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Abstract iii

Abstract

The extensive literature relating to student barriers within the Science, Technology,
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) fields and, in particular, engineering education
illustrates that STEM education has a widespread problem in retaining students. A
plethora of studies have concentrated on placing the student at the centre of the problem
— for example by focusing on student academic ability, work habits and social
background. By analysing staff interviews, and investigating pertinent factors from the
surrounding institutional, cultural and social environment, | shift the focus away from the
phenomenological experience of individuals to examine the way power relations affect
the teaching and learning environment. Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) offers a
theoretical and methodological basis for critically exploring networks of power, through
the investigation of discourse and can provide insights into the complex situation in the
School of Engineering and Computer Science (ECS).

I use FDA to ask: how is power experienced and manifested by lecturers in the
Bachelor of Engineering with Honours (BE) first-year teaching and learning environment
at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW), New Zealand. | do this by analysing
transcripts of interviews with teaching staff, as well as ECS, University, and Government
documentation. By adopting an FDA approach to lecturers’ experiences of power,
situated in the New Zealand neoliberal educational context, I aim to identify issues that
impact the teaching and learning environment. These include academic practices relating
to Government and University pressure to increase engineering student recruitment and
retention numbers, an academically diverse incoming student cohort, course design,
teaching and research. From a Foucauldian perspective, the New Zealand Government,
the University, its lecturers, and students are all part of an educational setting comprising
a complex network of power relationships active in the operation of the teaching and
learning environment.

By placing lecturers at the epicentre of the situation and by understanding how
lecturers both experience and exercise power in the teaching-learning environment, the
issue of student retention may be re-framed. This study offers a unique perspective from
which we can assess these problematic experiences at the source, whether that be at
government, institution, department, teacher or learner level. As such, by exploring the
operation of power, this thesis explores an important aspect of the retention problem

which has never been fully investigated in NZ engineering education.
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BE Bachelor of Engineering with Honours
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Glossary

Trimester VUW uses a three-trimester calendar teaching year. March to June, July to
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Lecturer  This term is used alongside academic in this thesis and encompasses all staff
employed to lecture on courses.

Lab A lab is short for a laboratory, and it is a classroom environment where
students complete exercises to connect lecture concepts to practical problems.
Unlike a tutorial, lab work often involves using a computer, electronic
hardware or in the case of physics physical and chemical materials to
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CHAPTER ONE: PREFACE

This thesis presents an account of a systematic investigation of how power is experienced
and manifested by lecturers in the Bachelor of Engineering with Honours (BE) first-year
teaching and learning environment at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW), New
Zealand. The goal is to gain insights into the operation of the workplace and work
practices that lecturers operate within and develop an understanding of the impact of this
on the process of education.

This chapter provides introductory background and motivation for undertaking
this research. I originally began investigating the barriers students were encountering in
completing their first year of engineering at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW).
My initial investigation involved interviewing first-year students and academic staff
involved in their teaching. During my initial analysis, 1 was struck by the way the
academic staff referred to the problems related to student success. The academic staff
framed student success issues in regard to their situations and as a result of institutional
problems. As a consequence, | shifted my research focus to investigating institutional and
academic staff factors | believed were more significant to what | was witnessing in the
educational environment. Though this initial analysis of student experience is not the
focus of the work presented here, | shall elaborate upon it in order to illustrate the reasons

for my shift in focus.

1.1 My Place in ECS

| returned to study in my mid-thirties completing an undergraduate degree, then Honours
and finally Master’s in History which focused on the development of higher education in
British West African colonies. After completion of my Master’s, | was employed by
VUW in both a Continuing Education role and in teaching on our pre-degree Certificate
of University Preparation Bridging Programme. In 2009 | was seconded to the School of
Engineering and Computer Science (ECS) at VUW as the Project Manager for a Tertiary
Education Commission (TEC) Priorities for Focus Project, developing a bridging
programme for engineering students (further detail on this can be found in Carnegie &

Watterson, 2012). In New Zealand, a bridging program is a course of study offered for
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students who do not meet the entry requirements for university undergraduate
programmes. Typical students who enter a bridging programme are missing specific high
school subject qualifications. Completion of a bridging course allows a student to enrol
in an undergraduate degree. Shortly after my secondment to ECS, | was employed full-
time as a project manager with an additional educational research role.

Early in the project, the New Zealand Government removed funding to
universities for bridging courses and, after renegotiation, the TEC allowed us to focus the
project on investigating the barriers students face in studying engineering. My role
changed to that of project manager and researcher and, along with staff from VUW ECS,
Mathematics, Physics and Education, we began exploring potential transition issues
affecting first-year students and researching educational literature in the Science,
Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) field. Our work focused exclusively on
trying to find out why our first-year students were suffering poor pass rates in their first
year of engineering.

Victoria University of Wellington (VUW) in New Zealand is a publically funded
university with around 2,000 staff and 22,000 students, and is ranked within the top 250
universities in the world (Victoria University, 2017). VUW accepts students with a wide
range of incoming academic ability, from New Zealand and internationally. The School
of Engineering and Computer Science at VUW has been teaching Engineering degrees in
the ‘digital fields’ of Software (SWEN), Networking (NWEN) and Electronic and
Computer Systems Engineering (NWEN) since 2007. Engineering students in ECS are
required to obtain an above average B grade (70% or above) over their core first-year
engineering subjects (Part 1) to continue with the BE. Historically, a majority of any
incoming student cohort has failed to achieve this B average degree requirement to pursue
engineering beyond their first year. As a consequence, ECS does not retain or produce
sufficient engineering graduates to meet its internal goal of 100 graduates per year
(Victoria University of Wellington, 2011).

Using grade analysis of both first-year university results, and student high school
results, we investigated whether there was a connection between high school and
university grade performance in related subjects. We also conducted surveys of students
twice a year and held focus groups run by science education researchers from Waikato
University (see our previous work, and in particular: Carnegie & Watterson, 2012;
Carnegie, Watterson, Andreae, & Browne, 2012). One of the outcomes of this earlier

work, consistent with existing literature, was the acknowledgement that there appeared to
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be multiple issues affecting student success. Our work identified the fact that academic
ability was only one of the issues affecting students’ study success. Other factors,
included illness, loneliness, family issues, homesickness, relationship or financial
problems, work and social commitments, the method of teaching and the increase in
workload at university when compared with high school to name a few. As a result, ECS
committed to develop new first-year courses and build an outreach and pastoral care
programme aimed at advising and supporting future students and existing students. In
2013 my employment position changed to that of Pastoral Care and Outreach Manager,

in charge of developing pastoral care, and high school student outreach in ECS.

1.2 Pastoral Care in ECS

I helped develop and implement a pastoral care system in which I currently hold the
primary pastoral care advisory role (Watterson & Carnegie, 2013). This system was
trialled in the 2012 and has operated in full since 2013. Alongside other staff at ECS |
conduct regular analysis of student grade performance data and trends across individual
assignments, courses and years, and regular surveys to obtain information on course
feedback. In 2015, a Pastoral Support Senior Tutor was also employed to assist with
student subject help, and I took over the additional role of first-year enrolment advice and
processing of our incoming engineering students. The pastoral care team increased to
three senior tutors in 2017 and will increase again by the end of 2018.

My role encompassed identifying at-risk students within the first two weeks of
university classes, and then as part of an ongoing daily pastoral care process for the
remainder of the year. The first assessment of potential at-risk students takes the form of
a diagnostic test given to all first-year engineering students in week one. The hour-long
test largely covers math and physics-based questions. It is ECS’ experience (Carnegie et
al., 2012) that many students perform poorly in the math and physics components of the
BE. Therefore, a cut-off below 50% in the diagnostic test is used to select potential at-
risk students for pastoral care interviews, following which | email all at-risk students and
ask them to attend an interview. Ideally, this first interview is held within the initial two
weeks of the trimester so students can alter their courses or degree choices without

financial penalty.
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The second, and most significant, aspect of pastoral care for at-risk student
identification comes from ongoing checking of the “StudentVis” student grade
monitoring system. StudentVis compiles student assignment, laboratory, test and grade
data from courses throughout the first year of the BE on a week-by-week basis. | consider
an at-risk student to be a student who shows continued poor performance, or who
suddenly declines in performance in one or more courses. Importantly, most students,
even those with excellent grades may get sick, miss an assignment or get the odd bad
mark — these students are often contacted despite the focus on at-risk students. After a
student is identified as being at-risk, in the role of Pastoral Care Manager, | contact them
with an offer of assistance and an interview via email or by phone and, if necessary at
labs or tutorials.

The primary task of the interview was to assist the student rather than gather
research data. In these interviews, | would discuss subject choices, motivations and
academic background with the student and a study plan is made. The student is also
informed of the various forms of help available at VUW. For example, Student Learning
Support Service, Te Ropii Awhina whanau which offers mentoring primarily for Maori
and Pacific Island students, Disability Support, Counselling, Financial Services including
Accommodation, Recreational Clubs and online and in-person tutorials and academic
help sessions. In some cases, with student permission, | take them straight to counselling,
disability support or student health.

In my position, | interacted with a significant number of our first-year student
cohort. Generally each year | have interviewed over fifty percent of our incoming cohort.
While these interviews were not recorded and relied on my experience and perception,
they did point to many possible factors affecting student progress and indicated the

potential for further research.

1.3 The Student Experience

I originally set out to do something quite different for this research. My thesis aimed to
extend the information gained in my pastoral care experience to include a systematic
investigation of both student and staff interviews. The aim was to identify barriers to
student success at first year by primarily focusing on the students. As such, | sought
ethical approval, and in 2014 | began recording pastoral care interviews where students
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approved. In 2014, I interviewed 120 out of the total 176 first-year engineering students,
recording 74 students. In 2015 I reduced the number of recorded interviews and targeted
specific grade performance groups (five low grades, five medium grades and five very
good grades). However, the focus of my intended thesis changed because, while the
student interviews highlighted a plethora of issues, one factor stood out to me - many of
the issues the students identified appeared outside of their immediate control within the
teaching and learning environment. These factors included, change in workload, how the
learning experience was delivered, and what was expected of them at university when
compared with high school. To illustrate | provide some extracts of those interviews and
articulate how they led to the topic I ultimately followed:
Student A: ... It’s fairly relentless and I... almost hate to think what it’s
gonna be like getting towards the test and the exam times. ‘Cause it’s gonna
be the one that everyone is gonna be like (.) ‘we have no idea what we’re
doing’ kinda thing ‘cause there’s just so much (.) there’s just so much. Um
() I’11 be honest we have two lab reports due on Friday I’ve done neither (.)
um ‘cause I’ve been busy doing other stuff basically.
Int: Yeah so what (.) Comp or?
Student A: Yeah um well comp assignments have taken a lot longer (.) like
you’re looking at like four or five hours to get like up to (.) you know
maybe one of the challenges done. And that’s something I’m generally
aiming for you know. | think so far in my three assignments I’ve got A on
one and then A plus on the other two. And it was like I’'m always kinda
aiming for that (.) that A range. Um but sometimes you just kind of (.) you
know the week goes on and it’s like ‘okay I just I need to sit down and do
this” and you don’t actually have the time to do it ... One thing that I do find
tricky especially is that like my least busy day is four hours of contact time
and then my most busy day is like (.) I think six hours of contact time and
when you’re expected to be spending (.) um you know sixty hours a week
doing stuff. And then actually almost half of that is just contact time (.) then
that really makes things hard.
Int: ... So is the workload your biggest barrier to getting through your stuff
and succeeding in your studies?
Student A: ... I think sometimes it is (.) | think sometimes just the sheer

‘oh my goodness (.) | just have so much stuff to do’. Um and part of it is
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that I just need to get past that (.) and just be like ‘I do have all this stuff to
do (.) so let’s get it done’ you know whereas and I (.) that’s something that
I’m still not particularly good at is actually just kind of convincing myself
(.) okay (.) we’re just gonna sit down (.) we’re gonna get it done.

Int: So it’s a bit of procrastination?

Student A: Oh yeah (.) it is definitely a lot of procrastination just because
sometimes the task feels so insurmountable (.) you know it’s just so big
And it’s like ‘oh’ I just “how am I ever gonna get through all of this’.
[Student Extract 1]

Student A above is an academically capable student who explained that they were
struggling with the workload and with managing their time. The major effect of this
workload on them appeared to be procrastination as a result of not knowing where and
how to start. Another way to look at this is that the student procrastination is a ‘resistance’
to the overwhelming pressure they are experiencing within the teaching and learning
environment of ECS (I shall expand on this notion of ‘resistance’ in later chapters). They
are explaining the operation of a clear power dynamic at work here within the university
system. For example, Student A, while suggesting that they are procrastinating also
describes a constant course workload demand by the ECS courses. The constant workload
is a demand of the system, and the student is experiencing a sixty hour per week workload.
There appears to be no free time, and in this scenario, if the student became sick, or faced
some other impediment to their study, they would not be able to cope.

Student B below also identifies the workload as a problem but suggests that there
are major differences from what they experienced at high school to what they experience
in ECS. This reinforces the idea that there are different educational systems at work. It
also suggests that the systems affect the social behaviour of the student who must adapt
to this new university system.

Int: So is it [University study] different to school?

Student B: Um definitely a lot more self-management. Like no one’s gonna
chase you up unless you really ask someone to chase you up. Um ()
everything’s a bit harder and a bit more formal. - | think there’s a lot more
work (.) um I didn’t have to do homework really in high school. So that has
been a big change. So from no homework in high school to regular
homework at university.

Int: Really (.) is that sort of like everyday homework or?
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Student B: Um (.) not every day (.) it probably should be but yeah just a lot
more homework than ever before really and a lot more work in general.

Int: So a lot more assignments every week (.) a lot more?

Student B: Yeah

Int: Okay, is there ever a bit of a break in that or is that sort of relentless?
Student B: Some weeks will be easier than others but I’m not sure if that’s
from postponing stuff ‘till (.) Like so a three-week assignment put off ‘till
the last week. So there are definitely weeks that are hard and weeks that are
easy. [Student Extract 2]

Student C explains that they prefer learning on a one-to-one basis or in smaller
groups as was more common in high school classrooms.

Int: Do you find the lectures helpful? Do they explain what’s going on or
are they introducing new material as well all the time?

Student C: Yeah um (.) I think the lectures are good but | personally find it
hard to learn in lectures. | find it easier if I’'m being explained like one-on-
one or like smaller groups. [Student Extract 3]

Student D experienced a relationship breakup which adversely affected their
ability to complete the work, falling behind but failing to do anything about it. The
university system does not usually pick up on the life issues affecting students, in the way
a high school teacher can monitor the performance of a smaller classroom of students.
Student D’s situation described below indicates that the system is predominantly
impersonal and does not take into account the life factors that may affect a student.

Int: They [courses] seemed to be going okay but everything plummeted what
happened? What'’s going on really?

Student D: Um (.) that was when | broke up with my girlfriend (.) of two
years so that was a bit tough

Int: Yeah that is tough. Do you think you 're gonna be okay? Are you doing
the work now?

Student D: Yeah | am. I'm like ‘cause it was kind of hard now because I’'m
like sort of behind and | need to like catch up on everything.

Int: So have you gone and talked to the people about catching up with your
assignments?

Student D: Um not yet no. [Student Extract 4]
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Student E was having difficulty understanding an international lecturer whose
English was not very clear. Unlike New Zealand High schools, NZ Universities have a
large proportion of international lecturers which is another aspect of the difference in the
two educational systems. Students, like Student E, have no choice but to find ways to gain
the material needed to succeed on their own as there is no help given to them if they
cannot understand a lecturer’s English.

Student E: [Lecturers Name] quite difficult to sort of understand

Int: Is that a big problem?

Student E: Um it’s not (.) too bad it just | can’t understand. A few things
[they] says sort of confuse most the class (.) as far as I’m aware.

Int: Does anybody ask [them] to re-explain it?

Student E: Um occasionally someone does but.

Int: Is that explanation usually good or is that hard to understand as well?
Student E: Also hard to understand. [Student Extract 5]

Student F could not follow a mathematics lecturer whose style was to just read
from slides. Similar to Student E, this excerpt reveals a system of education that involves
attendance at lectures where information is provided. However, the student is
experiencing difficulty gaining this knowledge, either in note form or from the lecture.
This student felt that they had to go home and do the work again by themselves.

Student F: But I’m not finding the lectures useful at all. I’'m having to go
back and do it all in my own time to actually understand it.

Int: Okay so what'’s the problem with the lectureS?

Student F: Um I think it’s [Lecturer’s Name] is [there] name. All [they]
does in the lectures (.) basically copies out [their] notes. | think they’re
written by [them] or someone else. Um, and [they] just explains them as
[they] goes through. But I find | can get the notes online. So | go to the
lectures but I don’t make notes [they] sort of goes through them too fast for
me to work out what’s actually going on so | end up going through them at
home.

Int: So [they] just too fast or?

Student F: Almost ah, yeah it’s almost it like the way [they] goes through
and explains it you don’t really get much more from that than you would
from just reading through the notes on your own.

Int: Okay so there’s no sort of explanation?



