of discourse analysis, of which CDA is at Level 3. This type of 

analysis is characterised by the identification of discourses which are described by Trowler 

(2001:186) as ‘language in social practice conditioned by social structures’ and ‘more than 

text’ but ‘less than culture’. This level of analysis goes beyond a focus on the individual person 

or group and considers the wider social context whilst still emphasising the human agency of 
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individuals. As a mode of analysis, it falls between a focus on the micro analysis of language 

at level 1, for example, in Conversation Analysis, and the much broader analysis at Level 4 

offered by approaches such as Semiotic Analysis and Political Discourse Theory. The analysis 

focuses as a first stage on the identification of the constructions of students followed by an 

examination of discourses and the relationships between them. The products of the analysis 

include a set of constructions of students and the identification of discourses which were 

being deployed and which provide insights into the pedagogical relationships.  

Mode of presentation 

Recordings of observations and interviews have been transcribed and represent particular 

‘captured moments in time’ (Stevens, 2011: 199). The criteria for evaluating quality in 

discourse analysis have been much debated (Jorgensen and Philips, 2002: 171-174) and 

include not only rigour, but transparency, plausibility and providing a convincing account. 

Contextual and biographical information has only been provided about participants where 

necessary in order to preserve the confidentiality of the participant identities. Where there 

are authors rather than participants, for example, in the case of the analysis of institutional 

documents, some relevant background information is given about the institution. This is 

within the confines of the ethical standards agreed for the study and due care has been taken 

to avoid revealing the identity of the institution. 

This section has discussed the order and presentation of the chapter. The next section will 

present the context of University B and the analysis of discourses from selected University 

documents. 

5.2 Context and institutional discourses  

University B gained its charter in 1992 and has a diverse student population which has grown 

significantly in recent years through the recruitment of more international students and has 

high levels of student satisfaction. It has a strong reputation for student engagement and 

working closely with students and the Students’ Union. The reasons for selecting University 

B were outlined in Chapter Three and include a commitment to working in partnership with 

students. 

In order to ascertain the discourses from the University setting, an examination was made of 

key University documents which were publicly available at the time that the research was 
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conducted. The approach to documentary analysis was described in the methodology 

chapter, Chapter Three. As explained in that chapter, a ‘discourse’ has been defined as a way 

of talking about and representing certain ideas or topics that circulate within a specific 

community. These ways of talking may or may not be taken up by individuals. A ‘discourse’ 

has been defined here as a pattern of language that is actively employed to achieve 

something, for example, to build a position or speak of an experience from a particular 

perspective. In other words, it refers to how people use language to construct versions of the 

social world and give accounts of something.  

The documents reviewed were the latest versions of the University Strategic Plan and the 

Student Charter as well as policy documents relating to engaging students. These were 

publicly available documents which were issued during the period of the research study. For 

ethical reasons, direct quotations from the documents have been omitted to avoid 

identifying the University. 

The aim of the analysis was not only to provide background and context but to describe the 

position of the institution and how it presented its relationship with students. The Student 

Charter was included as this indicated the way the University, the students and the Student 

Union wished to work together. It is acknowledged that these documents needed to be 

analysed carefully and that they may represent how an organisation would like to work 

rather than current practice, and are therefore on their own only able to provide part of the 

information required to answer the research questions. The documents would typically have 

been written by committee and had specific purposes and audiences in mind. As documents 

produced without the intervention of the researcher, they provided opportunities for 

interpretation of the institutional perspective and in this case the language was studied in 

order to examine the way the contemporary student was being portrayed.  

The University B documents relating to student engagement were reviewed and the patterns 

initially identified were ‘transformation’, ‘community’ and ‘partnership’: suggesting that, 

from the University perspective, a university experience should be based on building 

collaborative and respectful learning communities and working closely with students as both 

partners and change-agents. The policy was informed by the principle of collaboration 

between academics and students, particularly in relation to research projects and the 

document alluded to the long-standing experience of this in the University. Students were 

portrayed in the document as co-creators of knowledge and ‘experts in their own 
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experience’. For example, student input and representation were encouraged not only in 

responding to current policies but in the creation of new ones. There was a strong 

commitment to working with the Students’ Union to facilitate student engagement. Planned 

changes were described in terms of a transformation of the community which would be 

achieved by a reshaping of the relationship between staff and students, and which would 

become more ‘personal and exciting’. 

The Strategic Plan had been developed in conjunction with the Students’ Union which also 

published a student-friendly version of the document. This underlined the idea of the 

strategy as a live document rather than a boardroom planning exercise. There was a strong 

focus on creativity and innovation and an openness about being ambitious and courageous 

in setting a future direction. The University was also positioned as a community whose 

research and innovation activities would aim to create a better society. The ideal student was 

characterised as dynamic, curious, creative, resilient and determined to succeed. As well as 

partnerships between staff, employability initiatives involving external partners were 

emphasised as a key aspect of the Strategy. The portrayal of the student as customer did not 

feature prominently in the documents and the idea of the customer was only briefly 

mentioned in terms of the provision by the University of ‘excellent customer service’. 

The Student Charter document emphasised strong values of community, namely a 

community of learners committed to the academic exchange of ideas. It presented the 

opportunities and responsibilities associated with being part of that community. It portrayed 

a close relationship between students, staff and the Students’ Union, outlining the shared 

values and responsibilities of each party. The shared commitment was reinforced in the Vice-

Chancellor’s statement about the Charter. 

In summary, the documents were focused on looking forward as a community, being 

prepared to experiment and innovate and offered alternative ways of positioning the 

University other than being a service provider, for example, as a partner with students and 

external bodies, or as a community of learners. Partnerships with external bodies were 

sought as a means of ensuring the relevance and currency of the curriculum, enabling 

research projects and developing employment opportunities for future graduates. 

The analysis then looked at the discourses which were being deployed and how these were 

functioning together. The discourses functioned to create a transformational vision for 
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higher education for the wider community by ‘building excellence’ and ‘working in 

partnership’. The discourses enhanced the idea of the University as a forward-looking and 

dynamic community which was embarking on a period of change, which would mean 

reshaping the relationships between students and staff whilst maintaining high standards 

and growing its international reputation. There were very few references to the University 

as a service provider. Overall, the documents drew on contrasting discourses: on the one 

hand drawing on long-held values of the institution about the co-creation of knowledge, 

which underpinned the idea of an established and successful institution, and on the other 

hand emphasising an ambitious future vision of modernity, innovation and entrepreneurship 

which was focused on graduate success and securing employment opportunities for 

students. The strong discourse of working in ‘partnership’ throughout the documents was 

deployed to create a sense of optimism and excitement that, through extending its 

collaborative approaches, the University would achieve its aims, including that of being at 

the forefront of higher education practice. 

This section has analysed the discourses in University B documents. The next section presents 

the construction of students based on interviews with staff and students. 

5.3 Constructions of students through talk 

As explained in Chapter Three, this first stage of analysis was included in order to explore the 

ways in which students were characterised, including those constructions which contrast 

with the metaphor of ‘student-as-consumer’. Previous studies have successfully combined 

techniques with CDA, for example, the study of mass media representation of Latinos (Santa 

Ana, 2002) combined a metaphor analysis and CDA.  

Each interview was transcribed and analysed separately and then an account of each was 

written up. A further stage involved the review of the interview accounts to identify the range 

of constructions of students across the data. This was important preparatory work for the 

ensuing identification and analysis of discourses in University B. Constructions of students 

are abstractions of ideas about the student which are referred to in conversations which are 

circulating in a particular context. There was an expectation that constructions might 

contradict one another, and this is consistent with a social constructionist approach which 

considers that individuals may adopt different positions in conversations. As explained in 

Chapter Two, the questions for the study revolved around how students and staff talk and 
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associate themselves with certain student identities, which in turn have implications for the 

relationships between staff and students. In sections 5.4 and 5.5, a discourse analysis extends 

this analysis by examining particular ways of talking about being a student and how these are 

deployed in the University.  

Table 3 below summarises the constructions and gives a brief description of each one and 

highlights by whom the discourses were deployed as well as not deployed (absences). There 

were commonalities and also noticeable differences between constructions of students in 

the student and staff talk. A more detailed analysis of each construction with associated 

evidence from the study is provided at Appendix D. 

Table 3: Constructions of Students in University B 

Construction Definition Deployed by Absences 

‘Paying-customer ‘  As part of a transaction, the 
student pays fees and expects 
services in return 

Students Staff 

‘Investor’  The student anticipates that 
investments made now will bring 
future benefit 

Students Staff 

‘Critical thinker’ 

 

The student questions, engages 
with topics and ideas in a critical 
way, thereby facilitating a 
pedagogical relationship based 
on intellectual engagement with 
others 

Staff Students 

‘Independent learner’ 

 

The student is self-reliant and 
takes responsibility for their own 
learning 

*PL HUM 
Students 

*Abbreviation for 
Programme 
Leader, 
Humanities  

 

*PL BUS 

*Abbreviation 
for Programme 
Leader, Business  

 

‘Party-goer’  The student prioritises socialising 
over academic work 

Students Staff 
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Construction Definition Deployed by Absences 

‘Engaged learner’ The student is interested in 
learning and actively engages 
with knowledge and participates 
in learning activities. Is 
comfortable in learning 
situations and may proactively 
seek feedback from the tutor 

Staff 
Students 

 

‘Disengaged learner’  The student does not participate 
and is likely to have poor 
attendance, or be a non-
contributor in class. There is a 
distant relationship with staff, if 
any  

Staff 
Students 

 

‘Strategic learner’  

 

The student exercises choice in 
order to maximise the use of 
time and resources. 

PL HUM 

Students 

PL BUS 

‘Struggler’  

 

The student struggles 
intellectually or with university 
life  

Staff 
Students 

 

‘Pawn’  

 

The student positions 
themselves as disempowered 
and manipulated by the 
university and the higher 
education system 

Students Staff 

‘Community member’  The student values participation 
in a community such as a subject 
community  

PL HUM PL BUS 
Students 

‘Future employee’ The student directs efforts 
towards securing future 
employment 

Students 
PL BUS 

PL HUM 

There were commonalities in staff and student constructions of students as ‘strugglers’, and 

their reference to students variously as ‘engaged learners’ and ‘disengaged learners’. 

Students and staff in Humanities both referred to ‘good students’ as being ‘independent 

learners’, although staff in both subjects also talked about successful students being ‘critical 

thinkers’, for example, Humanities students having ‘independence of mind’. 
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Differences between student and staff talk were evident in the way staff did not construct 

students as ‘consumers’ or ‘investors’ or ‘party-goers’. Students did express an increased 

sense of entitlement when describing themselves as fee-payers, which positioned staff as 

responsible and accountable for learning opportunities and student satisfaction. They also 

talked of themselves as ‘investors’ who anticipated a return in the form of a good degree 

outcome and better employment prospects. 

There were differences between staff around how they portrayed successful pedagogical 

relationships. For the Business Programme Leader, it was about getting to know the students 

individually, but for the Programme Leader in Humanities, it was based around the vision of 

a subject community. However, students did not talk of themselves as members of a 

community in a physical sense, although they did mention belonging to online chat groups 

to discuss their studies. Interestingly, they asserted that the reason that online forums 

worked well was mainly due to staff not being involved or having oversight of these 

conversations. 

Furthermore, there was significant variation between the range of constructions of the 

students in the institutional documents analysed and the talk of students and staff. 

Representations of students as ‘co-creators’ and ‘partners’ were only weakly represented in 

the data. There were only limited references by students to the idea of working alongside 

staff to co-create knowledge. The University documentation made references to a research 

culture with research-led teaching. Humanities staff did describe the curriculum, particularly 

in the third year, as being mainly research-led, with dissertations supervised by researchers 

in the department and students being invited to research seminars. However, students made 

little reference to themselves as ‘scholars’ or ‘researchers’ in the University. 

Likewise, there were surprisingly few direct references by students to working in partnership 

with the University other than in the role of student representative. These important gaps 

can be accounted for in several ways. First, the authors of the selected institutional 

documents were concerned with projecting a future vision and an ideal picture yet to be 

realised. Second, there was a disconnect between the University’s perspective and accounts 

of the experiences of students, or third, it could be that more powerful discourses were 

dominating. 
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The next sections present the discourses in the talk of staff and students at University B which 

relate to pedagogical relationships. Other weaker discourses are also considered at the end 

of the section. Weaker discourses were defined as discourses which depended on 

constructions of students which were not taken up strongly in student talk. The discourses 

inevitably reflect the preoccupations in the conversations of students and staff during the 

period of the research. 

5.4 Discourses in current practices  

As explained in Chapter Three, discourses can be defined in a simple way as conceptual 

generalisations of conversations which circulate and which are recognisable within a specific 

context and community. They provide insights into how a particular worldview is organised 

and expressed in language. They reflect and reproduce values and beliefs and provide 

legitimacy for some kinds of knowledge while undermining others. In doing so, subject 

positions are created. As conceptualised in Fairclough’s three-dimensional model (2010), the 

situational, institutional and societal contexts are presumed to be interlinked and discourses 

are assumed to be responsive to changes in language and ideology. Although they are 

presented separately here, the discourses are viewed as interconnected, potentially 

overlapping, competing and emerging at different moments to define and express different 

possible ways of being a student and ways of interacting in relationships with staff and the 

University. 

The aim of the analysis was therefore to identify the different accounts of the social world 

that co-existed in the texts of interviews and observations, to describe the discourses and 

explore how they functioned in a specific context. In identifying and describing a small 

number of discourses, this would necessarily narrow the focus of attention of the research 

to particular recurring ways of talking about an issue. This is not to deny that other discourses 

existed, but that the research was viewing the conversations from a particular perspective or 

interest. CDA is viewed as ‘transdisciplinary’ and ‘bringing together diverse theories to make 

sense of the object of the research’ (Smith, 2014: 64). In this case, perspectives from the field 

of education, for example, around pedagogy and theories of learning and teaching practices, 

and from discursive psychology are relevant.  
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The discourses more strongly represented in the staff and students’ accounts and most 

relevant and impactful for pedagogical relationships are presented first in this section. 

Weaker discourses (‘community’, and ‘partnership’) are discussed in section 5.5. 

Five main discourses were identified which were reflected in the conversations and 

interactions. The main discourses were named as follows: 

• ‘Students under pressure’  

• ‘Exercising autonomy’ 

• ‘Satisfying the customer’  

• ‘Contractual obligations’ 

• ‘Trajectories of student development’  

‘Students under pressure’ focusses on students’ struggles on their journey through university 

and how they encountered conflicting pressures. ‘Exercising autonomy’ reflects the 

perspectives of students who constructed themselves as active decision-makers about 

participation in their learning activities. ‘Satisfying the customer’ focuses on the positioning 

of students as ‘paying customers’ and staff as ‘service-providers’. ‘Contractual obligations’ 

focusses on the adoption of multiple and shifting student positions in relation to their 

perceived roles. The fifth discourse concerns pedagogical discourses about the development 

trajectories of students, in particular the recurring discourse of ‘creating independent 

learners’. 

A summary table of all discourses is presented at Table 4 and is followed by an explanation 

of each of the five main discourses.  
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Table 4: Discourses - University B 

Discourse 
(Deployed by) 

Associated values and beliefs Ideas and knowledge legitimised/undermined Subject positions created in relation 
to the pedagogical relationship 

 

1.’Students under 
Pressure’ 

(Staff and Students) 

Students are experiencing 
pressures around fitting in 
academic studies with their lives 
beyond their studies 

 

Legitimises – student lives as complex 

Undermines – student as just a scholar 

Staff as a resource 

Students as strugglers, strategic 
learners 

2. ‘Exercising Autonomy’ 

(Students) 

Studying is just one of life’s 
priorities. Students make 
choices about their priorities 
and the best way to study. 
Disengagement can be a choice 

Legitimises – decisions to participate or not 
based on perceived quality, calculation of value-
for-money or opportunity cost  

Undermines – idea of a university as a place 
primarily to study 

Staff relationships’ as just one factor 
to consider. Face to face interaction 
as not central to student 
development 

Students positioned as an agent 
exercising choice 
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Discourse 
(Deployed by) 

Associated values and beliefs Ideas and knowledge legitimised/undermined Subject positions created in relation 
to the pedagogical relationship 

 

3. ‘Satisfying the 
Customer’ 

(Students) 

Student satisfaction is a priority. 
Reworks the relationship with 
student as paying customer and 
staff focus on improving service 
provision  

 

Legitimises – transactional learning, adapting the 
curriculum in response to student wants and 
needs 

Undermines – learning for its own sake 

Staff as accountable for student 
satisfaction, responsible for 
‘delivering’ education 

Students as keeping their side of the 
bargain 

4. ‘Contractual Obligations’ 

(Staff, Students, 
University) 

There are a set of obligations 
associated with different 
relationships by which students 
and staff abide. Both written 
and unwritten rules apply  

Legitimises: relationships as a set of 
organisational interactions, with social and moral 
obligations which need to be defined 

Undermines: idea of emergent and informal 
relationships 

 Students as constantly evaluating 
whether obligations have been met, 
judges of reasonableness 

Staff as constantly explaining and 
redefining their obligations 

5. ‘Trajectories of Student 
Development’ 

(Staff, Students, 
University) 

Student as evolving in different 
ways, for example, through a 
process of transformation, 
becoming independent learners 
or through transactional 
learning 
 

Legitimises: Role of staff and the institution as 
pivotal in shaping learning and teaching 
according to pre-defined patterns 

Undermines: More flexible study patterns 

Students as the object of creation, 
rather than self-creating 

Staff as facilitators of student 
development 
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Discourse 
(Deployed by) 

Associated values and beliefs Ideas and knowledge legitimised/undermined Subject positions created in relation 
to the pedagogical relationship 

 

6.’Community’ - weak 

 (University, 
Students, staff) 

Refers to a community either a) 
within the University as a 
learning community, a group of 
people with shared interests 
and actively engaged in learning 
from each other, or b) beyond 
the University 

 

Legitimises: a) special bonds between certain 
groups, e.g. subjects 

b) specific practices e.g. foregrounding family in 
decision-making 

Delegitimises: foregrounding the interests of the 
individual 

 

a) Student as active learner 

Staff as active facilitator of learning 

b) Student as having obligations 
outside the university, e.g. to family 

Staff as outside this community 

7.’Students-as-partners’- 
weak 

(University) 

 

All participants are actively 
engaged in a process of learning 
and working together, both for 
the participants’ and the wider 
community benefit 

 

Legitimises: staff and students learning from 
each other 

Undermines: tutor-led learning, a body of 
knowledge to be transferred to the student 

Student as responsible to others and 
self, trusted to take on new roles. 

Staff as both learner and facilitator 
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Discourse 
(Deployed by) 

Associated values and beliefs Ideas and knowledge legitimised/undermined Subject positions created in relation 
to the pedagogical relationship 

 

8. ‘Knowledge Creation’ - 
weak 

(University) 

Knowledge and the university 
itself are constructed through 
the joint efforts of students and 
staff. Teaching and research are 
closely connected 

Legitimises: co-production of knowledge, 
research-informed projects for the benefit of all 
the community 

Undermines: research and teaching as separate 
activities  

Students as co-creators of their 
education,  

Staff as co-researchers with 
students 
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5.4.1 ‘Students under pressure’  

This first discourse, deployed by both staff and students, expressed the challenges of being a 

student and the pressure of fitting in academic studies with their lives beyond their studies. 

Although documents such as the University Strategy alluded to students needing 

determination and resilience to succeed, overall, they focused on portraying positive images 

of the student as creative, innovative and ambitious. This discourse of ‘students under 

pressure’ was not deployed in the University documentation. This suggests a gap between 

the institution’s portrayal of the student as a public figure and the private constructions of 

the students and staff, as revealed in their own words. 

Students constructed themselves as struggling for many reasons, for example, due to time 

pressures, being concerned about the quality of their work or lacking confidence in 

interacting with other students and staff. In addition, pressures related to external factors 

beyond their studies were highlighted as concerns, such as financial pressures or 

accommodation issues. For example, some students relied on other family members to bear 

some of the costs, thereby adding to the pressure: 

‘I only have a single income family. But yet because my Mum works so much to 
afford to put me through uni I then don’t get any like payments from the 
university to give a hand. So my Mum wouldn’t have to work so much if the 
University helped me out. Which is bad for her health, but she can’t do anything 
about it because she has to put me through uni. I feel like if one person gets a 
bursary then everyone should, even if it’s like twenty pounds, because I’m in a 
house where everyone gets one apart from me. And it’s like ‘yes, that’s great, 
thanks guys!’ [Maxine, Year 2 Business Student] 

In this excerpt, the student alludes to the involvement of families in collective decision-

making and the contributions made by parents. Although the students are paying the same 

level of fees, the way the bursary systems operate is portrayed as unsatisfactory and unfair. 

Other students in University B also talked about taking a collective family decision about 

going to university and considering other options. Quiana, a year 3 student, had decided to 

choose a more local university to save on accommodation costs and her friends had deferred 

entry to university in order to earn more money. Others had chosen subjects which were 

more likely to be lucrative in the longer run. For example, Clare chose Business over History 

because of better employment prospects: 
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‘I suppose because in the long run I could see myself doing more jobs with a 
business degree than I could with history’. [Clare, Year 2 Business Student] 

The topic of collective family decision-making may be an area for future research, focussing, 

for example, on the student’s relationships with their families and the sacrifices families 

make for their relatives to attend higher education. 

Student talk revealed three different ways of presenting the pressures: by depicting the 

pressure as out of the ordinary, by normalising it as part of the typical experience of being a 

student, and also by minimising experiences of pressure. This complex picture contrasted 

with an idealised view of the student and the recurring oversimplification, adopted by both 

staff and students, that studying is a matter of ‘getting the balance right’. It was further 

complicated by the commonly-expressed idea that a certain amount of stress, albeit 

undefined, is normal, particularly for final year students.  

Each of these three ways of accounting for pressure is discussed in turn below: 

• ‘pressure as out of the ordinary’ 

• ‘normalising pressure’, and  

• ‘minimising pressure’. 

Pressure as out of the ordinary  

In this discourse, the student portrayed themselves as struggling to fit everything in:  

‘you’ve got all of that as well as your dissertation to do and all of the other 
assessments due in. Like I haven’t touched my dissertation for weeks because 
I’ve been too busy doing the seminar prep and the assessments due in for 
Christmas. And I’ve had one assessment per week since the second week of 
university’ [Helen, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

In the group interview the Humanities students discussed whether there was anything they 

would want to change about their studies and one of the third year students responded to 

the first year students as follows: 

‘Probably the amount of reading. It’s honestly like – sometimes like over a 
hundred pages for a seminar and then they want you to work on your 
dissertation and then you’ve got assignments on top of that. So, like you were 
saying earlier – there’s no balance. The way we experience our degree is 
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completely different to what you do because we’ve been out like twice since 
coming back in September!’ [Isabelle, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

In this response this student refers to the illusive ideal of balancing everything, and rather 

than making choices between activities, they position themselves as having to make 

sacrifices in order to meet deadlines. They also differentiated themselves from first-year 

students, thereby reproducing the cultural norm of the final-year student as going through a 

stressful experience. This also positions other students as less stressed than themselves. 

Other responses to high pressure were to be self-critical. In this following example the 

student considered how she responds to pressure: 

‘I was expecting stress, but I didn’t expect this much. But I think it’s just me. I 
put myself in a toxic circle regarding my assessments. So everyone finds it 
stressful. I just find it more so because I panic a bit too much about whether or 
not I submit. Outside of the academic thing the one thing I would change would 
be to get involved in more societies and to go out more. Because I’ve only just 
started to do that this year. It’s a good thing that I’m doing it now’. [Quiana, Year 
3 Humanities Student] 

In the example above, the student identified the stress as excessive and first blamed herself: 

‘I think it’s just me’, but also normalised the stress: ‘so everyone finds it stressful’. In contrast 

to the previous example where the student positioned themselves as making a sacrifice and 

abstaining from a social life, here Quiana suggested that having distractions from the 

pressure, such as socialising, were another valid way of coping. Here, the student seems to 

suggest she has begun to normalise the idea of coping with severe pressure, not by 

addressing the causes, but by balancing it out with other activities, such as relaxation. 

Normalising pressure 

In the Humanities Student Forum, both the students and the Programme Leaders normalised 

pressure. For example, when students mentioned they were ‘cramming it in’ due to the 

number of assessments and deadlines in the space of three weeks, they added:  

‘but other than that it’s going ok – it’s just stressiness….but that’s normal’ [Nora, 
Year 3 Humanities Student].  

The response from the Programme Leader also confirmed a culture that normalised stress: 
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‘I mean, I think, you know, stress is ok and normal in third year as long as, you 
know, there’s nothing in terms of you know, staff not there or 
anything.’[Elizabeth, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

In talking about pressure, the same students positioned themselves differently in different 

situations. As mentioned earlier, in the group interview a third year student portrayed the 

final year experience as collectively stressful, leading the group to limit their social activities 

to watching the occasional popular television programme: 

‘It’s just constant - it’s like we only break for ‘I’m a Celebrity!’ [Isabelle, Year 3 
Humanities Student]. 

Minimising pressure 

In the Student Forum the very same student representative played down the stress. When 

asked how the term had gone, she responded: 

‘I think it was stressful but people enjoyed it. We don’t see everybody. There’s 
a few hours and everyone’s just like in their little groups. I think everyone’s quite 
happy just to get along with it at this point. I haven’t had anything. Nothing 
major at this point’. [Isabelle, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

This was echoed again in the Student Forum where students’ accounts minimised the impact 

of stress. For example, they suggested that all students were supported in friendship groups 

when writing their dissertations: 

‘I think everyone has their own friendship groups and they just go “right ok -five 
hundred words and we’ll go down to the pub” type of thing’ [Quiana, Year 3 
Humanities Student] 

This excerpt portrayed student peers as employing coping strategies and minimising the 

problem as well as projecting an image of students under pressure as socially acceptable. 

In this way, the student talk revolved around the dilemmas of prioritising study versus other 

pressures or pleasures. The common-sense notion of ‘finding a balance’ or ‘getting the 

balance right’ was a maxim which appeared across conversations. It suggested that being 

seen to be coping was culturally important but difficult to achieve, as per this description of 

a ‘good student’: 
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‘From my point of view it’s somebody who participates a lot in - erm in societies, 
who attempts to find a good balance - that doesn’t ever exist – between 
societies, studying and sleep’. [Graham, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

There were also contrasting accounts of students who prioritised their social lives: 

‘I know it’s not going to be a problem with second or third years, but people 
have come to university to drink, pretty much. There’s quite a few first years 
that I know that are just “living for the sesh” as they call it. Just literally here to 
come out, have a good time, not bother turning up’ [Graham, Year 3 Humanities 
Student].  

This account functioned to position the speaker as more mature in relation to other 

‘wayward’ first year students, but also reinforced the idea that a drinking culture was present 

in the University. It also suggested that there were other values driving entry to universities 

other than academic excellence. More investigation into the relationship between pressure 

and alcohol might be needed, as drinking was portrayed negatively by students as counter to 

high achievement but also more positively as an escape from pressure and thereby 

contributing to wellbeing. 

The Programme Leader in the Business School also talked of students who ‘get the balance 

wrong’, but this was the balance between employment and study rather than between work 

and socialising. By using this expression, students were positioned as in deficit and blamed 

for the inability to live up to expectations, even though the factors mentioned which were 

causing pressure, such as financial difficulties, were acknowledged by the staff member as 

possibly being outside the student’s control.  

The idea of ‘getting the balance right’ condenses a socially accepted wisdom into a single 

phrase, but it also oversimplifies and presents tensions and contradictions. For example, it 

suggests that the student just needs to find the ‘right way’ to study or be successful, without 

taking account of any constraints relating to the social or personal context. It simplifies a 

complex situation and competes directly with the idea of learning as necessarily involving an 

intellectual struggle. It fails to specify exactly what is being balanced and for what purpose. 

As such it becomes a general, but imprecise expression for coping. This expression also 

relegates the student to a type rather than an individual. This links with the idea that there 

is a ‘preferred’ way of developing as a student that may be being promoted by staff and 

institutions (see section 5.4.5 below). However, this preference may be implicit rather than 
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explicitly expressed and therefore not taken up by students in conversations. There may 

therefore be potential for more open discussions between staff and students around 

pedagogy and student development. 

5.4.2 ‘Exercising autonomy’ 

In this second discourse, the student is portrayed as having some agency and making short-

term decisions about priorities based on the context and constraints. In doing, so students 

portrayed themselves as autonomous decision-makers about their educational lives. 

Exercising autonomy refers, for example, to the way students described how they responded 

to pressures by making calculated decisions about how they participated or absented 

themselves from university activities. The following excerpts show contrasting ways of 

approaching studies: 

‘I’m a Mum, I run a house and as well as a full time course I’ve also got three 
other full time things going on as well. So I try and do as much as I can – like 
things like this – not outside of uni hours - but trying to fit it all in is really difficult. 
Trying to make sure you do all the readings and stuff as well - because it’s a lot 
of work!’ [Naomi, Year 1 Humanities Student] 

‘I remember a lot of our first years were very like ‘well first year doesn’t count 
so you don’t really need to care about it that much.’ [Graham, Year 3 Humanities 
Student] 

The function of this talk was to justify the individual approaches taken by students as they 

navigated through their studies, decisions which, like the latter example, might not align to 

an academic’s idea of the ‘ideal’ student, particularly when it did not prioritise academic 

excellence. This independence manifested itself as students making choices about whether 

to engage in learning opportunities or students as settling for a ‘good-enough’ approach to 

their education. For example, this involved making choices about how they prioritised 

different activities such as paid work, attending classes, socialising and catching up on sleep. 

Maxine said her friends chose not to attend sometimes because they were:  

‘too tired, or the lecturer is just not engaging enough and it’s dull and you can 
get the information you need in the PowerPoint in the slides’. [Maxine, Year 2 
Business Student].  
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In this example, there was an inherent assumption that learning was about the acquisition of 

information and that therefore reading PowerPoint slides could be justified as a substitute 

for face-to-face learning. 

However, there was also a suggestion in some accounts that prioritising paid work was 

sometimes more of a necessity than a free choice. For example, Nadine, the Business 

Programme Leader gave an account of students who worked increasing numbers of hours, 

and in an attempt to pay off debts or to earn money to live, got into difficulties and entered 

into a ‘spiral of failure’.  

Students portrayed the practice of skipping a lecture or two towards the end of term as not 

unusual and showed a strategic approach to learning: 

‘I’ve noticed people in first year doing that. They’re reading what’s happening in 
the weeks to come and then going – well I’m not interested – so I’m not going 
to bother. They’ve got areas of history that they like, so they’re waiting for that 
area, so they’re not bothering’. [Matt, Year 1 Humanities Student] 

Students positioned themselves as making a calculated judgement about attendance and 

blaming factors such as poor teaching in order to justify non-attendance. There was also an 

implication that students sometimes had different priorities from staff, who worked on the 

basis that students should always be aspiring to be the best, whereas some students 

suggested that a ‘good enough’ approach to study was one valid way of navigating through 

university.  

5.4.3 ‘Satisfying the customer’ 

As identified earlier, students constructed themselves differently according to the 

circumstances of the conversations. For example, students might construct themselves 

within the same conversation as a ‘customer’ and an ‘engaged learner’. In this third 

discourse, students portrayed themselves as ‘paying customers’ looking for satisfaction in 

terms of value for money, however, not as demanding consumers with a prospect of 

changing anything. This contrasts with the depiction, discussed in Chapter Two, of the 

student as a powerful ‘client’ (Bailey, 2000), where student desires were described as driving 

programmes and professors becoming subservient in staff-student relationships. Although, 

in the interviews, staff did not characterise students as customers and favoured a vision of 

the student as a ‘critical thinker’, there was an eagerness to please which evoked the idea of 
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service provision, although this was not consistently the case for all staff. Two aspects of this 

discourse are considered below and the implications for the pedagogical relationships:  

• the student as ‘paying customer’, and 

• student-centred academic guidance. 

Student as ‘Paying Customer’ 

In the following examples, the students explained that peers typically thought of fees as 

directly paying for contact time: 

‘a lot of people will actually work out how much money per lecture or seminar 
they’re paying to sort of attend that one – so this was like two hundred and fifty 
pounds to attend this.’ [Isabelle, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

‘I’ve definitely heard a lot of students saying “I’m paying nine and a half 
thousand pounds a year just to look at a PowerPoint on a board”. I’ve heard 
that. So much so – if I’m paying so much a year I would hope that my education 
is more than just looking at a PowerPoint four times a week, really.’ [Clare, Year 
2 Business Student] 

Clare implied she would not say this herself. The initial use of reported speech and reference 

to ‘others’ signified a reluctance to identify fully with the position of ‘paying customer’ and 

hints at the discomfort of repeatedly hearing the consumer subject position, whilst 

positioning herself as someone who values ‘education’. In the excerpt, she comments on how 

‘others’ appraise education as a series of transactions and assess the value for money of 

teaching sessions. 