Chapter One: Preface 9

Student F: [They] writes them out (.) yeah [they] writes them out sort of
word for word on one of the overhead cameras off the projector. [Student
Extract 6]

Student G found that they were not enjoying the course as it was not what they
thought it was going to be. This student was a software engineering major who was
surprised by the amount of coding in the degree.

Student G: | don’t (.) I like (.) I don’t think I’'m (.) bad on my maths or
physics or anything like that. It’s just the enjoyability and being able to
keep myself on track.

Int: So if you had to say which was the biggest factor?

Student G: Probably more the enjoyability

Int: So you re not enjoying it. Is that because it’s not what you expected?
Student G: Yeah.

Int: Mm what did you think it would be?

Student G: | didn’t expect so much of the um (.) the coding like I thought it
would be a little bit more designing. [Student Extract 7]

Student H was living at home over an hours travel each way from university
considered this and their time management as barriers to their study. They felt that they
were bad at time management because of their experience in a New Zealand high school.
Student H identified that you have to be more self-driven as a university student.

Int: What was the trouble in your study this year?

Student H: Physics probably Um (.) I live in Kapiti still so | have an hour
commute. Physics was nine am lectures. Ah, so | have to get up at like five
or six for that um so that probably affected a bit. And I tried to ride on
knowledge from physics in high school a bit too much so (.) I think |
dropped it a bit there. Um and 1 sort of lost motivation for the course a little
bit so I just scraped by really.

Int: Is the motivational loss because you couldn’t always get to the nine am
lectures?

Student H: No I think it’s because | thought I already knew part of the
content (.) but then there were parts | didn’t know of the content as well.
Int: So what about the teaching was it good?

Student H: Um the teaching was a bit different to what | was used to for

that course because it was also different to the other engineering courses
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slightly. It was definitely just a different style and like provided lots of
examples but no less hard equations and stuff were provided like what | was
used to in physics. So that one also threw me off a little bit.

Int: What has been the hardest thing for you?

Student H: Um (.) either time management or attendance probably (.) one
of those things

Int: Yeah and that you think is a lot related to the fact that you re not living
locally?

Student H: | think that’s affected it but then the time management also
stems from high school. Like high school’s not exactly pushing people hard.
Int: So a lot of students describe it to me as they cruised through high
school would you describe yourself as that?

Student H: Yeah it’s definitely hard to change the motivation. Education in
like high school is just like chugging along but then here you actually have
to self-drive and self-motivate yourself and actually try a lot harder.
[Student Extract 8]

These representative examples, drawn from pastoral-care interviews indicate that
there are many reasons why students believe they are performing badly. All students
noted major differences in the way the university operated, compared to their high school
experience, with many suggesting that here at university they were expected to ‘teach
themselves’. Also common was that they frequently felt responsible for their poor grade
or study performance, often attributed to their inability to keep up with the workload at
university compared to high school. As a result, these interviews suggest that there are
systemic differences outside of the control of the students in many cases. The interviews
reinforced my conclusions gained from working at ECS and interviewing hundreds of
students; there is a significant disconnect at first year between the expectations we have
of students and those they have of us, academically, environmentally and behaviourally.
It became clear to me that often these themes were outside of a student’s ability to affect
and related to factors in the wider teaching and learning environment, resulting in a shift
of my thesis focus. | decided to focus my research on how the policies and practices of

the university and its lecturing staff affect the teaching and learning environment.
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1.4 First-Year Teaching and Learning Environment

In my role | have been heavily involved in the Engineering and Computer Science (ECS)
programme reviews, the ECS review of our first year BE and the teaching group meetings
for our majors. During these reviews, it became clear to me that the students had no real
idea of what was going on in the teaching and learning environment outside their
immediate experience. | also became aware of structural and organisational issues
occurring inside the culture and environment of VUW and ECS that affected teaching and
most definitely could impact on student learning without the students ever being aware.
Anybody who has worked for a period within a university teaching and research
department would recognise the multitude of processes that sit outside a student’s
awareness. For example, the scaling of marks, the reason for changing a teaching method
or assessment approach, or that the university placed financial targets on their learning
outcomes. This is not to say that the effects of lecturer or institutional actions in the
teaching and learning environment are not experienced by students.

The interviews allude to a social system surrounding the student that utilises forms
of control over what the student experiences, and the students had unknowingly explained
this when they described that university was different to high school (e.g., extracts 2, 6
and 8). It was at this point my focus changed, from an interest in student interviews, as |
wanted to know more about the university system and the lecturers’ role in it. | also
realised that I am embedded in the system, albeit with a unique perspective, and | had the
opportunity to interview staff members about their experiences and find out what they
thought about what might be going on, as well as to investigate relevant policy documents
that might explain these processes.

My focus on the teaching and learning environment and academic staff teaching
first-year students was for several reasons. The first was my existing background
knowledge of, and concern for, improving first-year ECS. | knew the lecturers well and
was in a position to approach them. | also had extensive ‘insider’ knowledge of our
administration and teaching processes in the first year, and was witness to some of the
effects on staff and students of the way these processes impacted teaching and learning.
My pastoral care role gave me an intrinsic interest in improving our understanding of the
issues in the first year which may be contributing to the poor numbers of students
achieving their Part 1 in the BE. Part 1 is the set of first-year core courses a student must

obtain a B average across to continue in the BE. It is the most important stage of a BE
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degree for students. Failure to achieve Part 1 effectively removes a student from the
degree (chapter three contains a more detailed description and discussion of Part 1).

I was also aware, as the next section will elaborate, that the bulk of the educational
research conducted in STEM education and retention is student-centred and, therefore,
academics’ experiences and their possible impact on student success is left unaddressed.
It seemed to me that there was a gap in our understanding of what was occurring in ECS

and this gap related to the experiences of the academic staff.

1.5 Existing Research on Engineering Education

The literature on engineering education exists within the broader field of STEM
educational research. It is commonly accepted that there is a shortage of STEM graduates,
and deficit is attributed to poor recruitment and retention in the academic fields of STEM
at tertiary institutions, and in particular within the engineering subset of STEM (King,
2008; Unesco, 2010; House of Commons, 2009; Ministry of Education, 2009; IPENZ,
2009; Royal Academy of Engineering, 2012). Researchers have attempted to investigate
the issues surrounding STEM retention with limited success for more than twenty years.

A large body of international research has attempted to answer the question: Why
are there so few people, both studying and graduating, with STEM tertiary level
qualifications? The STEM student retention and academic success literature has tended
to focus on investigations of pre-tertiary academic performance and diagnostic testing to
predict performance of potential students (For example, United States Congress
Commission on the Advancement of Women and Minorities in Science, Engineering, and
Technology Development, 2002; Zhang, 2004; Astin, 1993; French, 2005; Ackerman,
Kanfer, & Calderwood, 2013; Veenstra, Dey, & Herrin, 2008; Scott, Tolson, & Huang,
2009; Thompson & Bolin, 2011; National Research Council. 2011; Crisp, Nora, &
Taggart, 2009; Lam, Srivatsan, Doverspike, Vesalo, & Mawasha, 2005; Whalen &
Shelley, 2010; Wai, Lubinski, Benbow, & Steiger, 2010). These studies generally follow
a deficit model, assuming there is something lacking in the students or the teaching
methods in a course. As such, many of the studies that currently inform our understanding
of student success and retention in STEM adopt a student perspective and seek to address
student needs, and shortcomings, as inferred from self-reported student experience. These
studies have generally considered stronger academic performance in high school and
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tertiary entry diagnostic tests to be directly related to tertiary student success within the
STEM fields.

International STEM educational researchers have also attempted to understand
student perceptions towards their learning environment (Fantz, Siller, & DeMiranda,
2011; Shapiro & Williams, 2012; Soldner, Rowan-Kenyon, Inkelas, Garvey, & Robbins,
2012), their aspects of transition, and teaching styles and methods (Graham, Frederick,
Byars-Winston, Hunter, & Handelsman, 2013; Tai, Sadler, & Mintzes, 2006). These
studies point to many multiple issues that can contribute to student success or failure. For
example, Shapiro and Williams investigated the effect of negative gender stereotyping,
by parents and teachers, and how this affected the success of female students in STEM.
Studies in this area have also investigated the manner in which STEM subjects are taught
in pre-tertiary educational environments, from pre-school through to high schools
(Subotnik, Tai, Almarode, & Crowe, 2013; Wang, 2013; Heilbronner, 2011; Nathan,
Tran, Atwood, Prevost, & Phelps, 2010; Sanders, 2009; Brody, 2006). For example,
Subotnik, Tai, Almarode & Crowe examined specialised STEM subject high schools to
see if students from these performed better in STEM tertiary institutions. They concluded
that students who attended specialised STEM focussed high schools were more likely to
enter tertiary STEM study.

Research has also focused on factors pertaining to students’ educational or
financial backgrounds, parental and cultural influence, ethnicity and gender (Museus,
Palmer, Davis, & Maramba, 2011; Cheryan, Siy, Vichayapai, Drury, & Kim, 2011;
Shapiro & Williams, 2012; Hernandez, Schultz, Estrada, Woodcock, & Chance, 2013;
May & Chubin, 2003; Palmer, Maramba, & Dancy, 2011). Studies have also endeavoured
to provide solutions as to why, for example, engineering has few women students
(Seymour & Hewitt, 1997; Hill, Corbett, & St Rose, 2010; Tietjen, 2004; Hersh, 2000;
Marra, Rodgers, Shen, & Bogue, 2009; Ong, Wright, Espinosa, & Orfield, 2011). Most
authors locate the problems of retention and subsequent success in either the students not
having access to early STEM education or there being a problem in the teaching they
encounter. Solutions include the need to develop or tailor the classroom setting for the
ability and type of student audience, be it gender, ethnicity, culture or age, and through
appropriate teaching methods, increase retention (Nelson & Rogers, 2003; Beutel &
Nelson, 2005; Burke & Mattis, 2007; Boles, 2009; Thomas, 2000).

All this international research suggests that the reasons for students having

difficulty vary across the many different socio-cultural contexts surrounding a student.
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There appears to be no typical case, with complex combinations of factors in many cases.
Examining the problem from either a student position or from a student deficit position
is problematic as often the cause of the deficit situation may be beyond rectifying through
direct support of the student. While there have been attempts to connect these issues to a
larger context such as gender, racial or financial inequality or high school curriculum an
even broader understanding of the teaching and learning environment may offer a
different perspective.

In New Zealand, there is a considerable body of educational research that tends to
follow the blueprint of the international field. While some research maintains that a
student’s academic achievement at high school is a predictor of a student’s success in
STEM bachelors-level study (James, Montelle, & Williams, 2008) the bulk of the
research identifies a multitude of complex reasons for the lack of recruitment and
retention in STEM. For example, there have been discussions which investigate the New
Zealand high school National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA)
assessment system, and the methods by which it has been implemented in some schools
(Nash, 2005; Shuruf, Hattie, & Tumen, 2008; 2010; Vannier, 2012). For example, Shuruf,
Hattie and Tumen (2008) identified some associations between student grade point
average at NCEA and student performance in tertiary study, but also noted that the
curriculum structure at high school encouraged students to adopt a strategy of credit
accumulation rather than higher performance in subjects. The result of this is that NCEA
grade marks cannot be relied on to accurately predict a student’s success in higher
education.

In ECS we have had limited success in identifying a relationship between a
student’s high school grades and their performance in the BE (see Carnegie et al., 2012).
The current belief held by ECS staff is that NCEA qualifications do not strongly correlate
with capability and performance in mathematics, physics and engineering, reinforcing the
idea that student performance at university cannot be reliably predicted from grade
performance in high school alone. This view is supported by other STEM research in New
Zealand (Vaughan, 2008; Godfrey, 2001, 2009; Cronje & Coll, 2008; Clark, Dodd, &
Coll, 2008; Coll & Eames, 2008; Campbell, Kinnemeyer, & Prinsep, 2008; Forret,
Eames, Coll, Campbell, Cronjé, Stewart, & Prinsep, 2007; Eames & Stewart, 2008;
Madjar, McKinley, Deynzer, & Van Der Merwe, 2010; Smaill, Godfrey, & Rowe, 2007;
Ussher, 2007; Hipkins & Bolstead, 2005; Hipkins, Bolstad, Baker, Jones, Barker, Bell,
Coll, Cooper, Forret, Harlow, Taylor, France, & Haigh, 2002; Hipkins, Roberts, Bolstad,
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& Ferral, 2006; Schagen & Hodgen, 2009) that argues that good high school grades are
not the only factor relevant to subsequent student success. Similar to their international
counterparts, New Zealand researchers note barriers for student success are linked to
issues such as ethnicity, gender, poor academic background, cultural differences,
institutional educational culture, students’ beliefs, perceptions of the teaching and
learning experience. The research above often note the significance of individual teachers
on a student’s perception, enjoyment and subsequent learning. They also emphasise that
student success in tertiary institutions is affected by the quality of the learning
environment and the student’s experience of the teaching methods used. This connection
between the role of the teacher and that of the teacher or lecturer suggest that the learning
environment is in part structured by the lecturer. Understanding the experience of the
lecturer is vital to understanding the problems occurring in the teaching and learning
environment.

A study, undertaken by Massey University in partnership with four high schools,
investigated the STEM learning environment at high school and first-year university
(Parkinson, Hughes, Gardner, Suddaby, Gilling, & Maclintyre, 2011). The authors noted
that the use of best practice pedagogies, such as active learning, and more relevant
contexts for science subject matter that connects to real-world examples would promote
greater student engagement within secondary and tertiary institutions, and result in better
success. This research primarily identified that the relationship between how teachers and
lecturers teach affects how students learn in the classroom. This report briefly touched
upon the relationship between teaching and research for lecturers, noting that there was a
tension between an institutional requirement and an individual’s need to do research over
the development of teaching practice. In part, this research reinforces the notion that
NCEA and student diagnostic testing cannot provide the entire answer to predicting
student success in New Zealand university STEM study.

The studies discussed above are student-centred, focusing on the students
themselves or their observable outcomes and behaviours, and while reporting on effects
within their context, do not typically examine in detail what might be occurring to create
a specific situation outside of the student’s immediate perceived experience. By
comparison, relatively few studies have looked at the tertiary educational community: its
staff and environs, and considered their experiences and the impact this might or does

have on the teaching and learning environment outside curricula or teaching practice
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(Beddoes et al., 2013). These situations and processes do not occur in isolation and have
received limited attention in STEM research.

One New Zealand study stands out in contrast, however, that of Campbell,
Kinnemeyer and Prinsep (2008), who highlighted staff perceptions in their study of
higher education science and engineering learning communities. The background work
for this publication was conducted as part of a larger study by Forret, Eames, Coll,
Campbell, Cronjé, Stewart and Prinsep (2007) that focused on learning communities in
tertiary education in science and engineering. The larger, 2007 study conducted a
literature review and gathered both quantitative and qualitative data from interviews,
focus groups and questionnaires with staff at the University of Waikato, Auckland
University of Technology, Waikato University and the Christchurch Polytechnic Institute
of Technology. Campbell et al. (2008) focused their specific study on interview data from
semi-structured one-on-one interviews. To support this, they also observed student and
staff behaviour in lecture and laboratory classes. They then conducted both quantitative
and qualitative data analysis.

Campbell et al. (2008) identified a complex teaching and learning environment
that is frequently beyond the control of students or staff to affect. For example, they noted
that staff have conflicting demands on their time and that there is a conflict between the
demands and requirements of teaching, and of research. Lecturers believed that incoming
students were poorly prepared for higher education and that this only increased the
difficulty of teaching for lecturers by impacting on the time they needed to spend on
teaching a diverse student body. Lecturers also identified larger class sizes as a factor
which made teaching more difficult, as there was a decreased opportunity for direct
contact with students at the early levels of university study. Staff also noted that they
believed first years needed to be more independent learners, but that the courses were not
set up that way within institutions.

Campbell et al. (2008) drew attention to several key dimensions of the way staff
perceive students but also noted several areas of concern involving staff reactions to their
work environment. For example, the reported inability to spend enough time on teaching
due to other conflicting responsibilities underscores a critical gap in the STEM crisis
literature, that of the investigation of academic practices. The inability of staff to apply
best practice or to influence the composition of their student class sizes or incoming
ability also reflects ways in which the learning and teaching environment may be affected

by system procedures.
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While Campbell et al. (2008) point to the role lecturers and university
organisational processes have in affecting the teaching and learning environment —
significantly, they did not investigate this aspect beyond stating the observations of the
lecturing staff and students. There is very little research that attempts to understand the
impact of processes on lecturers and how this influences their processes or operations
within a STEM teaching and learning environment. As Umbach and Porter (2002) note,
the impact of university on students and their satisfaction has been studied for decades,
but the impact that different departments have on student outcomes appears to have been
mostly ignored. They go on to state: “In fact, most major theoretical models explaining
the effects of college development on students overlook the impact of academic
departments” (p. 210). As such, these studies typically place the focus of the study on
student experiences of learning without digging into the power structures and systems
within which the academic staff who teach them operate.
Outside of the STEM context, Berger (2000) attempted to bridge this divide by
examining different types of U.S. universities with differing educational goals and ethnic
populations. Berger linked organisational behaviour, which he states are “the actions of
organisational agents at a college” (p. 180), to student outcomes through a quantitative
analysis of student and college administration survey data to produce a grounded theory
analysis of dependent variables. This student-focused study analysed the effects of
organisational behaviour at colleges “on both psychological and behavioural outcomes
(humanistic values and community service involvement, respectively)” (p. 177).
Humanistic values in this instance are a belief in the individual and collective importance
of ethical, democratic, political and cultural values. Berger concluded that organisational
behaviour differed amongst universities and that when universities operated on a more
managerial basis, this difference negatively impacted both student grades and humanistic
values. In institutions where organisational behaviour reflects humanistic values in its
practices, student performance improves. In summary, Berger claims:
Issues of administration, management, leadership, and other variations of
organisational functioning are important means to the ends of educating
students. As such, they should be evaluated by how effectively different
levels of organisational behaviour promote specific outcomes. (Berger,
2000, p. 195)

For Berger, there is a connection between higher education processes and the introduction

of managerial models in universities. This connection is central for this study, as the
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lecturing staff, and the teaching and learning environment is viewed as being part of a
larger system of university and government policy in New Zealand. Academic staff are
employees within this system and have to work within a particular framework of rules
and expectations. The following section discusses this broader educational nexus and its

effects.

1.6 Neoliberalism, Government and Educational Policy

There is considerable research that focuses predominantly on investigating the
governmental and educational policy context in which education takes place. Many of
these studies specifically consider historical background, at a broad national or
international level, and argue that higher education has been adversely affected by the
rise of neoliberalism since the 1980s (Olssen & Peters, 2005; Barry, Osbourne, & Rose,
2005; Crocombe, Enright, & Porter, 1991; Shore, 2010; Connell, 2013; Fitsimmons,
2000; Naidoo & Jamieson, 2005, Ball, 2001, 2008, 2012, 2015, 2016). Neoliberalism in
education refers to Education policy reforms that, since the 1980s in New Zealand,
Australia, the UK, and the US “have been underpinned by efforts to establish an education
marketplace. This has seen the normalization of a managerial focus on efficiency,
effectiveness, and accountability in relation to education and educational institutions”
(Youdell, 2004, p. 409). This neoliberal turn in education has seen the re-focusing of
educational institutions to incorporate economic goals. Central to the neoliberal
educational agenda has been the altering of the educational discourse so that investment
in education means future economic growth (Peters, 2009; Carter, 2016; Tobin, 2011,
Youdell, 2004; Connell, 2013).

Ball a noted sociologist of education who has examined Foucault and
neoliberalism in higher education articulated what he believes neoliberalism in the
university represents in his (2015) brief article, Living the Neo-liberal University. He
argues that the over the last 25 years funding and accountability requirements (such as
reviews, league tables, rankings, expanding recruitment and research impact narratives)
coupled with who can now access higher education has created an environment of
competition. Ball believes that these changes “are the effects and conduits of

contemporary neo - liberalisation. They constitute the big - neo - liberalism, ‘out there’

in the economy, and the little - neo - liberalism, ‘in here’ — in our daily lives and in our
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heads” (p. 11). Ball explains that the effect of ‘big’ and ‘little’ neoliberalism in higher
education dramatically effects academic staff, described as ‘we’ in the excerpt below:
The former increasing renders ‘truth’ into a commodity — within what we
now call the knowledge economy and informational capitalism. The latter
is realised in a set of local practices which articulates the mundane rhythms

of our email traffic, our form - filling, our peer reviewing, and re -

modulates the ways in which we relate to one another as neo - liberal
subjects, individual, responsible, striving, competitive, enterprising....
Indicators, indexes and measures insinuate themselves both into our sense
of what we are and into our practice and decision - making as writers and
researchers and teachers.... Increasingly, we make decisions about the
value and distribution of our time and effort in relation to the measures and
symbolic and real rewards that are generated by us and about us. The pace
and pattern of our work are constantly changing in relation to the
oscillations of measurement and are further related to a pressured and
speeded up need to tell about our research which is enabled by Websites,
blogs, tweets, press releases, etc., but which generates, at that same time,
a whole other set of measures which we can quote back to funders and
paymasters as numbers of hits, re - tweets, followers, likes, downloads,
etc. (p.11)

For Ball, neoliberalism in higher education has effectively changed what it means
to be an academic. Professional values have been displaced by commercial values, with
academics no longer being a community of scholars. Ball sees the complex competitive
nature of the neoliberal university as a “particular configuration of the relationship
between truth and power and the self (and thus ethics), a set of contact points ‘between
reflexivity and government’ ”(p.11). This is, perhaps especially, apparent in STEM
education where the connection with a business agenda is synonymous with a
qualification that directly provides graduates for a hungry global technology workforce.

The need for increased graduate numbers to obtain an economic advantage in a
globally competitive economy is a ‘standard” STEM discourse (Henderson, Beach, &
Finkelstein, 2011). In recent years this has become known as the ‘STEM crisis” which,
broadly speaking, refers to the belief that there is a worldwide shortage of people trained

in the STEM fields - so much so, that it is widely accepted that unless this crisis is
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addressed, many countries will face economic and security challenges (National Research
Council, 2012; National Academy of Sciences, National Academy of Engineering, and
Institute of Medicine, 2007; President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology,
2012; U.S. Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, 2011;
U.S. Department of Education, 2008; Thomasian, 2011; Harrison, 2012; House Of Lords
(HL) Paper 37, 2012; Roberts’ Review, 2002; Harold, 2007; HM Treasury & BIS, 2011,
Bosworth, Lyonette, Wilson, Bayliss, & Fathers., 2013; The Australian Industry Group,
2013; Carnevale, Smith, & Melton, 2011; Building Engineering & Science Talent
(BEST) 2004, King, 2008; Unesco, 2010; House of Commons, 2009; Ministry of
Education, 2009; IPENZ, 2009). These reports focus on the need to ‘solve’ low
recruitment and graduate numbers for economic benefit and are evidence of the
neoliberalisation of education in the STEM literature.

In New Zealand, there is a consistent and clear message from the Government that
there is a shortage of engineers in the workforce and that the number of engineers must
increase to meet current and future economic demands (Ministry of Education, 2009).
The New Zealand Government’s call for more engineers is underpinned by reports such
as the Department of Labour’s (DOL) Engineers in the New Zealand Labour Market
2008, and the recommendations of the New Zealand Government Treasury Education
Key to Economic Growth and Equity 2013 — which is based on the OECD Economic
Surveys: New Zealand 2013. The most influential report was the Tertiary Education
Commission’s (TEC) National Engineering Education Plan 2010 (NEEP) authored by
the Institute of Professional Engineers New Zealand (IPENZ).

Government initiatives to increase the number of graduate engineers have taken
the form of monetary support for tertiary engineering education providers. The
Government have expressed this in the New Zealand Government Budget 2012 and 2013,
and in directives from the TEC to tertiary providers (Ministry of Education, 2013; TEC
Educational Performance Indicators, 2013; TEC General Supplementary Plan Guidance
for 2013 Plans for all TEOs, 2012). These initiatives are a clear indication of the
neoliberal educational context in New Zealand. Importantly these indicators included not
only incentives but also the potential for future penalties to tertiary providers if
performance, regarding recruitment and retention through to degree completion, is not
satisfactorily met.

It can be seen that the state is exerting more control over education by focussing

its support in key economic areas of interest, like engineering. The New Zealand



Chapter One: Preface 21

Government has linked public tertiary institutions to economic goals by setting financial
targets and penalties on enrolment numbers, student educational outcomes and academic
research (Ministry of Education, 2013; TEC Educational Performance Indicators, 2013).
One can only surmise that there would be a follow-on impact to the core educational
process of institutions and staff as they are forced to adapt to these demands. STEM
educators in ECS exist within this context. There is a distinct lack of STEM educational
research that focuses on organisational systems and processes such as neoliberalisation
of education and their impact on academics (That said, there are a few examples, see:
Slaton, 2012; Nieusma & Riley, 2010).

Shore (2010), like Ball above, notes that universities have been subjected to
funding cuts as governments have linked university research to commercial opportunities
in the ‘global knowledge economy’. Shore also sees these changes as shifting the role of
the university and its staff from places of critical enquiry and autonomous learning to
transnational businesses enforced by government policy that has “introduced new funding
mechanisms and auditing systems designed to render universities more economical,
accountable, flexible and more responsive both to industry and to government itself” (p.
15). According to Shore, these changes have dramatically reshaped the way universities
internally operate to meet these new forms of accountability. The consequence of this is
that, rather than addressing the broader issue of what factors may be creating ineffective
educational outcomes for all parties, power operates across the institutions assigning
accountability, penalties and competition (Peters & Fitzsimons, 2001). As this thesis will
discuss in later chapters, the effect of this use of power is to reduce an emphasis on
educational needs by institutions who instead focus on targets rather than pedagogies.
Common examples of targets, self-imposed or applied by Government, include enrolment
targets, funding requirements and degree offerings, and various assessments of research

performance.

1.7 Performance-Based Research

A major area of critique of neoliberalism and government educational policy in New
Zealand focuses on the effects of New Zealand’s Performance-Based Research Fund
(PBRF) on academic staff and departments (Boston, Mischewski, & Smyth, 2005;
Roberts, 2007; Hicks, 2012; Hall, Morris, Matthews, & Sawicka, 2003; Smart, 2009;
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Hodder & Hodder, 2010; Waitere, Wright, Tremaine, Brown, & Pausé, 2011). The PBRF
is the New Zealand Government investment mechanism for raising the quality of research
in degree-granting tertiary education organisations (TEOs) and is one of the major
mechanisms by which the Government provides funding and accountability to tertiary
organisations.

The UK has a similar system to PBRF called the Research Assessment
Exercise (RAE), and Australia has the Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA). The
higher-education performance-based research assessment exercises of the UK, Australia
and Hong Kong were models for that of New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2015).
There is a major difference between these funding assessments compared with that of
New Zealand. For example, both Hong Kong and the Australian ERA assesses the
research discipline, while UK’s RAE assesses the department. In contrast, the New
Zealand framework assesses both university metrics and, importantly, the individual
researcher. This is a key difference as every academic in the New Zealand university
system is expected to be research active and contribute, rather than some individuals
being primarily teaching focused. Smart and Engler (2013) explain that the New Zealand
Government’s aims in introducing the PBRF were to:

e increase the average quality of research

e ensure that research continues to support degree and postgraduate
teaching

e ensure that funding is available for postgraduate students and new
researchers

e improve the quality of public information on research outputs

e prevent undue concentration of funding that would undermine research
support for all degrees or prevent access to the system by new
researchers

e underpin the research strength in the tertiary education sector.

$2.7 billion funding was allocated between 2004 and 2016 based on TEOs

being evaluated on three indicators that together assess both quantity and

quality of research. The first indicator, Quality Evaluation was an

assessment of the research quality of staff and was based predominantly

on peer review of staff members research portfolios and outputs, such as

journal papers or conference submissions, and accounted for sixty percent
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of the fund. The second indicator was Research Degree Completions and
related to the number of postgraduate research degree completions and
comprised twenty-five percent of the fund. The final indicator was based
on External Research Income and accounted for fifteen percent of the fund.
(Smart & Engler, 2013, p. 2)

Research into the effect of PBRF has predominantly considered the effect on staff
by focusing on the impact of PBRF on the quality of research and the real or perceived
threat of PBRF to academic freedom (Savage, 2000; Olssen 2002; Butler & Mulgan 2013;
Duncan, 2007; Ashcroft, 2007). Roberts (2007) exemplifies this research and its typical
conclusions, noting the changing role of academic staff in institutions as a result of PBRF:

On the one hand, neoliberal policy makers have advanced a strongly
individualist ethic and the PBRF process has reinforced this. In a neoliberal
environment academics are encouraged to pit themselves against their
colleagues, to carve out a distinctive niche for themselves in the tertiary
education market, and to sell themselves effectively in seeking better
salaries and conditions of work... Taking risks — for example, in pursuing
lines of research that may not lead to the production of ‘‘quality assured
outputs’” — could become not merely inadvisable but impossible for those
who wish to retain their jobs. The form of individualism fostered by
neoliberalism and the PBRF thus rules out, or discourages, other forms of
individualism.... (Roberts, 2007 p. 360)
The effect of PBRF and similar systems have led to investigations that question the very
connection between research and teaching. This debate is ongoing worldwide with
proponents who say research and teaching are connected, and those who say it is not,
since the seminal work of Hattie and Marsh (1996) whose meta-analysis of 58 studies
demonstrated that the relationship was zero (see also Lucas, Healey, Jenkins, & Short,
2008).

Research in this field has coined the phrase ‘research-teaching nexus’ which has
seen considerable uptake in the UK and Australia, whose tertiary sectors are akin to that
of New Zealand (Brew & Boud, 1995; Ramsden & Moses, 1992; Jenkins, Healey &
Zetter, 2007; J.M. Consulting, 2000; Henkel, 2004). The literature on the research-
teaching nexus, including that cited above, often asks academics questions similar to
those posed by Durning and Jenkins (2005, pp. 407-408):
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e What do academics conceive as the relationships between teaching and

research?

e s the ‘link’ between teaching and research to be valued?

e Do disciplines affect the nature of teaching/research relations?

e What are the issues staff experience within their departments that support or

threaten them in establishing effective links between these ‘two’ activities?

e What are the implications of these findings for future research, practice and

policy?

Durning & Jenkins (2005) interviewed academic staff at four tertiary institutions in the
UK and acknowledged that effective teaching/research links were potentially important
for students in developing complex knowledge of high order academic and professional
skills. They were, however, unable to ascertain the “extent to which all staff need to be
involved in high-level research, or whether ‘scholarship’ is adequate to effectively
underpin student learning in these disciplines” (p. 407). They noted that there were
distinctive features of government policy that impacted on the separation of teaching from
research. Importantly though, the study revealed the significance of department
organisation and culture and stressed how this policy works to separate the connection
between teaching and research by emphasising research funding.

The 2008 report by Lucas, Healey, Jenkins and Short for the Higher Education
Academy in the UK also presented interviews of academics at three universities. They
explored the experiences and perceptions of ‘research’ and ‘teaching’ within three
separate institutional/departmental and disciplinary cultures. Senior managers at the
institutions claimed that there were good connections between research and teaching, yet
they found few explicit policies that linked the two. Significantly this study reiterated a
common theme within the broader literature - that there are differences between
institutions regarding policy and priorities with major differences in the specific culture
of each department studied. Additionally, the institutional context was extremely relevant
to the way departments assigned priority to activities. For the authors, course teams and
departmental cultures needed to have common goals and aims to ensure greater cohesion
and collaborative effort within departments that linked research to teaching practice. They
noted that departments that were cohesive and had a strong collaborative and academic

culture and a positive connection with departmental and institutional goals exhibited a
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beneficial research and teaching relationship. The report makes a convincing argument

that:
if we want to understand academics’ experiences and perceptions of
research and teaching and the links between them, we need to view them
from the perspective of institutional and departmental contexts, policies
and cultures... The role of institutional policies and departmental
organisational cultures is key to shaping that experience. (Lucas et al.,
2008, p. 56)

In the New Zealand context, Robertson’s (2007) work stands out as an example
of a study that looked specifically at the experience of academics in one institution, in
relation to the concept of the research and teaching nexus. Robertson interviewed 14 men
and 10 women academic staff and identified a significant variation in the academics’
experience. The study revealed that the staff had varying interpretations of the connection
between research and teaching. This depended on the staff member’s particular
understanding of institutional policies and their epistemological and ontological beliefs.
Robertson noted a dislocation between institutional rhetoric promoting teaching, and
local disciplinary practices which serve to meet institutional metrics. The result of this
disconnection was an institution which ultimately privileges a uniform or common
behaviour across its academic staff. Robertson considers this common behaviour to be
negative as it:

fuels concern regarding the extent to which the current emphasis on
performativity in research and in teaching may be constructing each as
discrete, competing and risk averse activities—thereby undermining for
many the very notion of what it is ‘to be’ an academic. (pp. 553-554)
Robertson’s work highlights the need to investigate the connections between research and
teaching, the value of diversity and academic community, and their links with institutional
power structures in the form of policy and reward structures. It is clear that there is a great
opportunity to focus a research lens upon the higher education teaching and learning
environment and, in particular, upon academic staff, to develop an understanding of their

complex role.
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1.8 Summary

In summary, research on STEM recruitment and retention has tended to focus on students.
While some researchers have focused on the political or institutional pressures such as
the effect of research on teaching, there has been little research to date that connects the
educational practices in the STEM teaching and learning environment to the surrounding
educational context. The importance of this STEM teaching and learning context is a
missing gap in the STEM research. As is, investigation into the way the dominant
neoliberal educational policy framework and institutional, operational activities within a
university impact on the operation of an engineering programme. It is also significant
that there has been no engineering research that has questioned the operational impact of
these demands on academics or explored how these academics experience this operation
of power. The aim of this thesis, then, is a unique investigation of a specific educational
context in a particular New Zealand university in a way that has received little attention
in the student centred STEM educational literature. This work is uniquely placed to
extend the traditional organisational analysis by revealing the operation of power within
a broader teaching and learning environment and its impact on academics both as subjects
of that power and of instigators of power in their classrooms.