Students tended to construct themselves as ‘paying customers’ when expressing 

entitlement, for example, the phrase ‘I’m paying nine grand for this’ was a recurring 

expression in the interviews. Business students, for example, seemed to be under the 

impression that there was now more money in the system and that they were entitled to 

more information and transparency around the way the University appeared to be spending 

student fee income: 

‘Why does it need to be nine thousand pounds a year, not three thousand like 
it was before? Because that seemed to work. So why now nine thousand? …I’m 
paying for my books. I’m paying for my printing, so I know you’re educating me, 
but I’m paying for everything else. So why do I need to pay- and I’m paying on 
top of that -accommodation as well. And if you want to get a gym membership 
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here you have to pay for that as well. Why am I paying so much money for 
someone in a lecture theatre to talk to me for two hours a week?’ [Susie, Year 3 
Business Student] 

The expression ‘you’re educating me’ emphasises the passiveness of the experience. 

Students did not talk about taking any action beyond this rhetoric. In constructing themselves 

as ‘paying customers’, they did not position themselves as powerful, but as constrained by 

the current policies and pessimistic about possibility of changing things. Students also 

expressed a reluctance to raise issues to a higher level: 

‘it’s not something we can really bring up’ [Susie, Year 2 Business Student] 

‘we can’t make a difference to it, let’s be honest’ [Maxine, Year 2 Business 
Student].  

Providing student-centred academic guidance  

Along with the idea of the student as a ‘paying customer’, there was also a corresponding 

willingness to please, which seemed to affect the dynamics of the pedagogical relationship 

by reinforcing a service culture. In the following example, a student describes a ‘good’ 

lecturer as service-oriented, but also implying that there was inconsistency and that other 

lecturers would not do the same: 

‘I’m on a module at the minute actually where the module leader has turned 
around and said to us “I do accept drafts in this module. I will help you - I will! 
So if you’re not going into something enough I will tell you need to go into that 
- so that you don’t fail this module”!’ [Susie, Year 2 Business Student] 

This could be interpreted as the staff member acknowledging the student’s situation and 

showing a genuine concern for the student’s performance and it could be argued that in this 

account the student is positioned here by staff more as a ‘service user’ rather than as a 

‘paying customer’. However, there is a narrow focus in the account which prioritises 

providing satisfaction, thereby avoiding failure, at the expense of emphasising opportunities 

for wider learning. This is consistent with the conclusions of Fulford (2013) in examining 

conversations in university tutorials, who suggests that, with an increasing emphasis on 

satisfaction, tutorials are often seen as a form of settlement, characterised by satisfying talk 

leading to contentment, rather than an invitation to have a dialogue. 
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The Business Programme Leader emphasised the availability of staff In the Business School 

to support any student who needed one-to-one help. This talk legitimised ideas such as open-

door policies for tutorials and an emphasis on academic teaching staff maintaining close 

relationships with students. She emphasised her personal willingness to be available to 

students. In contrast with the common practice in the University to have set office hours, 

students could knock on her door at any time: ‘I don’t have office hours’. Students 

commented in interviews that the availability of academic staff was in their view a very 

positive factor for the University.  

Students in the Business School said they typically tended to consult their seminar tutors 

rather than their personal tutors:  

‘you do have personal tutors but sometimes they don’t really get to know you’. 
[Maxine, Year 2 Business Student].  

For example, Matt, a first year Humanities student, said what was important about lecturers 

was their approachability and also ‘to feel like their office is always open to the student.’ 

Humanities students also mentioned the approachability and willingness of tutors to help, 

which they regarded as being on a friendship basis: 

‘I remember in first year we did one subject called ‘X’ and it was a mediaeval 
subject– and I’m not really good with mediaeval stuff at all and I think I struggled 
quite a lot. But our tutor - who we were quite good friends with at the time – 
we felt we could approach her at any time and just email her with all our 
problems and stuff and it would normally get sorted out.’ [Helen, Year 3 
Humanities Student] 

Clare, a second year Business Student, explained further:  

’If I’m struggling it makes me really comfortable and happy and confident in 
knowing that I can approach that lecturer either through email or coming up 
here and knocking on his office. Because he’s given us his like free hours so that 
– “if you’ve got any problems, if you don’t understand anything, just come up to 
my office and I’ll go through the whole of the topics with you again”. That’s quite 
good!!’ [Clare, Year 2, Business Student] 

The emphasis here was on the provision of an all-encompassing service and this extract 

highlights the construction of the role of tutors as wide-ranging, including not only providing 

student satisfaction, but the promotion of student well-being and building student 
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confidence, therefore positioning the staff member variously as a coach, mentor and subject 

expert. This co-existed with a discourse of independent learning which was also circulating 

and which was associated with the development of capacities for self-management and 

resilience (see Section 5.4.5 below). The risk of students expecting high levels of personal 

support would be that open-ended promises given by tutors might prove to be unrealistic 

given their workloads, and the experience therefore variable. Maxine, for example, described 

her tutors as inconsistent: 

’some of them are really good, but some are terrible as well …they say “oh email 
us if you have any questions” but they don’t mean it. They just say it’ [Maxine, 
Year 2 Business Student]. 

Furthermore, despite the offer of support to all, this practice depended on the student being 

prepared to access the support. In one case, a student described the reluctance of her peers 

to approach a lecturer: 

‘they feel like they’re going to be told they’re stupid really and made to feel 
stupid.’ [Clare, Year 2 Business Student].  

On the other hand, some high-achieving students regularly took up opportunities for advice: 

‘They’re good with the feedback. You can see all their markings and you can go 
back to them and sit and go – ask for further feedback. So they’ll talk you 
through it as well, which I really enjoy – because, well I tend to – every 
assessment I tend to go to them beforehand – so I go “that’s my plan!”. And 
then afterwards when I get my grades back, my feedback, I sit and go “how could 
I have done it better?” - like even if I get a first – “how could have I have made 
that higher into the boundary, how could I have got that to a higher level?” 
[Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student]  

As such, this practice might have the unintended consequence of potentially rewarding those 

who were prepared to come forward and disadvantaging those who did not. 

5.4.4 ‘Contractual obligations’ 

The fourth discourse of ‘contractual obligations’ focuses on the different roles adopted by 

students and staff and the associated expectations which follow. The contractualisation of 

higher education relationships links to conversations about the social contract in higher 
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education and moral obligations of staff and students, discussed in Chapter Two (Maassen 

2014; Regan 2012).  

In this fourth discourse, relationships were described by students as complex. In different 

contexts, students positioned themselves variously as being ‘paying customers’, members of 

the University community, student representatives, ambassadors of the University at Open 

Days as well as being in a more contractual relationship with the University through the 

signing of a student contract. In doing so, there was a focus not only on the financial 

implications of being a student but also on the moral and social implications. Because of the 

varying and inconsistent positions which staff adopted towards students, the positions a 

student could take were also varied and the power implications different depending on the 

circumstances. 

In the Humanities group interview, the importance of student-staff relationships was 

reinforced by students: 

‘We’re not paying for fancy equipment or anything else – so it does come down 
to the quality of education I think’. [Isabelle, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

The use of language here referenced the idea of student as ‘paying customer’ and also 

showed the student’s description of the obligations of the University – namely to offer 

opportunities for a high quality education. In terms of student-staff relationships, there was 

also an implied element of trust in the University to deliver that. In the following example, 

not meeting commitments was portrayed as a breach of trust: 

‘I went to a meeting once that I set up and he wasn’t there – he was like ten 
minutes late because he was like “oh I completely forgot!” Like I understand that 
all the lecturers are extremely busy, but at the end of the day you’re here to 
support me and I don’t feel supported when you’re forgetting about me 
especially when I’ve pre-organised this meeting.’ [Helen, Year 3 Humanities 
Student] 

The relationship is reduced to the bare bones of a purely transactional arrangement: ‘you’re 

here to support me’. 

 In the group interview, students also highlighted the changing and increasingly contractual 

nature of the students’ relationships with the University. In the following example, the 
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student expressed some confusion about the arrangements and portrayed her education as 

a kind of membership: 

‘So we’ve paid that money and the University have gone “that’s great” and you 
can be part of the University as long as you do this, this and this. So, we work 
for you ‘cos you’re our student, however you’ve got to do this to get what we 
give you. If you don’t the contract is void. Does that make sense? [Naomi, Year 
1 Humanities Student] 

This account described how commitments and obligations towards the University were 

complex, more so than a consumer-service provider relationship might represent. The 

University is portrayed as working for the student in a contractual arrangement governed by 

a set of terms and conditions. However, the student highlights in the above extract that it is 

nevertheless the University which is perceived to have the upper hand in that relationship. 

Student talk highlighted concerns around the uncertainty with regards to their obligations. 

For example, the same first year student described her position as both a customer of the 

University and as a student representative doing paid work for the University. She explains 

her position in terms of a relationship similar to that of a customer working for Avon: 

‘you pay that money and you are a customer of Avon as a business, however 
you also work for Avon.’ [Naomi, Year 1 Humanities Student]. 

In this Avon Lady metaphor, there are concurrent commitments for the student as both a fee 

payer and as an employee and representative of the organisation. This is similar to the idea 

of the university as a membership organisation, for example, a gym with the student as a 

member. However, this arrangement is more complex because it creates a political dilemma 

for a student acting as an employee representative – that of not being willing to openly 

criticise the organisation on which they depend. For example, students described how at 

Open Days they felt uncomfortable about speaking their mind to visitors. In the following 

example they are addressing the low numbers of academic contact hours: 

‘For parents especially when they say ‘how many hours a week do you do?’ I 
have to say to them “I actually only do four” and very much they say “and you’re 
a full-time student?” And that issue of having that sort of that relationship and 
having those contact hours is a huge thing not only for people at university but 
people who are thinking for like applying as well. And that’s one of things that 
lets it down, because maybe other institutions offer more. Offer more contact 
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hours or drop-in sessions or things like that. ’ [Isabelle, Year 3 Humanities 
Student] 

Student talk also foregrounded a moral dimension to the relationships beyond economic or 

contractual entitlement. Students and staff in University B were concerned in their 

conversations with the discussion of the explicit and implicit expectations and mutual 

obligations which should apply. In both the Student Forum meetings, the issue of the 

potential boycotting of the 2017 National Student Survey arose. There was discussion in the 

Humanities Forum about the boycott in the light of the report from one student 

representative that some student groups might be being encouraging others to give false 

answers to the survey as a protest. Giving false answers was not endorsed by the University 

B Students’ Union. Students in the Humanities Forum discussed how incentives influenced 

the way students might respond and in what capacity they should answer. Should students 

position themselves as future graduates of the University (i.e. wanting it to retain a good 

reputation which would reflect well on them as employees), as honest evaluators of the 

teaching, or should they boycott the survey as a political protest?  

‘But to be honest after those three years – like I just thought about the lecturers 
that have been really good to me. If I’m honest - I couldn’t - I don’t think I could 
willingly say like – “you’re terrible” – ‘cos it does go quite into depth about the 
teaching – and about the aspects of it - it does go into a lot of it. And I mean, 
especially at the Open Days, they rave about it – the last year’s, like it came out 
really well – and I think it just sounds so weird to hear that people are going to 
do that!’ [Nina, Postgraduate Student, Humanities] 

In the above extract, the centrality and personal nature of the student-staff relationships and 

the student’s loyalty was expressed but also the potential conflict between the personal and 

public persona, and the importance of students being able to position themselves as part of 

a successful organisation which is proud of its achievements.  

Some students in the group interview felt that the University should feel obliged to have a 

more transparent relationship with fee-payers:  

‘I think what would be nice is to see a breakdown as to where all the money goes 
and I think that’s what a lot of us want to see, especially as they keep putting 
the prices up.’ [Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student] 
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There seemed to be a confusion here about how the University should be accountable, and 

whether as a public or private organisation. There was also a connection made between 

increased fees and the amount of money thought to be available to universities. The 

conversation between students did not take account of the changes in arrangements for the 

funding of English universities, including the shift in the way government funded higher 

education had moved from up-front grants to student loans. Although the 2012 reforms to 

tuition fees have increased overall funding levels, teaching grants have declined and 

maintenance grants were scrapped resulting in a very high proportion of up-front 

government support being in the form of loans (Belfield et al., 2017).  

Overall, the discourse of contractual obligations reflected the recognition by students 

themselves of the tensions between positions. When students wanted to draw attention to 

their rights, they positioned themselves as ‘paying customers’, but they also fell short of 

constructing themselves consistently as empowered consumers of education as they 

ultimately could not challenge academic judgement. The description of their clashing 

loyalties also served to highlight the political and moral dilemmas they faced. It also shed 

light on some of the difficulties they faced and highlighted their reluctance to speak out 

publicly about them, for example, in Student Forum meetings. This highlights the importance 

for staff in thinking about the potential gaps between how students experience education 

and how, in conversations, they may be enabled or deterred from describing those 

experiences. 

5.4.5  ‘Trajectories of Student Development’ 

This fifth discourse focuses on the possible ways that students were expected to learn and 

develop as they progressed through university. This encompasses different accounts of 

student development, for example, there was a contrast between the way staff talked about 

creating ‘independent learners’ and the conversations of some students, who, as described 

earlier, described themselves as ‘autonomous’, struggling to navigate their own individual 

route through higher education. 

‘Creating independent learners’ 

The discourse of independent learning functioned to position the student as able to manage 

their own studies and think for themselves. For example, Clare, who portrayed herself as an 
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independent learner, expressed her expectations in terms of what she was required to do as 

a learner: 

‘I don’t expect to be spoon-fed everything. I expect to have to go and do my own 
research in my own time. That kind of thing.’ [Clare, Year 2 Business Student]  

A student who engaged well was portrayed as someone who can not only learn 

independently but  

‘can anticipate where their role in the whole learning process is.’ [Nadine, 
Programme Leader, Business] 

The idea of independent learning contrasts with the idea of the student as dependent on 

staff support and emphasises qualities such as independence of mind. In the Business School 

the Programme Leader described her role as a final year lecturer as empowering students to 

be critical thinkers:  

‘I think we’re in a way empowering the students to ask the questions they 
wouldn’t  normally ask’. [Nadine, Programme Leader, Business] 

Independent thinking was portrayed as an important quality to be developed. In the 

following example, the lecturer specifically avoided ‘telling’ in favour of presenting a range 

of intellectual arguments on a topic: 

‘I do think that lectures can be a kind of battle between students who want you 
to tell them the answers, and you who don’t want to give an authoritative single 
view’. [Elizabeth, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

In this account, the ideal student was positioned as one who would not wish to be told an 

answer and would prefer and be able to form their own opinions. Through the metaphor of 

the battle, the lecturer portrays a sense of the struggle she went through during the delivery 

of the lecture. She positioned herself as valiantly holding on to her principles in the face of 

responses to the lecture which were not always favourable ones. Here, the creation of the 

student-staff relationship was defined as being not only about what was said by the lecturer, 

but was also about what was left unsaid by the lecturer, in order to leave a space to inspire 

students to make their own connections between ideas. 



 

166 
 

The aim of creating independent learners was supported by both students and staff who 

talked about university as a series of stages of progression. This development for Humanities 

students was described by a Programme Leader as a process whereby students were given 

structured support in the first year, but by the third year they would be more capable of 

running seminars themselves: 

‘I don’t think you can be too - free form in the first year – I think you’ve really 
got to kind of help them with that. And by the third year they are more capable 
of actually structuring and running the discussion themselves.’ [Elizabeth, 
Programme Leader, Humanities] 

The context was where a Humanities programme had been structured such that lectures 

were infrequent in the final year with the expectation that students researched the context 

of topics themselves and prepared the set readings before the classes. Some students had 

requested that additional lectures be provided, but the department had resisted doing so. In 

the following example the Programme Leader explained her perception of students and the 

way they responded to this pedagogical approach: 

‘Context is really important – and they haven’t necessarily got enough context. 
Now they can get it – and they are not as confident in their abilities to get it as 
they should be because you know – they are – they’re good – they’re good 
students – they can do this stuff. So, it’s not- it’s about that they’re lost. And you 
spend quite a lot of time at university feeling that you’re lost. And then a few 
months later you look round again – like the first year first term there’s really 
very little you can do about them feeling lost except to say “it will pass. Wait 
until December, you’ll be fine”, kind of thing. And again in the third year they 
feel a bit kind of like we’ve taken away some of their props and things – their 
comfort blankets. And they’re ok – they just need to believe that they’re ok if 
you like.’ [Elizabeth, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

There are two different constructions of students in this example: the unconfident student 

seeking support and reassurance and the ideal student, inherently capable of creating their 

own framework for learning. To support the argument that the student transitions from one 

to the other, the metaphor of the ‘lost student’ was introduced – where being lost or 

struggling was portrayed as a common rite of passage. Key to the argument adopted was the 

lecturer’s trust that the students were ‘good’ students and could do well in the end. The 

lecturer could, alternatively, have argued that standards had slipped and students are not as 

capable these days or that interventions should be made to mitigate the discomfort of 

struggling students. The lecturer justified the approach by presenting learning as about 
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promoting a process of self-development, as taken for granted that it involves an intellectual 

struggle, and that it is a tried and tested approach in this subject area. At the same time, this 

stance implicitly argues against the idea of dumbing down the curriculum and in favour of 

empowering the student as an independent thinker. The lecturer took an approach which 

might be described as ‘tough love’ even though she recognised that students said they would 

find more lectures helpful. Indeed, as Naomi described in the group interview:  

‘it would be nice, sort of, to have more lectures, if you’re really interested 
especially. That sort of passion that you get from the tutors really pushes you to 
actually learn more.’ [Naomi, Year 1 Humanities Student]. 

The discourse was supported with language of parenting, whereby the staff member 

positioned herself as knowing best and removing the lectures which have acted as ‘comfort 

blankets’, in other words were regarded as unnecessary support. This in turn positioned the 

student as young children transitioning away from childhood. The discomfort of this 

transition was borne out again by Naomi, who described the process as ‘being dropped into 

the deep end’ and she resisted the approach: 

‘I think sometimes they get hung up on this thing about being independent as 
well. They sometimes forget that we are also still learners and we are also still – 
we need that support’. [Naomi, Year 1, Humanities Student] 

Here the student highlighted the separation between staff and students who were perceived 

as existing in separate worlds rather than in the same learning community. In contrast, 

Graham, a year three student, described himself as more accepting of the high expectations 

of thinking independently. In the following example, he described why tutors sometimes 

refused to read drafts of assignments in order to encourage students to be more self-reliant: 

‘Yes, some might even not look at your work. They’ve said “if you send me a 
piece of work I’ll ignore it”. Not because they want to be mean about it or 
anything like that but they’re promoting independency. So they can’t be seen to 
be the safety cushion every time.’ [Graham, Year 3 Humanities student] 

The student positioned himself as taking a mature approach, as able to understand why staff 

did not act as ‘safety cushions’. This aligns with a metaphor of parenting, whereby the 

lecturer as parent attempts to set boundaries and expectations and to treat each ’child’ fairly 

as they grow up. The positions can be linked to wider discussions about pedagogical 
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relationships and contrasted with ideas such as the infantilization of the student, in which 

the student is positioned as stuck in childhood (Williams, 2013). 

The next section will discuss discourses which were not strongly taken up by participants. 

5.5 Weaker discourses 

Two examples of weaker discourses, namely ‘community’ and ‘partnership’, are summarised 

in Table 4 (above) and discussed below. Not all discourses in the University B institutional 

documents were strongly taken up by students. However, it may be reasonable to expect 

that there would be differences, for example, documents such as the strategy documents, 

are aspirational in nature and may reflect anticipated future relationships rather than current 

ones. 

5.5.1 ‘Community’ 

The idea of building a learning community was deployed rhetorically at Open Days by staff to 

reinforce the ideal of a subject community of historians, but there was limited evidence of 

this resonating with the undergraduate students. Instead of being members of a community, 

they portrayed themselves as individuals with strong opinions who didn’t enjoy working 

together:  

‘…history as a whole – I think history just as a subject - people are individuals I’d 
say… we’re also antisocial and don’t like working in groups.’ [Isabelle, Year 3 
Humanities Student] 

5.5.2 ‘Partnership’ 

In University B, ‘partnership’ was described as the key mode of operation for Student 

Engagement projects. It could therefore be thought of as both a discourse and a structural 

mechanism for getting things done. In addition, partnership practices in University B 

included, for example, students working with external organisations to enhance learning. For 

example, some history students were involved in the creation of a digital archive with an 

outside organisation as part of their studies.  

The University identified itself as committed to working in partnership with students. 

However, partnership was not a term deployed by students, who were more familiar with 
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the term ‘student engagement’. Students rarely talked about themselves as working in 

partnership with staff. As previously mentioned, students more frequently talked about the 

differences or gaps they experienced between themselves and their tutors rather than the 

closeness.  

Although this was a surprising finding, there may be several reasons for this absence of 

partnership discourse amongst students in this study. The term ‘partnership’ is imprecise and 

can refer to a discourse which works on a number of levels. It can be applied variously to 

describe both a specific philosophy as well as a practice of working together in different ways 

and with different levels of collaboration. For example, in common parlance it can encompass 

a range of levels of interaction from involvement to consultation and joint-decision making. 

More specifically it can be conceived as part of an integrated approach to learning and 

teaching. In this way, ‘partnership’ has been linked to specific ways of talking about the 

world, as exemplified by the ‘student-as-partner’ discourse, described in Chapter Two, which 

goes beyond the idea of just working together and involves a deliberate sharing of the 

philosophy of partnership with students. In this sense it reflects a worldview which comes 

from learning and teaching specialists.  

Having outlined the discourses for University B, the next section discusses discursive 

practices as a whole and the connections between them. 

5.6 Relationships between discourses 

Discourses are said to be historically located and are part of ongoing conversations in society 

(Parker, 1992). The discourses identified in this study are connected in the way they 

represent different ways of looking at pedagogical relationships. The range of discourses 

deployed in connection with student-staff interactions other than the ‘student-as-consumer’ 

discourse, indicates that one single discourse is inadequate to represent the complexity of 

the pedagogical relationships. The five discourses construct different representations of 

student-staff interactions and could be said to have connections with contemporary 

conversations as follows: 

• ‘Students under pressure’ focuses on the experiences of students and how 

students cope with conflicting pressures, which impacts on the way they 

engage with their studies. This links to conversations about increasing 
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pressures on students in an environment where they consider that they 

compete for jobs as well as grades, and concerns about student mental health 

(IPPR, 2017). 

• ‘Exercising autonomy’ – focuses on the way students are challenging 

assumptions underpinning student-staff working relationships as they decide 

to participate flexibly with their studies. This links to conversations about 

freedom and power balance in pedagogical relationships and the 

appropriateness of the current structures of higher education provision and 

support (Macfarlane, 2015) 

• ‘Satisfying the customer’– focuses on the student as a demanding fee-payer 

and the increasing willingness of staff to provide student-centred academic 

guidance. This links with the ‘student-as-consumer’ metaphor and with ideas 

around student satisfaction (Molesworth et al, 2009; Williams, 2013). 

• ‘Contractual obligations’ focuses on the tensions associated with different 

formal roles adopted by students and staff. This links to conversations about 

the contractualisation of higher education relationships (Regan, 2012; Fulford 

2018). 

• ‘Trajectories of student development’ focuses on competing philosophies 

underpinning student development. This links with current conversations 

about higher education pedagogies which might support or counter the idea 

of ‘student-as-consumer’ (Lambert, 2009; Healey et al., 2014; MacFarlane, 

2016). 

Discourses exist in relation to each other in different ways and can contrast, contradict or co-

exist and this will be discussed further in Chapter Six.  

Having identified the discourses for University B, the final section concludes the findings 

about the constructions of students and how the discourses were deployed in current 

practices and considers the prominence of the institutional discourses in the data. 
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5.7  Conclusions 

This summary refers back to the research questions and consider how far students 

constructed themselves as consumers, how far the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse was 

drawn upon and how alternative discourses were deployed in University B. 

Overall, there was a range of constructions of the student and a variation between the 

discourses in the institutional documents analysed compared to the student and staff talk. 

Representations of students as ‘community members’, ‘co-creators’ of knowledge and 

‘partners’ were only weakly represented in the data. Students made little reference to 

themselves as ‘scholars’ or ‘researchers’ in the University. Likewise, there were few direct 

references by students to working in partnership with the University other than in the role 

of student representative. As suggested earlier, the variations could partly be explained with 

reference to the different purposes of the talk, for example, the aspirational nature of the 

institutional documents. 

The language of consumerism was in evidence, particularly in respect of students expecting 

value-for-money for fees paid. It was also in evidence in the construction of the pedagogical 

relationship as based on service provision. However, competing constructions of the student 

were based around the language of pedagogy of learning and teaching, namely the 

construction of the student as a ‘critical thinker’ and an ‘independent learner’. A discourse 

of ‘satisfying the customer’ was deployed alongside a culture of service provision, however, 

the student was not constructed as an empowered consumer and staff were portrayed as 

more powerful due to their role as assessors, as the ultimate arbiters of academic judgement. 

The analysis revealed that the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse was only one of five 

competing discourses identified. The texts of interviews and Student Forum meetings 

provided accounts of students as ‘strugglers’ and adopting various ways of coping. The 

discourse of ‘students under pressure’ showed that student talk functioned in different ways, 

for example, to highlight the pressures as extraordinary, to normalise them as part of the 

student learning experience or make light of them, particularly in interactions with staff. In 

contrast to being passive consumers of services, students also constructed themselves as 

navigating their own autonomous path through university. 
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The analysis also revealed different ways of talking about the student learning experience, 

with staff in the same subject areas simultaneously concerned with ‘creating independent 

learners’ as well as taking a service-driven approach to student support in order to satisfy the 

student as service-user. Where students are supported in order to assist in their 

development into more independent learners, then these two discourses can be seen as co-

existing in a coherent way. The student and staff interviews revealed that student talk 

emphasised the challenges in meeting the expectations of university, for example, the 

expectation of becoming independent learners and following a pre-defined path of 

development. The discourse of ‘trajectories of student development’ deployed a metaphor 

of parenting to promote this idea of independent learning. 

There were tensions between alternative visions of pedagogical relationships, with the 

inability of either side to control it, symbolised by the metaphor of the ‘battle’ between 

students and staff. Through the framework of a pedagogy of independent learning, staff were 

mapping out a path, relying on past experience of what worked and promoting the idea of 

‘getting the balance right’ as a counter to the discourse of ‘students under pressure’. 

In contrast to the binary customer service-provider relationship, there was a discourse of 

‘contractual obligations’ which took account of the multiple constructions of the student and 

the tensions which arise from these. Students talked about their competing obligations based 

on different constructions of their positions in relation to staff and the University. Some of 

these related to the conflicting roles played by students in addition to being learners, namely 

as representatives of the University, as paid employees, future workers as well as being fee-

payers. What was striking and might be under-represented in higher education literature was 

the portrayal of difficulties they faced, pressures to combine studies, work and family 

responsibilities. Students described themselves as actively asserting their autonomy and 

engaging in the way they thought best, an approach which is unlikely to match with the 

academic’s presumptions about student development or their taken-for-granted 

assumptions of aspiring to academic excellence. 

The analysis and findings will be discussed in Chapter Six along with the findings from 

University A. 
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

6.1 Introduction  

Chapters Four and Five presented the findings from each institution and the analysis shed 

light on the variety and complexity of the student experiences and on their relationships with 

staff and their university. In this chapter, I will consider the findings from University A and B 

together in relation to the review of literature in Chapter Two and the three research 

questions for the study, which were as follows: 

RQ1: How do students construct themselves through their talk? 

RQ2: Do higher education staff and students draw on the ‘student-as-

consumer’ discourse in their interactions and in accounts of learning 

and teaching practices? If so, how? 

RQ3: What additional discourses are available for describing and 

accounting for the pedagogical relationships, and how are they 

deployed? 

The aims of the chapter are to interpret the findings from Universities A and B and 

identify how these fit with previously published research. In particular, the analysis goes 

beyond the lists of student constructions or “little ‘d’ discourses” in Chapters Four and 

Five, and shares the outcomes of this discourse study by discussing the five discourses 

which have underpinned the pedagogical relationships analysed in this research. 

Furthermore, the chapter discusses the implications of the “big D Discourses” as 

alternative ways of talking about pedagogical relationships. In doing so, I am developing 

my arguments which are presented in the final chapter as part of my contributions to 

knowledge. Having conducted a thorough analysis, I am able in the last part of the 

chapter to revisit the literature and then argue for an alternative conceptual framework 

for pedagogical relationships. 

The chapter is structured as follows: sections 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4 address each of the three 

research questions in turn. Section 6.5 discusses resistance to discourses. Section 6.6 
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summarises which discourses are more likely to open up learning opportunities before 

revisiting the theory of pedagogical relationships in section 6.7.  

6.2 Multiple and concurrent constructions of the student 

This section addresses the first research question which considers how students construct 

themselves through their talk. As explained in Chapter Three, The Research Approach, the 

term ‘construction’ has been chosen rather than ‘characterisation’ or ‘conceptualisation’ to 

denote the work that is done to actively (re-)construct the student in a particular way for 

specific purposes, rather than representing them in a passive way. 

When considering how students constructed themselves through their talk, an important 

reference point in the literature was the research carried out by Tomlinson (2014) which 

concluded from a study across seven higher education institutions that a core of students 

were considered to have ‘a mixed and ambivalent attitude towards the consumer ethos’ 

(Tomlinson, 2014:6). Ambivalence indicates that students expressed mixed feelings or 

contradictory ideas about the topic. The evidence from this doctoral study shows that 

students did tend to adopt different positions according to the context and that these 

contradictory positions could be held concurrently. Brooks (2018) reviewed the Tomlinson 

(2014) findings and pointed out that the ambivalence was related to the fact that the 

students felt they had both considerable bargaining power as well as personal responsibility 

for learning. Although a close match to these particular constructions were not found in this 

doctoral study – as students did not construct themselves as powerful customers, nor did 

they strongly emphasise their personal responsibility for learning, the point about students 

deploying different constructions concurrently is an important one and supports the findings 

of this study.  

As explained in Chapter Three, unlike in the Tomlinson (2014) study, I specifically chose to 

focus on talk, as the concept of attitudes was rejected in favour of a critical analysis of 

discourses. Although the study findings concurred with those of Tomlinson (2014), in that 

there was indeed variation in students’ accounts towards the consumer ethos, the 

interpretation of these contradictions is different from a critical discourse analysis 

perspective, which anticipates variation and looks at anyone’s talk as accounts which serve 

different purposes in different contexts. 
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This study provided evidence that students were taking up multiple positions and even within 

the same conversations. For example, consider the following statements: 

 
‘it’s a nice phase into adulthood for me…I needed to move away, like learn about 
myself and get some independence’ [Dawn, year 3 Business Student] 

‘for me it’s – university is an investment and I wanted to get the most out of 
it….it’s an investment in my future I’m paying for’ [Dawn, year 3 Business 
Student] 

‘I think we’re paying for a service, the same way you go into a shop and you pay 
for something – you expect to receive what you’re paying for’ [Dawn, year 3 
Business Student] 

‘I’ve learnt a lot about myself from being at university and I definitely feel a lot 
more ready to go out and approach the world, rather than three years ago’ 
[Dawn, year 3 Business Student] 

In the above example, the same student, within a single interview constructed herself in four 

different ways in conversation with me as an interviewer. In this talk, the student deploys 

language to portray herself in different ways, for example, to justify her time at university as 

well spent, and to express consumer entitlement. In the third extract, the use of ‘we’ rather 

than ‘I’, functions to represent not only herself, but the views of other students. In this way, 

students were viewed as deploying different representations of themselves for different 

purposes. Knowing that the student was a student representative might change the 

interpretation. Furthermore, each of the four example constructions also has an implication 

for the position that staff might be expected to adopt in the pedagogical relationship: the 

first implies staff should assist students to develop independence, the second implies staff 

are providing a return on student investment, in the third they are acting as service provider, 

and in the fourth they might be offering employability and life skills. Positions are considered 

to be constructed for a particular purpose within the interaction and were highly dependent 

on the context in which the talk occurred. This adds weight to the idea that the environment 

which universities create should be considered when understanding student and staff 

accounts. 

As discussed in the Literature Review in Chapter Two, constructions of the student in the 

literature have tried to encapsulate the essence of the student identity and these have 

included, for example, the student as ‘customer’ and ‘client’ (Bailey, 2000), ‘co-producer’ 
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(McCulloch, 2009), ‘apprentice’ (Lee and Green, 2009), ‘pawn’ (Tight, 2013), ’apprentice 

academic’ (van der Velden, 2012), co-creator of value (Kalafatis and Ledden, 2013), ‘explorer’ 

(Emerson and Mansvelt, 2014) and ‘student-as-partner’ (Taylor and Wilding, 2009). Each of 

these says not only something about the student but about the implications for student-staff 

relationships and is also constructed by the authors at a particular point in time and reflects 

a specific institutional setting. They therefore reflect aspects of the history of higher 

education, the policy environment and the institutional context. 