Therefore, this thesis asks the following question: how is power experienced and
manifested by lecturers in the Bachelor of Engineering with Honours (BE) first-year
teaching and learning environment at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW), New
Zealand. In particular, the following chapter will elaborate upon my reason for adopting
this focus, while simultaneously illustrating the epistemological and analytical framework
that will be used to address this research question.



Chapter Two: Methodology 27

CHAPTER TWO: FRAMING THIS STUDY

In this chapter, I discuss Foucault’s theoretical contribution and then elaborate upon the
broader field of DA, with a particular focus on the types and use of Foucauldian-inspired
discourse analysis (FDA). | further describe and discuss the uses of FDA in higher
education studies, and their relationship to the concept and portrayal of power. This
chapter aims to locate my research within this body of knowledge. Due to the relationship
between my research focus and methodology this chapter differs from a more traditional
methodological chapter or standard literature review chapter. In FDA, and for that matter,
all DA the research focus and methodology are intertwined and as such this chapter is

part methodology and part justification for my research question.

2.1 An Overview of Foucault’s Theoretical Contributions

The late post-structuralist Michel Foucault (1926-1984) is regarded as one of the foremost
French theorists and intellectuals. Foucault’s work has been important in highlighting and
understanding the connections between power and social life (Gutting, 2005). Foucault’s
work has been extremely influential in the humanities and social sciences. His work has
been, for over forty years, considered fundamental for any theorist of power relations.
Foucault’s contribution as a philosophical theorist and historian has been to encourage
the questioning of the operation and role of power within the social construction of
knowledge, subjectivity, and social norms through an examination of discourse (Hicks,
2004; O’Farrell, 2013; Stokes, 2002; Schrift, 2006).

The Early Years

Foucault’s association with discourse originated in his earlier works, first
published in French, Madness and Civilization (1961), The Birth of the Clinic (1963), The
Order of Things (1966), The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969) and later translated in
English. This period of Foucault’s work is dominated by what Foucault calls his
Archaeology method, explained at length in The Archaeology of Knowledge. Foucault
himself was opposed to a prescribed method for his work because single methods produce
truths that are of a similar nature (Foucault, 1972). Archaeology was a label he used to

describe the process of analysis that examines and compares discursive formations over
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time (Foucault, 1972). Evidence of the application of these ideas can be seen in The Order
of Things, History of Madness and The Birth of the Clinic. It is clear from Foucault’s
much-cited section on discourse within The Archaeology of Knowledge that discourse is
a term used to describe language, codes, representations of, or particular modes of, belief
or behaviour that exhibit meaning within specific historical situations that removes the
role of the individual subject as the primary creator of discourse (Foucault, 1972).

Foucault pioneered the investigation of power through the examination of
discourse allowing for texts (interviews, documents and other sources of meaning) to be
separated from the opinions of specific individuals — seeing these texts as creations of
discourse — the places where meanings reveal power and knowledge in operation. The
particular standpoint or opinion of the individual is not seen as the view of the individual
as such but as a reflection of the subject’s position within the discourse. An understanding
of the operation of power, and how knowledge works can be gained from examining this
meaning in relation to the subject’s position (Foucault, 1983).

Foucault’s inaugural Collége de France lecture The Order of Discourse (1970)
marked a shift, partly in response to criticism that archaeology as a form of analysis was
limited to comparing discursive formations throughout history, but which could not
explain the reason for the change from one mode of thinking to another. This new
approach he called genealogy: a term he used to describe a change to the archaeological
approach allowing for examination of the causes of these shifts in thinking from the
perspective that they were not inevitable consequences but rather were reactions to
multiple contingent forces (Foucault, 1975). Thus Foucault seeks to put forward
alternative conceptions of knowledge through critique to encourage new ways of thinking
about events to consider how, and why, things are the way they are in a contemporary
situation (Foucault, 1983).

Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison

Foucault’s (1975) work Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison is a good
example of his use of genealogy. Foucault examined the historical discourse around how
the concept of criminal punishment and discipline in Western civilisation shifted over
time from being primarily the torture of the body to being now the rehabilitation of a
person’s mind — their behaviours and attitudes. What was considered true in a particular
context changed over time. This particular context where discourse can be witnessed
operating can be expressed as a discursive field. A discursive field is where a particular

set of actions and meanings combine to produce an accepted truth of power and
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knowledge in society — for example, the criminal justice system. A discursive field
describes a combination of processes shaped by institutions and disciplines that interrelate
as overlapping discourses that give meaning to society. Importantly, these can change
over time, and also be intersected by other discursive fields (Rouse, 2005). For example,
in Foucault's Discipline and Punish the criminal justice system was influenced by the
discipline of medicine and requiring convicts to be treated differently, leading to a change
in understanding of correct behaviour. Separate discursive fields intersected to produce a
new operation of power.

This intersection is an example of how genealogy marks a major shift in
Foucault’s conceptual framework. The change in understanding within the criminal
justice system takes place as one form of discourse evolves to exclude another type of
discourse. In this case, a once-dominant discourse of physical punishment of the body is
replaced by a new discourse that shifts punishment over time, to rehabilitation. Thus
genealogy looks at the relationships between discourse and resistance, examining the
change as a site of production. It is here that change, seen as resistance to, and dominance
of, meaning in society cannot be separated from being connected to the operation of
power, as such, is also connected to politics.

Thus, it is with Discipline and Punish, that Foucault articulates this conception of
power as an alternative to the Marxist concept of ideology (Olssen, 2014). Unlike
Marxism, which conceived of social control through a lens of class struggle where one
class dominates another, for Foucault power operated at multiple levels of society and as
a disciplinary and productive force:

The individual is no doubt the fictitious atom of an ‘ideological’
representation of society; but he is also a reality fabricated by this specific
technology of power that I have called ‘discipline’. We must cease once
and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes’,
it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it ‘conceals’. In fact,
power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and
rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gained of
him belong to this production. (Foucault, 1975, p.194)
In Discipline and Punish Foucault suggests that the modern form of prison was adopted
by society as a means of disciplining behaviour. Foucault explains this through discussion
of Jeremy Bentham’s model for a prison: the Panopticon. Through observation,

judgement and examination inmates in the penal system are created as subjects and
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categorised as types of criminal. Significantly this occurred not as a result of a deliberate
or planned process, nor as a result of sovereign power, but rather through the spread of
new scientific ideas from seemingly separate institutional systems such as medicine
criminal justice. It is here that Foucault illustrates how modern society has enacted its
disciplinary process over individuals and society (comprised of populations of individuals
that are constantly changing in response to the operation of power) through three
controlling practices: hierarchical observation, normalising judgment, and examination.
Thus people become the focus of disciplinary power by government through a set of
practices that are historically contingent, as in Foucault’s examples of the criminal justice
and medical systems.

The History of Sexuality, Volume 1

Foucault’s (1978) continuation of his genealogical project, The History of
Sexuality, Volume 1 included a major reconceptualisation of his understanding of power
that has impacted on researchers across a wide range of fields and is perhaps his most
important contribution (Gutting, 2005). Foucault explained that his objective in The
History of Sexuality. Vol. 1 was to “analyze a certain form of knowledge regarding sex,
not in terms of repression or law, but in terms of power” (Foucault, 1978, p.92). In doing
so, Foucault examined how power over a person’s body and the processes by which they
were disciplined and controlled revealed broader operations of power within society and
the state. Foucault’s interpretation of power up until the publication of The History of
Sexuality, Volume 1 was to see it in operation in a given situation, a specific place or
institution and visible within discourses that reveal its strategic process in the creation of
a subject. In The History of Sexuality, Volume 1 Foucault expanded and explained his
concept of power to include the subject in the operation of power-relations. People are
active in this process through practices of the self in accepting or resisting normalising
processes of subjectification. That said Foucault makes it explicit that “this does not mean
that it results from the choice or decision of an individual subject” (p.95). Rather power-
relations are both intentional and nonsubjective and come into being through a
combination of complex strategies and tactics across multiple sites of operation
throughout society that come together and form comprehensive systems. Foucault (1978)
describes power as a constantly moving and changing force which as a result of its
emergence creates inequality in relation to its specific situation. Power as such comes into

being in social situations from multiple points which are interconnected which gives it a
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sense of omnipresence but it is not, and neither is it the result of a single source. Rather
as Foucault (1978) states:
Power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it
comes from everywhere. And “Power,” insofar as it is permanent,
repetitious, inert, and self-reproducing, is simply the over-all effect that
emerges from all these mobilities, the concatenation that rests on each of
them and seeks in turn to arrest their movement. One needs to be
nominalistic, no doubt: power is not an institution, and not a structure;
neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one
attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society. (p.93)
With this operation of power in mind Foucault is making it clear that the production of
power in society is not a negative or positive force but rather a productive force,
producing meaning and in doing so, it also represents knowledge. Power/knowledge
(Foucault’s combined term for this concept) sees the operation of power being used
through the construction of knowledge, which itself relies on an acceptance of truth often
encompassed by scientific thought. Thus power/knowledge operates in all interactions
between people, and in the institutions and systems, we create.

Integral to Foucault’s conception of the operation of power through genealogy is
the act of resistance (Foucault, 1978). Resistance is central to understanding the operation
of power-relations (where power/knowledge processes take place) and is itself an
operation of power, being present at any point where the operation power is taking place.
The act of resistance can also present itself as a target or adversary of the operation of
power or even as a form of support to the operation of power-relations. As such, there is
no escape from the operation of power/knowledge or resistance. For Foucault one way to
see the effects of power-relations was to look at the discourses (contingent social systems
producing power/knowledge):

Indeed, it is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined together.
And for this very reason, we must conceive discourse as a series of
discontinuous segments whose tactical function is neither uniform nor
stable.... It is this distribution that we must reconstruct, with the things
said and those concealed, the enunciations required and those forbidden,
that it comprises; with the variants and different effects-according to who
is speaking, his position of power, the institutional context in which he

happens to be situated-that it implies; and with the shifts and reutilizations
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of identical formulas for contrary objectives that it also includes.
Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised up
against it, any more than silences are. We must make allowance for the
complex and unstable process whereby discourse can be both an
instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling-block,
a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy.
Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also
undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to
thwart it. (Foucault, 1978, pp. 99-101)
Thus in The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1 Foucault sets out a clear agenda for examining
the operation of power in discourse, not from a top or bottom direction but from multiple
directions. This included the study of the individual as a site of the operation of power,
and also bodies of individuals as populations and institutions and the state. The method
to do this still largely followed Foucault’s earlier articulation of archaeology and
genealogy, but the scope had shifted through introduction of biopower.

The Later Years

In The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1 (1978) coupled with Foucault’s Collége de
France courses, Society Must Be Defended 1975-76 (2003), Security, Territory,
Population 1977-78 (2007) and The Birth of Biopolitics 1978-79 (2008) Foucault
develops this idea of biopower operating at different levels by connecting the notion of
biopolitics with that of governmentality (a combination of government and rationality)
and neoliberalism (Gutting, 2005). Foucault conceived of biopower as the transition of
sovereign power, during the seventeenth century in Europe over the life and death of
subjects, to a modern form of power that “exerts a positive influence on life, that
endeavors to administer, optimize, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls and
comprehensive regulations” (Foucault 1978, p.137). Thus, biopower as the operation of
power over life can be seen as the management or administration of people’s lives.

This control over life, shared between the anatomic and biological effectively
revealed the dispersion of power/knowledge networks across a society operating at all
levels, albeit not as a directive and sustained process but rather as an outcome of social
changes in discrete areas combining into a seemingly cohesive process. This normalising
of society was ultimately based on developing technologies over life. Biopower was the
control of individuals or bodies and how this occurred in sites such as hospitals,

workplaces, prisons, and educational institutions through the practices of experts like
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criminologists, psychologists, psychiatrists, and educators. This process was about
maximising the human body as an efficient system. Regulatory power (biopolitics of the
population) was a form of control of a population as a body through economy, migration,
public health and was typically conceived of through scientific advances by economists
or social scientists. The multiple points of power in these overlapping notions are
connected but importantly can also act independently producing both norms and
resistance to these norms at various levels of society.

According to Foucault (1978) the control over the population through biopower
was enacted throughout society at multiple points rather than from a top down or bottom
up manner and has an important connection to the development of capitalism which:
“would not, have been possible without the controlled insertion of bodies into the
machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenomena of population to economic
processes” (Foucault, 1978, p.140). This is an example of dominant power-relations
acting to normalise society with certain shared behaviours across individuals, families
and institutions. Foucault develops this idea further in his lectures on Security, Territory,
Population 1977-78 (Foucault, 2007) and The Birth of Biopolitics 1978-79 (Foucault,
2008; Gutting, 2005). It was here that he turned his attention to addressing how the
modern capitalist state become the normalised replacement for the earlier sovereign rule.
Biopower was a central concept in Foucault’s explanation of this process, whereby over
time, throughout multiple sites (institutions through to families and individuals), states
had been able to shape the lives of people through the interconnected ideas of security
and economy.

In Foucault’s, 1978 lecture, titled Governmentality he further explained his views
on how modern capitalist state developed its form of government and how this differed
from that of Machiavelli’s (1513) The Prince by describing how the modern state has
through connecting the economy to individuals enabled a plurality of forms of
government to operate (Foucault, 1991). Foucault explains that you must be able to
govern yourself (your goods and patrimony), if you are to govern others such as the state
and if the state is well-run individuals will govern themselves and their families well. This
process takes place through enactment of pastoral care by the state that orders people’s
lives (through biopower) by promoting key ideas of security and economics as necessary
for peoples’ happiness and wellbeing.

The state and its multiple institutions works alongside individuals in multiple sites

at all levels of society to discipline and manage social practice and belief through the act
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of constant surveillance. This is akin to the form of surveillance described in Discipline
and Punish (1975) which uses hierarchical observation, normalizing judgment, and
examination to discipline social behaviour. However, this form of power-relations seeks
to control the conduct of others through productive force. For Foucault, the law does not
disappear, but shifts to be more of a norm that is “incorporated into a continuum of
apparatuses (medical, administrative, and so on) whose functions are for the most part
regulatory. A normalizing society is the historical outcome of a technology of power
centered on life” (Foucault, 1978, p.144). The state becomes the economy, and this is
comprised of individuals that form populations, regulated and self-regulating across
multiple levels. Individuals are implicitly connected actors to the state in this process, and
without this, the state could not function ((Foucault, 1991).

According to Foucault, the process of governing conduct essential for the
operation of power takes place through having citizens take on board shared ideas and
practices and replicating them throughout society within a discourse embedded in
economic interests. Central to this concept is the shift from the idea of a liberal docile
subject created through sovereign control and government to a subject who has rights to
a wider choice of actions because power is a strategic and mobile but at the same time
controlled through concepts of freedom or liberty. Freedom or liberty in this sense is
constituted by economic subjects capable of autonomous behaviour: “a spontaneous bond
between the individual and the others which is not constituted and willed by the state”
(Foucault, 2007, p. 352). The conception of power-relations working throughout multiple
levels of regulatory processes within the state, but not reliant on it alone for the action of
power/knowledge institutions and individuals as a normalising function leads to the
notion of government as governmentality.

Importantly, government is not the ‘Government’, and power can no longer be
seen as purely a manifestation of government through sovereignty. Government shifts to
governmentality where the state (such as judicial, or educational institutions) are no
longer the centre point for the operation of power. Society becomes a set of processes to
be managed in an economic sense, with economic wellbeing and the apparatus of security
acting to normalise society towards acceptance of the principle of governmentality.

Governmentality and its integral notion of biopower, then, is part of the continued
development of Foucault’s form of analysis (Gutting, 2005). It represents a further step
from Foucault’s earlier archaeological and genealogical works which examined how

through discourse power/knowledge networks established the subject, to incorporate the
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subject’s role in this process. This is a significant factor, pertaining to how the individual
is both constructed by power and involved in the process of construction as a subject.
Governmentality is where the strategies of individuals intersect with strategies of others,
including institutions and state. As such it takes the analysis beyond a (micro) setting,
such as a family or classroom to both the institutional (meso) and state (macro) levels of
society. The use of ‘micro’, ‘meso’ and ‘macro’ here refer to the level of the social
structure under analysis and, as such, differs from the term “micro-analysis” in a linguistic
sense which looks at language structure (syntax, rhetorical devices or metaphor).

One of the most interesting things to come from Foucault’s work on
governmentality was that in his Collége de France lectures on The Birth of Biopolitics
1978-79 (Foucault, 2008) attention to the way in which society and the state shifted from
jurisdiction as a means of rule to rule through rational economic regulation of life
(Gutting, 2005). Foucault compared the operation of governmentality and neoliberalism
in German post War liberalism and the liberalism of the Chicago School (Foucault,
20018). In doing so, he argued that what was taking place in the modern state was the
development of neoliberalism which enabled the state through the merging of economic
forces to individuals across all areas of the population (the operation of governmentality
and biopower). The result of this shift to neoliberalism enhanced the state's connection
with social processes rather than reducing its role. The marketplace becomes the
behavioural ‘truth” model for the interconnection between the rationality of government
and individual behaviour. In this sense, Foucault again questions the notion of individual
free will and the operation of power/knowledge by suggesting that people become subject
to exercising their freedom in relation to the normalising process of a dispersed neoliberal
economic reality. In effect, people choose their actions in relation to notions of cost versus
benefit, in a social world ordered by concepts of competition for wellbeing through
economic security. Significantly, this conception of governmentality also offers a site to
examine resistance to economic forms of control and normalisation. Foucault’s notions
of governmentality and biopower do not supersede his archaeology and genealogy as a
method of analysis, but rather offers the researcher additional ways to conceive of society
and the power-relations within it (O’Farrell, 2005; Mcllvenny, Klausen & Lindegaard,
2016) .

Summary

Foucault’s work represents a broad multi-decade process of examining the

operation of power in shaping meaning within society. His contribution to the humanities
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and social sciences was an alternative way to look at conceptions of power/knowledge,
as the establishment of normalisation of behaviour as a truth-making process. Revealing
the operation of power at work in society is revealing accepted truths (Foucault, 1980).
In this sense, truth must not be seen as absolute truth but rather a revelation about the role
that ‘false’ or ‘true’ plays in revealing moving power structures, economic, political and
social.

Foucault shifted the focus of truth from the traditionally dominant Enlightenment
conception of Immanuel Kant’s Enlightenment-oriented threefold question: “What can I
know?”, “What should I will?”, in relation to exercising my will to perform an action,
good or bad, and “What may I reasonably hope for?” to “How are we constituted as
subjects of our own knowledge?”, “How are we constituted as subjects who exercise or
submit to power relations?”, and “How are we constituted as subjects of our own
actions?” (Norris, 1994). In doing so, Foucault encouraged a historical approach to
understanding that does not place the individual, and their understanding of truth or
reality, at the centre of knowledge claims. For Foucault, these (and all) claims are
historically situated and contingent truth claims (Foucault, 1972; Norris, 1994;
d'Entréves, 2000).

As discourse is where meaning and truth-making practices are enacted, discourse
then represents the very thing that is being fought over. Foucault makes the significant
connection that discourses are not solely ways of speaking or in written texts, but are also
connected to multiple sites (individuals, families, workplaces, institutions, and the state)
of the creation of meaning and resistance (Foucault, 1973). In doing so, Foucault was not
interested in the functional aspects of speech, that is, what it is saying and why, but on
how language conveyed power-relations, constructing the rules and meanings in social
settings and how this had changed over time (Foucault, 1991).

Despite Foucault’s early death in (1984) his theories of power and his focus on
discourse analysis have been extremely influential across a multitude of disciplines.
Researchers using Foucault have a wide range of places to situate themselves within his
extensive corpus of work. And unlike Foucault’s work which can be seen as an evolution
of ideas, his work has become more of a theoretical toolbox for academics to choose from.
One area his work has been extremely influential is in the field of discourse analysis (DA).
The following section looks at the broad field of contemporary DA, and discusses types

of Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis (FDA).
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2.2 Discourse Analysis

Before discussing the field of Discourse Analysis (DA) it is worth having a brief
discussion on what discourse and DA are. Tenorio (2011) identifies at least six
interpretations of “discourse”:
o discourse-1 is the highest unit of linguistic description; phonemes,
morphemes, words, phrases, clauses, sentences and texts are below;
o discourse-2 is a sample of language usage, generally written to be
spoken, that is, a speech;
o discourse-3 refers to the communication expected in one situation
context, alongside one field and register, such as the discourse of law
or medicine;
o discourse-4 is human interaction through any means, verbal and non-
verbal;
o discourse-5 is spoken interaction only;
o discourse-6 stands for the whole communicative event. (pp.184-185)
Intrinsic to all DA approaches is an understanding that language-in-use represents
strategies that produce social and cultural processes, values and norms, and thus all DA
examines the operation of power in the construction of meaning (Smith & Bell, 2007). In
keeping with this goal of uncovering the operation of meaning within language-in-use
DA as defined in this section is exclusively qualitative rather than quantitative
(Fairclough, 1992). Text is often used as a starting point of examination and is seen as a
representation of features of the groups and situations being examined (Titscher, Meyer,
Wodak and Vetter, 2000).

DA is both method and methodology, combining an interpretive analysis of how
society operates (Parker & Burman, 1993). While a strict definition of discourse is not
universally agreed upon in DA the description used by Fairclough, Mulderrig and Wodak
(2011), gives a good indication. For these authors, discourse is more than a category for
representing an aspect of social life it is a social practice with a

dialectical relationship between a particular discursive event and all the
diverse elements of the situation(s), institutions(s), and social structure(s)
which frame it. A dialectical relationship is a two-way relationship: the
discursive event is shaped by situations, institutions and social structures,

but it also shapes them. To put it a different way, discourse is
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socially constitutive as well as socially shaped: it constitutes situations,
objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relationships
between people and groups of people. It is constitutive both in the sense
that it helps to sustain and reproduce the social status quo, and in the sense
that it contributes to transforming it. Since discourse is so socially
influential, it gives rise to important issues of power. (Fairclough,
Mulderrig & Wodak, 2011, pp.357-358)

The influence of Foucault’s connection to the operation of power by examining discourse,

discussed previously, is quite clear in Fairclough, Mulderrig and Wodak’s interpretation.

Since Foucault’s death, DA has grown to be a field of research which crosses
multiple disciplinary boundaries in the social sciences and humanities and, significantly,
has attracted multiple interpretations and methodological approaches. For example, Van
Dijk (1997) lists the following approaches to discourse analysis: Ethnography,
Structuralism and Semiotics, Discourse Grammar, Sociolinguistics and Pragmatics,
Ethnomethodology, Cognitive Psychology, Social Psychology and Discursive
Psychology, and Communication Studies (see also Titscher, Meyer, Wodak & Vetter,
2000).

Despite the varieties of approach, and focus, discourse analysts (like Foucault)
generally consider that discourse operates at all levels of society: micro (e.g. individual
or small group setting), meso (e.g connected groups or institutional settings) and macro
(e.g. broader society-wide, national or global settings) — so it is perhaps appropriate that
it is investigated at multiple levels. Comparing five DA approaches Stubbe et al (2003)
noted that, while there were some differences in theoretical orientation and analytic
approach, four of the five shared an attempt to understand the “interaction between
language and social structures, but draw on the situational context and broader socio-
cultural factors to inform the analysis more or less explicitly, and to different degrees”
(p.376). Conversation analysis differed in that it restricts its scope of analysis to only the
participants in the conversation and their words and does not look for connections to a
broader social environment represented through other forms of text., Conversation
Analysis as mentioned above tends to focus on only one level of textual analysis — that of
the participant’s text.

Stubbe et al. (2003) also noted that “conversational analysis, interactional
sociolinguistics and politeness theory all, at least in part, take a ‘bottom-up’ approach

which is grounded in a turn-by-turn analysis of the interaction from the perspective of
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each participant in turn” (p.378) whereas CDA and DP allowed for more connection to
context beyond the immediate text. For example, CDA may look across many social
levels of discourse connecting peoples spoken or written discourse showing the
connections between micro and macro analysis of social phenomena.

These levels of discourse analysis are not just split between the immediate and
the related text, but also differ in the aspect of the discourse being examined. For example,
DP uses discourse analysis to examine how discursive patterns in language and
communication from a linguistic form reveals social psychological issues and how these
in turn shape people’s beliefs and social conduct. It is commonly used to examine
concepts of identity, memory, belonging, discrimination and often looks to broaden these
findings out to include dimensions of investigation in interpersonal and group
relationships (Potter & Hepburn, 2007).

While there is attention given to the role of power within all of these areas of DA
investigation, DA is often not contextualised beyond the micro-social setting to include a
connection to the meso or macro level of power-relations (Potter & Hepburn, 2007). This
is in part, because there are central differences in the various forms and epistemeologies
of DA which centre around the goal of the research question, method of analysis and the
scope of the discourse level or context they wish to consider for analysis (e.g. social policy
across a whole country or social practice in a specific classroom, or a combination of
contexts). For example, DA in linguistic studies (often termed sociolinguistics) according
to Fairclough focuses on phonology, grammar, vocabulary and semantics but can also
look at the broader structure and cohesion of texts (Fairclough, 1992). The theory
generated by linguistic analysis is often only applicable to the specific site or level of
analysis undertaken. Gee (2004) summarises the differences of focus in discourse
analysis, describing two fields of enquiry: discourse analysis with a capital ‘D’ (analysis
of text, conversation, events, actions and places that have meanings for people in socio-
historical contexts) and discourse analysis with a small case ‘d’ (analysis of language-in-
use in a local interaction within a context). However, despite differences in some of the
approaches taken and what they reveal there remains a central goal of understanding
language in use amongst all DA.

The next section discusses Foucauldian-inspired Discourse Analysis (FDA) and

how people use aspects of Foucault’s work.
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2.3 Foucauldian-inspired Discourse Analysis

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA), or Foucauldian-inspired (or informed) Discourse
Analysis is not one single approach to DA. FDA is a term used to encompass doing
discourse analysis in a manner which uses aspects of Foucault’s theoretical work (Given,
2008). Wetherell, Taylor and Yates (2001) note that FDA is part of the larger field of
research that uses the term Discourse Analysis as a general term to describe research
approaches which consider discourse to be where meaning is constructed. Despite the
multiple traditions and interpretations of discourse analysis, it is clear that “the study of
discourse is about the discovery and theorisation of pattern and order” (Wetherell et al,
2001, p. 5). Moreover, for these authors the study of pattern and order, in turn, focuses
on the study of three central topics for social scientists (Wetherell et al, 2001, pp. 5-6):
1. Social interaction — concerned with talk and communication and what people do

with language.

2. Minds, selves and sense-making — concerned with construction of identity,

making sense and the emergence of forms of mind and of social actors

3. Culture and social relations — concerned with historical and institutional features
of discourse and how meaning has shaped over time through processes.

For these authors, meaning is evident in spoken language, written text, social actions,
beliefs and practices and even in the very architecture surrounding us. All of these
meanings suggest the operation of rules and as such reveal an operation of power to
connect people to specific ways of action and thought. Furthermore, discourses can have
multiple truths — multiple meanings and even multiple analyses.

FDA usage, as both theory and method differs widely with examples in
psychology, educational, nursing and counselling research (Wilson, 2001; Heaton, 1999;
Traynor, 2006; Stead & Bakker, 2010; Winslade, 2005). It is as much a theoretical
position as a potential method for investigation - a toolbox rather than a prescribed system
(Kassl, 2007). FDA analysts see meaning in the world as being in part socially constructed
(Potter, 1996), which means there may be no single truth or single correct view of reality
(Berger & Luckman, 1991). Foucault did not consider the result of this questioning to be
absolutely correct or true — rather the suggestions put forward from the research are seen

as critiques of the currently accepted truths which shape society (Foucault, 1983).
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Thus the FDA theorist seeks to put forward alternative conceptions of knowledge
to encourage new ways of thinking about events (Foucault, 1983). DA with a Foucauldian
perspective focuses on Capital ‘D’ discourse using a Foucauldian perspective, concerned
with examining the specific mechanisms that produce discourses which function as true
in particular times and place. In FDA, discourse goes beyond a linguistic analysis,
narrative reading and psychological phenomena and investigates systems of meaning
operating in language or text regardless of speakers’ intentions (Georgaca & Avdi, 2012).
Discourse is not a reference to what language is saying in a literal sense, but rather the
ways rules are presented in a body of knowledge or discipline. Researchers using FDA
attempt to unravel how discourse manifests as power and knowledge relations in society.
FDA enables the researcher to go beyond an individual’s factors to see a wider view of
what may be occurring outside the immediate person, how this plays on individuals, or
legitimising those behaviours. The focus of Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis has
a key focus on power and its operation in social settings. Wodak and Meyer (2009) have
an excellent description of what power means for the discourse analyst:

Power is about relations of difference, and particularly about the effects of
differences in social structures. The constant unity of language and other
social matters ensures that language is entwined in social power in a
number of ways: language indexes and expresses power, and is involved
where there is contention over and a challenge to power. Power does not
necessarily derive from language, but language can be used to challenge
power, to subvert it, to alter distributions of power in the short and the long
term. Language provides a finely articulated vehicle for differences in
power in hierarchical social structures. (p.10)

This theoretical positioning by the researcher within Foucault’s work is the key to
all analysis in FDA.

It is not surprising, then, that many authors note that the field of DA that
incorporates (or is influenced by) the ideas of Foucault is not an integrated field (Diaz-
Bone, Buhrmann, Rodriguez, Schneider, Kendall & Tirado, 2008; Titscher, Meyer,
Wodak & Vetter, 2000). Diaz-Bone et al. (2008) note that there are numerous strands of
Foucault-inspired discourse analysis, often taking differing perspectives in different
countries. For example, the UK has three main DA perspectives using Foucauldian-
inspired theory, ‘critical linguistics and sociolinguistics’ (exemplified in the work of

Norman Fairclough and Ruth Wodak which look at social relations of power and how
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language is used in processes of social change); ‘social psychology’ (typified by Ian
Parker and Erica Burman who support the use of radical theory and practice in action
research); and ‘ideology and discourse analysis’ (embodied in the work of Ernesto Laclau
and the understanding of discourse as a social practice interconnected to political
orientations and hegemonic strategies that create dominant views of reality).

However, within this sub-field of discourse analysis, it is possible to see that there
Is a commonality of intention to examine discourse to explore the operation of power in
society. Yet, the wide range of methods associated with FDA all rely on the individual
researcher’s interpretation, informed by their understanding of and interpretation of
Foucault to generate new questioning of knowledge (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wiggins
& Potter, 2008). This raises a common criticism of FDA, and for that matter all DA: How
then can the source material or the interpretation of it, be considered ‘true’? (Given 2008).

The proliferation of methods for both DA and FDA share in the desire to present
robust analysis, and while there are no single ways to undertake FDA there are some
helpful guides (e.g., Kendall & Wickham, 1999; Billig, 1997; Potter & Wetherell, 1987;
Parker, 1992; Willig 2001; Potter, 2003; Wiggins & Potter, 2008; Thomson, 2011) and |
use one by Thomson which is discussed later in my method section. One central approach
in which FDA analysts have attempted to align with Foucault and at the same time
establish a sense methodological veracity is by establishing a set of questions that are
asked of discourse, be it in text or another form.

For example, Parker (1992) gives a twenty stage outline for the analysis of texts
suitable for both DA and FDA. Parkers guidelines represent a set of questions focused on
the following key notions: Discourse is realised in texts, is about objects, contains subjects
and is a coherent system of meanings. Discourses reflect specific ways of speaking, are
historically located and support institutions, reproduce power relations and have
ideological effects. Applying this notion of what DA is to the textual sources can turn
Foucault’s theories into one possible method. The method is interpretive and relies on an
openness to the research project, process and results. Furthermore, it maps a particular
discourse on DA revealing its focus on examining discourse through text as a place to see
the operation of power and its effects.

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is one Foucauldian inspired form of discourse
analysis, in that it has a focus Foucault’s theories of power in discourse, although it also
incorporates other theories and fields of analysis, such as linguistics or sociology, and

importantly the work of Louis Althusser (theories of ideology), Mikhail Bakhtin, (genre
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theory), Jirgen Habermas (Frankfurt School, social theory and philosophy), Karl Marx
(class struggle) (Titscher, Meyer, Wodak and Vetter, 2000; Tenorio, 2011). CDA like all
other approaches claiming to analyse discourse has itself differing approaches based on
the extent to which contributing theory or philosophy the analyst favours (Wodak &
Meyer, 2009). (Despite this all proponents of CDA according to Wodak and Meyer in
their book on Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis have a shared belief which is that
“social theory should be oriented towards critiquing and changing society as a whole, in
contrast to traditional theory oriented solely to understanding or explaining it (Wodak &
Meyer, 2009, p.6).

CDA analysts point out the importance of the term ‘critical’ in CDA which stands
for the ideological desire to use critique to both explain social phenomenon and change
it. According to Fairclough, Mulderrig and Wodak (2011) DA is not an objective science
but is a form of social intervention “that openly and explicitly positions itself on the side
of dominated and oppressed groups and against dominating groups” (p.358). For these
authors CDA does this this without compromising academic values of objectivity and
rigour. CDA incorporates this notion of ideology into its critical analysis of language.
The CDA analyst sees language as a dialectical understanding, where language
conceptualises the world. The discursive practices of language produce and reproduce
ideological effects, such as sexism or classism and this may not be openly visible to
people. By understanding the ideological process through examining language in use
CDA analysts reveal the way discourses contribute meaning to social practices. In doing
so the CDA analyst is centrally focussed on addressing inequality in society and looking
for ways to solve it.