In the period leading up to this doctoral research, Temple et al., (2014) hypothesized that the 

shifting landscape in higher education in England could result in universities themselves 

reinforcing the idea that students should be treated as ‘paying customers’: ‘it seems plausible 

to hypothesise a mutually reinforcing spiral of expectations’ (Temple et al., 2014:19). The 

authors argued that increasing competition between universities had resulted in changes 

such that the university may increasingly be regarded as a service provider and the student 

may be considered a consumer of these services. A distinction was made between areas of 

activity such as accommodation services, where service provision could more easily 

understood, and learning and teaching relationships where the authors acknowledged that 

applying the idea of service provision may be more problematic. Their study found that some 

senior managers and professional staff largely took for granted the idea of the ‘student as 

customer’, even if some academic staff resisted the implications for learning and teaching. 

This raised the question of whether there was an inevitability about the seeping of the 

consumer metaphor into learning and teaching activities and how dominant that 

construction of the student-as-consumer had become in student and staff talk. 

In the findings from this study, the consumer metaphor was inadequate on its own to fully 

represent students’ situations and experiences, although considered dominant in the 

literature. It was present in that students did portray themselves as ‘paying customers’ and 

they adopted this position when expressing their entitlement. The associated discourse of 

‘satisfying the customer’ is discussed in more detail in section 6.3. The range of constructions 

in this study was broad (see Table 1 in Chapter Four and Table 3 in Chapter Five), but many 

of the constructions of the student were similar across the two institutions. The analysis 

identified that there were also new constructions such as ‘investor’, ‘party-goer’ and ‘social 

learner’ as well as notable and unanticipated absences in the data. Variations between 

constructions deployed by staff and students were identified and these are discussed below, 

as well as variations between University A and B and whether there were any variations 
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which might be attributed to subject discipline. The aim of the next sections is to discuss 

these variations and the implications for pedagogical relationships.  

6.2.1 New constructions 

Students in both universities referred to themselves as ‘investors’ and the question arose as 

to whether this was just an element of the construction of the ‘student-as-consumer’ or a 

separate construction. At a policy level, ‘investment’ is typically seen as part of the ‘student-

as-consumer’ idea. Brooks (2017), for example, highlights that in government documents and 

speeches, ‘investment’, ‘value for money’ and ‘student choice’ are three repeated elements 

of the consumer discourse. For students in this study, ‘investment’ had particular 

implications in that it was about more than paying fees. It was about both the investment of 

not only money but personal effort. The distinctiveness of the student as an ‘investor’ was 

underlined by the way students tended to construct themselves as a ‘paying customer’ at 

times when they expressed entitlement, whereas investment was deployed in a more 

positive way to emphasise a personal commitment. 

Two other constructions are discussed here, which did not appear prominently in the review 

of literature: the student as ‘party-goer’ and the student as ‘social learner’. These have in 

common a social aspect but reflect contrasting aspects of the higher education environment 

and the changing constructions of student roles within it. The construction of students as 

‘party-goers’ may not seem particularly surprising for a number of reasons. First, university 

life has been marketed as a lifestyle with an active social life (Attwood, 2008). Second, media 

attention has in recent years focused on the alcohol culture in universities and the party-

going antics of students. Recent alcohol-infused freshers’ activities have on occasions led to 

student harm and even deaths (BBC News, 2018). Peer pressure has been cited as one 

explanation for the continuing alcohol culture in universities. Third, concerned universities 

over the last few years have been focussing on initiatives to improve safeguarding of students 

and introduce a wider range of activities which do not including drinking as well as offering 

alcohol-free student accommodation (Busby, 2018). Partying is not necessarily problematic 

in itself, and there is an increasing growth reported in young people abstaining from drinking, 

up from 18% in 2005 to 29% of 16-24 year olds in 2015 (Ng Fat et al., 2018). However, the 

student talk in this study revealed that there were implications for pedagogical relationships 

for those regarded as ‘party-goers’. The construction of a ‘good’ student was typically of an 

all-rounder who could successfully combine both a social life and academic work. The ‘party-

goer’ construction had negative connotations in both universities and reflected a student 
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who prioritised a social life over study and then struggled academically. There were accounts 

in both universities of students drifting away from studies, and also examples of students 

portraying being a student as a lifestyle choice which did not even have to involve an 

intention to study. There could be a connection here to the increased participation in higher 

education, where almost one in two young people attend higher education and hence a 

wider range of reasons for attending university could be anticipated. The emphasis by 

students themselves on ‘growing up’ at university points to their immaturity both as learners 

and individuals in coping with a new environment. One explanation explored in the analysis 

was the idea that ‘party-goers’ were typically ‘others’ and that this was a construction 

deployed by someone in order to create an impression of being a ‘good student’ by 

contrasting themselves positively with others. However, the vivid account by one older 

student in University A, who portrayed his former partying lifestyle in a previous institution, 

suggested this construction of the student was one which could be observed beyond the two 

universities in this study. 

The student as ‘social learner’ referred to students who proactively set up study groups either 

face-to-face or online. In this construction, students portrayed themselves as active learners 

and their activities were typically invisible to staff rather than encouraged by staff. At first 

glance, this aligns with recommendations by Hockings et al., (2018), who suggested that 

students found peer support systems helpful, but these were groups facilitated by staff 

rather than being emergent groups. Peer learning, initiated by students themselves in 

University A, was portrayed as one of the direct and unintended consequences of the 

transactional delivery of teaching. The justification for creating and joining such groups was 

described as a response to perceived poor or repetitive teaching, or as a way of accessing 

peer support outside the classroom. A student in University A who found classes repetitive, 

and described the experience as ‘hitting a brick wall’, preferred to engage with friends on 

social media to assist her learning: 

‘if I message like “ah, can someone help me with that? Is that the same answer 
you got?” They will take a picture of their workings and then we can discuss it – 
or if it’s late at night we’ll come in the next day and talk about where we went 
wrong or what we did differently’ [Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 

This phenomenon of ‘social learning’, typically taking place in library study rooms or online 

via Facebook groups, was mentioned in students’ accounts in both subject departments and 

was conducted for different purposes. Humanities students in University A described forming 
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their own study group in the library. In contrast, a Facebook group set up by the department 

to share study notes fell into disuse because the group evolved and changed its purpose:  

‘it’s just social now, so we don’t get involved in it’ [Rachel, Year 2 Humanities 
Student] 

Students described how they chose whether to engage and disengage from different groups 

depending on their needs. This depicts students as resourceful and asserting their ‘freedom 

to learn’ in their own way (Macfarlane, 2015). This links to the idea that students portray 

themselves as autonomous and less concerned with engaging with learning in the ways staff 

expect. There is an overlap with the idea of the student as an ‘independent learner’, which 

was more prevalent in University B, in terms of the responsibility for learning lying with the 

student. The construction of the ‘social learner’ could be viewed as a different way that 

students were taking responsibility for learning, one which rejects the construction of the 

student as an isolated independent learner and embraces the social aspects of learning using 

technologies and shared spaces. Students portrayed themselves as resourceful and as 

resisting the constraints of a transactional and student-focused curriculum. There is a note 

of caution for staff here whose efforts to facilitate peer learning may not be appreciated in 

the way Hockings et al. (2018) suggest. 

6.2.2 Notable absences 

There was an unanticipated absence of some constructions, for example, ‘students as 

partners’ and ‘students as researchers’. ‘Students as researchers’ was a construction 

occurring in the university documents from both University A and B and also in the literature 

on research-led teaching which was circulating in the sector in the period leading up to the 

research study. Research-led teaching can involve different practices and Zamorski (2002) 

found that academics referred to two principal pedagogical models which either placed 

students as audiences to the research carried out by their lecturers or followed a model 

where students are more directly involved in research activities. Less commonly, it referred 

to lecturers who were involved in their own professional development as teachers by 

investigating and reflecting on their own educational practice. 

Students in University A and B did not construct themselves as researchers or scholars and 

the examples of ‘good’ teaching they described did not foreground research opportunities 

and careers in research were not mentioned. There was a small number of students in both 
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universities who mentioned the possibility of going on to postgraduate study but there was 

still little mention of research in relation to their current studies. In University B, 

postgraduate students participated in a Student Forum where they mentioned the creation 

of a research community which aimed to include undergraduate students. However, there 

was an absence of a strong identification by students as researchers. This might either 

suggest that students had limited exposure to activities where these constructions were 

prominent or that these discourses had not become part of the students’ repertoire. This 

absence was surprising given the emphasis in the university documents on the creation of 

knowledge (University A) and the development of learning communities (University B), 

although it may be that the promotion of research was not seen by the Universities as an 

attractive marketing tool. This finding was also surprising given the interest in this topic 

amongst the learning and teaching community, evidenced, for example, through work to 

develop a conceptual framework for research-led teaching (Healey and Jenkins 2009) or 

initiatives to mainstream undergraduate research in non-research intensive universities, 

such as through the development of student e-journals (Gresty and Edwards-Jones 2012). 

This leads to the conclusion that the discourse was more important to staff than to students. 

Zamorski (2002:426) argued that the nature of research was not well understood by students 

and found that even in a research-intensive university, students had a ’poor grasp of the 

nature of academic work’ and that the research process was largely invisible to 

undergraduates. This concurs with Jenkins (2004), who found that pre- and post-1992 

universities did not have clear mechanisms for delivering the teaching-research link, despite 

the stated importance in university mission statements. 

Furthermore, the idea of disciplinarity was less prominent than anticipated and was of 

differing importance to different groups: academic identity was stronger amongst staff than 

students, for example, Humanities Programme Leaders talked of students forming a 

community of historians. However, students made a negative association between staff 

conducting research in a discipline and a diminished focus on their teaching roles. There were 

examples of students switching to business subjects and their accounts suggested that 

choices were less about knowledge to be gained or the prestige of a particular subject 

discipline and more about the future employment opportunities a subject area might offer. 

In some students’ accounts, families were interested in the level of education attained, as 

having a family member with a degree conferred a certain status. In student talk, high grades 

and a good degree classification were described as important indicators of educational 

quality.  
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Also notable was the absence of the construction of students as ‘partners’. Again, this was 

prevalent in the University B documentation but rarely mentioned by students. The 

construction of ‘partnership’ requires an adjustment to be made to the power balance in the 

pedagogical relationship such that students and staff operate on a more equal basis. 

However, there is a power imbalance due to the fact that staff are assessors and students 

are graded as well as the fact that governance structures in universities have limited input 

from students. According to Lizzio and Wilson (2009), the positioning of the student by the 

university defines the nature of the student governance role and in the case where the 

student is positioned as a consumer, this may involve operationalising the maximising of 

student satisfaction, enhancing accountability or earning a return on investment. This might 

help explain why students in the study did not describe themselves as empowered or in a 

partnership relationship. For students to describe themselves as ‘partners’, this would imply 

that there would also have been a sharing of the pedagogical philosophy underpinning the 

relationship. Students would be unlikely to adopt this discourse unless they had encountered 

the construction of students-as-partners in practice, for example, by initiating a project. This 

does not preclude the possibility or even the likelihood that such collaborative activities were 

happening in the institutions studied, but the absence of this construction suggests that 

students did not choose to portray themselves in a partnership role.  

Dunne and Zandstra (2011) identify four different roles for students: as ‘evaluators’, as 

‘participants’, as ‘partners’ and as ‘agents for change’. Students as ‘partners’ includes 

students engaged in institutional development work, but the authors suggest this tends to 

be led by the institution rather than jointly led. The construction of students as ‘change 

agents’ emphasises more actively student-driven agendas. The authors suggest that the 

approach to the student voice in the institution is important: merely listening to students 

rather than involving them in decisions can signify a consumer orientation: 

‘The concept of ‘listening to the student voice’ – implicitly if not deliberately – 
supports the perspective of student as ‘consumer’, whereas ‘students as change 
agents’ explicitly supports a view of the student as ‘active collaborator’ and ‘co-
producer’, with the potential for transformation’ (Dunne and Zandstra, 2011:4). 

In practice, the Student Forum meetings functioned as a forum for listening to students 

(University A) and also for consulting students about future plans and issues (University B). 

Evidence from the student interviews suggested that some students had volunteered to be 

student representatives because they positioned themselves as having opportunities to 
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change things but they did not construct themselves as either partners or change agents and 

indicated that they had other career-related reasons for becoming a student representative, 

such as enhancing their CV. The possibilities to be either partners or agents of change were 

limited, as the students were highly dependent on staff and the institution for invoking 

possibilities to assume these roles. In the short term, students were unlikely to be involved 

in collaboration in great numbers across programmes, even where an institutional 

commitment had been made to student-staff collaborative work. In University B, where 

students had been involved in projects working alongside staff, the students did not describe 

themselves as ‘partners’ or ‘change-agents’ but as involved in ‘student engagement’. 

‘Student engagement’ was a term deployed by both students and staff in University B, but 

there was some confusion about what was meant by the term, and it was deployed by staff 

to mean both involving students in the running of programmes and also co-producing their 

education with staff. 

6.2.3 Variation in student and staff accounts 

Three constructions were deployed by students but not by staff (‘mini-adult’, ‘party-goer’ 

and ‘pawn’). These constructions of students showed the impact of factors beyond the 

classroom and their potential vulnerability. In the case of the first two constructions, this 

absence may be because academic staff talk was focused on student academic development 

rather than their wider activities. Furthermore, in the case of ‘party-goers’, students were 

the ones who experienced first-hand the alcohol culture and noticed its impact on their 

fellow students. Although some staff did refer to students as struggling, this tended to be 

academically, whereas students were also highlighting the difficulties beyond academic 

studies, for example, adapting to being independent, coping with employment and a social 

life and, in the case of student as ‘pawn’, questioning their relationship with the university. 

There were also constructions that were more prevalent amongst staff than students. For 

example, students did not construct themselves as ‘critical thinkers’. They were more likely 

to construct themselves as hard-working or ‘engaged learners’. ‘Critical thinking’ tends to be 

associated with becoming a scholar and some authors argue that it has moved from centre 

stage, and that student employability has moved to the foreground: 

‘Once, under the guidance of the academic, the undergraduate had the 
potential to be transformed into a scholar, someone who thinks critically, but in 
our consumer society such ‘transformation’ is denied and ‘confirmation’ of the 
student as consumer is favoured.’ (Molesworth et al., 2009:277) 
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This depiction of a binary shift from ‘scholar’ to ‘consumer’ masks the complexity of identity 

construction. There were instances of staff describing the student as a ‘critical thinker’ and 

staff definitions of a ‘good’ student included the dispositions and skills of thinking critically. 

Students emphasized being prepared, participating, achieving good attendance and needing 

a good work ethic, but were less likely to stress the higher order skills. Critical thinking itself 

is a complex idea and subject to debate as to what it entails in higher education (Davies and 

Barnett, 2015). The reasons why students may or may not adopt particular terms, such as 

‘critical thinker’, to describe themselves are complex. Adoption could be related to the 

language that they hear frequently employed by staff or a familiarity with the language of 

learning and teaching, which has its particular vocabulary and discourse practices. As 

explained in Chapter Two, language and discourses are viewed as situated and serving a 

particular purpose in a particular context. The ‘critical thinker’ has associations with a higher 

order of thinking as exemplified by the top levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 1956), a 

model still frequently referenced by staff who were training to be teachers in higher 

education. For a student to adopt a particular construction it would involve grasping the 

conceptual meaning and relating that meaning to the context or situation. White and 

Lowenthal (2011) argue that, for students to be full participants in a university setting, a 

student needs to be provided with the necessary discursive resources. This would mean, for 

example, staff making discourses more explicit to students and providing ways of unpicking 

the academic discourses deployed. 

In contrast to the ‘critical thinker’, the ‘independent learner’ had a general appeal and was 

recognised by some students in the study as an identity prized by their schools and associated 

with success in higher education. This leads to the conclusion that discourses of learning and 

teaching were deployed by staff to support particular views of student development, but that 

the language was not always taken up by students. This may have been due to the lack of 

explanation of academic discourses deployed. 

 
6.2.4 Variations in constructions between University A and B  

As mentioned in Chapters Four and Five, there were important variations between the 

constructions of the student made by staff, students and the University. Variations could be 

accounted for in different ways, for example, the authors of the selected University 

documents were concerned with projecting a future vision and an ideal picture yet to be 

realised rather than reflecting the contemporary environment. In other words, writers have 

different purposes. A strategy document not only reflects the conversations circulating at a 
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particular historical moment, but has been reworked many times and is less spontaneous 

than a spoken conversation. Variations could also indicate that there was a disconnect 

between the University staff and the breadth of the experiences of students, or it could be 

that there are fundamental differences in purpose and form, between text which has been 

laid down in writing for public consumption and text which was a transcription of a spoken 

conversation. The nature of the conversations with students in either interviews or in semi-

formal Student Forum meetings meant that students were responding to questions and 

probing, and constructing their identities in a more open and intimate way than might be the 

case if they had written them as text. 

The construction of ‘student-as-consumer’ was most striking in the Business School in 

University A where a transactional approach to teaching was espoused by the Programme 

Leader. The Business School staff in University B did not construct students in this way. In 

both universities, the Business Programme Leaders interviewed were teaching Finance and 

Accounting and a direct comparison could be made. In contrast to University A, the 

Programme Leader in University B embraced the idea of the student as a ‘critical thinker’ and 

the curriculum as empowering: 

‘Here with the degree we’re empowering the students to ask the questions they 
wouldn’t normally ask. To think about things in a different way. Not just accept 
that there’s a rule and this is how the rule is applied, but to give them the ability 
to be able to criticise. And say “well why is that rule in place. Is that the right 
rule? Should we be changing it? What power have we got to change it?” I teach 
Personal Financial Planning and one of the things I stress is for them to ask 
questions before they buy a financial product. And they think “oh, I’m never 
going to have any money”. I say “once you leave here next year, take a job, 
you’re going to probably have a pension. And once you have a pension you are 
an investor, so you are going to ask questions about what that pensions can do 
for you, how do you contribute, what happens if you lose your job?” I just make 
them think about asking questions. And that’s the power of a degree – it’s not 
just in my subject that they’ll get that – it’s in – I hope – many other subjects.” 
[Nadine, Programme Leader, Business] 

This example reinforces the conclusion that subject discipline was not a key determinant of 

whether consumerist discourses would be deployed or resisted. Nor can the discourse of 

consumerism be viewed as a totalising discourse across an institution, as staff, for example, 

the Programme Leader in Humanities in University A, resisted the consumer discourse. This 

points to the agency that staff have in adopting or resisting particular discourses. 
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6.2.5 Findings from other studies  

Studies looking at the construction of students have tended to be conceptual rather than 

empirical studies, have considered the ‘student-as-consumer’ as the dominant metaphor or 

have sought alternative overarching metaphors (see Chapter Two, Policy Context and 

Literature Review). There are relatively few published critical discourse studies in the 

literature which focus on higher education (Smith, 2014). Using a thematic approach, Brooks 

(2017) examined constructions of students based on the examination of English policy 

documents and identified students positioned as ‘thwarted students/ vulnerable children’, 

‘future workers’, ‘learners’ and ‘hard-workers’, ‘political actors’ and ‘absent or “sham” 

international students’. There are some similarities between the first four constructions and 

the constructions identified in this study. In particular, students constructed themselves as 

thwarted consumers in the sense of having only limited powers and being beholden to the 

University as a service provider. This construction of the student as a thwarted customer was 

encapsulated by a metaphor used by a student in University A, already mentioned in Chapter 

Four, where the student paying fees was compared to a disappointed customer who had paid 

for a new car but was given a used vehicle instead:  

‘it’s a bit like buying a car from brand new – you expect it to do the things that 
any other new car does – but instead you get like a used car – it does half of the 
things you expect it to do [Karl, Year 2 Humanities Student, University A].  

The construction of students as ‘future workers’, ‘learners’ and ‘hard-workers’ map to the 

constructions in this doctoral study of ‘future employees’ and ‘learners’, including ‘engaged 

learners’. The remaining constructions are less relevant to this study. Despite many 

participants being student representatives, students did not emphasise their role as political 

actors or routinely construct international students as ‘sham’, although there was one 

isolated account where students suggested international students were flouting the terms of 

their visas. 

In 2018, the same author looked at four roles of students in a European context (‘consumers’, 

‘workers’, ‘family members’ and ‘political actors’) and found that the national context was 

important, with significant differences between and within nation-states (Brooks, 2018). The 

inclusion of students as ‘family members’ resonates with the findings of this study which 

identified the role of families in student decision-making as important and under-researched. 
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6.2.6 Implications for pedagogical relationships  

In reviewing the similarities in findings from the two universities, a further analysis was 

conducted at this same level of abstraction to see whether patterns or overlaps in ways of 

talking about students could be identified given the large number of constructions 

discovered. In considering where the constructions identified in Chapters Four and Five had 

similar or overlapping functions, this analysis identified clusters of constructions. By 

considering the functions of constructions and how they position staff, the implications for 

how pedagogical relationships are being (re)conceptualised could be discussed. This mapping 

formed a step between the identification of constructions of students and the identification 

of discourses, as clusters suggested different strands of wider conversations that were 

circulating. 

 
Four main clusters were identified and named as follows: ‘Investors’, ‘Learners’, ‘Strugglers’ 
and ‘Rebels’.  

1. ‘Investors’. The first set of constructions primarily talk about the 

student as focused on outputs, as an individual purchaser of education 

and view education as a private good (‘investor’, ‘consumer’, ‘future 

employee’, ‘business partner’ and ‘strategic learner’). This suggests 

that pedagogical relationships are being conceptualised as 

relationships where the staff member is the guardian of the 

investment and is accountable for the future returns on that 

investment. There is a contradiction, in that the student is positioning 

themselves as making wise choices, but the inherent uncertainty of 

financial investments is not taken into account.  

2. ‘Learners’. The second group constructs the student as focused on the 

process of learning, as primarily a learner and leaves open the 

possibility of viewing education as a public good (‘engaged learner’, 

‘critical thinker’, ‘social learner’ and ‘independent learner’). 

Pedagogical relationships are characterised by an upward trajectory of 

cognitive development and interaction with staff and other learners 

both in the past (through the study of knowledge and ideas) and in the 

present (through interactions with others). There is a contrast 

between the idealised view of the student as a learner and the idea of 

student success being driven by context and market factors. 
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3. ‘Strugglers’. The third group constructs students as vulnerable and 

views education as tied up with everyday life, a struggle sometimes 

played out in private mental struggles (‘struggler’, ‘novice’, ‘mini-

adult’) and affected by the student’s situational factors. The 

implication for pedagogical relationships is that staff are required to 

take account of contextual factors in order to understand the ways 

students are engaging, or not engaging, with learning opportunities. 

There is an overlap between the idea of struggling and learning, but 

the struggling acknowledges the context in which the student learns 

as well as the intellectual development. 

4. ‘Rebels’. The fourth group include characterisations which might be 

negative such as ‘party-goers’, ‘disengaged learner’, and ‘pawn’, which 

do not fit with traditional notions of a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ student. As such, 

they resist conventional constructions of pedagogical relationships, 

thereby arguing that there are different ways to be an ‘effective’ or 

‘successful’ student and questioning the moral and social obligations 

which form part of the social contract in higher education. This 

resistance contrasts with the passivity of student representatives who 

reported that they were reluctant to raise issues through formal 

university channels. 

My argument is that these competing constructions matter because the acceptance of 

constructions as ‘realities’ in universities has implications for how learning and teaching can 

happen. As identified in Chapter Two, the student was portrayed in policy documents as the 

mechanism for marketisation, in the ‘driving seat’ of higher education. Based on the evidence 

from this study, the way pedagogical relationships are constructed in practice is more 

complex and differs from both the published visions of relationships in institutional 

documents and in policy documents. Furthermore, the complexity, diversity, and inaccuracy 

point to a need for a new conceptual framework for the pedagogical relationship. This is 

developed further in section 6.5. 

In summary, students constructed themselves in multiple ways, which had implications for 

pedagogical relationships. New constructions were highlighted as well as notable absences. 

Variations between the constructions in University A and B have been discussed and clusters 
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of similar constructions have been proposed. Finally, constructions identified in the study 

have been compared to findings from other studies and overlaps examined. 

Revealing multiple constructions of the student highlights the heterogeneity of students, 

which policymakers may overlook in generalising about the student population. Recognising 

the many and inconsistent ways that students construct themselves avoids reducing the 

student population to a homogenous body of consumers who are assumed to behave in 

certain ways. Questioning taken-for-granted assumptions about the way students wish to 

position themselves in relation to their learning and to wider society might better inform 

practices in institutions. The next step is to contemplate how far discourses circulating in 

institutions are creating spaces for certain types of conversations but are silencing others. 

The next section addresses the second research question which focuses on whether higher 

education staff and students draw on the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse in their 

interactions and in accounts of learning and teaching practices. 

6.3 The power of the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse  

As highlighted in Chapter Two, the idea of the ‘student-as-consumer’ is not new and can be 

traced back even as far as mediaeval times where teachers relied on cash donations from 

students as payment for their lectures (Rudy, 1984). Universities have long had partnerships 

with outside organisations both public and private, and relationships which are constantly 

shifting as they respond to the changing and increasingly competitive environment of higher 

education. The idea of the student has been summed up in the literature in a series of 

metaphors about the student role. Many of these are helpful in that they may shed light on 

particular aspects of pedagogical relationships in the contemporary higher education 

context. However, metaphor can be a way of generalising about the state of higher education 

and the literature devotes less time to how these metaphors are deployed in practice in a 

particular context. A further drawback is that this form of generalisation, when taken one 

metaphor at a time, typically assumes that the student behaves consistently and rationally. 

Rather than seeing metaphors as static abstractions of common behaviours, they can also be 

seen as constructed identities. This opens up the possibility of metaphors offering insights 

into the way students describe themselves in more than one way at a time. Metaphors have 

therefore been seen in this study as contributing to constructions of the student, and which 

form part of the language of discourses. 
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The discourse of the ‘student-as-consumer’ has been perceived as dominant in English higher 

education (Molesworth et al., 2009; Nixon et al., 2016; Williams, 2013). It has been less clear 

if, and how, this discourse has altered the potential forms of pedagogical relationships. 

Williams (2011:170) suggests, for example, that students have been infantilized by their 

increased dependency on others due to ‘a prolonged period of financial dependency and 

being restricted to influencing only their close environment’. In other words, students are 

focused on gaining value for money from their programme, and as ‘borrowers’, rather than 

‘fee-payers’, are not expected to be able to afford to pay fees upfront, or would be 

dependent on their family if they did. This study has provided evidence of the ‘student-as-

consumer’ discourse in both institutions and has identified several ways in which the 

discourse was deployed: by students to express their heightened expectations as paying 

customers of the university and in particular their increased expectations of the quality of 

teaching; also by students to express entitlement; and by staff to position the student in a 

transactional arrangement in a bid to improve student satisfaction and meet institutional 

expectations of performance. As explained in Chapters Four and Five, in this study the 

discourse was named ‘satisfying the customer’ and encompassed the sub-discourses of the 

‘paying customer’ and ‘service provision’. 

The construction of the student as ‘paying customer’ was common to both universities. As 

outlined in Chapter Two, the implications for learning and teaching were expected to be 

around student choice, raised expectations of the university and emphasis on the quality of 

teaching. It may be important at this point to consider the status of the institutions studied 

as post-1992 universities, as outlined in the introduction to this thesis (see Boliver, 2015), 

and whether there is a link between university status and understanding how ‘quality’ may 

be understood by students. Research by Baker and Brown (2007) with ‘non-traditional’ 

students highlighted a range of factors such as taste, lifestyle and institutional prestige and 

the absence of considering teaching quality in student decision-making was notable. It 

cannot be taken for granted that applicants to less prestigious institutions, such as 

Universities A and B, where high entry requirements do not function as a proxy for the ‘high’ 

quality of the institution, that teaching quality automatically becomes a key factor in 

decision-making. 

The idea of the student consumer demanding the quality they have purchased was 

emphasised by Naidoo and Jamieson (2005) who anticipated, for example, that the 
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publication of information relating to the quality of programmes would be used by students 

to put pressure on universities: 

‘The assumption is that students will utilize such mechanisms to demand high 
quality provision and will apply pressures on universities to make courses more 
relevant to the skills they require for the workplace’. (Naidoo and Jamieson, 
2005:268) 

The related assumption was that consumerist forces would have a positive impact on the 

professional practices of academic staff due to the increased competition within and 

between universities (Naidoo and Jamieson, 2005). 

This study found that the consumer mechanism did not function in the ways assumed by 

policymakers, and students did not construct themselves as demanding consumers as 

hypothesized by Naidoo and Jamieson (2005) given the conditions. This may be because it is 

difficult for students to be discerning customers and recognise what constitutes high quality 

provision, particularly when they only experience one institution at a time, or possibly ever. 

However, this can be countered by the evidence in the study that students had very similar 

perceptions of the characteristics of ‘good’ lecturers and ‘good’ teaching, which were 

common to both institutions. It is therefore important to look more closely at how this 

discourse was deployed. 

The ‘student as consumer’ discourse was deployed as an expression of entitlement rather 

than as a lever to enhance quality of the student experience. The construction of the student 

as a demanding consumer was not borne out by the data in this study and student 

representatives expressed reluctance to escalate issues of concern. Could this be because 

students in the current environment were passive, or were students being better 

represented by their students’ unions in discussions with the university? The contemporary 

portrayal of the student in higher education in policy documents does not portray students 

as activists and focusses on the economic importance of students to society. A study by 

Brooks  et al., (2015) found that elected student union representatives placed a greater 

emphasis on representing student voices within the university than on activism or overtly 

political causes. An alternative explanation suggested by this doctoral study as to why 

students did not construct themselves as demanding customers is that they constructed 

themselves as constrained by one fundamental aspect of the pedagogical relationship, the 

fact that staff were their assessors and that their academic judgement could not be 
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challenged. As mentioned in Chapter Two, discourse can be a means by which tutors can 

exert power over students (Carless, 2006) and assessment is ‘intimately interwoven with 

relations of power’ (Leathwood, 2006). Students positioned staff as having an undeniable 

power advantage and also positioned themselves as dependent on their tutors for the 

qualifications they sought. A student who described his attempts to challenge his tutor’s 

academic judgement in University A reported that it was like ‘fighting a giant’ [Karl, Year 2 

Humanities Student]. 

As described in Chapters Four and Five, there was evidence of a ‘service provision’ approach 

to learning and teaching, which changed the description of pedagogical relationships, 

particularly in the Business School in University A. How far had this led to the opening or 

closing of opportunities for learning? This discourse legitimised transactional learning and 

adapting the curriculum in response to student wants and needs, which may be quite 

problematic given that these are distinct and at times in conflict. Examples in University A 

were dropping unpopular modules from the curriculum and rescheduling student timetables 

to be student-friendly. As seen in the Business School Student Forum and in the interview 

with the Business Programme Leader in University A, staff talk focused on improving service 

provision and student satisfaction and lecturers described themselves as accountable for 

student outcomes and satisfaction. Within this discourse the underpinning values were 

student achievement and success. From a student perspective, the focus by staff on meeting 

prescribed service levels (such as response times for emails, more transparency about 

timescales for delivery of feedback and clear advertising of office hours) might be seen as 

positive developments. Student interviews stressed the importance of staff being 

approachable and processes being consistent. However, the negatives were also significant 

in that there was evidence in the staff talk of instrumental learning aimed at achieving high 

grades rather than gaining a broad education. The popular construction of a student as an 

‘investor’ in both universities underlined the common desire for a return on investment in 

the form of high marks, although there was no acknowledgement that the performance of 

investments can both rise and fall and cannot be guaranteed. There were unintended 

consequences of this consumer discourse for both staff and students, for example, students 

in University A were less willing to attend lectures on campus due to the condensing of the 

timetable in their favour and staff were constructed as vulnerable to the increasing demands 

of the performative environment. 
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6.4 Resisting the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse 

Students and staff demonstrated that they resisted the discourse in different ways and the 

Programme Leaders constructed themselves as influential in presenting alternative visions 

of the pedagogical relationship, for example, through creating independent learners and 

developing a community of learners amongst their disciplines. Evidence from the Student 

Forum meetings in University B suggested that staff went beyond just listening to the student 

voice and actively consulted students about changes. As discussed in Chapter Two, Trowler 

(2001:196) suggests how discourses might capture individuals and suggests this often 

involves ‘discursive struggle or sometimes accommodation rather than simply discursive 

capture’. This was exemplified by the Business Programme Leader in University A who, when 

interviewed, described herself as battling with the struggle between delivering a curriculum 

which was more intellectually stimulating and one which satisfies the students’ desire for 

high marks whilst also describing herself as knowingly complicit in her decision to satisfy the 

students’ desire for high grades (‘satisfying the customer’). From the analysis of the Business 

School Student Forum meeting, it was seen that the same staff member also adopted the 

discourse of ‘service provision’. Trowler (2001:195) suggests that the deployment of 

discourses is transient and dependent on the context and refers to this as a form of 

‘bilingualism’. 

In summary, the students and staff did draw on consumerist discourses. In particular the 

students drew on the discourse of the ‘paying customer’ as a means of expressing 

entitlement. However, the discourse of the ‘student-as-consumer’ was not deployed in the 

way policymakers suggested as a way of leveraging high quality provision (IRHESF, 2010) or 

as forecasted by Naidoo and Jamieson (2005). Benefits for students included an improved 

focus on service levels but, as outlined above, there were unintended consequences for both 

students and staff. This leads to the conclusion that the power of the ‘student-as-consumer’ 

discourse may have been overstated. 

The following sections review the additional discourses deployed by staff and students 

beyond the discourse of the ‘student-as-consumer’. 
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6.5 Additional discourses  

The third research question considers additional discourses available for describing and 

accounting for the pedagogical relationships, and how they were deployed. The term 

‘additional’ rather than ‘alternative’ is expressly used as there are assumed to be multiple 

discourses which combine to describe pedagogical relationships, rather than a single 

discourse. 

 

Figure 5: Discourses deployed to describe pedagogical relationships 

As identified in Chapters Four and Five, the additional discourses identified were: ‘students 

under pressure’, ‘exercising autonomy’, ‘trajectories of student development’ and 

‘contractual obligations’. The ways they were deployed across the two institutions, by whom, 

and for what purpose are discussed in sections 6.5 to 6.9 below. The discourses can be seen 

as indicative of different responses to the shifting environment in an era of mass higher 

education, and which were sometimes in tension. The discourses positioned students 

differently in pedagogical relationships and this could produce clashes. For example, in 

‘students exercising their autonomy’, students were positioning themselves as independent 

agents exercising choice about the way they learned, which contrasts with the discourse of 

‘trajectories of student development’ deployed by staff which made pedagogically driven 

assumptions about how students engage with learning. 
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6.5.1 ‘Students under pressure’ 

The discourse of ‘students under pressure’ emphasises the difficulties faced by students at 

university, including financial constraints. The constructions of contemporary students in 

University A and B contrasted with the depiction of a ‘typical’ successful graduate, who is 

assumed to derive economic benefits from being at university but also wider benefits such 

as greater confidence and increased status. The constructions also contrasted with the 

depiction of the student as a future contributor to society. In a review of the literature on 

the wider benefits of higher education Brennan et al. (2013) emphasised a range of important 

benefits to society emerging from having undertaken higher education, with citizenship, civic 

engagement, lower crime, health and general well-being as the most frequently mentioned. 

A key finding from the doctoral study was the variations in the ways the discourse of 

‘students under pressure’ was deployed by staff and students. Students’ accounts described 

pressure as out of the ordinary, minimised the pressure by representing pressure as part of 

student life, as socially acceptable, or highlighted strategies for coping with stress such as 

studying with others or going out with friends. Staff tended to normalise student pressure 

without recognising the individual differences in the circumstances facing each student and 

downplayed its complexity by characterising stress as a problem to be solved by ‘getting the 

balance right’, thereby implying the solutions were always within the control of the student. 

Some students also talked about the idea of ‘getting the balance right’ and sought to seek 

out other activities such as going out with friends as a counterbalance to the pressure. There 

was therefore a tendency overall to minimise the significance of pressure for students. The 

normalisation of pressure as just something to balance, risks overlooking possible 

implications of pressure for student mental health and wellbeing. Vulnerability, as described 

by Furedi (2017), portrays students as having reduced agency and at risk of psychological 

harm. The idea of vulnerability was also addressed In Chapter Two, where students were 

positioned by policymakers as both vulnerable and lacking agency in the face of a higher 

education system which was not fully formed as a market (Brooks, 2017).  

It can be argued, based on the findings, that insufficient attention has been given to the 

pressures faced by students and the way their personal circumstances and non-academic 

responsibilities impact on their construction of student identities. However, since my field 

visits, there may have been increased attention on this, with more focus on student wellbeing 

and mental health, and consideration of the effects of social media. 
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In University A, Rachel, who was the first in her family to go to university, commented on the 

portrayal of university by family and friends as a carefree and romantic time of life, whereas 

her own key concerns revolved around her finances: 

‘they said “oh you party all year and the friends you make are the ones you’ll 
make for your whole life and this is where you’ll meet the love of your life” …I 
wasn’t going to be out there partying all the time because I wanted to save 
money’ [Rachel, year 2 Humanities Student] 

Brooks (2017) pointed out that pressure also affects students’ ability to commit to their 

studies: 

’little consideration is given to the factors (such as financial pressures and caring 
responsibilities) that may make it difficult for some students to devote long 
hours and high levels of energy to their studies’ (p.10).  

The pressure on students was strongly portrayed in University A where there were financial 

pressures, pressures of work, family commitments and anxieties about personal 

achievement as well as concerns about future employability. In University B, students also 

highlighted time pressures as a key difficulty in completing their assessments to a high 

standard. The pressure of expectation to be independent learners was arguably greater in 

University B than in University A. For example, students in Humanities were expected to lead 

seminar discussions, whereas there were comparatively lower expectations of students in 

University A, particularly in the Business School where there was a more transactional 

approach to learning and teaching.  

Being under pressure was frequently constructed as a student struggling. However, 

struggling can be portrayed both negatively and positively: negatively, as harmful to mental 

health, and more positively, as a necessary component of intellectual endeavour. Has the 

marketised environment made a difference to the idea of struggling or has struggling always 

been a feature of student life? Leathwood and O’Connell (2003) conducted a study in a post-

1992 university and identified at that time that ‘struggle was a constant theme in the data’ 

(p.607). The three major areas of struggle identified by students at that time were financial 

issues, confidence in their ability, and institutional factors. By institutional factors, the 

authors referred to a lack of support and expectations to be independent learners, such that 

first year students felt they had been expected to be independent too early and left to ‘sink 

or swim’. 
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All three aspects of struggling were indeed reflected in this doctoral study, with the theme 

of independent learning most directly relating to pedagogical relationships. In University A, 

student needs were a central concern and students reported that they liked to be directed 

and expected staff to be more responsive and supportive given the increased fees. In 

University B, the discourse of independent learning was more in evidence although being an 

independent learner was portrayed as a characteristic which was developed over time and, 

in the context of a curriculum framework which was scaffolded, became progressively more 

demanding across the years of the programme (see section 6.4.4). It seems that contextual 

differences were making a difference to how pressures were described. There was a gap 

between staff expectations of being a particular sort of student as expressed by different 

trajectories of student development and students’ abilities or desires to meet those 

expectations. 

There were additional ways besides the three areas identified by Leathwood and O’Connell 

(2003) in which students felt pressurised, which included family pressures and the fear of the 

competitive job market. Family pressures included pressure to do well and the dependency 

by students on families for financial support. In a study in a post-1992 university, Harrison et 

al., (2015) identified that families, and specifically parents, were a strong reference point in 

financial matters. A typology of six types of participants’ attitudes towards debt was 

identified ranging between ‘debt-savvy’ and ‘debt-resigned’. In this doctoral study, the 

students did not tend to construct themselves as debtors, and constructions of the student 

as ‘paying customers’ or ‘investors’ were more prevalent. Financial pressures tended to be 

minimised by downplaying the significance of the amounts owed. This could be a way of 

coping with the pressure of knowing how much is owed by putting off the thought of it until 

later or, alternatively, students were ignorant of the student loan contract and the high rates 

of interest they would need to pay in the future. 

Staff were also constructed as being under pressure. The burden weighed highly on staff in 

University A, where there was a more performative culture, and where staff described 

themselves as personally accountable for student achievement. Taylor and McCaig (2014) in 

their report on the impact of student number controls, choice and competition highlighted 

that: 

‘staff felt more pressurised, more accountable than ever, and increasingly more 
stressed and that this was, in part, due to the perception that business models 
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were becoming sharper and bureaucracies more overbearing’. (Taylor and 
McCaig, 2014: 53) 

This description of staff under pressure and feeling accountable was vividly described by the 

Programme Leader in University A, who constructed staff as having little control over their 

workload and under increasing pressure to meet deadlines set by the University. 

6.5.2 ‘Exercising autonomy’ 

This discourse was particularly striking as it positioned students not as passive consumers but 

as autonomous decision-makers about their educational lives. Students portrayed 

themselves as making a range of choices including being strategic learners, choosing to 

prioritise a social life or even disengaging from studies and no longer constructing themselves 

as students who study. In other cases, students were portrayed as having little choice over 

their study and working patterns, with some students unable to co-ordinate their shift 

patterns at work with their studies. This discourse highlights the impact of student 

circumstances, for example, difficulties arising from financial constraints or even from being 

commuter students, sometimes resulting in disengagement from their studies. Whereas staff 

accounts seemed to assume that students were always aspiring to be the best they could be, 

students in some cases indicated that they were taking a ‘good enough’ approach. 

Mann (2001) describes alienation as an estrangement from the higher purposes of education 

caused by the particular social conditions of being a university student which work to exclude 

the student and make them feel like a stranger in a foreign land. The social conditions 

mentioned are conditions in which there was: 

‘a greater focus on performativity and functionality; a greater focus on efficiency 
and effectiveness at the expense of complexity and ambiguity; and a greater 
sense of the life course and especially the educational life course, as 
institutionalised, following normatively and inexorably the same ‘prescribed’ 
path’ (Mann, 2001:9).  

Although this article was written many years before this research took place, the social 

conditions mentioned still resonate today and this could account for the construction of 

students as disengaged. However, the discourse of exercising autonomy deployed in this 

study suggests that students, rather than constructing themselves as being outsiders, 

constructed themselves as active decision-makers in terms of their engagement with the 

university with some agency in the way that they chose to participate.  



 

198 
 

The discourse of ‘exercising autonomy’ co-existed with the discourse of ‘students under 

pressure’, as students mapped out their own way through university in accordance with their 

personal circumstances.  

6.5.3 ‘Trajectories of student development’  

‘Trajectories of student development’ focuses on competing philosophies underpinning 

student development. These discourses can be linked with current conversations about 

higher education pedagogies which might support or counter the idea of the ‘student-as-

consumer’. Three main discourses were identified relating to student development: 

‘transformation’, ‘delivering learning’ and ‘creating independent learners’. All three 

discourses can be problematized and connected in different ways to the idea of the ‘student-

as-consumer’ in a marketised environment. The aim here is to consider the purposes for 

which the discourses were deployed in this study and how far they facilitated opportunities 

for learning. 

‘Transformation’  

The function of the transformation discourse in the University A documents was to paint a 

positive image of the student trajectory, legitimising the idea of a common path towards 

being a successful graduate and at the same time, undermining any idea that students might 

struggle with their education. In this way, it supports the idea of the student as a 

homogenous being and university being primarily about a route to future employability, 

positioning the university as the service provider. Universities have for some time been 

constructed as widening access and transforming student lives through being the ‘providers 

of life chances for individuals’ (DBIS, 2009:2). 

Different ways of deploying a transformation discourse were identified and discussed in 

Chapter Four: transformation as improving life chances, transformation as producing 

successful graduates and transformation as the development of the whole person. This links 

with three different conversations in higher education: first social mobility, second 

employability, and third, transformative learning. Based on transformation theory (Mezirow 

and Taylor, 2009), transformative learning draws on both humanist and constructivist 

assumptions and proposes that individual transformation involves a change in a learner’s 

frame of reference or way of seeing the world, often through a process of critical reflection 

on experience and based on a desire to change. It is predominantly seen as inherently good 
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(Taylor and Cranton, 2013) and therefore lends itself to positive rhetoric. Transformative 

learning conceptualises the teacher as potentially playing a significant role in encouraging 

learning, with the learner as an ‘autonomous, largely self-directed individual’ (Howie and 

Bagnall, 2015:357). The University documents did not foreground these aspects. Although 

this discourse was identified in University A documents, it was not deployed in practice by 

either staff or students. For example, students in University A did not generally describe 

themselves as needing better life chances and mentioned their connections to the 

community as well as their individual journey to success. Staff in University A and B deployed 

two other discourses: ‘delivering learning’ and ‘creating independent learners’. 

‘Delivering learning’ 

The discourse of ‘delivering learning’ is linked to the idea of the ‘student as a consumer’ and 

transactional learning. Tomlinson (2013) described the possible consequences of a 

consumer-driven approach, namely ‘consumer-based learning’ which positioned the student 

as able to exert pressure on institutions and was characterised by service provision, a culture 

of litigation, instrumental credentialism, and immediately gratifying forms of curricula 

content and delivery. The implications of this approach were claimed to be a potential 

breakdown in the pedagogical relationship between teacher and learners, with the teacher 

possibly constructed as a faulty provider. Although the culture of service provision and 

instrumental learning were observed in this study, in other ways the construction of 

pedagogical relationships in practice in Universities A and B did not fully match this 

description. The discourses were varied and uneven across the institutions and subject 

disciplines, the students did not construct themselves as powerful and the staff were highly 

committed to maintaining good relationships with students. 

The strongest example of this transactional approach was in the Business School in University 

A, where staff constructed the pedagogical relationship as a ‘deal’, where staff had to 

‘deliver’ their part of the bargain. The learning was directed to performing well in the final 

assessment, the accounting curriculum was adapted to student needs and the pace of 

teaching took account of the progress of the weakest students in the group. The mode of 

delivery was through workshops where practice questions were completed, with additional 

practice exercises provided outside the class and online support provided by the Programme 

Leader who responded to email queries within an agreed timeframe, usually the same day. 

The unintended consequences of this approach were that the stronger students complained 

of repetitive sessions, dropped out of sessions and formed self-study groups. This might 
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imply the legitimacy of the lecturer’s authority was questioned and be indicative of the 

breakdown of pedagogical relationships. However, first year students in the Business School 

were generally appreciative of teaching that was directive and linked to the assessment. 

Most of all they were appreciative of reassurance and staff that who made them feel 

confident.  

This learning and teaching approach was popular with students who said they felt secure that 

they would achieve good grades. They were not positioned as responsible for their own 

development into graduates. The Business School Programme Leader in University A 

expressed some reservations in the interview about the lack of intellectual challenge 

provided by the transactional approach, which closed off openings for broader learning by 

limiting opportunities for the development of critical thinking skills, although she was publicly 

committed to the transactional approach. There are some contradictions here in adopting a 

transactional approach, as arguably such critical thinking skills would be essential for student 

accountants moving into a professional context. However, the priorities of the institution, 

revealed in the Student Forum discussions, indicated strong pressure on staff from the 

institution to achieve high student satisfaction. The nature of the assessments, which were 

largely examinations accredited by a professional body, were used to justify the pedagogical 

approach. In contrast, in an interview with the University B Programme Leader, it emerged 

that the equivalent subject curriculum did emphasise the importance for student 

accountants to develop critical thinking skills. This pointed to factors other than discipline 

differences being significant and led to the conclusion that a key factor in opening 

opportunities for learning was the willingness or not of the individual Programme Leader to 

resist the deployment of  the consumerist discourses which were circulating in the institution 

and more broadly in society. 

‘Creating independent learners’  

The independent learning discourse encompassed the idea of university as a place for 

students to become ready for the world beyond university as well as become self-directed 

learners, able to manage their own studies and think for themselves. Independent learning 

has been constructed as valuable for both the individual and society (Leathwood, 2006) as 

students develop skills which will benefit them in future careers. It was deployed by staff to 

avoid the ‘telling’ approach to teaching, and to help students develop ‘academic fitness’ 

[Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities, University A]. The learning and teaching approach 

was typified by the idea of the traditional seminar in Humanities in University B, where staff 
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facilitated discussions which depended on students having read and reflected upon set 

readings. Students were positioned initially as beginner historians but capable of becoming 

more expert as they progressed through the degree. Assessments expected students to be 

capable of analysing arguments and defending a particular viewpoint. Becoming 

independent learners was linked by Humanities Programme Leaders in both University A and 

University B to the idea of joining a wider community of historians. 

The discourse of ‘creating independent learners’ also justified allowing students to struggle 

and therefore links to the discourse of ‘students under pressure’ by normalising student 

struggles as a rite of passage. It countered the idea of dumbing down education through the 

adoption of parenting metaphors which emphasised growing up, for example, taking away 

‘comfort blankets’ from students, thereby contradicting the assertion that universities were 

increasingly infantilizing students (Williams, 2013).  

However, the discourse of independent learning existed alongside the discourse of ‘service 

provision’ in both universities, whereby staff could respond to individual needs. Although the 

discourse of ‘service provision’ and the discourse of ‘independent learning’ may seem 

contradictory, there is an argument that the combination of the two approaches was fruitful 

for students. Furthermore, although the discourse of ‘independent learning’ was less 

prominent in the Business School in University A, there were unexpected consequences. 

There were examples of students forming social groups to learn together. Hockings et al., 

(2018) argue that support from peers is a powerful source of independent learning 

development and could be further encouraged in universities. However, in this study their 

flexibility and emergent nature, and the exclusion of staff from these social learning groups 

were described by students as key factors in their popularity. 

The concept of ‘trajectories of student development’ is reminiscent of the work of Perry 

(1999) who studied how students cope with the intellectual complexity of higher education. 

He argued, based on accounts of student learning, that there is a progression in student 

intellectual development through a series of stages and which may continue over a lifetime: 

starting from students explaining knowledge as being ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ to developing 

independence of mind, accepting the world as pluralist and ultimately taking principled 

positions. Although his research was conducted in a different context and timeframe and at 

an elite American institution, the work, first published in 1970, has shaped current thinking 

about student development. When considering this staged theory of student development 
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in connection with this study, it is striking that, overall, the development discourses identified 

in this study focus not just on student intellectual development but on what staff and 

institutions can actively do, or are obliged to do, for the student in ‘delivering’ learning, 

‘creating’ independent learners and ‘transforming’ students. This highlights an absence of 

discourses for student development which give weight to the autonomy and freedom that 

some students may wish to have in leading their own development. 

6.5.4 ‘Contractual Obligations’  

The discourse of ‘contractual obligations’ will be discussed with reference to two different 

levels of obligations: first, in a national higher education context, there is a social contract 

between society and the university which informs its ethos as an institution and is reflected 

in institutional documents and second, in a local context, there are obligations created in a 

transactional approach to learning which have implications for the formation of relationships 

between staff and students. 

The social contract between society and higher education, which is referred to as a 

‘gentleman’s agreement’ on roles and responsibilities (Maassen, 2014) is increasingly 

described in economic terms. Williams (2016: 619-20) argues that the social contract is no 

longer founded on an exchange of institutional autonomy for the production of knowledge 

for the public good. Instead, there is a move towards the production of more individualised 

knowledge outcomes ‘which can be used to reap a national economic return’; and a move to 

‘a focus upon social inclusion and social mobility in the form of individual employability, 

increased earnings and job security’. 

A shift in the social contract in higher education would become evident not only in policy 

documents but in institutions through a reliance on the staff to implement practices based 

on new values and thinking. If this shift towards an economic model has indeed taken place, 

then this study has demonstrated, based on interviews with staff and students and 

observations of interactions in practice that, at the level of the learning and teaching 

relationships, such significant changes have played out unevenly.  

Some staff were openly resisting a change to a more economic or transactional model and 

this study demonstrated that different responses existed within the same institution. Staff 

portrayed themselves in the throes of dilemmas or battling with students to maintain their 

version of the ideal pedagogical relationship. In University B, this was encapsulated by the 
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description of a Humanities lecture as a ‘battle’ with students who wanted answers rather 

than a range of considered opinions. Even the Programme Leader in University A, who most 

readily accepted the repurposing of the university as a service provider, was strongly aware 

of the tensions between the institutional strategy which promoted student employability and 

success, and a learning and teaching agenda which promoted intellectual development for 

its own sake. The complexity may be partly due to the nature of learning and teaching itself, 

which contains at the same time both public good aspects and private good aspects 

(Marginson, 2011) and therefore can never entirely be reduced to a consumer transaction. 

The sharing of new knowledge and the creation of programmes can be seen as a public good 

in itself, whereas the gaining of a qualification to enable entry into a profession or higher 

earnings can be seen as a private good. It was the attempts by staff to reconcile these two 

purposes of learning and teaching which was illustrated in talk about obligations in student-

staff relationships. 

Student talk in both institutions studied revealed expectations that as fee-payers they would 

all be receiving a good quality education and the emphasis was on the obligations of the 

university and staff to deliver this against stated targets. In this study, staff were portrayed 

as under most pressure where the environment was most customer focused (Business 

School, University A). In student talk, examples such as not providing feedback on time, not 

providing adequate directions about assessments and failure to respond to emails within a 

reasonable timescale were expressed not just as underperformance but as breaches of 

obligations, although not breaches of contract. The implications are the added pressure on 

staff and institutions to deliver education and the downplaying of the role of the student in 

their own education. In the Student Forum meetings, Programme Leaders in both institutions 

reinforced a sense of tightening contractual obligations when they explained to students that 

there were sanctions for staff not meeting targets, which were framed by managers as 

reprimands or punishments.  

At the same time, there was a loosening of the student obligations. For example, in students’ 

accounts in both universities, students did not feel obliged to attend meetings with their 

personal tutors and instead constructed these opportunities as a matter of personal 

preference. Regan (2012) highlights the side-lining of reciprocal obligations between staff 

and students as follows: 
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‘The current discussion of consumerism in higher education focuses largely on 
what the providers are obliged to do for the consumers, against the background 
of rising tuition fees. This framework does not always sit comfortably with 
lecturers in the context of a learning and teaching relationship, as it appears to 
ignore the reciprocal obligations lecturers and students have to one another’. 
(Regan, 2012:14) 

So, what kind of obligations are portrayed as stemming from pedagogical relationships in 

higher education? The study showed that as well as financial obligations, both moral and 

social obligations were relevant. Moral obligations refer to the student’s duty to fulfil their 

role as a student and would be based on considerations of what is right or wrong based on a 

set of values. Social obligations refer to the obligation to follow society’s traditions and social 

etiquette in the interests of society. In the case of pedagogical relationships, it may be less 

about moral obligations but obligations which stem from the familiar and unscripted roles 

that are played by students and staff. Regan (2012) argued that there are obligations which 

derive from the functions of the roles that are voluntarily held by each party in the 

relationship as follows: 

‘the function of lecturers is to use their professional knowledge and skills, in 
order to take actions that could reasonably be expected to facilitate learning for 
all students with whom they have a learning and teaching relationship...the 
function of students in higher education is to participate fully with all aspects of 
their learning, to the best of their abilities’. (Regan, 2012:20) 

Whereas lecturers in the study portrayed a strong sense of their obligations to students and 

to support them beyond the required minimum, students did not construct obligations in this 

way. Students described themselves as more autonomous in their decision-making about 

their participation. Accounts showed that they did not feel obliged to participate fully, 

indicating that fulfilling the obligations stemming from pedagogical relationships were not a 

priority. Students were aware of the often unspoken obligations stemming from staff-

student relationships as evidenced by the consistency in their depictions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 

students and ‘good’ and ‘bad’ lecturers. Students who walked out of classes in University A 

defended their actions based on the best use of time as a scarce resource, with a view to 

their individual gain, suggesting that economic or financial obligations override a 

commitment to role obligations or social etiquette in the form of polite classroom behaviour. 

From the students’ accounts, there was also complexity due to the multiple roles they 

adopted in addition to being a learner and a fee-payer, for example, acting as a programme 



 

205 
 

representative or a student representative of the university at open days. Fulford (2018) 

usefully described the pedagogical relationship in terms of obligations falling short of a legal 

contract. The essence of creating a legal contract is defining exactly what it should contain, 

which does not fit well with addressing the uncertain and unexpected outcomes of 

encounters in education. In the interviews and Student Forum meetings for this study, not a 

single student referred to a written agreement, contract or Student Charter and pedagogical 

relationships seemed to operate within a space between documented contractual 

obligations as embodied in a Student Charter or the Academic Regulations, and unspoken 

rules of custom and practice. At times students said they were reluctant to speak out. For 

example, they described academics as powerful and discussed their inability to question 

academic judgement. At other times they expressed concern when obligations or promises 

made by institutions and staff were not honoured. For example, personal tutors sometimes 

promised a lot of academic guidance through an open-door ‘see me anytime’ policy, but then 

were unable meet the expectations raised by this. Additional obligations, such as guaranteed 

turnaround times for emails, were mentioned in University A and assessment feedback 

turnaround times were promised by staff in both universities but the commitments were not 

always kept (and were not always described as reasonable given the workload pressures on 

staff). Furthermore, at times, students in this study were happy to position themselves as 

beyond these obligations, effectively outside the pedagogical relationship, whether as ‘party-

goers’ or ‘disengaged students’. 

Overall, the discourse of contractual obligations functioned to highlight the complex nature 

of relationships between staff and students and the moral and social aspects of these 

obligations alongside the financial obligations. 

 

6.6 Resisting discourses 

Before discussing resistance in relation to pedagogical relationships it is necessary to 

consider the assumptions which underlie this discussion. The idea of resisting a discourse, for 

example, by deploying an alternative one, suggests that a binary relationship exists between 

two connected discourses. From a critical discourse perspective, a discourse can be an 

individualised choice, an act of resistance taken up for a particular purpose and therefore the 

individual context of the talk is important. Where patterns appear across the data then there 

is reason to take into account the wider contexts, for example, academic subject discipline, 
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institutional context and political context which influence the take-up of discourses. It is 

therefore unwise to suggest that one discourse can be neatly countered by another. For this 

reason, the term ‘additional discourses’ was used in the study rather than ‘alternative 

discourses’, which might imply one discourse neatly replaces another. An example would be 

that ideas of ‘partnership’ which, despite their strong presence in the literature, did not in 

this study strongly counter ideas of the ‘student-as-consumer’. A less binary way of thinking 

would involve considering the connections between multiple discourses which operate 

concurrently. 

Discourses create subject positions with which individuals may or may not align themselves 

and voicing interests creates potential spaces for resistance. For example, the ‘trajectories of 

student development’ discourses created gaps or discursive spaces between how staff 

positioned students and how students positioned themselves. In relation to pedagogical 

relationships, resistance comes, therefore, from speakers challenging the way pedagogical 

relationships are currently being defined and described by others. This was evident in the 

following accounts of practices, as follows: 

• Students were undermining ideas of ‘traditional’ pedagogical relationships and 

challenging the current depiction of pedagogical relationships in wider society. An 

example of this would be the way students resisted the construction as transactional 

learners and formed their own peer study groups and discussion forums. Another 

example would be the resistance of the construction of themselves as personal 

tutees with close relationships with staff in favour of talking to peers, thereby 

reinforcing a discourse of ‘exercising autonomy’; 

• Students challenged the discourse of ‘creating independent learners’. This involved 

a range of strategies including students constructing themselves differently as 

‘strategic learners’, or as ‘party-goers’ who had interests beyond studying, again 

reinforcing the discourse of ‘exercising autonomy’; 

• Students challenged the consumerist discourse by resisting the construction of the 

student as a future graduate with advantages in the job market, as well as by 

doubting the graduate premium. Students resisted the construction of students as 

debtors and talked of deferring their financial concerns, only reinforcing the 

discourse of ‘students under pressure’. 
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Programme Leaders acted as interpreters of the institutional discourses and showed agency 

in complying with or resisting discourses. For example, one Programme Leader justified a 

rejection of the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse based on her experiences of a different 

educational environment. Resistance was also attempted through asserting alternative 

visions of pedagogical relationships such as subject communities or by presenting a different 

role for the student such as ‘partner’ or a ‘critical thinker’. Those Programme Leaders 

resisting the consumer discourse also portrayed themselves as less under pressure from the 

institution and willing to try things out and define their own learning and teaching practices. 

The study indicates that the consumerist mechanism was not working as anticipated and this 

may be of interest to policymakers whose writing assumes that students are a homogenous 

body. Eloquent visions of the future in prospectuses and strategy documents were not 

succeeding in countering consumerist discourse and this rhetoric did not take account of the 

material realities facing universities. Even practices in place which supported alternative 

discourses of ‘partnership’ were not recognised as such by students. Although Programme 

Leaders had autonomy to deploy alternative discourses, pressures from the institution to 

‘satisfy the customer’ were in evidence.  

6.7 Discourses and the implications for learning opportunities 

A learning opportunity suggests a moment or series of occasions where learning can happen. 

These can be formal opportunities recognised and facilitated by a university and its 

representatives or private moments. However, learning may also happen in unexpected and 

unanticipated ways that might not be visible or recognisable by an institution. For the 

purposes of this thesis a ‘learning opportunity’ relates to opportunities created through 

interactions or potential interactions between students and staff, or sparked by such 

relationships. Implicit in this definition is the idea that not all opportunities may be taken up 

because they are perhaps resisted or declined. 

How does the idea of learning opportunities link to other ideas about learning and what other 

assumptions are at play? Does the student construct the learning opportunity, is it provided, 

or is it a combination of practices? In adult learning, self-directed learning is a central concept 

(Garrison, 1997), along with ‘andragogy’ (Knowles, 1970), which suggests that adult learning 

can be defined as a unique field of practice. These ideas have been recognised as pillars of 

theory but have also been criticised for the lack of attention they give to the context of 
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learning (Merriam, 2001). This links to the theoretical position in this thesis, that the world is 

socially constructed, and that learning is constructed in a social context and formed through 

practices. 

What is the connection between learning opportunities and talk? Discourses create 

possibilities for what can or cannot be said in a particular context. They also create 

boundaries around what can or cannot be said in a particular context. This being so, then the 

discourses circulating can form an important part of the learning context. Opening up 

opportunities suggests creating more diversity and the possibilities of learning in different 

ways. Closing down opportunities suggests fewer opportunities or making some kinds of 

relationships less feasible than others. 

In this section I argue, based on the evidence from this study, that the defining aspects of 

pedagogical relationships were underpinned by five discourses. Furthermore, I argue that 

these discourses created opportunities for particular kinds of relationships and acted as 

forces which could open or close opportunities for learning. I also consider two important 

questions: first, ‘who benefits?’ if these discourses are acknowledged and treated as ‘reality’ 

and second, ‘what might this mean for higher education pedagogy?’. 

1. The ‘satisfying the customer’ discourse, when operationalised in practices, was 

generally deployed in such a way as to constrain the pedagogical relationships, 

narrowing the purpose of education and limiting opportunities due to the 

instrumentalisation and reinforcing of education as an individual, rather than a 

shared, experience. It restricted space for intellectual engagement and critical 

thinking in favour of instrumental learning, setting lower expectations of students. 

A key example in the study was the reduction of the pedagogical relationship to a 

fifty-fifty ‘deal’. When students described themselves as customers, they often 

portrayed themselves as disempowered customers, and in tension with staff in 

pedagogical relationships, subject to academic judgement about their work, and not 

as influencers, even in the Student Forum meetings where they had a voice. Only a 

small minority of students reported that they were motivated to achieve more in 

order to secure value for money for their increased fees. The narrowing of 

pedagogical relationships to key transactions benefits those who wish to measure 

performance and demonstrate improvement against quantitative measures. 

Associated discourses of ‘service provision’ and ‘employability’ reinforce the focus 
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on the individual student as a unit of measurement. Continuing to implement 

pedagogies based around satisfying the student glosses over the complexity of 

pedagogical relationships, masks the tensions between students and staff and fails 

to nurture students’ potential. 

2. ‘Students under pressure’ – this discourse constrained the pedagogical relationships 

by typically limiting opportunities for student-staff interactions. For example, 

financial pressures precluded students from entering university or forced them to 

change the way they participate. This discourse tended to portray increasing anxiety 

and a closing down of opportunities for learning for its own sake, by foregrounding 

other competing priorities such as a focus on the outcomes of learning (the need to 

achieve high grades), or by talking about work and study as a necessary insurance 

against future uncertainties, or even the need to acquire graduate status to meet 

family expectations. The depiction of students under pressure draws attention to a 

range of pressures, including those beyond the academic context, which might be 

invisible to staff. In normalising pressure as part of institutional life, attention is not 

drawn to any underlying factors which might stem from government policies such 

as student funding policies and insufficient mental health resources. Insights from 

the way students talk about being under pressure might be valuable to staff when 

reviewing pedagogy. The normalisation of pressure is embedded in relationships in 

a way which is unspoken or insufficiently discussed. The three year model of student 

development which underpins many undergraduate programmes may be adding to 

the pressures on students due to its inflexibility, particularly for students who work 

or have additional responsibilities. 

3. ‘Exercising autonomy’ – the assertion of autonomy by the student in deciding how 

to engage with learning activities indicated a challenge to ‘traditional’ student-staff 

relationships with the student making decisions about the mode and extent of 

engagement and the priority of education within their lifestyle choices. It opens up 

the idea that there are many ways of talking about learning and being a student, 

other than ‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged’. The student is able to justify their actions 

through deploying discourses of personal autonomy in order to explain how they 

manage their circumstances, including financial arrangements. These include radical 

concepts of being a learner with a decline in importance of pedagogical relationships 

for some students, and in some cases learning itself becomes less central to the idea 
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of being a student. However, some staff resist this discourse by describing students 

as non-compliant with expected behaviours such as attendance and participation, 

and this may be out of a concern for the impact on student satisfaction measures in 

the institution. The presence of this discourse should not be ignored and this 

willingness to exercise autonomy rather than comply with consumerist rhetoric 

could be interpreted as positive. Asserting the freedom to learn in different ways 

may well be recognised as important for future higher education pedagogies.  

4. ‘Trajectories of student development’ – the importance of staff as key facilitators of 

learning opportunities was still present in all three discourses: ‘transformation’, 

‘delivering learning’ and ‘creating independent learners’. These discourses promote 

institutional and staff views of student development and are deployed to emphasise 

routes to student success, which in turn benefits the reputation of the institution. 

The anticipated constructions of student-staff relationships as relationships 

between equals through discourses of partnership did not emerge in University B. 