Tenorio (2011) states there are three central concepts for all CDA analysts: power,
history and ideology. Wodak and Meyer, for example, focus their work on Foucault’s
more historical approach and claim their core concepts are that: “Critical Theory should
be directed at the totality of society in its historical specificity” and “Critical Theory
should improve the understanding of society by integrating all the major social sciences,
including economics, sociology, history, political science, anthropology and psychology”
(Wodak & Meyer, 2009, p.6). For Wodak and Meyer, the historical approach focuses on
how discourse (both language and semiotics — the analysis of communication through
signs and symbols beyond language) is used by those in power as a form of domination
over others. Wodak has used this approach to examine racism and ethnicism are used in
anti-Semitism (Wodak, 1990; 1991; Reisigl, & Wodak, 2005). Wodak’s particular brand
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of CDA can also be called Discourse-Historical Analysis as it directly incorporates socio-
political and historical analysis and in this sense attempts to connect dominance over
others in micro, meso and macro discourse across a period of time (Wodak & Meyer,
2009).

In contrast to Wodak and Meyer, Fairclough focuses more on Foucauldian textual
discourse analysis with a strong focus on the analysis of language within a specific
communicative event (e.g. it could be a university lecture, examined from grammar,
vocabulary, phonology and semantics). Fairclough then connects these events to orders
of discourse (e.g. a discursive field such as a university, its lecturers, and students, and
also the practices such as teaching, or lecturing). This textual analysis is connected to
broader social contexts such as the wider institutional environment (e.g. higher education
in New Zealand or globally). This is an interpretive process always connected to the
operation of power, as a result of hegemony where what is at stake is the domination over
orders of discourse. This process of domination is where social practice is shaped and
ordered and as such is inherently political. It is here that Fairclough reveals the neo-
Marxist approach (also common in CDA) which views social change as an ideological
class struggle (Fairclough, 2013). The identification with Marxist thought was
deliberately avoided by Foucault, who did not want to be aligned with a particular schools
reading of Marx though as O’Farrell notes he was not above using ideas from Marxist
theory and was most certainly influenced by his teacher Louis Althusser who is regarded
as a Marxist philosopher (O’Farrell, 2005).

While CDA can be described as a Foucauldian-inspired Discourse analysis, it is
not the only way to approach Foucauldian Discourse analysis (Diaz et al., 2008). CDA
focuses on power and also on how the discourse produces/reproduces domination of one
group over another and how they, in turn, resist domination (Wodak & Meyer, 2009).
Foucault, while interested in power-relations did not see power as explicitly ‘dominating’
in a solely negative sense. Foucault’s (1982) articulation of power does not act to repress
individuals but produces them as subjects through specific practices that are visible in a
local and historical setting. Importantly these subjects are not determined by the discourse
in the sense that they must act a certain way because the operation of power is not a
repressive ideology, and it does not operate as a planned totalising force. That the
outcome of power-relations or the operation of power is not part of a grand scheme is an
important aspect of Foucault’s thought. Resistance to the process of power is a key aspect

in making the social situation, and means that power cannot operate with an accepted pre-
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planned strategy. People may act in different ways in response to the discourse. For
example, a person may have a subject position as a lecturer, be seen in a particular way,
and have particular responsibilities or rights that suggest a certain action but may see
themselves as more of a teacher and associate with the subject position related to this
which is common in discourse related to teaching. What does remain is the operation of
power in the social situation and the struggle for normalisation through the process of
discourse.

The following section discusses related literature that have used DA and FDA to

examine power-relations.

2.4 Case Studies of Power

Foucault’s work on discourse and its relationship to the operation of power has inspired
numerous studies in a wide range of academic and practical fields, including Government,
Economics, Business and Management, Development Studies, Mathematics, Arts and
Social Sciences, Criminology, Nursing and Health and Education and, to a very small
extent, Engineering. The following sections take a closer look at some of these studies
that have all utilised an interpretation of Foucault’s ideas and provides an understanding
of where this approach has added new knowledge. Almost all of the studies | have looked
at contain a relatively lengthy discussion of Foucault’s theories and how each research
project seeks to apply them, emphatically noting, as this thesis does, that there are
multiple ways to interpret and use Foucault’s ideas and in particular discourse analysis.

This section provides examples of the application of Foucauldian-inspired research.

2.5 Health Studies

Foucault’s influence has been strongly felt within nursing and health studies (e.g.,
Carmichael, 2010; Fejes, 2008; Yates, 2002; Kavanagh, 2008; Riley and Manias, 2002;
Winch and Creedy, 2002; Matthews, 2009; Johnson, 2013; Springer and Clinton, 2015;
Whitehead, 2011; and Wilson, 2014. Foucault’s interest in the power/knowledge
relationship is extremely useful in the medical context as many of the interactions
between patients and medical staff involve the exercise of power and control, ethical

questions as well as concepts of surveillance and monitoring.
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Wilson’s (2014) research investigated how different parties in mental health crisis
institutions were treated, and how this was informed by practice and policy. Wilson’s
analysis utilised interviews with service users, and their families, and mental health nurses
and senior members of the police. Analysis indicated that participants experienced
differing amounts of inequality, and had limited control over their decisions, care and the
way services were delivered. At the same time, people involved in the mental health
system (patients, family, mental health workers and the police) are often held
disproportionately accountable for events and actions that occur in the community and
clinical setting. Parallels can be drawn between the education system and the medical
system; for example, there are dominating discourses at work within each working to
establish norms of behaviour and action that produces power and knowledge but at the
same time can also affect some participants negatively.

Wilson’s (2014) work offers an interesting comparison with my study. Wilson
was embedded in the practice of mental health nursing, having been a nurse for over
twenty years and become aware of discrepancies between what was being said in mental
health policy and literature, and what was happening in practice. Like myself, Wilson
faced the challenge of finding a way around the ideological positioning of such work
which maintains that it is possible for us to understand an individual’s point of view; their
lived experience, and as researchers be able to write this lived experience down. Wilson’s
position was to look for a methodological framework to go beyond the belief that there is
some singular truth or reading of social experience, identifying the theories of Foucault
and the methodology of discourse analysis as the best approach.

The use of context as a focus is a central consideration in Foucauldian studies and
helps to locate viewpoints and analysis within specific practices and specific viewpoints
(Georgaca & Avdi, 2012). The concept of what is happening, or truth of a given situation,
automatically becomes one of multiple perspectives — multiple truths. This is an essential
aspect of Foucauldian qualitative studies, enabling the researcher to be both valid and
invalid at the same time depending on perspective. As such this philosophical positioning
opens up what is being studied to a broader critique where the positions of investigation
provide a perspective that has often been considered false or incorrect.

Wilson’s (2014) perspective as a mental health nurse informed her research
question: “What are the converging and competing discourses, strategies and
technologies involved in the field of mental health crisis intervention?” (p. 23). In doing

so, Wilson offered a critique of the way reality, for the subjects involved, was enacted in
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the mental health crisis intervention arena. She identified that those involved — from
patients to family, friends, nurses, counsellors, doctors and police — can be seen to behave
and think in certain ways in specific mental health situations as a product of the many
discourses that institutionalise and regulate their relationships, associations and
disassociations. For example, different groups of medical professionals have particular
educational backgrounds and institutional rules that determine practice both amongst
themselves and with other people, such as patients and their families. Wilson identifies
and draws attention to the ways these different groups’ practices and rules affect
participants. She suggests that the behaviour and actions of educational and operational
practices should be critiqued to provide better opportunities for all involved in mental
health to reframe current practices in care and the education of medical professionals.

Riley and Manias’ (2002) reframe the way practices in health care could be viewed
using Foucault’s concepts of power, discipline and subjectivity to illustrate how operating
room nursing is constructed as a discipline. Their research data comprised interviews of
nurses and textual analysis relating to the professional practice of nurses in the operation
room. Their study examined nursing practice and related it to the operation of disciplinary
technologies of power — those techniques, operations and procedures that bring about
certain behaviours in an individual or group.

For Riley and Manias (2002), hierarchy within the medical profession works to
make individuals into objects in a process, with specific roles to perform. For example,
the surgeon, the nurse and the patient. The demonstration and fulfilment of specific roles
by people in the operating theatre place them in particular social roles under specific
governance. In this situation, the individuals involved are rewarded or disciplined for their
performance in their role by authorities to manipulate or transform behaviour. It is an act
of normalising a set of behaviours. The operating room processes and layout further
specified the permissible actions of those in it. For example, the layout of surgical tools,
the specific manner in which they are cleaned or even given to a surgeon, exhibit modes
of disciplinary technologies and reveal power in operation. According to Riley and
Manias, doubt exists amongst the medical profession that the speciality of operating room
nursing is even nursing. The relative invisibility of operating room nurses to patients due
to anaesthesia contributes to the lack of widespread knowledge about what they do.

Riley and Manias (2002) suggest that, contrary to the commonly held belief
among medical professionals that operating room nurses are little more than surgeon’s

assistants, lacking independent thought and practice, operating room nurses exhibit



Chapter Two: Methodology 48

considerable power over their practice and that of surgeons. This study is important in
that it presents the usefulness of Foucauldian concepts in unpicking the operation of
power in a work setting, providing an alternative view of how power is being used and
enacted, and challenging the belief that power is only a top-down process. This alternative
view was essential in reframing the current discourse surrounding operating room nurses
that perpetuates the illusion that these jobs are poorly skilled with no creativity or power.

In addition to the study of patient interactions, or that of medical professionals,
health research using Foucault also includes examples of exploring areas of policy and
management practices. For example, Johnson (2013) investigated discourses around
workplace bullying in organisations, regulatory agencies and hospital nursing unit
managers, and used methodologies from both Critical Discourse Analysis and
Foucauldian Discourse Analysis. Her study analysed interviews with 15 hospital nursing
unit managers, 14 documents from their hospitals, and eight documents from websites of
official hospital regulatory agencies. She noted that while research has identified bullying
as a problem in hospitals, little is known about how hospitals address this issue and
whether their resolutions are effective. Johnson was unable to find any study that
examined the content of anti-bullying policies in US hospitals. Existing research on non-
specified organisations did suggest, however, that policies offered inadequate protection
for people being bullied and that “what human resource professionals believed was
communicated in these policies was quite different from what was actually communicated
in these policies” (Johnson, 2013, p. 5).

Johnson’s (2013) examination of the discourse also concluded that managers
interpret, and act upon, official documents in ways not sanctioned by the official policies,
and restricted the roles of other staff in responding to bullying practices. Managers were
able to operate in three ways in response to bullying; do nothing, offer progressive
guidance (actions aimed to facilitate an employee’s resignation or termination of
employment), or actions other than progressive guidance. In part, these responses were
due to the nature of often ambiguous bullying situations that were difficult to address with
the given guidance. This difference between ‘official’ policy and actions highlights the
nature of the separation between organisational or managerial intent and practice. Johnson
also noted that the study was limited in scope to those interviewed and the documents
examined and that the organisational discourse — the informal conversations and
undocumented meetings, emails and other unofficial communications remain a

contributing factor that should be considered to gain a more complete picture. Obtaining
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ethics approval to conduct this type of research is of course, difficult to achieve. This very
notion illustrates the importance of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis in offering a critique
of how social situations are and how they came to be, and notably to suggest that they
perhaps do not have to be this way.

2.6 Education Studies

Alongside these (and other) nursing and health studies there are numerous examples of
educational studies drawing upon Foucauldian ideas, including Pearse, 2014;
Gruenewald, 2004; Ball, 2006; Fairclough, 1993; Anderson and Grinberg, 1998; Peters,
2007; Fimyar, 2008; Belzile, 2008; Bradbury-Jones, Irvine, and Sambrook, 2007; Lather,
2006; Meabon Bartow, 2013; Gale, 2001; Anderson, 2001 and Comber and Nixon, 2009.
An illustrative example of educational research using FDA is that of Lise Marie
Belzile (2008) examining teacher’s attitudes toward inclusive policies and practices in
Canadian children’s special education. Belzile questioned whether special education was
really including these children. Despite recognition in Canada of the need for inclusion
over the last twenty years, she noted that special education discourse in policy documents,
and teacher practice, shared similarities in meaning but differed considerably in practice
—much like Johnson’s (2013) study discussed earlier. Interpretations of special education
and inclusion varied from school to school, and district to district, as educationalists and
government educational employees interpreted what inclusion or best practice was. A
significant finding was that educational policy acted as a constraint on teacher practice,
in effect limiting the teacher’s voice and ability to exercise their knowledge.
Furthermore, while teachers typically maintained a positive attitude towards
inclusion they often demonstrated mixed understandings of what inclusive behaviour was
resulting in poor classroom practice. Belzile (2008) noted that she did not set out to
‘blame’ teachers, recognising that teachers were working within their interpretation of the
policy framework. Similarly, my work does not set out to blame either, but to understand
a social situation. This aspect of Foucauldian-inspired research is helpful for
understanding how social situations and practices come into being in an organisation or
setting such as education. Interpretation of rules can vary between individuals within an
institutional setting, and these individual interpretations can become dominant as they

spread and become accepted by people, affecting practices across institutions in a very
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different way than was intended. The practice of interpretation is often connected with a
certain amount of individual workplace autonomy.

Similarly, in my context, it is clear that a certain amount of freedom in workplace
practice is exhibited by academic staff. This freedom is not complete, as there are always
constraints that allow a sense of freedom, but within certain boundaries. For Belzile
(2008), these boundaries operated through mechanisms of power that include monitoring
teacher practice, through reviews such as Special Education Programming Standards
Reviews or the Severe Disabilities Realignment Review designed to evaluate processes.
Belzile explains that this process both reinforced special education as a selected social
place and group and at the same time created a sense of otherness for those being
scrutinised. In turn, this resulted in individual interpretations of the policy framework.

Like Belzile (2008), Comber and Nixon (2009) utilised a Foucauldian-informed
approach to investigate educational discourse and showed that the process of educating
is hindered by the effect of influences outside the classroom. They interviewed and met
regularly over several years with thirty middle school teachers (three teachers per school)
that were attempting to design and implement a new curriculum and pedagogy that would
engage and connect with their year “seven to nine” students (Comber & Nixon, 2009).
The project was inspired by low completion rates in the schools concerned and was aimed
at providing insights into the complex culture and practices within the teaching and
learning environment.

Analysis indicated that the teaching and learning environment was interconnected
with educational and governmental policy and that these affected teachers’ practice
(Comber & Nixon, 2009). These policy matters were identified as being related to
corporate discourse, bureaucratic administrative duties, increased surveillance and
policing, and the need to raise performance for reporting needs. They described these as
“apparatuses of control” (p. 339) that make it difficult for an oppositional discourse. For
example, teachers were reluctant to discuss pedagogical matters unless compelled - a
factor that was surprising to the authors, given the fact that the project focused on re-
designing pedagogy and curriculum. For Comber and Nixon, the teachers never embraced
pedagogy reform as it was “drowned out” (p. 336) by other dominant pragmatic
discourses such as those around educational standards and a need to improve test scores.
There was simply no room for serious involvement in pedagogy, and in order to make a
significant change, they noted that “pedagogy needs to be situated and cannot be pursued

in isolation from teachers’ everyday working lives” (p. 343).
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Pearse (2014) conducted a qualitative case study using a Foucauldian discourse
analysis methodology to answer the following questions: What knowledge is found in the
discourse(s) of American traditional and non-traditional university websites? Moreover,
what internal and external concordances or contradictions exist in the discourse(s) that
contain(s) the knowledge found on these traditional and non-traditional university
websites? This study utilised FDA to analyse website self-identity texts, such as ‘Home’,
‘About’, ‘History’, and ‘Mission Statement’ pages on university websites. This study was
based solely on ‘published’ text, rather than on interviews, and illustrates that discourse
exists wherever meaning is conveyed.

Pearse concluded that all of these American universities conformed to forms of
discourse entwined within Humboldtian ideals - ideals that underpin the moral
justification for modern universities and can be dated back to Wilhelm Von Humboldt’s
university reforms in the 1800s. It is a historical notion that a university is a not-for-profit
organisation, supported by state and private funds, that is legally authorised to provide a
holistic combination of both research and study opportunities for people in higher
education. The aim is to improve the education of people for the public good, resulting in
social, scientific and technological achievements (Pearse, 2014). For Pearse, modern
universities operate within a Humboltdian paradigm, needing to justify research,
teaching, and civic duty alongside an imperative to operate as a profitable and accountable
business. The historical, educational concept of universities of places for the public good
has been merged with business goals.

Pearse (2014) noted that universities have identity narratives and “in order to
legitimize themselves, perpetuate ideas, worldviews, and behaviours that should be
subjected to critical examination” (p. 231). These identity narratives place universities
into particular educational spaces with often insular educational practices and policies.
For Pearse, the US higher education landscape needs to be evaluated by education
authorities to challenge whether universities’ educational narratives are valid for a diverse
and increasingly large number of students requiring tertiary education. The self-
governing manner of US universities has allowed them to decide what section of the
public they want to educate while at the same time propagating the discourse that they
are serving the greater public good. This is a discourse that perpetuates a connection to a
historic discourse of legitimacy while operating a discourse of discrimination. It is this
discourse that, in turn, evidences no real incentive for universities to alter their outward

presentation or internal business orientated practices.
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A key conclusion was that universities seem unable or unwilling to question their
own narratives and roles in an era of rapidly changing society. This inability to be
reflexive explains, in part, how power is used to produce a particular reality that is itself
a self-fulfilling situation. Legitimacy for these institutions is the product of generations
of construction, projecting certain outward messages that have brought rewards both
financial and educational. At the same time, however, these messages work to exclude
certain other interpretations. Only the future can tell how these institutions will transition
as education continues to transform.