The absence of trajectories around becoming researchers or scholars also 

contributed to the narrowing of learning opportunities. Based on the students’ 

interest in learning in informal social groups both face-to-face and over social media, 

future pedagogical relationships might depend on developing more flexible and 

innovative ways of supporting learning, for example, using technology for more 

remote study support and promoting increased interaction with peer learners. 

5. ‘Contractual obligations’ –  there was evidence of the constraining of pedagogical 

relationships by staff needing to focus on performance measures. The closing down 

of opportunities represented by this discourse was signified by the backdrop of 

sanctions and punishments for staff who did not meet their performance targets. 

There was a shift towards quantifying what the staff should provide for students, but 

there was still evidence of supportive student-staff relationships continuing to be 

based on the individual needs of learners. The discourse downplays the students’ 

role in their own education and puts aside the intrinsically uncertain and unexpected 

outcomes of education. Alongside the tightening of expectations around how staff 

should help students now that they were fee-payers, there was a corresponding 

loosening of obligations for students, for example, personal tutoring meetings were 

described by students as optional encounters. Attempts to reduce relationships to a 

form of contract may benefit the institution by mitigating risks, but are 
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counterproductive when both staff and students prefer to develop pedagogical 

relationships based on trust and respect. This might provide evidence, for those 

interested in higher education pedagogy, of the inappropriateness of considering 

pedagogical relationships as a form of contract. This point was underlined by the 

absence in student talk of any reference to contractual documents such as student 

contracts or charters. 

In summary, the discourses highlight the distance and tensions between staff and students 

and attempts to narrow the gap through promoting ideas of partnership or relaunching 

personal tutoring arrangements did not seem to resonate with students.  Four out of the five 

discourses were restrictive. This suggests an urgent need for raising awareness in the sector 

of how contemporary discourses are narrowing learning opportunities in this era of 

marketisation. However, on a more positive note, the research also showed that some 

programme leaders are able to resist the discourse of the student as consumer and do 

encourage critical thinking. In the face of the need to develop new pedagogies for higher 

education, a positive approach would be to build on the students’ desire to exercise 

autonomy and freedom about how they learn. 

In the next two sections I consider possible institutional and disciplinary mediation of 

students’ and staff discursive constructions. 

6.8 Differences between the institutions 

It has already been pointed out that the two institutions cannot be assumed to be similar just 

because they are both post-1992 universities. They shared some similarities in being campus 

universities with diverse student populations but were located in different regions of England 

and had different local contexts and institutional histories. In this section I am considering 

how far institutional dynamics might have shaped the discursive constructions that have 

been revealed in the study. Was there a collective framing which might explain the 

differences between the institutions? 

Based on the documented analysis of staff and student interactions, five similar discourses 

were identified in the two institutions, which suggests participants were drawing on the same 

culturally available discourses and that these discourses were available to these respondents 

in different locations and contexts. However, the documentary analysis showed that the 
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universities had different visions of the way they anticipated students and the institution 

would progress in the future. For example, University A described itself as a ‘provider’ of life 

chances to students, whereas University B’s vision was more collaborative and emphasised 

partnership.  

A striking difference was the intensity of the deployment of a consumerist discourse, which 

was more marked in University A than University B. Looking first at University A, could it be 

that the institutional framing in University A was influential in that a ‘provider’ narrative 

emphasises the role of the institution in enabling student success and downplays the role of 

the student in educating themselves? In the study, the student Forum meetings did provide 

some evidence of the ways staff positioned themselves as desiring to meet the institution’s 

increasing demands and targets to improve student satisfaction. On the other hand, the idea 

of a powerful institutional framing does not satisfactorily explain why consumerist discourses 

were able to be resisted by individual staff in Humanities in University A and how other 

discourses co-existed. For example, there was a less acute focus and concern in the talk of 

Humanities staff with providing student satisfaction. This difference might be explained by 

other factors such as the individual agency of lecturers who felt empowered to resist the 

dominant discourses based on their past experiences or based on their understanding of 

developing critical thinking in their own discipline. Overall, rather than a collective 

institutional framing, the accounts point to the divisive nature of the consumerist narrative 

in University A and underline the way that discourses co-existed and were taken up unevenly. 

In University B the disconnect between the discourse of partnership in the institutional 

documents, on the one hand, and staff and student discourses on the other, have been 

documented in the study. However, was there something in the self-framing of University B 

as a forward-looking and collaborative institution which might encourage certain patterns of 

discourses and help define the boundaries of what is possible in student and staff talk? For 

example, an important difference between the institutions was the greater optimism in 

University B about student development, for example through being a critical learner. 

Furthermore, in the Business school in University B a student studying accountancy was 

described as a person developing critical thinking in preparation for carrying out future 

responsibilities in society and capable of thinking creatively about the best course of action, 

rather than someone applying given protocols. Despite this, the study overall does not bear 

out the idea that the institutional differences alone are strong enough to shape the patterns 

of discursive constructions. 
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6.9 Differences between the subject disciplines 

How far does disciplinary difference explain the differences in the ways that pedagogical 

relationships are described in the study? As highlighted earlier, subject discipline was of 

differing importance to different groups and academic identity was stronger amongst staff 

then students.  

In Humanities in both universities staff deployed the idea of developing a community of 

learners, although this did not resonate strongly with the students, who emphasised their 

individual learning. History students in University B explained that they were encouraged to 

acquire subject knowledge as individual independent learners, to form their own opinions on 

topics and argue a case. Furthermore, the idea of being or becoming a researcher in a specific 

discipline was  not prominent in student or staff talk in either university. In a Business School 

it might be anticipated that familiarity with language of business means staff would more 

readily position students as powerful consumers, particularly in a competitive market.  

However, there were factors other than subject discipline which could explain the differences 

in the deployment of discourses in the study. 

The data showed that the agency of the individual staff was important in deploying or 

resisting consumerist discourses. Staff themselves accounted for their resistance to the 

consumerist discourse by referencing factors such as their previous educational experiences 

and professional practice. For example, a business practitioner in University B who had 

become a programme leader resisted the student-as-consumer discourse on the basis that a 

university education needed to be more academically challenging. 

Other examples in the data shed light on a combination of factors other than subject 

discipline which were influencing student discourses. For example, students talked about 

how they chose their courses and in some student accounts potential employment 

opportunities after graduation were prioritised. Family expectations of achieving a good 

degree classification were also mentioned as well as financial considerations. Furthermore, 

students in both subject areas deployed a range of discourses and subject studied was not 

more likely to lead to a consumerist discourse amongst students. In conclusion, both subject 
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discipline and institutional framing were less powerful than might be anticipated in 

accounting for the discourses deployed.  

6.10 Towards a conceptual framework for pedagogical relationships  

What does the mapping of constructions of students and  discourses in this study show about 

pedagogical relationships? Pedagogical relationships are about much more than learning and 

teaching relationships. They depend on the interconnection of the environments which 

shape the possibilities for relationships (as, for example, in personal tutoring). I argue that 

current constructions of pedagogical relationships underestimate the importance of 

obligations stemming from relationships in higher education and also underestimate the 

complexity and concurrency of discourses which construct them.  

Before drawing together the ideas in this discussion chapter, I will recap the expectations 

from the literature about how pedagogical relationships will develop. Naidoo and Jamieson 

(2005) predicted a new role for the student as the mechanism for marketisation with 

implications for pedagogical relationships: 

‘The student–consumer thus emerges as the focus of competition and a 
modernizing force that will bring about increased efficiency, diversity and 
flexibility to the higher education sector’. (Naidoo and Jamieson, 2005:270) 

This largely was in tune with policy expectations from the White Paper in 2011 when the 

student was conceived as driving forward education: 

‘Better informed students will take their custom to the places offering good 
value for money. In this way, excellent teaching will be placed back at the heart 
of every students’ university experience’ (DBIS, 2011) 

Expectations were that the biggest impact would be on pedagogical relationships, which 

would be transformed. Relationships between staff and students that were perceived to be 

‘integrated’ would fragment. 

‘Education is likely to be reconceptualized as a commercial transaction, the 
lecturer as the ‘commodity producer’ and the student as the ‘consumer’. In this 
way, previously integrated relationships between academics and students are 
likely to become disaggregated with each party invested with distinct, if not 
opposing, interests.’ (Naidoo and Jamieson 2005:271) 
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This study shows that the consumerist mechanisms have not worked in the way anticipated. 

First, making a one-off choice of educational provider does not on its own make the student 

into a consumer. Second, the above description talks of staff-student relationships as 

‘previously integrated’ but staff–student relationships have long been an area of debate. 

Personal tutoring, for example, has frequently been cited as problematic within a mass higher 

education environment (Stephen et al., 2008; McFarlane 2016). Third, the description of 

market frameworks driving division between staff and students did not hold true in practice 

in this doctoral study. Even in the most transactional examples of relationships in the 

Business School at University A, the staff were keen to ‘go the extra mile’ with the students. 

Greater tensions were reported between the demands made centrally by the institution and 

those Programme Leaders who were trying to implement the improvements and efficiencies. 

Naidoo and Jamieson (2005) further attempted to provide a vision of the consequences of 

consumerism across a marketised sector: 

 
‘In addition, in elite universities and departments students are least likely to 
push for changes because they understand that a combination of the university 
and the subject has a very high exchange value in the external job market. By 
contrast, students studying loosely framed and classified subjects in less elite 
universities are more likely to exert pressure on faculty for change, and faculty 
are more likely to be receptive. What this means is that the consequences of 
consumerism are likely to be felt more strongly at the more vulnerable 
institutions which admit students from disadvantaged backgrounds’. (Naidoo 
and Jamieson 2005: 271-272). 

There are several important assertions here which should be considered. As the study did 

not include pre-1992 universities, it is not possible to comment on the relative strength of 

consumerism in comparison with more prestigious institutions, however, comments can be 

made about whether students exerted pressure on faculty for change, whether staff were 

receptive to change, and whether the consequences of consumerism were felt strongly. 

Students in both University A and University B did not construct themselves as agents 

pushing for change. For example, in University A, changes were portrayed as largely driven 

by centralised initiatives, such as ‘student-friendly’ timetabling and new assessment 

strategies, which had unintended consequences (as described in Chapter Four). In University 

B the discourse of ‘creating independent learners’ was deployed by staff to directly counter 

the discourse of the ‘student-as-consumer’. As non-elite institutions, these universities might 

be considered more vulnerable than the highly selective institutions, but there was clear 
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evidence that staff were not uniformly receptive to discourses of consumerism, an example 

being the Humanities Programme Leader in University A. The connection between 

consumerism and the type of institution was not ‘proven’ because of the unevenness of the 

adoption of the consumer discourse.  

Is the one model, the consumer model, adequate therefore for a representation of 

pedagogical relationships? The above vision of pedagogical relationships described by 

Naidoo and Jamieson (2005) suggests that students in constructing themselves as consumers 

have lost sight of themselves as learners. Regan (2012) argues that a failure to identify with 

that role has important consequences:  

‘if they don’t identify with the role of a learner, they will not be aware of the 
moral obligations derived from that role’ (Regan 2012:16) 

However, this study did not concur that the contemporary environment has led to a 

wholesale shift from one student identity to another. Students constructed themselves both 

as engaged learners and consumers depending on the context of the conversation and the 

purpose of the discourse. In arguing for an alternative for the popular consumerist 

construction, a new conceptual framework should incorporate the various challenges and 

opportunities facing students and staff. At the same time, it can be argued that student-staff 

relationships are not intrinsically economic ones, as suggested by policymakers, even though 

they cannot be entirely divorced from environmental conditions. 

The literature around pedagogical relationships in a marketised environment tends to focus 

on sweeping changes that have ‘overtaken’ the sector and may be described as irresistible 

(Naidoo and Jamieson, 2005) but they may not be inevitable (Tomlinson, 2013). The findings 

from this study showed concurrent influences on pedagogical relationships which reflected 

contemporary pressures and therefore pedagogical relationships can be seen as dynamic and 

responsive to the local environment. Spiecker (1984) refers to theories which act informally 

as guiding forces and vary according to local national conditions, resulting in a dialogue in the 

mind of the educator who constructs understandings about learning and teaching, and by 

extension has the power to resist different constructions of the pedagogical relationships. 

For example, discourses at the institutional level might not always be reflected at the 

programme level: constructions of the relationship as ‘partners’ (Healey et al., 2014) or 

ambitious visions such as students as ‘change agents’ (Dunne and Zandstra, 2012) did not 
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feature strongly in the data despite them featuring in the University institutional documents. 

It can be concluded that staff and students had little use for these discourses and that they 

primarily serve the interests of the institutions. The universities, in a bid to attract student 

fee income in a competitive environment, seemed to deploy discourses which create a 

parallel world where the struggles of education and everyday life are absent.  

This empirical study of pedagogical relationships has highlighted discourses, each of which 

was underpinned by influences from competing spheres:  

• the world outside the classroom with pressures from family, work and finances 

embodied in students under pressure; 

• the world of institutional and governmental policies which influence strategies and 

create the boundaries within which relationships are played out; 

• the academic world which creates learning and teaching theories which staff adopt 

or resist; 

• the day-to-day learning environment which students choose to engage with in 

different ways; 

• and the social and moral environment within which staff and students work and 

study and which creates obligations between them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In other words, pedagogical relationships (see Figure 6 above) can be understood as complex 

constructions which have the following characteristics: they are distinct from other 
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Figure 6: Towards a conceptual framework for pedagogical relationships 
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relationships because of their role in making human development possible (Spiecker, 1984); 

they are perceived differently by student and staff members involved due to their different 

levels of experience and different understandings of learning theories; they are time-limited, 

as the student will outgrow the need for support or create new relationships; and they are 

not simple interactions but necessarily complex, dynamic and responsive to surrounding 

environments. 

6.11 Discussion of the conceptual framework 

This conceptual framework aims to move forward the thinking that has emerged during this 

research and is proposed as a way of encouraging wider discussion of the often tacit 

understandings about pedagogical relationships in universities. The five elements of the 

framework are described as dynamic and responsive environments and have been identified 

based on the analysis of student and staff accounts and consideration of the discourses 

identified and discussed in the study. Each element of the framework is described below 

before the strengths and limitations of the framework are discussed. 

(i) Higher education policy environment 

This element refers to the world of institutional and governmental policies which influence 

strategies and create the boundaries within which relationships are played out. It 

acknowledges the influence of the prevailing national policy narratives on institutions and 

the interpretations by staff and institutions in a performative environment. As discussed in 

the literature review chapter, government policy may seek to change reality, but policy can 

also be understood as narrative or discourse which draws on other discourses. In this study, 

the ‘satisfying the consumer’ discourse provided vivid examples of the influence of a 

‘student-as-consumer’ narrative on student-staff relationships and how this might be 

deployed unevenly within and across institutions. It is helpful for academics to identify and 

question the source and meaning of taken-for-granted discourses that they deploy and that 

are deployed by those around them who work in higher education, some of which emanate 

from the policy environment. The acceptance or resistance of discourses can perpetuate the 

effects on staff-student relationships and the normalising of discourses can then potentially 

feed back into the language used in society, including by policymakers themselves.  
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(ii) Learning and teaching environment  

This consists of the day-to-day learning environments, whether physical and material or 

online, in which interactions between staff and students take place. The study showed that 

there can be differences between how staff and students experience these environments 

and justify their ways of engagement. The discourse of ‘exercising autonomy’ indicated that 

students wished to have flexibility in how they engaged with the learning and teaching 

environments, whereas staff might interpret this as disengagement. Another example was 

personal tutoring, where arrangements were criticised by students as intrusive and perceived 

as optional encounters. On the other hand, the availability and accessibility of one-to-one 

meetings was valued, particularly in relation to coursework feedback. Staff facilitated 

learning forums were less appreciated than informal forums. There is much to explore, and I 

argue in the study that Student Forum meetings are a rich source of information and are 

under-used as a means of understanding staff and student perspectives. Staff and students 

could benefit through a closer  examination of how student-staff interactions are working in 

practice 

(iii) Private worlds beyond the classroom  

Accounts of the world outside the classroom are often brought to bear by students in 

understandings of their interactions with staff. Examples include students’ prior experiences 

at school and in the workplace as well as their position within their families. The discourse of 

‘students under pressure’ highlighted external pressures from family, work and finances. 

Staff also make assumptions about the constraints under which students operate, and these 

are under-explored, particularly in relation to students’ commitments and need to work 

alongside learning.  

(iv) Academic environment  

Lecturers as ‘academics’, are specialists in their subject areas but are also fulfil a role as 

professional learning and teaching ‘practitioners’. Staff development schemes in universities 

typically include learning and teaching programmes which encourage the application of 

understandings from learning and teaching theories. There are complex reasons  why  

institutions and staff favour particular learning and teaching approaches and these are 

influenced by government policies, promoted by policy bodies, informed by quality 

enhancement initiatives, and driven by external quality assurance frameworks such as the 

NSS. The discourse of ‘trajectories of student development’ highlighted differences in how 
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such learning theories are put into practice in student-staff interactions. There is scope for 

more discussion between colleagues about the assumptions which underpin these practices. 

(v) Contractual environment  

The social and moral environment within which staff and students work and study creates 

obligations between them. The introduction of documents such as student contracts and 

charters attempt to describe relationships as a form of contract but may have little influence 

on what happens in practice. Understandings of what constitutes ‘good’ behaviour in an 

academic environment seemed to be consistently held in this study, however student 

accounts reported a willingness to challenge or disrupt role expectations. Students in the 

study had a looser sense of obligations whereas staff were held to increasingly demanding 

standards. The exploration of obligations is an area that could be further explored between 

students and faculty as a way of improving the communication around the expectations of 

student-staff relationships. 

6.11.1 Evaluation of the framework 

The strengths of the framework are that it provides a novel insight into pedagogical 

relationships. It encourages staff to question the assumptions which underpin their 

relationships with students. This is particularly relevant in the current environment where 

pedagogical relationships are being rethought by academics due to the constraints and 

opportunities presented by the global Covid-19 pandemic. Other stakeholders might benefit 

from discussing the influences which affect the formation of pedagogical relationships. 

Policymakers and universities, in constructing the ‘student experience’, tend to minimise or 

ignore the role of staff in creating learning experiences. Notably, Sabri (2010) refers to the 

absence of the academic from higher education policies. This study has highlighted a 

discourse of ‘staff under pressure’ , portraying how they work to fulfil their obligations, often 

going beyond what is expected.  This conceptual framework places staff firmly back into the 

discussions of learning and teaching relationships. 

 

The framework has been derived from a study of two institutions and could be further 

enhanced by drawing on a wider sample of institutions. Further discussion with actors 

outside the university such as policymakers could potentially enrich the framework, for 

example, there could be further exploration of the assumptive worlds of policymakers (Sabri, 

2010). Furthermore, since the data for this study was collected, priorities within institutions 
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may have changed. Developments such as the TEF framework have been overshadowed by 

responses to the Covid-19 global pandemic. However, this means there are further 

opportunities and an urgent need to apply this conceptual framework to reconsider student-

staff relationships. 

This chapter has considered the findings from University A and B in relation to relevant 

literature and proposed a new conceptual framework for pedagogical relationships. Chapter 

Seven will draw conclusions from the study as a whole, evaluate the research and its 

contribution and propose areas for future research.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusions 

7.1 Introduction  

In this study I aimed to explore the development of pedagogical relationships in two English 

modern universities in an era of marketisation. In this concluding chapter, I will further 

summarise the main findings from University A and University B in the context of the wider 

higher education environment and consider the implications of the acceptance of each of the 

five discourses identified as a ‘true’ account of reality. I will then critically evaluate the study, 

highlighting the limitations before discussing the claims to significant and original 

contributions to knowledge. The chapter will then identify how the findings of the research 

can be applied elsewhere and discuss the implications of the research for key stakeholders. 

In the final sections of the chapter, I will focus on recommendations for future research 

before presenting some concluding remarks. 

 

7.2 Consideration of the findings 

This section briefly reviews the main arguments and conclusions presented in the thesis in 

relation to the three research questions and considers the implications of the findings. 

 

7.2.1 Research Question One (RQ1) 

How do students construct themselves through their talk?  

The study found that the construction of the ‘student-as-consumer’ was just one of multiple 

and concurrent constructions deployed by staff and students. These constructions were 

important because they positioned the student and staff differently in pedagogical 

relationships.  

The language of the ‘student-as-consumer’ was in evidence in both universities studied, 

particularly in respect of students constructing themselves as ‘paying customers’, although 

not as demanding customers. It was also in evidence in the construction of practices based 

on a transactional service provision approach, most evident in the Business School in 

University A. Alongside the construction of the ‘paying customer’, the construction of student 

as ‘investor’ was typically deployed to emphasise investment not only of money but of 
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personal effort, whereas students tended to construct themselves as a ‘paying customer’ at 

times when they wanted to assert their ‘consumer rights’. 

The study also highlighted contrasting constructions. For example, the student as a ‘party-

goer’ contrasted with students who constructed themselves as highly engaged learners. 

Additionally, the construction of the student as a social or peer learner was present in both 

universities in contrast to the construction of the student as an isolated independent learner.  

The study revealed unexpected findings. There was a variation in both Universities between 

the constructions of the students in the institutional documents analysed compared to the 

student and staff talk. Representations of students as ‘community members’, ‘co-creators’ 

of knowledge and ‘partners’ were only weakly represented in the student interviews. 

Students did not portray themselves as ‘critical thinkers’, whereas staff deployed 

constructions of the student as a ‘critical thinker’ and also as an ‘independent learner’, 

drawing on the language of learning and teaching pedagogies.  

The idea of ‘partnership’ was prevalent in the University B institutional documents, but there 

were few direct references by students to working in partnership with the University other 

than in the role of student representatives. The absence of constructions of students as 

‘partners’ was surprising given the emphasis in the higher education literature on student 

and staff partnerships (Healey et al., 2014; Streeting and Wise, 2009). Furthermore, one of 

the reasons for selecting University B for the study was the inclusion of a university where 

there might be additional discourses circulating, such as ‘partnership’. This does not preclude 

the possibility or even the likelihood that such collaborative activities were happening in the 

institution, but the absence of this construction suggests that students did not talk about 

these activities as primarily partnership working. This has implications for universities who 

aim to build reputation and prestige on the basis of demonstrating particular learning and 

teaching approaches such as partnership working. They may be unaware that the discourses 

deployed are not being taken up by students and are not functioning as expected to create 

shared understandings of the institution’s vision and strategies. 
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7.2.2 Research Question Two (RQ2) 

Do higher education staff and students draw on the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse in 

their interactions and in accounts of learning and teaching practices? If so, how? 

This study looked at accounts of learning and teaching practices as well as interactions in 

Student Forum meetings in University A and B. This section considers the conclusions about 

the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse, which was named ‘satisfying the consumer’. 

Conclusions about the four additional discourses identified are discussed in section 7.2.3 

below.  

The discourse of ‘satisfying the customer’ positioned the staff as responsible for delivering 

education to meet student wants and needs and as accountable for module performance as 

well as student outcomes. This study has argued that students adopted a consumerist 

discourse as a means of expressing entitlement. Rather than as demanding consumers, 

students typically portrayed themselves as guarded and respectful in their interaction with 

staff. An explanation suggested by this doctoral study is that students constructed 

themselves as constrained by one fundamental aspect of the pedagogical relationship, the 

fact that staff were their assessors and that their academic judgement could not be 

challenged. This gave staff a power advantage and also positioned students as dependent on 

their tutors for the qualification they sought. The importance of assessment in the power 

relationship between staff and students was highlighted by Carless (2006), who argued that 

the language in which tutor comments are encoded can be a means by which staff can 

wittingly or unwittingly exert power over students in universities. 

The study showed that some of the staff deploying the ‘satisfying the customer’ discourse 

had an instrumental focus in their practices on the assessment outcomes, justified by 

pressures to meet service standards and by being held accountable for student attainment. 

This was exemplified by the transactional approach to learning in the Business School in 

University A. This had unintended consequences in that the deployment of this discourse was 

at the expense of discourses of wider learning. It was argued in Chapters Four and Five that 

discourses are important as they can open or close opportunities for learning. Interactions in 

the Business Student Forum in University A provided vivid examples of how practices 

associated with ‘satisfying the customer’ were influencing learning and teaching practices. 

The Programme Leader in University A who deployed this discourse was highly focused on 

preparing students for the assessments and described her choice to focus on student 
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achievement of high grades. In contrast, the Programme Leader in University B who was 

teaching the same programme and who did not deploy this discourse, incorporated the 

development of critical thinking skills as a key part of student development. 

This study has argued that subject area does not necessarily determine the choice of 

particular discourses over others. The evidence presented showed that Programme Leaders 

have a key role in interpreting and reformulating the discourses that are circulating in 

institutions. The two Business Programme Leaders who were both teaching Accounting 

responded differently to the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourses, with the Programme Leader 

in University B emphasising the need for Accountants to be critical thinkers, whereas the 

Programme Leader in University A seemed to accept the ‘satisfying the consumer’ discourse 

as a valid account of reality. The study has provided evidence that both staff and students 

have agency in deploying and resisting current discourses.  

The study highlighted other discourses which contributed to the main discourse of ‘satisfying 

the customer’: one being the discourse of the ‘paying customer’ which functioned to express 

student entitlement as fee-payers and another being ‘service provision’, which functioned to 

legitimise transactional learning, prioritising a focus on higher grades over a broad education, 

prioritising student needs and wants and introducing practices which were aimed at 

improving student satisfaction. Other discourses such as ‘transformation’ and 

‘employability’, were enmeshed in this discourse and co-existed with the ‘paying customer’ 

discourse. They contributed to the notion of students as outputs from a system, namely as 

potential successful graduates and alumni, and as individual economic units of resource. The 

discourse of ‘investment’ was deployed by students to justify expending not only money but 

personal time and effort. This discourse also linked with the discourse of ‘employability’ to 

justify investment as necessary in order to compete against other graduates in a potentially 

crowded marketplace and to acquire credentials as a form of insurance against an uncertain 

future (Harrison, 2019).  

What are the implications of accepting this ‘satisfying the customer’ discourse as a ‘true’ 

account of reality? In this study, the discourse of ‘satisfying the customer’ functioned to shift 

responsibility and accountability for learning from students to staff. It reinforced the idea of 

the student as vulnerable and largely dependent on knowledge ‘delivered’ by staff who tried 

to organise the curriculum to accommodate perceived student needs and wants. 

Furthermore, it undermined the idea of the student as empowering their own learning. It has 
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already been claimed that senior managers and professional staff in universities largely take 

for granted the idea of the ‘student as customer’ (Temple et al., 2014) and an intensification 

of this discourse through its deployment within academic subject departments has been 

shown in this study. As the TEF is extended into subject areas with the aim of improving 

information for students at the point of decision-making (OFS, 2018), there may be increased 

pressure on staff to meet performance targets set in their subject areas. As indicated in the 

study, some staff were able to resist the ‘satisfying the customer discourse’ but this resilience 

may be further tested as pressure increases on staff to follow common ‘good practice’ in 

learning and teaching as defined across whole institutions. This will include the 

demonstration of connections between policy, practice and the impact on students (CABS, 

2019) in order to be able to meet TEF subject level submission requirements. A narrowing of 

the purpose of education by constraining pedagogical relationships to key transactions may 

benefit those who wish to demonstrate improvement against performance criteria. 

Furthermore, the visions of higher education promoted by universities in their published 

documents are undermined through this discourse by an instrumentalisation which 

reinforces education as an individual rather than a shared experience. 

7.2.3 Research Question Three (RQ3) 

What additional discourses are available for describing and accounting for the 

pedagogical relationships, and how are they deployed? 

Four additional discourses were identified in the study which constructed different 

representations of student-staff interactions based on different perspectives on pedagogical 

relationships. In this section, the implications of these discourses are summarised in terms 

of what this might mean if each discourse were to be accepted as a ‘true’ account of reality 

in post-1992 universities. 

‘Students under pressure’ focused on the experiences of students and how students 

described coping with conflicting pressures, which in turn impacted on the way they engaged 

with their studies. This links to contemporary conversations about the increasing pressures 

on students in an environment where they talk about their degree credentials as positional 

goods in a congested graduate market (Tomlinson, 2008), and where there are concerns 

about student mental health. Staff also described themselves as increasingly under pressure 

and held accountable for student performance. Student talk reflected pressures relating to 

finances, family expectations and future employability. However, some students tended to 
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minimise the pressure by portraying the challenges as opportunities or motivators. Staff talk 

promoted the idea of ‘getting the balance right’ and suggested that students just needed to 

find the ‘right way’ to study or be successful, without taking account of any constraints 

relating to their social or personal contexts. This maxim simplified a complex situation and 

competed directly with the idea of learning as necessarily involving an intellectual struggle. 

The discourse of ‘students under pressure’ was not deployed in the University 

documentation. This suggests a gap between the institutions’ portrayal of the student as a 

public figure and the private constructions of the students and staff, as revealed in their own 

words. Universities may choose to exclude such constructions from their marketing 

materials, as this discourse conflicts with the more positive idea of the transformation of the 

student.  

There are implications of accepting this discourse as a ‘true’ account of the reality of student 

lives, as well as implications of ignoring the discourse. The discourse links to ideas of 

self-management, mental health and wellbeing and highlights a tension between 

constructing the student as coping with pressure or as vulnerable. Minimising the discourse 

of ‘students-under-pressure’ as a matter of juggling priorities reinforces the idea of pressure 

as a personal issue, to be individually managed, and places responsibility on the student to 

cope. The discourse of the ‘students under pressure’ was deployed in this study to highlight 

practical difficulties rather than openly discuss mental health issues. Further research might 

address the connection between the depiction in learning and teaching practices of the 

student under pressure as ‘vulnerable’ and the rising mental health issues which universities 

are currently addressing through the provision of additional mental health awareness and 

welfare support in universities. The absence or omission of the ‘student-under-pressure’ 

discourse in accounts of university life, such as in public facing university documents, works 

to support the promotion of the university to prospective students as an idyllic lifestyle 

choice rather than a site of demanding and sometimes stressful intellectual engagement.  

A recognition and further discussion of the prevalence and complexity of this discourse in 

institutions could provide further insights into how students talk about their struggling or 

coping. Acknowledging the interplay between academic struggle, which may be depicted as 

a necessary component of being a student who learns, and stress that might be exacerbated 

by other non-academic factors, might be helpful for staff and students to better understand 

local contexts and how wider factors influence their environments.  
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‘Exercising autonomy’ – this discourse focused on students challenging the assumptions 

underpinning student-staff working relationships as they decided to participate flexibly 

within their studies. It shed light on the complex and inconsistent ways students engaged 

and disengaged from university life (as opposed to the expression of engagement/ 

disengagement as binary). Students positioned themselves as making calculated judgements 

about attendance and blamed factors such as poor teaching in order to justify non-

attendance. There was also a suggestion that students sometimes had different priorities 

from staff, who worked on the basis that students should always be aspiring to be the best, 

whereas some students suggested that a ‘good enough’ approach to study was one valid way 

of navigating through university. Evidence presented showed that students portrayed 

themselves as autonomous individuals who could actively create their own learning 

opportunities and spaces and devise their own priorities. This contrasts with discourses of 

academic excellence upon which the English higher education system has been built.  

In contrast to the idea of the ‘student-as-consumer’, the discourse of ‘exercising autonomy’ 

asserts the freedom of the student to navigate university in different ways by making 

decisions about how study, and acknowledges that family, working lives and social lives are 

intertwined. There are different implications of staff accepting this discourse as a ‘true’ 

account of the reality of contemporary student lives, as well as implications of ignoring the 

discourse. Accepting the construction of the student as an autonomous learner and decision-

maker radically challenges the traditional idea of pedagogical relationships (Spiecker, 1984) 

and the paternalistic role of academics. It asserts the freedom to navigate university in 

different ways and undermines the idea of the student as a being that can be nurtured 

according to predefined learning and teaching strategies agreed between academics. It 

challenges the way that the purposes of the university are described. This leads to 

questioning the ways institutions are voicing and communicating that purpose on behalf of 

students. Ignoring or dismissing this discourse might leave more space to foreground 

discourses which function to categorise students in a more simplistic way, for example, as 

either ‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged’ with education. Students’ construction of themselves as 

autonomous decision-makers resists a portrayal as compliant and passive consumers in a 

performative system, and represents a challenge to a system which measures attendance or 

logging in online as a proxy for intellectual engagement and assumes that being absent from 

the classroom is evidence of intellectual disengagement.  
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‘Contractual obligations’ – Overall, the discourse highlighted the uncertainty and dilemmas 

resulting from the complexity of obligations towards staff and the university which were 

moral, social and political as well as financial. There is a link to consumerist discourses where 

pedagogical relationships are narrowed down in terms of contractual obligations between 

parties in a transactional arrangement. The implications of this discourse are to formalise 

pedagogical relationships through setting expectations and targets which are known and 

anticipated in advance, for example, a commitment to strict marking and feedback 

turnaround times, and specified 48 hour email response times. The implication is to 

standardise learning and teaching practices into sets of approved ways of learning, which 

specify the scope of how staff and students might interact. 

This discourse described how commitments and obligations towards each other and the 

University were complex, more so than a consumer-service provider relationship might 

represent. Obligations between students and staff were expressed as a set of unwritten rules, 

for example, there was a common understanding of the ways to a be a ‘good’ student and a 

‘good’ lecturer. Breaking the rules was described as legitimate by students where they were 

expressing their entitlement to a ‘better’ experience, for example, walking out of a ‘bad’ class 

or lecture was justified by saying that staying would be unproductive and a waste of time. 

However, this disruption stopped short of being described as a breach of contract and there 

were few consequences. Attempts to reduce relationships to a form of contract might benefit 

institutions by mitigating risks, but are counterproductive when staff and students value 

relationships built on respect and trust. Overall, the data in the study supported the idea that 

staff-student relationships in practice consist of obligations which fall short of a contract 

(Fulford, 2018).  

‘Trajectories of student development’ – This discourse focused on different ideas about 

student academic development. The analysis revealed different ways of talking about 

student learning experiences, with staff in University B in the same subject areas concerned 

with ‘creating independent learners’ and ‘service provision’. Where students in University B 

were described as being supported in order to assist in their development into more 

independent learners, then this discourse could be seen as co-existing with a discourse of 

customer service in a coherent way. Notably, the ‘trajectories of student development’ 

discourse worked alongside a discourse of parenting, which was deployed by one lecturer to 

explain and account for their involvement in the development of the student, whereby the 

lecturer as parent attempted to set boundaries and expectations and to treat each ’child’ 
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fairly as they grow up. These positions in the staff account contrasted with ideas such as 

infantilization of the student (Williams 2013, Furedi 2017) in which the student is positioned 

as stuck in childhood rather than developing into adulthood. 

The discourse of ‘creating independent learners’ is an example of a trajectory which relied 

on a staged process of student development which can be applied to all students regardless 

of external factors or the individual context of students. In this way, trajectories of student 

development are more positive in their construction of the student than the ‘satisfying-as-

consumer’ discourse, but have a heavy reliance on the academic as a facilitator of learning. 

This discourse contrasted with the more chaotic discourse of ‘exercising autonomy’ which 

undermined the idea that learning development can be neatly forecasted and plotted like a 

trajectory on a graph.  

The implication of recognising the ’reality’ of these different development discourses which 

were circulating within the institutions is to recognise that some academics, in positioning 

themselves as experts in ‘learning how to learn’, still have the power to influence the 

development of pedagogical relationships by choosing particular ways of talking. Similarly, 

some staff are able to resist consumerist discourses which they are not prepared to deploy. 

In this way, academics in the study can be seen as both vulnerable to the pressures of the 

marketised environment, as seen in the Student Forum meetings in University A, and capable 

of countering dominant discourses by asserting alternative ones such as ‘community’ and 

‘partnership’, although these discourses were only weakly taken up by students. 

Within a critical discourse (CDA) approach, documents, texts of conversations and accounts 

of practices are all viewed as discursive materials which contributed to the meaning of the 

world. For example, Fairclough (2001) connected text, discourse practice and social practice 

in a three-dimensional framework of analysis to give a coherent account for the reader. In 

giving a full account of the discourses deployed, the study has painted a complex picture, 

showing not only that there were strong discourses, but also weaker ones such as 

‘community’, ‘partnership’ and ‘knowledge creation’. Furthermore, there were variations 

between institutional and discourses deployed in practice and tensions between the ways 

discourses were deployed by staff and students. For example, as mentioned earlier, the study 

highlighted the way that students and staff minimised the discourse of ‘students under 

pressure’ for different reasons. Alongside this, there was additional complexity in that 

students constructed themselves as autonomous and knowingly transgressed the unwritten 
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rules of pedagogical relationships. Furthermore, Programme Leaders were able to resist and 

reinterpret the dominant discourses. I have therefore argued for reconceptualising 

pedagogical relationships in a way which takes account of their dynamic complexity as 

revealed through discourses. This framework offers an opportunity to take a fresh look at 

learning environments in universities and start conversations between staff and students 

about how relationships are shaped and formed by contemporary discourses in each local 

setting, thereby avoiding a narrow view of student-staff relationships. 

7.3 Limitations  

This part of the chapter provides a critical reflection on the study. The philosophical 

approach, which drew on social constructionism, determined the boundaries of the research 

in terms of the nature of reality and my position in the research as a sceptical listener. Some 

methodological limitations were anticipated or identified during the pilot study and design 

stages and their effects have been mitigated and detailed in Chapter Three, the Research 

Approach. Criticisms of discourse analytic research and social constructionist approaches 

were also discussed. For example, the limitations of a dependence on texts and both the 

benefits of considering situated language in use and also the wider social context were 

discussed in Chapter Three (also see Burr, 2003:174-175). The concept of ‘limitations’ might 

suggest a measuring against a set of agreed criteria, however, there is no common agreement 

about what these criteria should be for a qualitative study. It is therefore necessary to 

consider the type of research and practices within the relevant research community, in this 

case a community of discourse analysts. Limitations have been identified below which relate 

to the scope, ethical considerations as well as the generalisability and application of findings. 

7.3.1 Limitation: A limited sample of English higher education institutions. 

The study focuses on two modern universities and does not include other types of 

institutions, such as Russell Group institutions or private universities. However, the study did 

not aim to include a representative sample of institutions. Initially, the study was going to be 

based in one post-92 institution, but including another university gave more opportunities 

for observing how a wider range of discourses were deployed. The sample size was therefore 

increased for theoretical reasons to include an institution which espoused a partnership 

approach to learning and teaching. Furthermore, the research design took account of the 

practical constraints of my position as a researcher and a doctoral student with limited time 

and financial resources as well as being a part-time employee with regular teaching 
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commitments. Additionally, careful scoping was required due the need to work within the 

constraints of the academic year and university calendars. This meant careful planning of the 

data collection to minimise the number and costs of visits needed and maximise the research 

opportunities per visit. A future study with more resources might include a broader range of 

institutions.  

7.3.2 Limitation: Generalisability 

The research intentionally focused on two English post-92 universities and therefore the 

findings cannot be assumed to be transferrable to other institutions. The discourses 

highlighted in this study may be indicative of discourses which are circulating in the sector 

and may have relevance to present-day situations. However, only further research will 

establish their generalisability. Taylor (2001b:317) argued that ‘discourses do not just 

disappear’. I am further arguing that more attention should be given to the four discourses 

identified in addition to the discourse of the ‘student as consumer’.  

The findings can be best understood in terms of the specific time period in which the research 

was conducted and there are limitations in terms of generalisability to other time periods. 

For example, if student fee arrangements are changed and/or new performance measures 

are introduced, including via the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) (DBIS,2015), this 

could alter the nature of conversations within institutions. However, the additional 

discourses identified are argued to be of sufficient importance and have an associated history 

such that they are likely to maintain their efficacy in the near future. 

7.3.3 Limitation: Ethical considerations 

Limitations can refer to those characteristics of design or methodology that have impacted 

or influenced the interpretation or presentation of the findings of the research. One 

limitation of the study which affected the presentation of the findings was the anonymization 

of the two institutions to preserve the confidentiality of the participants and to meet the 

ethical requirements for the study. This meant that, in presenting the analysis of the 

institutional documents, it was not possible to use detailed examples from the published 

documents or direct quotations or institution-specific specialist terminology as this might 

identify the institutions and by association staff participants. For example, typing terms into 

a search engine can identify publicly available documents. Future studies which might rely 

less on individual participants could overcome this problem. For example, some CDA analysis 



 

233 
 

has concentrated on media discourse and a study of university discourses in social media 

posts might extend the work of the documentary analysis started in this study.  

 

7.3.4 Limitation: Application of findings 

Constraints on application to practice or utility of findings can result from the ways in which 

the study was designed. Critical discourse analysis does not aim to solve a particular problem 

or recommend practical solutions but can be understood as a critique, a disciplined, 

systematic study of written or oral discourses. ‘Discourse analysis as critique’ refers to the 

situation where critique emanates from the analysis itself as opposed to a kind of critique 

which draws on empirical data to support pre-formed arguments (Nonhoff, 2017). In this 

way, ‘discourse as critique’ aims to encourage demystification and ‘open up new 

opportunities, whilst acknowledging that struggles continue’ (Taylor, 2001b:328). Although 

not advocating solutions, in section 7.5 below implications for interested parties are 

presented based on the findings and conclusions from this study. 

The next section identifies how the study makes claims for contributions to knowledge. 

7.4 Summary of contributions to knowledge  

In this section, I justify the importance of the research findings before going on to explain 

how the answers provide new understandings in three areas: contributions to field of study, 

contributions to theory and methodological contributions. Each claim will be justified with 

reference to previous work in the field and how these contributions might be valuable.  

7.4.1 Contribution to field of study 

Despite the significant changes in the internal processes of universities there has been a 

shortage of empirical evidence about the influences of marketisation on students and staff 

in universities, particularly in relation to learning and teaching discourses. In particular, 

competing metaphors and alternative discourses such as ‘student-as-partner‘ (Healey et al. 

2014) were becoming more frequently deployed in the higher education literature and taken 

up in certain institutions. Given that almost half of young people in England were moving into 

higher education at the time of the study (increasing to 49% according to Adams from The 

Guardian as of 28 September 2017), I considered it highly important to understand more 
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about how contemporary students constructed themselves in relation to their university 

learning experiences. 

This study has contributed to the existing body of knowledge by adding to the literature on 

the how students are conceptualised through the gathering of empirical data in order to 

examine pedagogical relationships in two English university settings. I have investigated the 

taken-for-granted conceptualisations of the ‘student-as-consumer’ with a particular focus on 

the learning and teaching relationships in practice. The inclusion of a university which was 

recognised as adopting a ‘student-as-partner’ approach and a particular focus on post-92 

universities was valuable in order re-examine assumptions about how the consumer 

discourse might be deployed in universities and in order to examine the case that was being 

made for partnership as a counter to the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse (Healey et al., 

2014; Streeting and Wise, 2009). The research I have presented in this thesis responds to 

calls by Naidoo and Jamieson (2005) for research on the ‘student-as-consumer’ in higher 

education, given the paucity of research on the implications of consumerism for student 

learning. It also sought to explore the suggestion by Naidoo and Jamieson (2005) that the 

pedagogical relationship has necessarily been distorted: ‘the limited findings arising from 

various national contexts has indicated that the reconceptualization of the complex 

relationship between students and teachers to that of ‘service provider’ and ‘customer’ is 

likely to be corrosive of both sides of the relationship’ (p. 272).  

The limitations of the scope of the study were acknowledged in section 7.3. Nevertheless, 

this study adds to the knowledge base by revealing additional discourses which compete with 

the discourse of consumerism. The strengths of the work lie in the way that I have gone 

beyond the taken-for-granted conceptualisation of students and gathered empirical data 

which allows the examination of other possible student constructions. The focus on students 

and staff talk, both in interviews and in interactions in practice in two institutions and two 

similar subject departments, allowed discourses to be systematically analysed in different 

settings. 

The study has built on the work of previous authors who have looked at the pedagogical 

relationship from a conceptual perspective (Bailey, 2000; McCulloch, 2009; Tight, 2013; 

Tomlinson, 2016; Williams, 2013). This empirical evidence, based on student-staff 

interactions and talk, showed similarities to others’ work, for example, the findings of 

Tomlinson (2016) on the ambivalence of students towards the ‘student-as-consumer’ idea. 
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The work builds on ideas of alienation and disengagement (Mann, 2001) by shedding further 

light on the ways students and staff perceive their learning and teaching relationships as 

multiple, complex and shifting. It challenges the assumptions made about the way the 

consumerist mechanism is assumed to work, with students positioned as agents of change 

(Naidoo and Jamieson, 2005). I have also questioned the idea of seeking one enduring 

metaphor for the student, as each can be contradicted by opposing evidence from this 

research: for example, the infantilization of students (Williams, 2013) through the assertion 

of the autonomous student, the sovereignty of ‘her majesty the student’ (Nixon et al., 2018) 

through the powerlessness of the student in the face of academic judgement. This 

undermined the idea that there is only one way of talking about pedagogical relationships 

and contrasts with the efforts of institutions to promote ideal types of relationships, for 

example, for personal tutoring arrangements. 

By focusing on student interactions in practice in student forums and in interviews, this has 

enabled new insights into contemporary discourses which are circulating and comparisons 

to be made between published visions of the university and accounts of experiences 

provided by staff and students. The findings highlighted variations between institutional 

messages and discourses on the ground, highlighting that the presentation of aspirational 

discourses by the Universities did not resonate with staff and students, who probably have 

little use for them.  

7.4.2 Theoretical contribution  

Conceptual frameworks to date have not taken into account the multiple, dynamic and 

shifting nature of the accounts of relationships as portrayed in this study. Literature has 

tended to focus on the irresistible nature of sweeping changes that have ‘overtaken’ the 

sector (Naidoo and Jamieson, 2005) and whether these changes are inevitable (Tomlinson, 

2014). The findings from this study showed concurrent influences on pedagogical 

relationships which reflected contemporary pressures and therefore pedagogical 

relationships can be seen as dynamic and responsive to the local environment.  

As detailed in the review of literature in Chapter Two, Spiecker (1984) described the 

pedagogical relationship as binary and highly dependent on the ‘parent’ in the relationship 

who uses informal theories to guide the learner based on local or national conditions. More 

recently, McWilliam (2016) suggested a rethink was necessary in an era of big data and 

networked learning communities. Based on the findings of this research, what was needed 
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was the construction of a conceptual framework that presented the shifting complexities and 

temporary nature of relationships and provided new insights into different constructions of 

relationships in practice. In arguing for additions to constructions of student-staff 

relationships beyond the ‘student-as-consumer’ relationship, I have proposed a new 

conceptual framework to take account of this dynamic nature and complexity of pedagogical 

relationships. The defining aspects were underpinned by five discourses which created 

opportunities for particular kinds of relationships and acted as forces which could open or 

close opportunities for learning. 

This empirical study has highlighted discourses which brought competing spheres into 

accounts of pedagogical relationships:  

• the world outside the classroom with pressures from family, work and finances 

embodied in students under pressure;  

• the world of institutional and governmental policies which influence strategies and 

create the boundaries within which relationships are played out;  

• the academic world which creates learning and teaching theories which staff adopt or 

resist; 

•  the day-to-day learning environment which students choose to engage with in 

different ways;  

• and the social and moral environment within which staff and students work and study 

and which creates obligations between them.  

In other words, I argue that pedagogical relationships can be understood as complex 

constructions which have the following characteristics: they are distinct from other 

relationships because of their role in making human development possible (Spiecker, 1984); 

they are perceived differently by student and staff members involved due to their different 

levels of experience and different understandings of learning theories; they are time-limited 

as the student will outgrow the need for support or create new relationships; and they are 

not simple interactions but necessarily complex, dynamic and responsive to surrounding 

environments. 

 
7.4.3 Contribution to methodological approaches 

The qualitative aspect of this research has advanced my knowledge in two areas: into the 

benefits of using pilot studies as a part of doctoral research (see Chapter Three, Research 
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Approach) and as an example of applying discourse analysis as a novice researcher. In 

particular, I have asserted the value of testing out methods and research questions in 

advance of the main study, which contributed to enhancing the research design and to the 

development of research skills. In the case of this study, there was a combination of an 

analysis of discourse in documents with the analysis of texts from conversations, which 

allowed discourses to be traced across institutions and subject areas. The approach was 

extended into a new area, namely the analysis of student-staff interactions in university 

committee meetings, of which there are few, if any, examples of CDA analyses by higher 

education researchers to date. 

The study adds to the scarce literature on the practicalities of doing discourse work by 

providing an example of a discourse study in two large organisations. An illusion of simplicity 

is created by step-by-step guides to discourse analysis, for example, Potter and Wetherell 

(1987) provide a ten step guide and compare the craft skill to learning to ride a bicycle, a feat 

which most can master but only after a number of attempts. Gee (2014b) provides a set of 

twenty eight tools and aims to provide a practical ‘how-to’ approach. However, the author 

of this toolkit also asserts that there remains a mystery around doing discourse work which 

might depend on factors such as ‘taste, innovation, risk taking and good choices (and luck) 

about what to study’ (Gee, 2014b:4). Smith (2014) explains that CDA is in its relative infancy, 

and its eclecticism and flexibility in choice of methods can be considered both a strength and 

weakness and warns that this ‘can render the budding critical discourse analysts uncertain as 

to whether they are “doing it right”’ (p.76). In contrast, Antaki et al. (2003) suggests six pitfalls 

for discourse analysts which represent ways of ‘doing it wrong’. The lessons I learned from 

this study reinforce the advice of many qualitative researchers, that this is a messy and time-

consuming process which can involve many changes of direction and blind allies. 

Discourse analysis is regarded as a craft skill and in common with other qualitative studies, 

my approach evolved rather than being an ‘off the shelf’ application of one particular 

method. The study provides a basis for further work by other researchers as it details the 

stages of discourse analysis, including a pilot stage. In particular, although qualitative 

research is recognised as a ‘messy’ approach, authors tend not to dwell in their publications 

on the difficulties along the way. Researchers might find the analysis approach adopted 

useful, which applied discourse analysis to texts of interactions and interviews as well as 

documents. 



 

238 
 

7.5 Implications 

The section discusses implications of the discourses in the study for key stakeholders in 

higher education and reflects on the study with a view to how it might free up thinking and 

widen understanding. It then discusses the implications of the conceptual framework 

proposed in Chapter Six. 

7.5.1 Policymakers  

The study challenges the depiction of students as a homogenised body and argues that there 

can be negative effects of discourses in higher education which have far-reaching 

consequences for students and their families. According to government policy documents, 

the discourse of the ‘student-as-consumer’ is empowering, however, this was not so in 

practice. The study emphasises the dangers of focusing on one particular discourse and 

argues that multiple constructions of the student are important, beyond that of an economic 

being. The students’ construction of themselves as ‘investors’ indicated their commitment to 

learning as well as to making financial contributions. The discourse of ‘students under 

pressure’ described how contemporary students talk about struggling, not just intellectually, 

but in coping with a range of issues which can be connected with current policies, including 

increasing debt, the need to do paid work, personal and family pressures to achieve and 

concerns about employability and the competitive job market.  

7.5.2 Institutions 

The research could be helpful in informing the strategies of institutions. In particular, 

institutions could reflect on the way students see themselves and how far these differ from 

the university culture and aspirations. The absence of the discourse of ‘partnership’ 

highlighted a lack of evidence in this study that students at present describe their 

relationships as partnerships. This may be disappointing for University B. The examples of 

the Student Forum meetings were indicative of the kinds of relationships that were being 

encouraged in practice through staff-student interactions and these were at odds with the 

declared values of the universities. Universities should not assume that the discourses 

deployed in their internal or promotional materials will automatically be reflected in student 

and staff talk or that students and staff might find these documents helpful. A case in point 

is the absence in student talk of ideas of scholarship and research. The multiplicity of 

competing and compelling discourses present in student and staff lives provides a possible 
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answer, along with the likelihood that these documents may be created with other audiences 

in mind beyond the university. Universities might, however, wish to reflect on the question 

as to why they continue to promote visions which are ideological when the realities described 

are so starkly different. 

7.5.3 Academics/Programme Leaders 

Staff may be surprised to find that students reported making positive decisions to behave in 

ways that the staff may have assumed was disengagement. They might learn from the range 

of different relationships that students were forming with staff in this study and the accounts 

of difficulties with traditional personal tutoring arrangements. They might reassess their 

opinions of students who are considered non-engagers/attenders and explore how students 

can be encouraged to create and take up learning opportunities with others who wish to be 

social learners. Furthermore, staff might recognise the role they might play in complying with 

and resisting performative cultures. The example of the contrast between the two 

Accounting subject areas, with one university taking a transactional approach to learning 

whilst the other incorporated opportunities for critical thinking, demonstrated that there are 

different possibilities for Programme Leaders in interpreting and reframing learning in their 

subject areas, such that the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse does not always dominate. The 

study might be educative in the way it informs Programme Leaders of the importance of the 

discourses they deploy and highlights the possibilities for resisting discourses or combining 

them, for example, the combination of an independent learning approach with a service 

provision approach in University B. Colleagues who work in the field of higher education 

pedagogy might find it valuable to consider the examples and analysis of discourses 

circulating beyond the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse, and the ways in which some 

discourses are more likely to open up opportunities for learning, as summarised in Chapter 

Six (see Section 6.6). 

7.5.4 Academics/Researchers 

Undergraduate students did not construct themselves as future researchers, part of a 

research community or as critical thinkers. This is in contrast to the fact that the proportions 

of undergraduate students achieving higher degree classifications (and therefore assumed to 

be capable of critical thinking) has been increasing in universities in recent years. More 

explicit explanations about the purpose and functions of a university might be helpful as 

student talk revealed that they understood little about the work of academic researchers or 
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way the universities operated. More transparency about pedagogical approaches adopted, 

including about research-informed teaching where appropriate, might help students 

understand the ways staff describe the pedagogical relationships and lead to improved 

relationships.  

7.5.5 Students 

This study has given voice to students about the way they see their learning and their 

relationships with staff. In this way, space has been given to additional constructions of the 

students that have not usually been heard. It contests binaries such as ‘engaged’ and 

‘disengaged’ by highlighting the different ways of being a student, even to the extreme of 

revealing accounts of being a student at university without an intention to study. Students 

may be interested in knowing that fellow students conceptualise themselves in different 

ways and consider that there is more than one way to be a student. 

The pressures on students have been revealed and the normalising of academic pressure by 

both staff and students in an environment of increasing external pressures links to increasing 

concerns about student welfare and mental health. In recognising the different ways to be a 

student this contradicts the homogenised views on which policy and practices are typically 

built. In moving to a mass education system, space was created for a more diverse range of 

students and continuing assumptions made by staff about students always aspiring to 

academic excellence have been questioned in this study as students portrayed themselves 

as strongly autonomous and able to set their own priorities. Students frequently struggled 

but also, on a positive note, there were many constructions of students as highly ‘engaged 

learners’. Students drew on a range of resources and two areas were highlighted for future 

research which seem to be generally underestimated, namely the importance of families as 

well as peer learning groups. Families were an important reference point in student-decision-

making about their educational choices. Peer-learning groups took place in optional spaces 

(either physical or online) and were emergent, did not have staff as members and so were 

hidden from view, and were not imposed as part of the set curriculum. The implication is that 

the resourcefulness of students might be underestimated as they find ways to learn 

collaboratively beyond the interactions required by the formal curriculum. This has 

implications for the sorts of facilities and spaces offered to students both on and off campus. 
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7.5.6 Implications of the proposed conceptual framework 

In Chapter Six I identified a framework for looking at the context of the discourses and 

relationships identified in the study. How might the proposed framework be utilised by 

others? In this section I consider who might use it and for what purpose, as well as 

considering the kinds of questions it might raise for Universities A and B. I then look at how 

far, if at all, this framework might have implications for policymakers in the contemporary 

environment. 

Individual teaching staff in universities are encouraged as part of their professional 

development to reflect on their practice. I argue that a focus on activities, or what is done,  

could be enhanced by more thinking about the kinds of relationships that are being 

constructed between students and staff. If staff used the framework, they could analyse both 

the local and the broader context in which they interact with students and consider the range 

of environments which influence the construction of relationships. This approach has 

potential advantages as it acknowledges that relationships are jointly created, it allows for 

different types of relationships and importantly, it does not reduce pedagogical relationships 

to the formation of a  bland ‘student experience’.  

By discussing the five environments (policy, learning and teaching, contractual, academic, 

and worlds beyond the classroom) the framework can be used as a tool to discuss, in an in-

depth way, how pedagogical relationships are being constructed in an institution and the 

discourses which support these relationships (see Figure 6). The framework facilitates the 

uncovering of day-to-day working relationships and contrasts with the tendency, identified 

in this study, by some institutions, to promote top-down ideal visions of relationships from 

the perspective of being providers of the ‘student experience’. 

Whilst the pressures on institutions to lead successful marketing campaigns and develop a 

university image have already been documented (Chapleo and Sullivan, 2017), less has been 

written about how these visions conflict with everyday realities. This study has argued that  

learning and teaching relationships are multiple and complex and the contribution by 

academics to the formation of relationships with students needs to be further acknowledged. 

As detailed in Chapter Two, academics and institutions have previously sought to select a 

single most appropriate metaphor for the student (e.g. student-as-producer, student-as- 

partner, etc.). By looking at pedagogical relationships in a broader way, discussions could be 

widened to recognise the different relationships that are possible or desirable within a 
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programme of study. Furthermore, by looking at the five aspects of the conceptual 

framework, more critical and fruitful questions could be asked by faculty. Examples which 

might arise from the consideration of the framework in Universities A and B could be: (i) what 

would happen if staff were to resist the  dominant student-as-consumer model? (HE policy 

environment) (ii) could students be given more recognition as autonomous learners? (Private 

worlds beyond the classroom) (ii) do current assumptions about student development 

trajectories need updating? (Learning and teaching environment) (iv) do staff need to 

reposition themselves as key to pedagogical relationships? (Academic environment) (v) how 

far, and how, are staff held accountable for creating ‘successful’ learning relationships 

(Contractual environment)? As well as bringing back staff into the picture, this might also 

create avenues for new conversations and broaden discussions beyond the ‘student-as-

consumer’ debate.  

I have argued earlier that the extent and importance of staff contributions to facilitating 

learning and teaching relationships seems to have been overlooked in focussing on the 

student experience. It is timely to review this situation, not least because many 

improvements and innovations, for example as responses to the Covid-19 pandemic, require 

staff co-operation for their implementation.  

Referring back to the initial question at the start of this section about the implications for 

policy as well as practice, it is not clear how the outcomes of such discussions might possibly 

influence policymaking. For example, how could a view of students as autonomous 

individuals be reconciled with the views of recent government policymakers, who frequently 

describe students as a homogenised rather than a disparate group? A complex understanding 

of pedagogical relationships would inevitably inconvenience policymaking as the interests of 

different groups would have to be evaluated. Nevertheless, it would challenge the simplistic 

construction of the student as a customer, as a mechanism for driving forward quality in 

higher education, because staff and student positions would be revealed as more varied and 

uncertain than consumerist discourses suggest. The benefit would be that policymakers 

would focus on wider definitions of the student (other than the student as an economic unit), 

ones based on empirical evidence from student and staff accounts, which might lead to the 

consideration of more varied and flexible ways that students wish to engage with university 

learning.  
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However, my considerations here are tempered by uncertainty around how researchers are 

able to influence policy in practice. Bagshaw and McVitty (2020) describe how the world of 

policymakers can seem like a closed community to outsiders and that the representation of 

academic staff in policymaking is typically undertaken by Vice-Chancellors as representatives 

of their institutions. The formation of social media groups and online groups such as Wonkhe 

have raised the profile of discussions around policy issues and trade union bodies have 

contributed to policy consultations, but ultimately it is politicians who make decisions, and 

factors other than research evidence can be more influential.  

As marketisation is likely to remain in English universities under the current Conservative 

government, my recommendation is that educational researchers continue to identify and 

mitigate the negative impacts of its effects and stimulate new conversations. This could be 

through a combination of sharing examples of the ways marketisation is changing the way 

staff and students interact and by discussing alternative discourses and practices which 

reflect the ways students and staff wish to work together. My thesis aims to enable both 

these things. 

7.6  Recommendations for future research 

Having completed a thorough analysis, new lines of enquiry arise. These ideas for future 

research are not failings of the study, but stimulated and made possible by it. 

7.6.1 Extensions to the current study 

A further phase of the study could look at pedagogical relationships in a wider range of 

institutions, for example, Russell Group and research-intensive institutions, to see whether 

similar discourses are in evidence and how they are deployed. A second study could examine 

more closely the idea of ‘staff under pressure’ and their vulnerability in the current 

environment. The study suggested that staff were most under pressure in an environment 

where the ‘student-as-consumer’ discourse was prevalent. Further research could examine 

the way that staff cope with pressure and how this discourse is deployed in universities. A 

third area would be to focus on the construction of staff by students, which would add to the 

understanding of how contemporary students portray their relationships with staff. Initial 

analysis showed a similarity across the students in terms of their expectations of staff and 

their perceptions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ lecturers. In particular, student perspectives on the 

dysfunctional nature of personal tutoring could be explored further to encourage a beneficial 
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dialogue about the purpose of personal tutoring and the commitments, contributions and 

obligations of both parties.  

7.6.2 Contribution of families to student decision-making 

The topic of collective family decision-making may be an area for future research, focussing 

for example, on the student’s relationships with their families and the sacrifices families 

make for their relatives to attend higher education. Christie (2009) discussed student 

transitions to university and, although mentions of family are limited, one student talks about 

going to university as being about defying family expectations.  

There are just a few examples of research studies in this area. Brooks (2003) looked at the 

influence of families and peers on decision-making, based on interviews with students in a 

sixth-form college and who were from a lower middle-class background. The study 

emphasised the influence of friends as well as family and the heterogeneity of the middle 

classes. A case can be made for further research which explores student decision-making 

based on actual choices made rather than intended choices, and takes into account the effect 

of funding arrangements on a wide range of students, including mature and part-time 

students. 

Future studies could also look at government documents such as White and Green Papers 

and other government publications to examine the depiction of families and how they are 

portrayed, for example, as representing a barrier to students rather than as a supportive 

resource. For example, Taylor and McCaig (2014:37) refer to situations where families have 

a ‘lack of prior experience’ of the system or the professions, implying disadvantage through 

their class, or through families being a burden on those students who are also carers. 

7.6.3 Students exercising autonomy  

The study highlighted the discourse of ‘exercising autonomy’ and a number of examples were 

described where voluntary peer learning emerged. These were in some instances a direct 

response to dissatisfaction with transactional or repetitive teaching. In some cases, absence 

from the classroom was substituted with personal study at home or the formation of informal 

study groups, both face-to-face and online. More research could be conducted on the ways 

students are exercising autonomy in learning in the context of a performative learning 

environment. Macfarlane (2015) discussed issues of ‘freedom to learn’ and ‘decision-making 
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autonomy as adults’ in relation to the current environment in higher education and argued 

that more research into performativity is needed from a student’s, rather than a teacher’s, 

perspective. 

7.7 Concluding comments  

The aim of this thesis has been to explore how pedagogical relationships have been 

developing in an era of marketisation, and this chapter has brought this study to a conclusion. 

A summary of the key findings has been provided in relation to the understanding of 

pedagogical relationships and the limitations of the study have been presented. This led to 

setting out the contributions to knowledge that the study has provided and outlining 

messages for key stakeholders. Areas for future research have also been identified.  

The impact of the research is outlined in a separate impact statement. I conclude with a brief 

comment on the impact of learning on my personal development and on my practice. This 

doctoral study is part of an ongoing process of learning to develop my research skills. It also 

allows me to develop the capacity to identify and reflect on contemporary discourses in the 

higher education environment, thereby enabling me going forward to consider how best to 

resist, counter or reframe them, particularly when they lead to the closing of opportunities 

for student learning.  
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Appendix A: Timeline of the Higher Education Policy Context in 
England 

Research activities relating to this study in blue italic text 

Month Year Event/Change 

July 2004 Higher Education Act 2004 

Sep 2005 Publication of first National Student Survey (NSS) results 

Sep 2006 Introduction of deferred variable tuition fees in English 
universities up to £3,000 

Nov 2009 ‘Higher Ambitions: The future of universities in a 
knowledge economy’ (DBIS) 

May 2010 General Election – Conservative and Liberal Democrat 
Coalition  

Oct 2010 Independent Review of Higher Education and Student 
Finance 
(Browne Review) 

Jun 2011 White Paper: ‘Students at the Heart of the System’ 

Sep 2012 Cap on tuition fees in English universities raised to £9,000 

Dec 2014 Research Excellence Framework (REF) results published 
(period 2008-2013) 

March 2015 Pilot study conducted 

Sep 2015 Cap on UK &EU domiciled undergraduate student numbers 
removed in English universities 

Nov 2015 Green Paper: ‘Fulfilling our Potential: Teaching Excellence, 
Social Mobility and Student Choice’ 

May 2016 White Paper: ‘Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching 
Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice’ 

Jun  2016 Ethical approvals granted for study 

Jun 2016 Referendum – UK voted to leave the European Union 

Jul 2016 Theresa May became Prime Minister 

Sep 2016 Data collection starts 

Sep 2016 Trial for the Teaching and Excellence Framework (TEF) 
starts 

Jan 2017 National Union of Students (NUS) call for boycott of 
National Student Survey (NSS) 

April  2017 Data collection finishes 

April 2017 Higher Education and Research Act 2017 

Jun 2017 General Election – Conservative minority government 

Jun 2017 First TEF results published 

Sep 2017 Cap on tuition fees in English universities raised to £9, 250 
subject to a ‘TEF’ rating of ‘meets expectations’ 

Sep 2017 Trial year 1 for Subject Level TEF started 

Jan 2018 Creation of the Office for Students 

Sep 2018 Trial year 2 for Subject Level TEF started 

Jun 2019 Review of post-18 Education and Funding (Augur Review) 

Jul 2019 Boris Johnson became Prime Minister 
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Appendix B: Example of Analysis: Evaluating pilot study qualitative 
interviews 

Following the collection of data and the transcription of the interviews, I reviewed the 

success of the pilot interviews with reference to the work of Kvale (1996) which identifies six 

points to consider when assessing quality in qualitative interviews: 

1. The extent of spontaneous, rich, specific and relevant answers from the interviewee 

2. The shorter the interviewer’s questions and the longer the subject’s answers, the 

better 

3. The degree to which the interviewer follows up and clarifies the meanings of the 

relevant aspects of the answers 

4. The ideal interview is to a large extent interpreted throughout the interview 

5. The interviewer attempts to verify his or her interpretations of the subject’s answers 

in the course of the interview 

6. The interview is ‘self-communication’ – it is a story contained in itself that hardly 

requires much extra description and explanation 

I then reflected up on Kvale’s criteria and how far these criteria applied to my research 

process. The first three points relate to the practice of collecting the relevant data, whereas 

the second three points refer to the ‘ideal’ interview scenario. From this description of the 

cognitive process which the researcher might be undergoing during the interview I noted 

that a portion of the analysis is happening during the interview rather than afterwards, 

thereby emphasising for me the importance of honing questioning techniques and my own 

skills as a researcher. 