Hoareau (2011), for example, used discourse analysis to explore modes of
governance in higher educational reform. The author examined literature on policy and
educational reform in European higher education and compared this with the way the
French Government and French higher educational institutions underwent a
“globalization by stealth’ despite an outwardly spoken opposition to moves toward
globalised educational reform. This reform discourse “concentrates on two main
justifications: first, that embracing globalization is necessary for France to remain one of
the main global players in higher education, and second, that globalization is also
necessary for France to remain an economy of innovation, key to economic competitivity
and sustainability” (p. 235). Hoareau employed Foucauldian concepts of discourse
analysis of policy level text and governmentality to examine the ways ideas and values
were implemented. Hoareau noted that the “article concentrates on two aspects of mode
of governance: ‘who’ governs, looking at the relative role of the government versus
higher education institutions, and “how’ governance occurs, opposing binding regulation
to a more subtle governance by indicators, which uses comparisons as a steering tool”
(pp. 222-223). This research was focused on the high level or macro level of analysis and
did not connect to individual people-subjects other than to summarise its impact from an
institutional standpoint. Instead, the research was geared to examining power from a
policy transfer nature, that is how does institutional policy operate.

Shore and Wright have written on the audit culture in higher education since the
late 1990s using a Foucauldian-inspired theoretical approach to investigating how audit
and accountability shifted from the financial domain to the public domain and higher
education (1999, 2000, 2003 and 2015). They describe how the notions of ‘new
managerialism’ (a large field of study in its own right, particularly in sociology of higher
education, see for example, Randle & Brady, 1997; Exworthy & Halford, 1998; Deem,
1998, 2001; Trowler, 1998, 2001; Shore & Wright, 2003; Clegg, Hudson & Steel, 2003;
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Peters, 2013), a term used to signify the adoption of private sector management
techniques in public institutions is described as a negative form of governance, are evident
in universities. Shore and Wright’s analysis throughout this period has concentrated on
how audit systems as an analytical framework have come to operate as a rationalised form
of political technology through techniques of governance. Their work has covered areas
from higher education, to accountancy and the military. They identify for example in their
2015 work:
The spread of the principles and techniques of financial accounting into
new systems for measuring, ranking, and auditing performance represents
one of the most important and defining features of contemporary
governance. Audit procedures are redefining accountability, transparency,
and good governance and reshaping the way organizations and individuals
have to operate. They also undermine professional autonomy and have
unanticipated and dysfunctional consequences. (p. 421)
For these authors, who use a Foucauldian genealogy to investigate the impact of
audit across institutions and an understanding of power within Foucault’s work on
governmentality, reveals a series of ‘audit effects’. This is that the approach normalised

through the governance of peoples actions within the broad sphere of organisations has

99 ¢ 99 Cey

embodied: “domaining effects,” “classificatory effects,” “individualizing and totalizing
effects,” “governance effects,” and “perverse effects” (Shore & Wright, 2015, p. 425).
And in doing so has created within organisations, particularly at a managerial level a
coercive dimension where organisations perceive themselves as assessors of performance
and where people are forced to rethink themselves in the face of an audit culture. For
example, a good employee is a productive or contributing employee who meets
measurable targets and goals. All this assessment is also connected to governance by the
state which seeks to scrutinise organisations. For them the:
Governance effects are a corollary of these individualizing and totalizing
mechanisms. Setting performance indicators and assessing against
benchmarks and best practice are instruments designed to make
organizations more “accountable” to funders, government, stakeholders,
consumers, and the public. (Shore & Wright, 2015, p. 427)
Importantly, in relation to my own work, they examine the connection of these practices
to universities. They noted that in the University of Auckland, senior management

instituted new criteria of numerical and quantifiable measures to assess academic
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standards for promotion, aimed at increasing research outputs and income-generating
activities. According to Shore and Wright (2015), these measures, guised as making
promotions transparent and objective, actually favoured academics in STEM subjects
over those in social science or humanities whose major access to funding through the
Royal Society of New Zealand’s Marsden Fund overwhelmingly funds STEM projects.
Furthermore, the transparency of promotion assessment resulted in an increased input into
promotion committees by HR personnel reducing qualitative and professional judgements
of academic work.

Shore and Wright (2015) also discuss university ranking systems (Times Higher
Education’s World University Ranking; US News and World Report’s Best College
Guide) as an audit space. They explain that university Dean’s while being sceptical of
their academic worth or relationship to the college, ultimately end up supporting them.
This support comes from the realisation that funding, student numbers and prestige are
intertwined and thus “such measurements are simultaneously individualizing and
totalizing and illustrates their coerciveness—and why they are so impervious to criticism”
(p.428).

These authors’ final higher educational example discusses how the Danish
government made a series of reforms in 2003 aimed at making universities: the drivers of
Denmark’s competitiveness in the global knowledge economy (Shore & Wright, 2015;
Hoareau, 2011, above). Universities were to be accountable for their use of public money
and how they supported both industry and society. To do this, the government instituted
policy and committees within academic disciplines to assess teaching, research and
knowledge exchange. Shore and Wright describe how the points system around this met
with academic resistance bring change, though the change was ultimately a worse system
privileging publication in elite journals with small readerships. This work illustrates that
a new form of government through the normalisation of operating in an audit based
normative order created a government of conduct through numbers. They point out that
this process has been occurring in different places and institutions but has similar effects.
It is a totalising and at the same time individualising discourse, which also has elements
of resistance.

They conclude by suggesting that this new form of governance is related to
neoliberalism:

While not confined to neoliberal polities, the characteristics of this new

order include all of neoliberalism’s key ingredients—including “governing
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at a distance”; a relentless pursuit of economic efficiency; deregulation,
outsourcing, and privatization; marketization and the privileging of
competition over cooperation; increasing separation between an
empowered managerial elite and a deprofessionalized workforce; the
objectification of human labor—combined with increasing emphasis on
calculative practices aimed at promoting individualization and
responsibilization. In this way, the political technologies of financial cost
accounting wedded to the project of management have been highly
effective in producing accountable and transparent subjects that are
simultaneously docile yet self-managed. (Shore & Wright, 2015, p. 430)
By way of perhaps negating the overly pessimistic discussion the offer a possible form of
resistance by suggesting that one way of opposing this is to use numbers against this
numbers discourse in the form of collective academic and professional values. Their work
is a good example of FDA, combing several aspects of Foucault’s theories, in particular,
an approach to discourse, genealogy and governmentality (and associated
biopower/biopolitics) and above all a focus on the power-relations taking place that
normalise discursive practices. The academic staff discussed above who must act a certain
way, operating within a framework that becomes self-defining, is an example of the
Foucauldian notion of subjectification.

Fairclough (1993) sets out Fairclough’s particular view of CDA as a method, and
to illustrate public discourse in higher education in Britain. Fairclough explains that his
concepts of power are influenced by Foucault’s understanding of how power has shifted
between pre-modern and modern societies and in particular how biopower (the modern
form) is embedded in the social practice of institutions. Fairclough does not rely solely
on Foucault for inspiration and notes that while he uses the theory of discourse analysis
also combines this with Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony. Gramsci’s hegemony
conceived of the capitalist state as one that rules by coercive ideology where the
population is shaped by the ruling elite through institutions which grant concessions to
people through institutions that shape belief by manufacturing and reproducing consent.
The main difference between Foucault and Gramsci here is that Foucault focused more
on seeing power-relations at a micro-level, and tended to ignore one totalising theory and
the notion of a class-based society (Kreps, 2016). Thus for Fairclough, his analysis is
political in that it attempts to focus on the power-relations and domination of discourse

in social practice — in particular using CDA against exploitation and domination.
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Fairclough argues that the primarily publically funded universities in Britain have made
major organisational changes to increase funding from external sources as well as
adjusting their internal processes to reflect an internal market. University administration
through to individual departments have increased managerial processes and alongside this
academics have been encouraged to see students as customers, develop learner-centered
models of teaching practice, and as a result, their professional identity has changed.

Fairclough sees these changes as being very top-down but affecting both staff and
students. In example one of four, Fairclough examines, university advertisements for
academic posts, both new and old and reveals that the language in the advertisements
shifts from academic qualifications and required subject knowledge to include
promotional messages aligned with business operations and the incorporation of a
measure of an applicants personal qualities: “With your ambition, energy and expertise,
you will be committed to teaching...”(p. 147). For Fairclough, this type of language “is
a potentially face-threatening prediction about professional ethics as well as behaviour of
the potential employee” (p. 147). Fairclough includes a discussion on the use of grammar,
clauses and vocabulary and ties this discussion into what type of discourse he sees them
relating.

In example two, Fairclough analyses discourse in programme materials from a
conference. Fairclough examines a conference outline and notes that it contains a specific
discourse that is aimed at having the participants see information in a particular context.
The context here is one of viewing the conference as a means of promoting a specific
publication of “having like minded people authorise the legitimacy of an ‘imminent” and
‘celebrated book’ one of the most influential and best selling works of post-war European
sociology” (p. 150). For Fairclough, this has more to do with promotional objectives in
higher education than academic research and discussion.

In the third example, Fairclough examines his own curriculum vitae and the
procedural rules surrounding its content and construction for the notion of self-promotion
it contained. Alongside his own work he made observations on his investigations into the
appropriate content through discussion with colleagues and by looking at their
submissions. For privacy reasons, he could not include his colleagues work. Fairclough
noticed that the procedural rules spelt out what was broadly required, for example, there
was a section titled: Contributions to the Department. Interestingly for Fairclough, he
deduced that a lot of the content of the CV like in the section listed in the previous

sentence was about planning and administration. The text was full of clauses that were
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active or relational to promotional items, for example, “I was Head of Department” or “I
have submitted...”, “I have stimulated research” (p. 152). Fairclough summarised that the
process of developing the cv was one of being colonised to write in a self-promotional
discourse where the discourse aligned with a managerial process. Though, Fairclough
admitted that he was aware of the need to say things in a certain way and deliberately
converting though not quite realising by how much.

Fairclough’s final examples were extracts from Lancaster University’s
undergraduate prospectus from 1967-8, 1986-7 and 1993. Fairclough looked at the entry
requirements in English and Linguistics, focusing on aspects of authority and identity.
The early language is dominated by what he calls obligation and permissive statements
like “no specialisation... is permitted”, “are required” or “will choose”, whereas later
language shifts to more personalised “You take at least three” (p. 154). The language
transitions across time to negotiate a mixed wording that becomes more personalised but
still retains the institution as a passive agent. It is the student that becomes identified as
an individual within an institution: by 1993 the focus has become one of selling the
university in the prospectus rather than telling the nameless student the rules. Fairclough
also notes that the presentation of the prospectuses content has become glossy with more
images and multi-coloured in keeping with its new promotional and advertising agenda,
representing the shift in the discourse towards a university as a business with managerial
goals that has consumers and clients.

In summary Fairclough’s work exemplifies CDA in illustrating critically how staff
and students in university institutions are affected by discursive managerial practices
aimed at the marketisation of higher education. Triangulation of the process occurrs
across several levels, though it still has a very top-down approach despite connecting with
his own experiences in promotional documentation. The focus on specific linguistic
aspects helps to give Fairclough a justification for his findings though it was unclear to
me where resistance existed in this study, which largely depicted the operation of power
as unchallenged. Fairclough, noted himself that there was no real alternative presented,
in particular, this would be difficult in prospectuses and job advertisements. There is a
departure from Foucault’s ideas here, with the CDA approach having a focus on the
operation of power through domination of a hegemony. Foucault sees the operation of
power being also located where there is resistance. This comment may seem critical, and
it is not meant to be, rather it shows a variation in forms of knowledge presented in

Foucauldian-inspired DA. Fairclough is not omitting information but has focused on an



Chapter Two: Methodology 58

area where change can be seen in the discursive practice and the fact that it can be seen
occurring across multiple sites of higher education does reflect a normalisation process is
occurring and it is taking shape slightly differently in the four areas he examined.
Fairclough’s work shows just how difficult it is to see a resistance to the operation of
power within related discourse.

Similarly, Morley (2003) looks at the development of higher education, and its
connections to new forms of management and business agendas. Morley examines
“power relations that organize and facilitate quality assurance in higher education” (p.
vii). In doing so, she covers how macro (accountability, surveillance and regulation) and
micro processes (organisational life, culture, relationships, subjectivities and identities in
the academy) reflect the manner in which quality has become an overarching truth in the
discourse — a form of discursive orthodoxy in higher education. For Morley, quality
assurance is a lens to view aspects of academic life.

Morley (2003) locates her study in the following fields: “The empirical field is
quality in the rapidly changing academy in Britain... the sociology of higher education,
organization studies, feminist and post-structuralist theory” (p.xi). Her study is in this
sense interdisciplinary, uses discourse analysis and is connected to the key concepts of
post-structuralist theory of which Foucault can be considered a key founding member.
She used semi-structured interviews of 18 male and 18 female academic and
administrative staff across twelve academic disciplines and 35 higher education
institutions (many of the administrative staff were also academics such as pro-vice-
chancellor, heads of department and registrars)

Morley’s (2003) work could be considered highly thematic, and shares many
similarities to my own (as the reader will see later my decision to view the discursive field
through a concept of ownership is in some ways similar to Morley’s use of quality
assurance). For example, Morley refers to accountability as a major form of power in
higher education systems which has threatened and changed the concept of autonomy for
academic staff. Morley draws attention to the role of a globalised framework of neoliberal
policies coupled with higher educational institutions forms of management as having
distinct effects on promoting accountability and quality assurance. This spread of
business values and processes into the public sector (new managerialism) has increased
processes that her interviewees see as negative forms of governance.

Morley’s interviews revealed multiple tensions, one example was that

accountability had a negative effect by encouraging the desire to fake reporting, another
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was that autonomy had a positive effect for women who felt that quality and
accountability furthered their interests in a traditionally discriminatory workplace. This
is the operation of discourses at work. Morley’s textual analysis identified the relationship
between performance indicators for recruitment, retention and course and teaching
quality from internal and external management and funding bodies and a strategy of
domination. Academic staff and administrators find themselves in situations where they
feel they are under constant pressure to improve numerous outcomes. The discourse of
improvement or betterment is woven into the notion of quality assurance and
accountability. Morley describes the very act of resistance as being problematic in higher
education:
Resistance involves standing outside the parameters, logic or frameworks
that name, classify and value in the first place. The power relations are
such that to name quality assurance as undesirable carries the risk of
naming yourself as undesirable. Furthermore, with competition, the binary
divide and sectoral diversity, it is questionable as to whether a political
community to co-ordinate resistance exists in academia. (p. 49)
Morley does, however, see resistance by the staff interviewed, but it is not coordinated
against the dominant discourse of quality assurance. Morley notes that management staff
are required to have skills in dealing with resistance, and resistors are corrected and
rehabilitated through a process of denying the resistor a platform to speak such as in
departmental meetings and then conducting individual meetings. The tools of quality
assurance are then used alongside a morality inherent message of individual
enhancement, development or improvement that makes any notion of a staff members
resistance synonymous with fear of change. The paradox for Morley is the quality
assurance discourse in higher education has decreased quality.

Stephen Ball, a noted sociologist of education, has been a long-time proponent of
using Foucault throughout his extensive writings on education and neoliberalism since
the 1980s. Ball’s work has focused on tackling power-relations, policy issues, gender and
inequality, with a strong focus on globalisation issues in education such as the adoption
of neoliberal ideals and new managerialism. In a 2012 article Ball extended his earlier
discussion on ‘performativity’ (2001, 2003, 2005, 2008). Performativity for Ball is “a
powerful and insidious policy technology that is now at work at all levels and in all kinds
of education and public service, a technology that links effort, values, purposes and self-

understanding to measures and comparisons of output” (Ball, 2012, p. 19). This concept
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is the way Ball describes the process of academic work in the neoliberal university,
placing demands on academics to spend time more being accountable for their actions
than perhaps doing the jobs of teaching and research. In this environment, Ball sees the
academic as a performer charged with acting a certain way in a regime of performativity,
where production is paramount. The academic must always improve and for Ball, this
makes academics governable subjects who comply because to not do so is immoral - after
all, who wants to be irresponsible in an environment where to be an academic makes you
responsible to yourself, other staff and students, and importantly to your university.

While not explicitly stated, Ball is drawing on the Foucauldian notion of
governance, and where power is operating as a productive normalising force. It is also
acting at multiple levels of an institution with the academic staff. Ball notes that the
performative process re-orients pedagogical and scholarly activities towards measurable
outcomes and thus away from social, moral and emotional outcomes which have limited
measurability as performative actions. Ball’s example is metrics over teachers’
judgements in the classroom. Also, performativity works to make the commitment to
action contractual. Research and teaching outcomes are calculable and can be written into
contracts to measure performance. There is a strong connection here to Foucault’s
concepts of biopower and for that matter his broader notion of how power-relations work.
This is quite clear in Ball’s realisation that the academic staff “are produced rather than
oppressed, animated rather than constrained! We take responsibility for working hard,
faster and better as part of our sense of personal worth and the worth of others” (Ball,
2012, pp. 19-20).