Spontaneity (The extent of spontaneous, rich, specific and relevant answers from the 

interviewee) 

Spontaneity was evident in the student interviews, particularly where participants responded 

by challenging each other or giving examples. Spontaneity is to be balanced against the need 
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for well-considered answers, particularly when asking for the opinion of an expert, for 

example, an academic staff member. This led me to consider whether interview questions 

should be provided in advance. For this pilot study, indicative questions were provided to 

staff but not to students in advance of the interview. For the main study indicative questions 

were provided to all participants, allowing participants to choose if they wished to consider 

the subject area in advance and also making sure all participants were well-informed. 

Length of Response (The shorter the interviewer’s questions and the longer the subject’s 

answers, the better) 

Whereas it could be seen that as a rule of thumb the longer answers were likely to be more 

informative, a person who is loquacious can be difficult to steer back towards the topic of 

interest, so longer answers may not always better. However, longer answers, even if they are 

not strictly relevant to the research questions would still indicate areas that are of interest 

to the interviewee, which might be different to those anticipated by the interviewer and 

therefore would be revealing.  

Clarification (The degree to which the interviewer follows up and clarifies the meanings of 

the relevant aspects of the answers) 

Interview transcripts were analysed to highlight examples of both good and bad practice in 

clarification and follow-up. There were instances where probing questions worked well but I 

noted that clarity could be improved by allowing participants sufficient time to respond and 

by refraining from asking more than one question at a time. 

Interpretation (The ideal interview is to a large extent interpreted throughout the interview) 

The fifth bullet point of Kvale’s criteria suggests that there are opportunities for cross-

checking of the data during the interview. This was a skill I began to develop through the pilot 

study. At the end of the interviews there was an opportunity to ask participants to summarise 

their ideas about the role of the student or add anything they wished. This gave an 

opportunity to compare responses with those given earlier in the interview, thereby 

highlighting variations as well as similarities. 
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Interview as a story in itself (The interview is ‘self-communication’ – it is a story contained 

in itself that hardly requires much extra description and explanation) 

The sixth point refers to the idea of the interview as a story in itself, as ‘self-communication’, 

where points are clarified and meanings can easily be interpreted. At the pilot stage, I realised 

that I was not expecting self-contained stories as this would imply a search for a coherence 

which did not align with my conceptual lens. However, interviews as research events seemed 

to be revealing glimpses of a larger ‘story’ by identifying different ways of talking that might 

appear in the main study. 

Kvale’s (1996) criteria for the evaluation of qualitative interviews refer to the role of the 

researcher in terms of the active participation in creating relevant data and in directing the 

interview dialogue. In his later writing, Kvale (2006) explores this idea further through a 

discussion of the dominance of the researcher and the potential biases of the ‘warm personal 

interview’. He was questioning the tendency to disregard the power dynamics of the 

interview relationship, considering the term interview dialogue as a misnomer as it gives ‘an 

illusion of mutual interests’ but takes place for the benefit of the interviewer (p.483). It was 

useful to reflect on this idea of the interview as an illusion, that despite the semblance of a 

conversation based on a level playing field, there is usually a power imbalance. In the pilot 

study the approach was certainly to create the effect of the ‘warm personal interview’ in 

order to encourage the participants to feel comfortable enough to talk about their 

experiences and concerns. Kvale (2006: 492) comments that in education ‘teachers may tend 

to overlook their power with regard to the students’ whereas students may be more aware 

of this. Indeed, power difference was discussed by the students themselves in the interviews 

in relation to their reluctance to contact their tutors. This experience reinforced my 

awareness of my position in the research and the need to carefully set up interviews in 

accordance with good ethical practices, such as those outlined in the BERA (2011) guidelines. 
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Appendix C: Example of Analysis: Constructions of students in 
University A 

This appendix is provided as an example of analysis which was conducted in order to identify 

different constructions of the student in University A based on interviews with staff and 

students. As explained in Chapter Three, the Research Approach, this was the first of two 

stages and was followed by the identification of discourses. 

The following constructions of students emerged through an examination of talk in University 

A: 

‘Paying Customer’  

Students from both subject areas deployed the language of the student as ‘paying customer’.  

‘You hear it a lot though don’t you? I pay nine grand for this – they could do that, 
that, that’. [Rachel, year 2 Humanities Student] 

‘I think we’re paying for a service, the same way you go into a shop and you pay 
for something – you expect to receive what you’re paying for. So I definitely 
agree that we are customers to the university’. [Dawn, year 3 Business Student] 

Rachel suggested that the idea of the paying customer was a position repeated by others, 

whilst Dawn also aligned herself with the idea of the paying customer and she seemed to 

express a sense of entitlement. 

There was a contrast between the ways Programme Leaders characterised students. The 

Humanities Programme Leader argued that she rarely heard the language of the consumer 

when interacting with students: 

‘Very, very rarely actually, very rarely if at all. In a way, they’re the employers 
strictly speaking but I never feel that I’m treated as their employee, that they’re 
coming here, they’re demanding. Remarkably not – no!’ [Irene, Programme 
Leader, Humanities] 

On a personal level, Irene had had experience of a system of free education and she took the 

position that it was both morally and socially wrong to charge fees: 
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‘it is just totally and utterly wrong to indebt the young for something which 
should be given free of charge’. [Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

The Business Programme Leader described the difference that increased fees had made as 

follows: 

‘they think “I’m paying all this money” and therefore “I should have the modules 
that I want, the programme I want, the marks I want”…And I think back to what 
students used to be like when they weren’t paying nine thousand pounds a year. 
And they were much less demanding. And as the fees have gone up, they have 
become increasingly demanding’ [Beverley, Business Programme Leader] 

The Business Programme leader characterised the students as expressing a strong sense of 

entitlement. Students also seemed to construct themselves as paying customers when 

expressing their consumer rights. 

‘Investor’ 

The student-as-investor was a construction primarily deployed by students from both 

subjects rather than by staff. Dawn described herself as an investor in education and justified 

her interest in being a student representative on this basis: 

 ‘for me it’s – university is an investment and I wanted to get the most out of it’. 
[Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 

She later added: 

‘it’s an investment in my future I’m paying for. And you’re only here for three 
years, there’s not a lot of time to make a lot of changes, so it can be quite 
disheartening. Was it worth coming here? When my lecturers aren’t engaging, 
or they’re not ready, they’re not prepared. It can be quite demotivating’. [Dawn, 
Year 3 Business Student] 

Like the ‘paying customer’ this construction also involves payment, but it goes beyond a 

short-term transaction. The construction of the student as an ‘investor’ highlighted the 

reliance of the student on the performance of the staff to realise the investment they were 

making. 

Whereas some students seemed uncertain what they were paying for, Dawn expected her 

investment to buy her a place amongst other students in the marketplace: 
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‘And I think it’s got that much more competitive. There’s so many more people 
going to uni now, whereas before a degree it was “oh wow, you’ve got a degree” 
whereas now it’s “what degree have you got - have you got a first, have you got 
a 2:1?” ‘. [Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 

This reinforced the competitiveness of the job market, which was also referred to by both 

the Programme Leaders. 

Dawn also referred to the relative position of different universities. She made a distinction 

between a student who was investing in a vocational qualification, such as a student nurse, 

and those like herself who have made a big decision to ‘invest’ in an education, despite other 

routes such as apprenticeships being available. Her key concern was making sure she 

achieved a return on this investment:  

‘I wanted to know that university was actually going to be worthwhile to me’. 
Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 

The repetition of phrases such as ‘worth it’, ‘worthwhile’ begged the question of how that 

judgement of ‘value’ was being made and what were the criteria? For Dawn, her main 

justification for becoming a student representative was to maximise her investment: 

‘I don’t want to be just turning up. I want to make sure I’ve got the best 
resources available to me. I want to make sure that the lecturers know what 
they’re talking about. That I’m not just kind of another number, that they know 
me as a person and I want a good level of education out of this. I want the 
support, I want to know it’s worth me being here.’ [Dawn, Year 3 Business 
Student] 

The repetition of ‘I want’ emphasised her focus on her own needs and her expectations. She 

emphasised that the way she wanted to maximise her investment and to secure the outcome 

she wanted was by developing a personal relationship with the lecturer, thereby 

foregrounding the pedagogical relationship. 

The investment was seen in terms of both money and personal effort: 

‘So I think having the right motivations is quite crucial and then obviously having 
the ethics – the work ethics to do outside study, which is what a lot of university 
is based on’ [Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 
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Karl was slightly more cautious about regarding paying fees as an investment, but described 

his raised expectations of university and of standards of teaching: 

‘you expect your degree to get you a job than can make the whole investment 
worth it. I mean I don’t exactly view study as an investment, but I mean I 
certainly want to do something further than my degree and when you spend the 
nine thousand pounds you expect to get a great standard of teaching all across 
different universities’. [Karl, year 2 Humanities Student] 

He compared the fees he had paid to those paid in other countries and this reinforced his 

view that when you pay high fees you expect certainty about the return on that investment 

in terms of both high quality teaching and a job at the end. In summary: 

‘you expect to get a lot from it’. [Karl, year 3 Humanities Student] 

This construction deployed by students from different subjects suggests that discipline may 

not be a factor in indicating the stances likely to be adopted by students. 

Students described their individual reasons for regarding their education as an investment. 

For some students the payback on this investment was expressed in terms of making their 

families proud of them, for example, being first in family to go to university. This positioned 

staff as guarantors of a hypothetical future return and students as seeking a return on their 

education, regardless of the quality of their own input, and also reliant on the performance 

of the staff to realise the investment.  

Whereas students characterised investment as an investment in time and effort towards an 

unknown future return, this can be contrasted with the more overt and short-term rewards 

identified by the Business Programme Leader, namely good grades:  

‘if they meet me halfway, then they know that there will be success – as in there 
will be high marks’ [Beverley, Programme Leader, Business] 

This construction of ‘student-as-investor’ seemed to be an alternative to the idea of the 

‘paying customer’, through a focus on money spent and effort expended in order to gain 

enhanced job opportunities or enhanced social standing. The construction served to simplify 

a complex process (that of education), which depends on a complex set of variables including 

the student’s own input, to a direct causal connection between student fees paid and 
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anticipated outcomes in terms of both a high quality university experience and future 

opportunities.  

‘Novice’  

Business Students portrayed themselves and other students as lacking in confidence, needing 

a lot of direction and most of all some reassurance to succeed in their academic studies: 

‘that’s all we need, that reassurance from teachers’ [Ava, Year 2 Business 
Student] 

This lack of confidence was reinforced by the way the students Liam and Ava in the paired 

interview still referred to staff as ‘teachers’ rather than ‘lecturers’, despite being in their 

second year of studies. Humanities students also portrayed themselves as nervous and 

sometimes unwilling to speak out in seminars, resulting in awkward silences in the class.  

The Humanities Programme Leader also portrayed students as lacking confidence and 

sometimes anxious at talking in front of their peers. When students had not completed their 

reading, they were not necessarily seen as lazy but as requiring academic training. For 

example, she argued that to learn how to read required practice: 

‘because how to read it, how to distil out what is actually the hypothesis, what 
does the author want to tell us, how is the author using the evidence, is 
something they still have to learn’ [Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

Overall, students were portrayed by Irene as capable but often being insecure in their 

abilities and needing reassurance, particularly the mature students: 

‘The lack of confidence is particularly with mature students actually, who are 
often - from life experience and jobs they have done – very good but are very 
insecure in their abilities. And it’s often I find myself not giving them any 
concrete advice but talking them up’ [Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

In contrast the Business Programme Leader did not regard every student as capable and 

remarked on one Business student who, amongst the novices, had not been fully initiated: 

‘I’ve taught people with no aptitude for the subject. I’m thinking of a particular 
student last year who could barely work her own calculator. And that is – hard 
and quite soul-destroying’ [Beverley, Business Programme Leader] 
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She also portrayed the students, although novices, as feeling secure rather than nervous, 

which she attributed to the amount of exam preparation she offered: 

‘they feel secure and they know that I will help them get through that exam and 
I will make sure in the classroom that they are well prepared for that exam’ 
[Irene, Programme Leader, Business] 

‘Mini-adult’ 

The construction of students as ‘mini-adults’ highlights their personal and emotional 

development, which students described as important, but which did not recur in staff talk. 

Below are three examples from student interviews:  

‘it’s a nice phase into adulthood for me…I needed to move away, like learn about 
myself and get some independence’ [Dawn, Year 3 Business Student] 

‘it’s like the big break for people, isn’t it?....it’s more about the independence 
jump, where you’re allowed to do your own thing, live your own life, do what 
you want. And that’s what people like about it’. [Rachel, year 2 Humanities 
Student] 

‘I think it also sets you up to be an adult in a weird way because you have all 
these deadlines and you learn how to stick to deadlines’ [Tanya, Year 3 
Humanities Student] 

Dawn described going to university as a transition into adulthood and an opportunity to 

become more independent, which was also important for Rachel. Tanya also directly linked 

learning, and specifically coping with managing assessments, to a process of growing up. 

‘Critical thinker’  

This was a construction deployed by staff rather than students and more so by the 

Humanities Programme Leader than the Business Programme Leader. In this construction 

the student questions, engages with topics and ideas in a critical way, thereby facilitating a 

pedagogical relationship based on intellectual engagement with others.  

The Humanities Programme Leader had a clear view of the ideal student as a ‘critical thinker’: 

‘a student who has his/her own ideas and engages with the topics in and 
individual, original way, asking questions, finding new angles, relating it maybe 
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to his or her own life situation. And who is bringing something new to the 
debate.’ [Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

Although the Business Programme Leader also portrayed the ideal student as asking 

questions, she explained that parts of the Accounting curriculum focused on repeatedly 

practising techniques in a mechanical way: 

‘you have to have a go. It’s not reflective, it’s not about ”I want you to think 
about this concept”. It’s about “get your calculator out, get your pen out and 
work through this problem in a logical way!” [Beverley, Business Programme 
Leader] 

Business students did not mention being critical thinkers and referred to an idea of education 

where learning was about rewards for personal effort made in pursuit of the acquisition of 

knowledge, and in particular to gain a qualification: 

‘if you put in more effort and go to your seminars you get more knowledge and 
you know- you learn more and then that piece of paper is actually worthwhile 
because you’ve actually done something with your life’ [ Ava, Year 2 Business 
Student]  

Business students placed emphasis on a directive approach whereby they expected staff to 

explain how they could meet the assessment requirements. In the following excerpt, Liam 

explains further and describes a ‘good’ lecturer as follows: 

‘she would make us feel comfortable and tell us “the question is asking this from 
you, this is what they require. And you’re going to approach it in this way”’. 
[Liam, year 2 Business Student]. 

‘Community member’  

Student and staff talk did not consistently foreground the idea of being members of a 

community. The Business Programme Leader did not construct students as part of a 

community, but the Humanities Programme Leader described how subject communities 

formed, reporting how in some years the student groups become extremely close: 

‘So the Classics students they communicate closely amongst themselves but also 
with us as a team. I am sure they are on Facebook together in some ways. I don’t 
know’. [Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities] 
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Two business students, Liam and Ava, who were living at home, portrayed themselves both 

as paying customers and as members of a family community but also mentioned being part 

of a community within the University. Liam characterised one of the most important things 

about being a student as belonging, through gaining access and participating in something 

bigger than yourself. In the following excerpt Liam refers to the University community: 

‘I think of myself as a student because I’m paying to be part of an institution. I’m 
paying to be here….I’m a student. I feel like I’m part of it. I’m part of the 
University … it’s more than paying fees. We’re getting the whole – we’re 
interacting, we’re learning…. it’s about your input. 100%’. [Liam, Year 2 Business 
Student] 

‘Party-goer’ 

The student as ‘party-goer’ was a construction portrayed by students across different subject 

areas, but not deployed by staff. Students referred to the student as academically focused 

but also as social beings – whether it was going on nights out or being part of a group of 

students who studied together or just exchanging messages on social media. However, the 

‘party-goer’ was a pejorative description of a student who did not prioritise academic studies. 

Karl also commented that some students chose universities based on the extra-curricular 

activities: 

‘some students see the social aspect of it more than the whole academic aspect 
of it and sometimes that drives people to study at a certain university’. [Karl, 
year 2 Student] 

He also described how their academic work suffered as a result: 

‘they kind of prioritise their social life and then they kind of do everything at the 
last minute and start asking all the questions that could have been answered 
previously’ [Karl, year 2 Humanities Student] 

Both Business and Humanities students differentiated themselves from those who focused 

on partying:  

‘I think it started off focused on the education aspects of university and now it’s 
got to the point where people are more excited about the whole party-like 
culture about it.’ [Grace, year 2 Humanities Student] 
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‘I know they didn’t come here to get a degree, they came here to get away from 
home, to party a bit’. [Dawn, year 3 Business Student] 

Grace pointed to a shift in the perceived role of the student. Dawn, in her interview responses 

made comparisons to paths others have taken and constructed her identity in relation to her 

friends and family, for example, her parents who didn’t go to university. She was frustrated 

by other students on her course who did not take up opportunities. She was shocked not 

only by the lack of work ethic of these ‘party-goers’, but also by the unfairness and the wasted 

opportunity as many of her peers who had not attended university said they did not see 

university as right for them: 

‘it’s so frustrating because there are so many people that feel like they can’t be 
here’. [Dawn, year 3 Business Student] 

Constructions of students who prioritised their social lives tended to be made of ‘others’ 

rather than themselves, for example, ‘others’ skip classes to go out with their friends. 

However, there was one student who portrayed himself as a ‘party-goer’ and who had 

dropped out of a previous university because of the distractions of an intense social life: 

‘University X has quite a night life there. Literally I was so caught up in that, 
because X has a good student society. I mean, every single person you meet 
there would love to know you…because being near the beach as well, so all of 
these clubs there and everyone just living there. Everyone’s saying “what are 
you doing today, do you want to come?” Especially in my class. I used to go with 
my Business class. We always used to go, do social events, stuff like that.” [Liam, 
year 2 Business Student] 

This account suggests that the construction of the student as ‘party-goer’ is not unique to 

University A. 

‘Pawn’  

A construction of student as ‘pawn’ suggests the student is being manipulated as ‘someone 

who is being used for another’s purposes’ (Tight, 2013:292). Although this construction was 

not prominent in student talk, one student described the way she felt uncomfortable about 

completing the National Student Survey, feeling manipulated by the University and in 

particular by the way that her feedback would be used to sell the University to future 

students on social media: 
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‘they want to pull you in and they try and advertise it to you by saying “oh we’re 
this number on the league board”– and I see a lot on social media of like 
advertisements for universities and that just sort of totally cheapens it’. [Tanya, 
year 3 Humanities Student] 

‘Engaged learner’ 

In this construction, the student and staff accounts described the student as interested and 

motivated to learn, actively engaging with knowledge and participating in learning activities 

and sharing many of the qualities of an ‘ideal’ student. Staff also emphasised how an engaged 

student is comfortable in learning situations and may proactively ask questions and seek 

feedback from the tutor. 

Students associated ‘engagement’ with an enjoyment of the subject and being to learn. 

Rachel had a love of reading and described herself as a keen learner:  

‘it sounds silly, but it’s stuff that I find genuinely engaging so when we’re given 
reading I’ll sit down and I’ll actually like take down the information and I’ll really 
like digest it because it’s something I really enjoy. But sometimes you don’t get 
that, but with these current ones I really like all the stuff I’m doing. I’ve got 
reading in my bag now so literally once I’m done, I’m going to go read. Do you 
know what I mean?’ [Rachel, year 2 Humanities Student] 

Students also emphasised that part of being a ‘good student’ was about being prepared and 

being motivated to study outside classes: 

‘someone who comes to the lectures and the seminars and contributes in class, 
whose done the reading in their own time whose started doing like their 
research for the coursework or the exam that we have coming up and yes 
preparing early so that you can get it done before the deadline’ [Grace, Year 3 
Humanities Student] 

Staff also emphasised the qualities of being a keen and conscientious learner as part of the 

qualities of an ideal student: 

‘So the ideal student – is the student who has in intrinsic interest in the subject, 
and who comes here because he/she wants to learn more about it.’ [Irene, 
Programme Leader, Humanities] 

‘The ideal student would be interested, would have good attendance, would ask 
questions, would do the reading… oh and would obviously have some ability.’ 
[Beverley, Programme Leader, Business] 
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Furthermore, an ‘engaged learner’ was described by the Business Programme Leader as 

comfortable in learning situations, comfortable enough to ask questions, regardless of how 

well they grasped a topic: 

‘So if I’m doing compound interest on a semi-annual basis and they don’t really 
understand the formula- if they don’t ask – I might as well be talking gobbeldy 
gook to them…And so I feel things are working well when they are comfortable 
enough to ask a question. That they feel they can ask me any question – even if 
it’s a stupid question – so I’m never going to think it’s a stupid question. But you 
have to get that kind of rapport going.’ [Beverley, Programme Leader, Business] 

In this excerpt, the Programme Leader is highlighting not only the importance of the qualities 

of the student, such as readiness to engage, but her perception that the staff member plays 

a key role in constructing the engaged learner by facilitating an environment where students 

can learn. There is a link here with the student as potentially a ‘critical thinker’, where staff 

portrayed critical thinking as going beyond engagement. 

‘Disengaged learner’ 

Staff and students’ accounts portrayed the disengaged student as a student who was likely 

to have poor attendance or be passive or a non-contributor in class. There would be a distant 

relationship with staff, if any. Staff referred to disengagement as being about levels of 

interest, motivation and participation. A ‘disengaged’ student was described as follows: 

‘not showing real interest in the subject, who is difficult to motivate or who even 
expects to be motivated in the first place, and not engaging, making it difficult 
then to have a meaningful communication, be it in class, be it in a tutorial, 
because the student might not read, might not have anything to contribute’ 
[Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

The portrayal of the disengaged student has much in common with the idea of the ‘bad’ 

student: 

‘the bad student doesn’t attend doesn’t attend, doesn’t participate doesn’t do 
any work or leaves the work to the last minute, i.e. the night before the exam, 
complains about the grade when they haven’t put any effort in and has no 
aptitude’ [Beverley, Programme Leader, Business] 

‘someone who doesn’t come to lessons or lectures or turns up late. You know, 
just on their phones. Walking late into the seminar’ [Ava, Year 2 Business 
Student] 
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‘the student who hasn’t done the reading, who doesn’t turn up to lectures, who 
does the coursework last minute, the student who doesn’t want to contribute 
in lectures’ [Grace, Year 2 Humanities] 

This suggests a description of the student based on a judgement of whether the student 

displays expected behaviours. 

‘Struggler’ 

This construction puts together the academic and the personal struggles that a student might 

experience. Staff particularly highlighted the way students struggled academically, but took 

actions to minimise the struggles. As mentioned earlier, the Business Programme Leader 

described how some students struggled academically were made to feel ‘safe’. The 

Humanities Programme Leader also seemed to anticipate the academic struggles that would 

be faced by students by facilitating the seminars and adapting her teaching according to the 

needs of the group. In the following excerpt she portrayed the difficulties some students 

encountered in third year in reading and interpreting texts and her reluctance to let them 

struggle: 

‘Even at third year – it depends very much on the groups, but I tend to very much 
have a role to identify – to help them identify “What is the debate here? What 
does the text tell us or what could the text tell us about it? How can we interpret 
it?” It still needs quite a bit of prompting - so the idea that I can tell them “you 
have now read chapter three of I don’t know which text- discuss it!” It’s difficult.’ 
[Irene, Programme Leader, Humanities]  

Students gave accounts of struggling with a variety of aspects of their lives. For example, 

students’ accounts portrayed themselves as struggling with a range of activities from 

communication with lecturers, grasping the requirements of essay, to understanding 

feedback, to going to see a tutor. This mature student gave a particularly vivid account of 

struggling with university life (albeit at a previous institution): 

‘I went to X, when I first left sixth form. I’m 23 now. I was 18 when I went to X. I 
lived out. I lived out because I wanted to experience living away from home. And 
you know, I think at that stage in your life, when I went through that – I was 
quite young. I wasn’t quite independent. I had my parents paying for my bills. 
So when I went to X it was all at once. I had to pay for my electricity bills. Then I 
had to set up my wifi. I had that in my flat. I had to get along with my flatmates. 
And that impacted my studying A LOT. I got homesick. I missed my Mum’s 
cooking. I had to kind of like - I used to go to Iceland to get Pizza fingers for a 
pound. And obviously it wasn’t’ a nice thing but I didn’t know how to cook. So, I 
think it was quite a challenge. And for that reason I didn’t really focus that much 
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on my first year. I met quite nice people there. But then I thought to myself, I 
thought, you know, this isn’t for me.’ [Liam, year 2 Business Student] 

This construction overlaps with the student as ‘mini-adult’ but considers the student lifestyle 

as well as the academic aspects of their University experience. 

‘Social learner’ 

The student is portrayed as collaborating with other students and studying together. Such 

collaboration would typically be informal learning and happened beyond the classroom and 

was not usually visible to staff. This aspect of student learning was not mentioned by staff. 

Students described the importance of the social aspects of learning and in the following 

extracts were linking having a social life with being able to form relationships with others to 

facilitate learning: 

‘you have to have a social life to be a perfect student. Because there’s a social 
aspect of it too – where you have to work with other people on some projects- 
so if you’re sort of on our own all the time it might be harder to form 
relationships to do that - because you can’t sort of just blank off.’ [Karl, year 2 
Humanities Student] 

‘So I’ve seen in a lot of my seminars, you have to come prepared, with your 
knowledge. Because sometimes the lectures, the slides and stuff they do get 
expanded on. But it’s getting along with your fellow students as well because 
that is key…you need to get along with your fellow pupils because you’re all in 
this together.’ [Liam, year 2 Business Student] 

The social aspect of learning was portrayed as a feature of student life outside the classroom. 

Ava only had classes on two days per week but travelled to the campus to study with her 

friends: 

‘I only come in uni for two days – but on the other three days when I haven’t got 
uni I do come into uni and do work with my friends. I feel I get more out of that.’ 
[Ava, Year 2 Business Student] 

Karl also mentioned how some students formed informal groups to study together: 

‘So we would organise one – let’s say maybe after the lecture, or someone had 
booked a study room in the library and people would say “do you want to come 
along – and we can study all together?” [Karl, year 2 Humanities Student] 
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This construction contrasts with the idea of the student as ‘independent learner’, which was 

not prominent in student talk. 

‘Future Employee’ 

Employability is linked to the idea of the ‘student-as-consumer’ through the assumption that 

a consumer is in effect buying a qualification which would help provide better job prospects. 

Many of the students in University A were already employed, some of whom were mature 

students. Grace, who portrayed herself as an engaged student, described her reasons for 

attending university as being about enjoyment of the subject but also as about future 

employment prospects: 

‘I just wanted to continue education and ensure that I could get a good job in 
the future’ [Grace, Year 2 Humanities student] 

However, some students suggested that employability was not always the primary reason 

for studying at university:  

‘But now people go to university to have the social life and pretty much know 
that they’re not going to end up doing anything better than anyone else’. [Tanya, 
Year 3 Humanities Student] 

This student questioned the assumption that, for her generation, the degree was a passport 

to a future career, pointing to the idea that the graduate premium might be a myth.  

Staff also took account of the student as a future employee, with the Business Programme 

Leader recognising the need for accredited business qualifications and the Humanities 

Programme Leader acknowledging the pressures on students of the competitive job market. 

‘Strategic learner’  

Being a ‘strategic learner’ involved the student exercising choice about their participation in 

order to maximise the use of time and resources. For example, students skipped lectures for 

different reasons, for example, to prioritise finishing assessments.  

Ava mentioned skipping lectures to avoid the long commute into campus and portrayed 

herself as sometimes regretting the decision when she could not understand the lecture 
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materials. Liam agreed and suggested that his evaluation of the teacher was pivotal in 

deciding whether to attend: 

‘I’m the same. It takes me roughly forty minutes to drive here. And say if we had 
this teacher that doesn’t really engage with us, I would think I can just catch up 
on my laptop. But as a student I would always recommend to any other student 
face to face - or being there in person is always better than sitting at home and 
looking through the stuff, because you’re engaged. At least if you don’t get 
something in that moment you can ask’. [Liam, Year 2 Business Student] 

The Humanities Programme Leader, in discussing why students skip classes, suggested some 

students are selective about the topics they study: 

‘they choose an essay topic and attend only the relevant class’. [Irene, 
Programme Leader, Humanities] 

There is a link here to the idea of the student investor. She portrayed this as a faulty 

investment strategy and suggested that the student was then likely to produce a mediocre 

essay because a good essay needed to reference concepts discussed in other classes. This 

construction of a strategic learner was confirmed in students’ accounts: 

‘I was behind in my research for my coursework. So I just didn’t go to the lecture 
because the lecture wasn’t going to help me and I know that’s bad, but it wasn’t 
going to help me so I just thought I might as well skip it’ [Grace, year 2 
Humanities Student] 

‘I was exactly the same. It’s usually about I’m behind on the piece of work that’s 
counting towards my grade and then it’s usually the lecture for that thing and 
I’m like well “I’ve got the information for that particular subject I’m focusing on 
– so like missing that extra four hours on something I’m not going to be working 
towards for a final mark, seems kind of like I’m wasting my time”. That sounds 
bad but I prefer to prioritise my work that’s going to count towards something’ 
[Rachel, year 2 Humanities Student] 

The Business Programme Leader did not characterise students as either ‘independent’ or 

‘strategic learners’ who needed to make decisions about their participation and individual 

study time, but rather characterised students as just needing to attend and follow the 

guidance: 

‘I think if I’m totally honest if they just turned up to every class and did the 
seminar work in class with me they should be able to get a decent grade in the 
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exam – without actually doing much outside of class’ [Beverley, Business 
Programme Leader] 

‘Business Partner’ 

This construction of the student was only deployed by the Business Programme Leader. This 

was a form of co-operation with students where staff and student efforts would be combined 

to achieve success. This reworked the teacher-student relationship and reframed it as a 

process of negotiation where a ‘deal’ was struck between staff and students: 

‘I expect them to meet me halfway. That I will write material, I will provide 
support and so on but they actually at the end of the day have got to turn up to 
class, do the work, and basically meet me halfway’ [Beverley, Business 
Programme Leader] 
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Appendix D: Example of Analysis: Constructions of students in 
University B 

This appendix is provided as an example of analysis which was conducted in order to identify 

different constructions of the student in University B based on interviews with staff and 

students. As explained in Chapter Three, the Research Approach, this was a first of two stages 

and was followed by the identification of discourses. 

The following constructions of students emerged through an examination of talk in University 

B: 

‘Paying customer’ 

The term ‘student-as-consumer’ has been used in many forums as an umbrella term denoting 

the changing relationship between the student and the university in a marketised 

environment. In a higher education context this metaphor implies that education is 

considered as a good to be consumed by the student and to be provided by the university as 

a service-provider. The term ‘consumer’ overlaps with ‘customer’ and ‘client’. The suggested 

differences, as mentioned in Chapter Two, have been linked to the basis, intensity and the 

anticipated length of the relationship, although the terms are often used loosely and 

interchangeably in conversations (Molesworth et al., 2011). ‘Client’ tends to focus on the 

development of a longer term relationship, for example, in the way a university might keep 

in touch with alumni. Students in their talk did not tend to construct themselves as ‘clients’, 

in that they did not tend to focus on longer term relationships with staff or the University or 

expect their expressed preferences to be individually met as in a client relationship. Where 

improvements were being sought, they tended to be sought collectively, as evidenced 

through the system of student representatives in the Student Forum meeting. 

However, students in University B did tend to construct themselves as ‘customers’ when 

discussing exchanges or transactions for which they paid, and therefore the term ‘paying 

customer’ is used in the study as a more relevant category than ‘consumer’ or ‘client’. This 

construction, used primarily by students, involved references to the student paying fees and 

expecting services in return and also asking themselves whether the exchange represented 

value-for-money, as in the following excerpt:  
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‘I would hope for the amount I’m paying I would get a good learning experience 
out of it’ [Clare, Year 2 Business Student] 

Students like Clare were expressing that their expectations of the University had increased 

due to being fee-payers and that increased payments should equate to higher quality. This 

positions the University staff as responsible and accountable not only for the learning 

opportunities but also for the satisfaction experienced by the student.  

‘Investor’ 

This construction is linked to the idea of the ‘paying customer’ and focuses specifically on the 

idea of return on investment both in terms of both effort and money expended. Here, the 

student anticipates that fees paid now, like a good investment, will bring future benefit in 

the form of a particular outcome, such as a first-class degree: 

‘If I were to say what I’m paying, I feel I would say I want to come out with a first 
just to make the amount I’ve paid worth it. That’s what’s in the back of my head’. 
[Clare, Year 2 Business Student] 

Staff did not deploy this discourse, but when questioned about whether the payment of fees 

made a difference, the Humanities Programme Leader emphasised that even the most 

instrumental students in University B recognised the need for personal effort: 

 ‘Some people are doing it as a means to an end, of course, but I think they get 
the fact that you can’t just – to do well you’ve got to kind of put the effort in’. 
[Elizabeth, Programme Leader, Humanities] 

This construction of student as ‘investor’ omits any discussion of the quality of input from 

the student or the non-monetary benefits of a university education. 

‘Critical thinker’  

Staff tended to construct the ideal student as a ‘critical thinker’, where the student questions, 

engages with topics and ideas in an original way, thereby facilitating a pedagogical 

relationship based on developing a questioning mind-set:  

‘here with the degree I think we’re in a way empowering the students to ask the 
questions that they wouldn’t normally ask. To think about things in a different 
way. Not just accept that there’s a rule and this is how the rule is applied, but to 
give them the ability to criticise. And say ‘well why is that rule in place. Is that 
the right rule? Should we be changing it? What power have we got to change 
it?’ [Nadine, Programme Leader, Business] 
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In this example, Nadine, the Business Programme Leader was discussing her expectations of 

accounting students and aligned the idea of critical thinking with the development of 

professional values. Students in University B did not refer to themselves as ‘critical thinkers’. 

‘Independent learner’ 

As an ‘independent learner’ the student is portrayed as self-reliant, takes responsibility for 

their own learning and is resourceful in seeking support. Students also characterised 

independent learning as becoming self-motivated learners who learn how to learn: 

‘I don’t expect to be spoon-fed everything’ [Clare, Year 2, International Business 
Student] 

‘I quite like researching for myself, so looking at the books and looking at the 
journals [Susie, Year 2 Business Student] 

‘I think there’s certain parts of university that isn’t actually about learning of the 
subject, it’s actually about learning, the work, the way you work and how you 
work independently, because obviously what works for you isn’t going to work 
for me, and vice versa. So, I think it’s a large part of it…’ [Naomi, Year 1 
Humanities Student] 

Being an independent learner was a construction recognised by both staff and students. For 

example, in Humanities, three or four students led the seminar each week: 

‘It’s sort of you’re being trusted. You’re not being spoon-fed information, it’s – 
you’re being trusted to find extra information, you’re being trusted to basically 
play teacher.’ [Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

There was a connection made with the way a ‘critical thinker’ was described by staff as having 

‘independence of mind’. This meant not taking anything at face value, and was described as 

an important way to be a student: 

‘So, what we want from a student and what we try and put in now as well in the 
first year, particularly in the first year, building up to the third year, is 
independence of mind. And if you look at the benchmark statement for history, 
it talks about ‘qualities of mind’, but one of the qualities of mind is 
independence of mind’. [Elizabeth, Programme Leader, Humanities] 
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‘Engaged learner’  

The term ‘engaged’ was frequently deployed by staff and students but as a construction it 

was problematic because of its vagueness. It could describe different things and often meant 

little more than being a ‘good student’. The first aspect of the ‘engaged learner’ was about a 

willingness to take up opportunities for learning and just describes a basic level of 

participation. ‘Engagement’ was a proxy for ‘turning up’.  

‘I value education and I like the process of learning and gaining new knowledge. 
I want to turn up to everything I can and I’m always gutted if I can’t turn up to 
anything’. [Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

However, turning up does not necessarily signify that there was engagement with learning. 

In the following example, the same student describes receiving feedback. She not only turns 

up but engages with a recommended process, a process which involves talking to her tutor 

about an assignment: 

‘They’re good with the feedback. You can see all their markings and you can go 
back to them and sit and go – ask for further feedback. So they’ll talk you 
through it as well, which I really enjoy’ [Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

The student seems comfortable in the learning situation, if somewhat passive, and 

proactively follows the process, but the engagement is being driven by the tutor who has 

marked the work and talks through the comments. 

The term was also deployed by staff to show an active intellectual engagement, more than 

being physically present, and as such overlaps with the idea of the student as a ‘critical 

thinker’: 

‘the ideal student is someone who has done the reading in advance of the 
lecture, has prepared for the seminars, who asks questions, who asks 
‘reasonable’ questions maybe I should say – ‘informed’ questions, but generally 
if a student doesn’t understand something that they will ask a question’. [ 
Nadine, Programme Leader, Business] 

A ‘critical thinker’ tends to be associated with an advanced level of skill which goes beyond 

handling difficult material. The difference between an ‘engaged learner’ and an ‘independent 

learner’ is the focus on learning through recognised interactions with others rather than as a 

solitary activity. 
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‘Disengaged learner’  

This construction has much in common with ideas of a ‘bad’ student and encompasses a 

range of behaviours adopted by students, from students not participating in classes, having 

poor attendance records and not feeling comfortable in learning situations. Students 

referred to peers who did not contribute in class: 

‘Part of it, I understand, is social anxiety and they don’t want to [contribute]. 
Others, they haven’t read the seminar prep. Or they are just completely 
disinterested in the topic so they don’t want to be part of it. So they’re just 
turning up there to get their like – a tick that they’ve been – for attendance’ 
[Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

It also implies a distant relationship with staff, if any. Students who had poor engagement 

were portrayed by staff as isolated and not integrating into the culture of learning:  

‘it was a social kind of uncomfortableness. They didn’t feel comfortable in the 
seminars. They didn’t feel like they knew what was going on.’ [Elizabeth, 
Programme Leader, Humanities]. 

The issue was described as more acute amongst students who had not socialised into the 

University culture: 

‘they didn’t get much out of it because they hadn’t learned about how it worked 
and therefore they just stopped going.’ [Elizabeth, Programme Leader, 
Humanities] 

The issue of disengagement was portrayed as a complex and not well understood. The 

Business Programme Leader also suggested that there might be a lack of understanding or 

work reasons or even laziness:  

‘I think some of them skip classes - yes, because they’re working, but that’s not 
the only excuse. The other excuse is they can’t be bothered. They don’t see the 
importance of it. They expect to just come to university and leave with a good 
degree without necessarily putting in or fulfilling their side of the bargain.’ 
[Nadine, Programme Leader, Business] 

There is also a connection here between disengagement and the idea that pedagogical 

relationships entail moral obligations, which can go unfulfilled.  
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‘Strategic learner ‘  

Strategic learning was a construction acknowledged by both staff and students, whereby in 

contrast to being a passive service user, the student actively exercises choice in order to 

maximise the use of time and resources for their own individual purposes: 

‘Some people as well don’t necessarily turn up because it doesn’t apply to their 
essay question that they’ve already picked. If you do pick it quite early on they 
sort of select which seminars to go to that will be most helpful for them’. [Helen, 
Year 2 Humanities Student] 

This construction fits with the idea of strategic learning where students adjust their 

engagement according to their perceptions of the criteria for success set by others (Mann, 

2001). This contrasts with the idea of collaborative learning which was promoted in the 

University B documents. Examples of strategic learning included only attending sessions 

relevant to the assessment, prioritising completing assessments over attending face-to-face-

sessions and second-guessing the perceived value of a lecture in order to decide whether to 

attend.  

The implications for pedagogical relationships are complex in that students might be 

considering multiple factors beyond the learning opportunity in deciding whether to attend 

sessions. There may be a link between decisions about learning engagement and perceptions 

of the difficult job market. Both value for money and developing employability were 

motivations for some students not to skip classes: 

‘the way I see it, I’m paying for it, so I’m just losing money in that way...‘I’d say 
the fees is one of the main things that’s – no, not the main thing – because that’s 
my motivation to learn – it’s difficult. ..I want to leave university being more 
employable than someone else. [Clare, Year 2 Business Student] 

If value for money is a key consideration then this could cause changes in the way learning is 

planned, for example, to make sure every session is ‘worthwhile’. Being a ‘strategic learner’ 

links with the idea that only what is assessed counts for the student. Further questions arise 

from the assumptions on the students’ part that learning is predictable and that the amount 

and quality of learning can accurately be gauged in advance. 

‘Party-goer’ 

Students frequently referred to the social aspects of university life.  
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The ‘party-goer’ is fully engaged in the social life of the University, which is portrayed as 

revolving around alcohol: 

‘so much of university socials – even just going out with your friends, rely on 
getting drunk. Although it’s great being the sober friend, there’s only so many 
times you can do it without it being relived every single time because you sort 
of know what everyone’s going to do’. [Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

In contrast to the sober friend, the ‘party-goer’ student prioritises socialising over academic 

work and is associated with a poor attendance record and disengagement from study. It was 

not just ‘others’ who were described as ‘party-goers’. There was an impression in students’ 

accounts that the construction as ‘party-goer’ described students early on in their careers 

but then tended to diminish. In the following example, the final year student describes how 

he delayed going to university but then changed his mind based on his experience of visiting 

friends during a gap year: 

‘Well a lot of my university experience came from when actually I was visiting 
my mates. I took a little chunk of time out when I wasn’t in education, so I went 
and visited quite a few mates and I went up to university just to see what I was 
missing out upon. But my – my vision into it was very obscured by the fact I 
didn’t attend any classes or anything like that. So, it was literally like I saw a lot 
of the nightlife and stuff like that. And I thought – ‘this would have been easy’. 
But when you actually get to it – you have to tailor your own experience. 
[Graham, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

Staff did not make any reference to party-going in the interviews and referred to work or 

other external pressures in accounting for student absences or disengagement. 

‘Struggler’  

This refers to how the student struggles intellectually, for example, some Business students 

struggled with data analysis, or the struggle is with another aspect of university life. For 

example, this may be a student who is struggling to find part-time employment: 

‘I do Open Days. With the job shortage here - it’s quite difficult for any student 
to get a job here because there’s not enough, there’s more students than there 
are jobs. [Susie, Year 2 Business Student] 

Intellectual struggle was presented by staff as a valid part of university experience and the 

remedies portrayed as within the control of the student. Weaker students at the University 
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were positioned as lacking in confidence rather than ability and going through stages of 

development from ‘feeling lost’ in year one to being capable of running seminar discussions 

themselves in year three.  

The Business Programme Leader also identified international students as struggling 

academically and having to change programme or year. Also, as Senior Tutor she described 

how she regularly spoke to students with issues about attendance or family problems or 

academic work. 

‘Pawn’  

Some students positioned themselves as disempowered by the University and the higher 

education system (Tight, 2013). They were concerned about the level of fees and described 

their relationship with the University as being undermined by a suspicion of exploitation: 

‘To me because of the ways the fees are I feel that the university is very much 
run like a business. I don’t feel it’s run any differently. I feel like it’s – to me we 
were discussing this the other day and we were like “do they make money out 
of us?” We were trying to work it out because we were like “where does all this 
money go? They must make some sort of money out of us.” [Susie, Year 2 
Business Student] 

There was a suggestion here that students might be being exploited by the University and 

that there was a need for more transparency. 

‘Community member’ 

The Humanities Programme Leader positioned students as potential community members, 

whereby the student participates in a learning community. This takes away the focus from 

the student as an individual learner and emphasises the idea of sharing knowledge. Here, the 

ideal of community operates at the level of subject or discipline rather than at the 

institutional level and embracing the whole University.  

‘Well I do say at Open Days as part of my spiel – “we’re all historians – you might 
be a beginner historian – but we’re a community of historians” – and you know 
it doesn’t always work – but I do believe it. I think that helps doesn’t it? I do 
believe it. And if we can achieve that feeling of a community of historians then I 
think people won’t go “well I paid nine grand for that” – sort of thing.’ [Elizabeth, 
Programme Leader, Humanities] 
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In this excerpt Elizabeth constructed the student as community member as directly counter 

to the idea of the ‘student as consumer’.  

Rather than physical communities, students referred to the numerous chat groups they 

belonged to for different purposes. For example, student representatives in the Business 

School used them for relaying information to their peers. In a group interview with 

Humanities students, spaces without staff present were portrayed as important informal 

communities with peers: 

‘Like you can be so much more relaxed on Facebook group chats with each other 
rather than having to post it on Blackboard and let the tutors actually see it’ 
[Helen, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

‘I’ve had a conversation with friends and it’s sort of like when we’ve been 
discussing an essay we have sort of have like a – not a heated debate – but like 
a conversation about it and then it makes it so much clearer’ [Graham, Year 3 
Humanities Student] 

‘Future employee’ 

Students tended to portray themselves as mindful of their future careers. Reasons for 

volunteering to become student representatives were to develop employability, to be 

involved with change projects or to have fun. Students were less likely to mention student 

voice and democratic representation of their peers: 

‘My friend did it last year. And I saw how much like a valuable experience it was 
to her. And I was like - I kind of want that sort of experience as well. I don’t just 
want to be sat on the side-lines not really doing anything to help’ [Susie, Year 2 
Business Student] 

‘And why do did I do it? Because I thought it would be quite fun, to help my CV. 
I already do quite a bit outside uni but I thought something else inside uni would 
be quite good’ [Quiana, Year 3 Humanities Student] 

Staff in both the Business School and Humanities were mindful of employability. The Business 

Programme Leader positioned herself as career-focused and retained student presentations 

as an assessment method because of their value for graduate interviews as a ‘marvellous 

employability tool’. She also talked of helping students think about what it means to be an 

employee and have a pension, but at the same time encouraging students to see themselves 

as ‘investors’ who should think critically and know the right questions to ask.  
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Appendix E: Example Interview Questions for Students 

1. Can you please tell me your name and what you are studying at university? 

2. What do you enjoy about the experience of being a student at university? 

3. Why did you volunteer to be a student representative? 

4. Can you think of an example of a good student at university? What are they like? What 
do they do to succeed? And a bad student? 

5. Can you think of an example of a good tutor or lecturer – what are they like? And a bad 
tutor or lecturer? 

6. Are there any particular kinds of learning and teaching approaches you prefer? (e.g. 
lectures, seminars, workshops, projects etc.) 

7. Can you think of an example of a ‘good’ learning experience – what was it like? What 
really makes you want to get involved? 

8. Can you think of an example of a ‘bad’ learning experience– what was it like? How could 
it have been improved? 

9. If you think about the things that you didn’t like about your studies this year, what would 
you change? 

10. Have you or other students you know ever skipped classes? Why? 

11. Do any of your modules involve online learning? How does that work? Is it different from 
face-to-face learning? How? 

12. How do you interact with people on your course? (e.g. Moodle, online discussion, social 
media etc.) 

13. Do you think student expectations have changed at all over the last few years? If so, how? 

14. Some people see students as customers or consumers. What do you think of that? 

15. Do you think the level of fees you pay makes a difference to how you feel about being a 
student? How? 

16. Do you think the subject that students study makes a difference to their expectations? 

17. What do you plan to do after university? 
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Appendix F: Example Interview Questions for Staff 

1. Can you just briefly say your name and what your role is at the university?  

2. How would you describe your role (what you do) as a tutor/ lecturer/ academic 
learning advisor? 

3. Can you think of an example of a ‘good’ learning experience – what was it like? 

4. Is there any particular type of learning and teaching approach you personally prefer? 
(e.g. lectures, seminars, workshops etc.) 

5. Can you give an example of a ‘bad’ learning experience – what was it like? 

6. Have you noticed that students sometimes skip classes? If so, why do you think they 
do this? 

7. Are there any ways in which you are planning to change the learning experience/the 
way you teach? How? Can you give an example? 

8. Do any of your modules involve online learning? How does that work? Is it different 
from face-to-face learning? How? 

9. How do you interact with students on your modules outside the classroom? (tutorials, 
Moodle, online discussion, social media etc.?) 

10. Do you think student expectations have changed at all over the last few years? If so, 
how? 

11. What do you personally think about the idea that students are customers or 
consumers? Do you see them as consuming higher education? Why? Why not? 

12. Do you think the level of fees makes a difference to students? How? 

13. Do you think the discipline/subject they are studying makes a difference to those 
views? 
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Appendix G: Examples of Working Documents  

This appendix includes examples of working documents which were created to aid the 

analysis. These examples do not aim to fully represent the process and further analysis also 

happened during the drafting and re-drafting chapters. Writing is integral to the process of 

analysis as a way of working through ideas (Gibson, 2009.) 

Example 1: Interview Notes 

Example 2 Timeline of Student Forum meeting 

Example 3 PowerPoint slide showing constructions of students 

Example 4 Extract from annotated transcript 

Example 5: From constructions to discourses 

Example 6: Mapping of Potential Discourses 

Example 7: Describing a discourse: ‘Students under Pressure’ 

Example 8: Applying Parker’s (1992) criteria for identifying discourses: 
 ‘Students under pressure’ 

The table below maps the activities and outputs against three stages of analysis. 

Task Activities Example provided 

1.Identify/Create 
text 

• Transcription. A process of listening, 
transcribing and checking 

• Read and re-read many times 

• Read the notes written up just after the 
interview/observation 

• Load in NVivo. Print out each transcript, make 
notes and annotate 

• For Group interviews or Student Forum 
meetings, create summary timeline for each 
transcript noting key phases of the text. 

 

 

 

Example 1 
Interview notes 

Example 2 
Timeline of Student 
Forum meeting 
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Task Activities Example provided 

2.Identify 
constructions of 
students 

•  List the constructions and consider what each 
construction achieves in the context. 

• Review the constructions across the texts. Note 
any absences. 

• Write up a description of the student 
constructions for each university. 

• Create a table of constructions. Consider 
overlaps between constructions. 

• Share draft ideas through presentation to 
doctoral seminar 

 

 

 

 

 

See Appendices C and D. 
See Table 1 (Chapter 4) 
and Table 3 (Chapter 6) 

Example 3 
PowerPoint slide 

3. Identify 
discourses 

• Draft a list of potential discourses. Look at the 
definition of big ‘D’ Discourses (Gee, 2015) 

• Re-read the texts and highlight examples of 
these discourses.  

• Write up a definition of each discourse 

• Think about how the discourse functions in 
connection with other discourses. 

• Compare discourses against the criteria 
(Parker, 1992) 

 

Example 4 
Mapping Discourses 

See Table 2 (Chapter 4) 
and Table 4 (Chapter 5) 

Example 5 and 6 

Example 7 
Example 8 
Evaluation of discourses 
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Example 1: Interview Notes 

Interview Notes – (Year 2, Business Students) 

Location: Classroom University A 

Setting: Standard classroom, recently decorated – new tables and chairs. Quiet. 

Pre-interview: Students were waiting outside the classroom. The interviews were originally planned to be separate, but they 
requested to do the interview together. They seemed cheerful and happy to help. We briefly discussed how a paired interview 
night work. 

Main body: The dynamics seemed to work – one being a rep and the other a friend from the same subject area.  

The ideas that stood out: 

- They want clear directions – tension here with the idea of a student as independent 
- How much they still talk as if they are at school – use the word ‘teacher’ rather than lecturer, want discipline 
- Their demands are not unreasonable of staff – e.g. punctuality 
- They mention the importance of feeling connected/ having a connection with staff (also in the pilot study) 
- Out of class they want emails asking them how they are doing and if they need any help – they want to feel in their comfort 

zone all the time. Where does it end? 
- They are looking for individual personalised feedback – tension here with the constraints of the mass system 
- They reject the idea of being consumers – very clear on this - they are buying the right to be part of an institution 
- Motivation comes from family pressures, making family proud rather than from their own desires, which have been 

supressed 
- Both prepared to put aside their preferred paths on advice of family e.g. choosing business over art 
- Continual mention of a task-oriented approach - ‘focus’ and ‘engagement’ (transaction) 
- Want to participate and be included 
- Recognition of social anxiety – students fear of asking questions in front of peers 
- The absence of talk about ‘debt’ – it is Student Finance that is funding. There is recognition of the cost by the student who 

is working at Waitrose in the year that Student Finance won’t fund 
- Importance of sixth form in shaping ideas of university – focus on reputation and rankings by university advisors 

Post-interview 

- University as a struggle – not intellectually but against temptations offered by the lifestyle – e.g. going out clubbing, out 
to eat, to the beach etc 

- Students are not really aggressive in wanting more, but demand is increasing e.g. expecting chatty emails from staff, very 
specific guidance 

- Is the introduction of formative feedback encouraging a dependency? Comfort blanket? 
- The importance of the personal tutor. Students want consistency – the successful personal tutoring in year 1 was not 

carried out in year 2. There is a danger in disrupting relationships if new schemes are discontinued – it just creates 
dissatisfaction. 

- They didn’t seem to be aggressive about poor teaching – students voting with their feet by leaving in the break. 
- Confidence of students is mentioned again.  
- Stress on the value of face to face communication. Skipping lectures is recognised as not a good strategy, but it is a 

calculated one – students do work at home (as suggested in the pilot) It still happens despite the new 2 day timetable. 
- There is some recognition of the social aspects of learning, particularly by the student who has been to a different 

university 
- Idea of sacrifice – both have given up something they like doing to be at university – one an offer of a job as a sales exec, 

and the other a place at art college 
- The rep adds experience – able to compare with a previous experience at university 
 
Method 

- How far does the friendship affect the interview – do they just tend to agree with each other? 
- They seemed relaxed though in a way that they might not have been alone – note they both described themselves as 

shy/quiet 
- Sometimes they talk at the same time and this overlap will make the transcription more difficult 
- Some of the language they use is very informal and grammatically incorrect – how far will this be reflected in the 

transcript? 
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Example 2: Timeline – Student Forum meeting 

Start Participant Section Comment Approx. Line 

0.00 All Introductions Going round the circle  

2.50 B and W Aims How shall we run the meeting? 39 

6.00 P1 Year 3 Can we have materials in advance? 80 

15:50 P1 Year 3 
Business Society Opportunity (Not 
relevant/transcribed) 201 

20:25 P2 Year 3 
Can we have a briefing for the 
Business Project? 204 

26:11 P2 Year 3 Lectures are not engaging 290 

27:37 P2 Year 3 
Email response times 
‘It’s kind of a service standard’ 318 

36:25 P3 Year 2 
Timetabling – gaps between classes 
‘It’s just like a waste of time’ 432 

41:25 P3 Year 2  ‘Lectures aren’t really relevant’ 486 

49:30 P5 Year 1 

Assessment and feedback timeliness 
‘extremely worried and quite a bit 
frantic’ 592 

59:45 P5 Year 1 
Consistency of information 
‘There’s so many contradictions’ 721 

1:10 P5 Year 1 ‘Everyone loves Accounting’ 864 

1:11 P7 Year 1 
Compressed Timetabling 
‘People are dozing off’ 877 

1:16 P4 Year 3 
Information on Study Abroad 
‘Like how can we finance it?’ 954 

1:24 P4 Year 3 
Visiting Lecturers 
‘Are they under the same rules?’ 1019 

1:26 P4 Year 3 
Lecture Capture 
‘What’s not to like?’ 1042 
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Example 3: PowerPoint Slide showing constructions of students 

The following was a provisional set of student constructions presented at a doctoral student 

seminar at UCL, IOE on 22 Nov 2019 
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Example 4: Extract from annotated transcript 

This is an example of a section of a paired interview. Colours were used to highlight potential 

constructions and discourses. 
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Example 5: From constructions to discourses 

This table shows how the analysis moved from thinking about constructions of the student 

to how these positions connect with wider conversations. 

 Associated 
Constructions 

Common function Proposed Discourse 

Must relate to pedagogical 
relationships 

1 Struggler 

Novice 

Mini-adult 

Engaged learner  

Struggling: 

views education as 

tied up with everyday 

life, a struggle 

sometimes played out 

in private mental 

struggles 

‘Students-under-Pressure’  

(wording allows for pressure to be 
positive or negative) 

2 Strategic learner 
Paying customer 
Investor 
Future employee 
Business partner 

Investing: 

focused on outputs, 
as an individual 
purchaser of 
education and views 
education as a private 
good 

‘Satisfying the customer’ 

(broader than investment or 
employability, wording hints at 
student satisfaction) 

3 Party-goer 
Disengaged-
learner 
Pawn 

Rebelling: 

challenging what it 
means to be a student 
and resisting 
traditional 
constructions of 
pedagogical 
relationships 

 

‘Exercising autonomy’ 

(more positive than rebelling and 
less judgemental) 

4 Engaged learner 

Critical thinker 

Independent 

Learner 

Learning: 

focused on the 
process of learning, as 
primarily a learner 
and leaves open the 
possibility of viewing 
education as a public 
good 

‘Trajectories of student 
development’ 
(wording reflects the vocabulary of 
learning and teaching specialists and 
focus on paths to student 
development) 

5 Pawn 

Paying customer 

Partner 

Connecting: 

Focused on the way 
the student and staff 
interpret obligations 
as they interact 

‘Contractual obligations’ 

(alludes to other forms of 
obligations, e.g. social and moral) 
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Example 6: Mapping of Potential Discourses 

This table shows potential links with other discourses and whether the discourses were 

strongly or weakly represented across the data. 

 Discourse Associated Discourses Comment 

1 Community Family Variable and uneven across the data 
(Weak).  

2 Contractual 
obligations 

Satisfying the 
Customer 
Entitlement 

Trying to reinforce obligations of staff and 
students. Links to the institutional 
environment and policy context.(Strong) 

2 Exercising 
Autonomy 

Creating independent 
earners 
Delivering learning 

Accounts show range of ways that 
students resist expected ways of learning. 
Note – constructions which leave out 
studying, e.g. ‘party-goer’ (Strong) 

3 Knowledge 
creation 

Research-led teaching Present in university documents but not 
strong in the rest of the data. (Weak) 

4 Partnership Student Engagement 
Co-production 

Surprisingly few references to partnership 
in student and staff accounts. 
Student engagement understood in 
different ways. (Weak) 

5 Satisfying the 
customer 

Student-as-consumer 
Paying customer 
Service provision 
Employability 
Investment 
Transactional learning 
Delivering Learning 

Link to many other discourse and 
constructions of students as customer, 
business partner, future employee and 
investor. 
(Strong) 

6  Students under 
pressure 

Development 
trajectories of 
students 
Employability 
Staff under pressure 
Vulnerability 
Parenting 
Infantilization 

Note: Absent from university documents. 
Pressure to achieve – hence link to 
student development. Pressure to assure 
their future – link to employability. 
Note lack of confidence as students 
constructed as mini-adults, novices. 
Range of pressures, but ‘debtor’ 
construction is not prevalent. 
Imbalance of power in relationships, but 
students exercise autonomy. 
(Strong) 

7 Student 
Development 

Creating Independent 
Learners 
Transformation 
Delivering learning 
 

Range of discourses reflecting different 
ways of facilitating learning. 
Links to student constructions as engaged 
learner/disengaged learner, critical 
thinker, social learner, novice.(Strong) 

8 Transformation Employability 
Developing life 
chances 
Graduate success 

Absence in student talk, but present in 
university documents. Note: students not 
seeing themselves as 
‘disadvantaged.(Weak) 
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Example 7: Describing a discourse: ‘Students under pressure’ 

The study identified the idea that students described themselves as struggling. A review of 

transcripts from the main study showed that the idea of struggling is complex. Students 

described themselves as under stress or under pressure, but this could be associated with 

study or with home life and could be described in both a positive and a negative way. 

Relevant constructions of the student include: ‘struggler’; ‘min-adult’; ‘novice’ and ’engaged 

learner’. When associated with intellectually demanding work, then being under pressure 

was portrayed as a short-term and necessary part of being a student. The pressure was also 

tied up with other aspects of student lives such as pressures from family, financial pressures 

and concern about future job prospects. The word ‘pressure’ rather than ‘stress’ is 

appropriate because the word ‘stress’ has medical connotations and the students did not talk 

about pressure as a medical condition. 

Who is deploying this discourse? Both staff and students in University A and B. Note the 

absence of this discourse in university documents. 

What are the associated values and beliefs? Students are experiencing pressures around 

fitting in academic studies with their lives beyond their studies. 

What ideas are legitimised or undermined by this discourse? It legitimises the idea of 

student lives as complex. This contrasts with the homogenised view of students typically put 

forward by policymakers. It undermines the idea of the student as just a scholar. Students in 

the study rarely constructed themselves as scholars or researchers. 

What subject positions are created by this discourse? Students are positioned as strugglers 

and strategic learners and staff become a resource. 

What was the function of the discourse? The discourse of the ‘students under pressure’ was 

deployed in this study to highlight practical difficulties facing students rather than openly 

discuss mental health issues 

What did this suggest about pedagogical relationships? This suggests that pedagogical 

relationships are not developed in isolation and local contexts are important.  

Give an example of how it connects to other discourses? Connects to ‘exercising autonomy’ 

as students under pressure justify their decisions about how they engage with their studies 

based on being under pressure in different ways.  

What are the implications of this discourse? The discourse highlights a tension between 

constructing the student as coping with pressure or as vulnerable. It links to ideas of self 

management, mental health and wellbeing. Minimising the discourse of ‘students-under-

pressure’ as a matter of juggling priorities reinforces the idea of pressure as a personal issue 

to be individually managed and places responsibility on the student to cope. 

Each discourse was evaluated against a further set of criteria (see Example 8 below).   
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Example 8: Applying Parker’s (1992) criteria for identifying discourses: 

Adapted and applied to the discourse of ‘Students under pressure’ 

 Criteria* Understanding  Example/notes: 

1 A discourse is 
realised in texts 

Discourses are actualised 
by means of texts and go 
beyond individual 
intentions. 

Discourse analysis, then, 
involves turning objects 
into texts, and locating 
those texts in discourses. 
 

Analysis of interview conversations and 
meetings find discourses which go 
beyond what one individual says. The 
pattern of conversations across 
contexts is important rather than 
individual talk. ‘Students under 
pressure’ occurs across transcripts from 
both institutions. 

 

2 A discourse is 
about objects 

' 

Previous instances of the 
discourse and other 
related discourses are 
alluded to in talk. 

Different people talk about the 
discourse in different situations. 

Students and staff compare, e.g. 
pressures at university compared to ‘A 
level’, pressures in year 3 compared to 
year 1 of studies 

3 A discourse 
contains subjects 

What 'role' are they 
having to adopt to tell or 
hear this message? 

 

‘Students under pressure’ positions 
students as vulnerable or suffering or 
potentially subject to mental health 
issues. Alternatively, it can position the 
student as intellectually challenged. A 
staff member might take the role of a 
parent, e.g. normalise the stress as part 
of the development trajectory. 

Lecturer in loco parentis. 

4 A discourse is a 
coherent set of 
meanings 

Identify examples which 
paint a ‘reality’ that can 
be distilled into 
statements about that 
reality. 

‘Students under pressure’ 

e.g. statements about how students 
portray the different sources of 
pressure – such as finance, family, work 
pressures or how pressure is normalised 
or portrays students as vulnerable 

5 A discourse refers 
to other discourses 

 

Identify contradictions 
between different ways 
of describing something. 

Consider the 
interrelationship 
between different 
discourses in an analysis. 
 

‘Students under pressure’ refers to 
other discourses: e.g. ‘exercising 
autonomy’ - a way of talking that 
students deploy to justify their actions 
when under pressure and focuses on 
the strength of the student as a 
decision-maker rather than 
vulnerability. 
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 Criteria* Understanding  Example/notes: 

6 A discourse 
reflects on its own 
way of speaking 

 

Consider the opposite 
position implied. 

Consider others’ 
understanding of a 
discourse to bring it out. 

 

(1) Reflect on the 
terminology being used; 
(2) treat the discourse 
itself as an object; and (3) 
reflect on the term used 
to describe the discourse. 

‘Students under pressure’ –the 
alternative was considered where the 
students are not under pressure e.g. 
‘the party-goer’ or those who are 
‘exercising autonomy’. 

Both staff and student ways of talking 
about ‘students under pressure’ 
contribute to the discourse. The 
analysis leads to thinking about ‘staff 
under pressure’. 

(1) Consider also terms such as 
‘vulnerability’ 

(2) Discourse as an object – link to 
other instances e.g. in the press, 
concerns about mental health 

(3) Reflect on how pressure can be 
deployed in both positive and 
negative ways and hence the term 
for the discourse should not be too 
negative, e.g. ‘students in crisis’ 

7 A discourse is 
historically located 

 

A discourse refers to past 
references to those 
objects. 

The structure and force 
of discourses can only be 
described by showing 
other instances of that 
discourse and explaining 
how it arose. 

Link here to student as an object of 
marketisation in policy documents. 

Link to recent concerns about student 
mental health and wellbeing. 

Historical link here to the myths/stories 
about student life, particularly stress in 
year 3 and stress as a rite of passage. 

And the student who struggles and 
survives the adventure. 

 

Source*: Parker, I. (1992) Discourse Dynamics: critical analysis for social and individual 
psychology. London: Routledge. 
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