Ball expands his notion of commitment to contract with the example of the off-
shore university. In this case, he discusses the expansion of UK universities in Asia,
noting that they illustrate a demarcation between a public university and a private
enterprise. Profitability, not increased academic or research quality, is the goal. The
creation of an international ‘expert” education market through the exporting of training
and qualifications is part and parcel of globalised neoliberalism. For Ball this results in
the further interconnection of performativity:

there are ‘an increasing number of symmetries between academia and
business’. UK universities are involved in complex ‘border-crossing’
relationships with the private sector, state agencies, international consortia
and other national states. Partnerships, linkages and networks ‘join up’

state organisations with commercial ones and create discursive capillaries
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through which the sensibilities and dispositions of enterprise, competition
and profit flow and the ontology of neoliberalism is generalised. Complex
relationships built upon contract rather than collegiality and aimed at profit
generation rather than knowledge for its own sake or public service enfold
public universities into the field of commerce. (Ball, 2012, p. 24)
The expansion of universities and the marketisation of qualifications has seen a
transformation of universities over the last twenty-five years, marked by governments in
the UK, USA, Canada and New Zealand who have connected education with an
international student revenue. University outputs are export commaodities.

Ball further sees the way these universities have become part of the modern
neoliberal enterprise by discussing how the commodification of university-life has been
impacted on by the UK Research Excellence Framework (REF). This is the UK’s means
to assess research funding and is a form of accountability for the public investment in
university research. For Ball, REF represents a disciplinary process where the behaviour
of academics and universities is managed marking a removal of any notion of
independence that universities, or academics had over their scholarly outputs, as these are
now managed to be accountable and financially beneficial.

In 2016 Ball concluded his series on performativity in education (2001, 2003,
2005, 2008, 2012, 2013, 2015), noting this as a further exploration of Ball and Olmedo’s
(2013) discussion on resistance to neoliberalisation. Ball and Olmedo (2013) used the
theories of Foucault to argue “that subjectivity is a key site of political struggle in the
contexts of neoliberalisation and neoliberal governmentality” (Ball, 2016, p. 1129). Ball
(2016) examined email exchanges with teachers, and illustrates how discourse reveals
power-relations through more of a thematic analysis of the discourses in text than a
linguistically oriented examination. Ball backs his argument up with a connection to
multiple secondary sources and contrasts the texts against institutional texts and policy.
Ball sees his work as an attempted to enter “the ‘theoretical silence’ of governmentality
studies around the issues of resistance and contestation” and outline the risks of a refusal
to resist neoliberalisation (p. 1129). The aim was to show how resistance to neoliberalism
was a political struggle and in itself was a struggle against subjectivity. Thus it fits in with
Foucault’s notions of power-relations and the role of the individual as a place where the
multiple strategies of power operate through discourse as truth making practices.

Subjectivity is as Ball notes the “point of contact between self and power” (p. 1131).
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The focus on teacher discourse enables Ball (2016) to consider their statements as
resistance to the anonymity of power expressed in the education system through a
‘numbers game’, which is a reference to the systems of measurement. And for Ball, a
significant aspect of resisting control through performativity lies in the teachers’ criticism
— their ability to speak differently about the situation and realise alternative possibilities.
This is a concept | see in my study of discourse where academic criticism of the system
represents resistance, and this resistance exists in this thinking rather than in any physical
act of resistance.

Ball’s (2016) analysis identifies the struggle, and it is at this point where the text
suggests alternatives. For example, one teacher (‘Walter’) attempts to write his self-
performance review differently than the way the review system operates. This alternative
articulation of how Walter sees himself in relation to the system’s categories and
measures is interpreted by Ball as an attempt to loosen the connection between
subjectification and subject. This is where Ball sees a connection between the emails and
the concept of freedom being used as resistance, in which resistance becomes an ethical
struggle. For Ball, this ethical struggle is akin to Foucault’s conception of truth-telling
where the ethical value is not in it being the truth but in how something is spoken. The
form of resistance, or counter truth, Ball (and Foucault) is suggesting is resistance in
context within discourse. The resistance in this manner is situational and as such presents
new knowledge and is productive, and is a form of power.

Ball’s work points out that neoliberalism has places of resistance and this is where
individuals come into contact with subjectification. In doing so, Ball’s work contributes
to Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis by giving the researcher a place to examine
the sites of conflict where power-relations occur.

2.7 STEM Education Studies

Within STEM educational research the theories of Foucault do not have a wide uptake.
Despite this, the limited number of academics in STEM education that use Foucault’s
theories have produced valuable research examining power-relations within educational
spaces. This section examines a few key examples and discusses how they used Foucault

and what their contribution was.
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One particular researcher in STEM education has used Foucault in an attempt to
reframe educational debates rather than as a tool to examine discourse in micro-settings.
Bazzul’s work has consistently over the last decade used aspects of Foucault’s toolbox to
investigate issues in Science Education (Bazzul, & Siatras, 2011; Bazzul, 2012, 2014a,
2014b, 2015a, 2015b, 2016, 2017a & 2017b; Bazzul, & Carter, 2017). Bazzul shifts
between theoretical discussions on Foucault and other theorists work to the broader field
of science education, and how to apply these considerations to look at how science is
taught. Many of Bazzul’s works appear to be arguments presented as a synthesis of
political thought coupled with higher educational and philosophical theory rather than
discrete discourse analysis. They represent elements of discourse analysis combined with
Foucault’s concepts, in particular, bio-power and governmentality, coupled with a
broader critique of globalisation and neoliberalism. Bazzul argues for a
reconceptualization of science education as a politicised space in need of examination
and the adoption of new approaches (like that of Foucault) to challenge the dominant
power-relations inherent within science education. His is a politicised agenda motivated
in-part by Foucault’s conceptual framework. Bazzul is seeking in his research to introduce
a discussion on how education and ethics are intertwined to have educators engage with
social and ecological justice issues.

Bazzul’s research represents a use of Foucauldian theory as a means of presenting
and attempting to stimulate uptake of these theories in science education to re-frame the
way educators consider how education is produced and produces subjects. Bazzul (2017)
describes this science education system as designed to give people skills, for example
through lab work that both prepares people for their chosen career path but at the same
time prepares them for integration into the workforce as labour ready. This is, in a
Foucauldian sense, the subjectification of students through control of their biopower -
body and mind. It is also subjectification of teachers who find themselves as complicit in
the system as educators. It is not that this is a bad or, for that matter, explicitly good, but
rather is a way of looking at the system to ask questions of what is occurring. It is a
starting point from which to reimagine the education system and reveal what may be
occurring in it. In this case, it is a normalising process that can be seen to be achieving a
“subject ready for science work™ (Bazzul, 2017, p. 884). Bazzul portrays Foucault’s work
as a ‘new’ way of questioning practices in STEM education, and an appeal for science
educators to utilise this in a field which has increasingly avoided this type of

introspection.
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Foucault’s theories in STEM education have been used most prominently in
understanding discourses, identities and subjectification in gender issues for women (e.g.,
Henwood, 1998; Riley & Sciarra, 2006; Phipps, 2007; Riley 2008; Riley, Pawley, Tucker,
& Catalano, 2009; Riley & Claris, 2009; Claris & Riley 2012; Beddoes, 2011; Beddoes,
Schimpf & Pawley, 2013).

Henwood (1998) uses Foucauldian Discourse Analysis to explore how women are
underrepresented in STEM, through a review of the debates around this issue and
examination of the subject choices and occupational decision-making processes of two
groups of women in a technology college. Henwood argues that traditional approaches to
examining the operation of power in social situations tended to be understood as a
commodity and disproportionately distributed and wielded by specific groups over others
and thus Foucault’s notions of power as more diffuse offers a better approach:

a post-Foucauldian model of power as found in discourse theory is more
fruitful for understanding the position of women in engineering in
particular, and the relationship between gender, sexuality and work, more
generally. What is required for an understanding of the lived experiences
of women in education, training and work, is a theoretical framework that
can offer a new approach to the relationship between the “individual’ and
the “structural’. It is in this context that insights from post-structuralist
approaches, which attempt to transcend the individual-structural dualism,
can prove helpful. (p.39)
For Henwood, individuals seen through the lens of subject positions are a result of a
complex interconnection of discourses and not unitary subjects with power positions
understood as relative solely to a material or institutional position. As such discourses
struggle against one another and it is through this struggle that power relations can be
seen providing insight into gender relations.

Henwood’s analysis of the interviews of women studying and working in the
context of software engineering revealed that discourses “structure and limit the positions
women are able to take up and the space they have to speak of the contradictions and
conflict they experience in their study and in their decision-making regarding future
work” (p.40). The women studying software engineering were separated into one group,
while men were split into two groups (one being more ‘elite’). This group was deemed
aggressive and, saw the women as a threat reinforcing the stereotype of engineering as a

male job, while the other group of men were more supportive but in a more protective
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and paternalistic way. Both groups of men portrayed discourses of gender difference
towards the women, who did not see themselves as different. Henwood notes that the
limitations placed on women by the gendered discourse places them in a position of
counter identification where they reject the notion of being different but are in part unable
to achieve this change with speed as it would require undermining the dominance of
conventional heterosexuality. Henwood recognises that equal opportunity initiatives in
non-traditional educational areas for women will only be improved gradually as more
women enter these fields and gain opportunities to challenge the dominant discourse.
Phipps (2007) uses FDA to build upon Henwood’s work, argueing that there has
been a distinct lack of progress in promoting the participation of women in science,
engineering and technology (SET — a term synonymous with STEM). This disturbing lack
of progress according to Phipps can be attributed to the fact that “that the ‘Women in
SET’ discourse reinforces traditional and essentialist notions of gender, many of which
are implicated in the symbolic incompatibility of women and SET” (p.769). For Phipps,
the conceptual underpinnings of the discourse around women in SET work to undermine
equality.
Between 2001 and 2005, Phipps mapped the discourse taking place in Europe and
North America at both a macro and micro level. In doing so, she identified major policy
and funding agencies, more than 300 activist groups and 400 educational projects and
20,000 individuals. Her research at the macro level consisted of questionnaires sent to
individuals and groups, and document analysis of reports, articles and guides in both web
and print form. Micro-level discourse analysis was conducted on the interview texts of
16 women activists. Phipps (2007) gives a clear narration of how she uses FDA:
Foucault’s concept of discourse will be used in this paper in order to
imagine the ‘Women in SET’ framework as a collection of ideas and
meanings and also as a structure which prescribes and prohibits various
different activist and educational practices and makes available certain
subject positions whilst closing down the possibility of others.... The
underlying assumptions of the ‘Women in SET’ framework will be
examined in the context of Foucault’s theorisation of the interaction
between knowledge, power, and practice (see for example Foucault, 1977)
and the co-production of knowledge, power, and the subject (see for
example Foucault, 1979). The conclusion will make some suggestions

about the possible implications of how the “Women in SET’ framework is
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structured, raising fruitful questions for further research on the practices
being developed in the field and the conditions of possibility these create
for the production of bodies, subjectivities, and educational and gendered
identities. (p. 770)
As such her work is in keeping with a standard discourse analysis approach used in FDA
that focuses on power-relations in social situations. Importantly, Phipps also notes that
her research does not represent the entirety of the field but can be considered indicative.

Many of Phipps’ interviewees saw the issue of underrepresentation of women as
related to the stereotypical gender conceptions they experienced beginning at an early
age, such as encouraged interests, toys and potential career roles. The women continued
to experience this gender stereotyping behaviour throughout their study and in the
workforce. This behaviour from an early age is a form of indoctrination that acts to
construct subject identities that are often passive in comparison to the experiences of
males, and does not encourage uptake of SET subjects, interests or careers. This discourse
normalises masculinity and femininity in society. The interviewees identified the
difference for themselves as women who have experienced a lack of something including
lack of exposure, role models or opportunity. Her interviews and document analysis
identified that women see themselves as having been constructed in response to gendered
social norms with their experiences and truths being different from that of men.

Phipps argues that the desire to remain within a binary discursive framework acts
to promote the very binaries that the activist wish to break down. In conclusion, she argues
that SET needs to become gender-neutral to challenge the barriers that keep women out
of SET, though Phipps does acknowledge that achieving this within the current binary
discourse is problematic. Phipps work is a good example of how FDA can challenge the
traditional understanding of social situations and the role of power-relations in them. This
research does this by using FDA to ask questions of what is being said and what may be
going on which reposition normalised views in a different light. The work of Phipps is
thought provoking and is not an example of solving a problem but is an example of
challenging established thought patterns and introducing new ways of thinking about
issues and as a result, increasing knowledge of how we occupy subject positions in society
that act to govern and normalise behaviour often beyond our conscious awareness.

Beddoes, Schimpf and Pawley (2013) use Foucault’s theories to examine
gendered forms of power in the underrepresentation of women in engineering faculty.

These authors analysed semi-structured interviews of 29 STEM faculty members and text
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analysis of relevant documents. They identify Foucault’s notion that power is not only
repressive but is also a productive force in society and that it can be examined through
analysis of discourse. This is the analysis of what can be thought and said and by whom
and what this tells the researcher about power relations. Beddoes and colleagues focused
their particular investigation around female career pathways and experiences with
parental leave policy.

Importantly, and in some ways similar to my research they did not originally start
with the intention of using Foucault but arrived at this point from examining the data at
hand and realising that Foucault’s theories could help examine the power relations they
saw in the texts. They also used axial coding practices akin to those promoted by
grounded theorists or thematic analysts to identify aspects of power relations in a
Foucauldian sense within the text rather than a linguistically inspired Foucauldian
analysis like CDA.

They identified micro-practices within the institution that created negative
behaviours and beliefs amongst female staff about having children or pregnancy as
academic staff members. The female staff identified a stigma that made it difficult to
openly admit or discuss issues around pregnancy or children for fear of being considered
unproductive or of acting inappropriately. Taking advantage of parental leave policies
was seen as opening the female staff member to negative judgement. A result of this was
a low uptake by female faculty in using what were supposedly supportive policies of
parental leave. The result of these practices is evidence of a gendered workspace with a
dominant set of norms that place women staff members in a disadvantaged position as
career academics. The very act of not taking parental leave out of fear around damaging
their careers or ability to have tenure inadvertently reinforces the notion that to take leave
is bad. In this way, Foucault offers a way to identify discourses and understand how they
work against equality contributing to the underrepresentation of female staff in STEM
faculty positions.

One of the prominent uses of Foucault and his notions of power-relations in STEM
educational literature is in critiquing science education from a theoretical standpoint (e.g.,
Bencze & Carter, 2011; Pierce, 2012; Sharma & Muzaffar, 2012; Melville & Bartley
2013). For example, Melville and Bartley (2013) use a Foucauldian-inspired Discourse
Analysis to “understand the work of three teachers who have constituted identities that
have allowed them to challenge the contemporary discourse of science education”

(p.171). Melville and Bartley considered that school science education operates as a
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discourse that is not as has been historically portrayed, objective, mechanised or
decontextualised.

Furthermore, the authors maintain that science education has remained relatively
static for the last fifty years, resulting in its failure to train and attract young people. This
discourse centres around the concept of disciplinary rigour which the authors claim
“continues to be a major impediment to reform efforts within science education” (p.173).
Coupled with this idea of rigour is the way school science is organised along
compartmentalised disciplinary lines with separate professional domains where
knowledge is constrained and at the same time legitimised. Melville and Bartley see that
science education trains teachers to restrict “their notions of ‘what science is, who does
science, what belongs in the science curriculum, and how best to ‘deliver’ the content’ ”
(p.174) and as such conditions their identities. For Melville and Bartley (2013) science
teachers and educators can through an understanding of how they are constructed as
subjects in this process, form resistance to the normalised science education discourse by
constructing alternative professional and personal identities.

Melville and Bartley (2013) used Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge to
analyse semi-structured interviews of three career science teachers. Power and knowledge
are mutually reinforcing concepts that do not exist independently, power cannot be
exercised without knowledge and knowledge always gives rise to power. They note that:
“this understanding is important, as it guided our consideration of the narratives in terms
of the teachers’ changing relationship to the contemporary discourse, the evolution of
their identities, and associated questions relating to power and agency” (p.178). The
authors incorporated an analysis of the relationship between the display of emotions in
the texts as a determinant of identity construction, relating this to how the teachers
connected with contemporary discourse in science education. They determined that
agency was the key to identity construction for the teachers.

The work of Melville and Bartley (2013) crosses boundaries within the field of
FDA taking concepts from Foucault in particular notions of governmentality and
biopower, and connecting them to discourse analysis in a genealogical manner. At points,
| see a similarity in their work to Discursive Psychology and its aim to understand how
mental processes are constructed in social interaction. This too has common ground with
Foucault’s understanding of the ethics of action and the self in his concept of biopower.
Melville and Bartley bring the discussion back repeatedly to the operation of power in the

discourse and its complex effect, deriving three conclusions from their study. The first is
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that teachers need an environment where the discourse supports educational practices that
challenge contemporary science education and allows for an awareness of teachers
emotional involvement in teaching. Secondly, that mandated curriculum in science does
allow for the possibility of teachers to challenge its contemporary discourse. Finally, they
conclude that while the possibility of change exists in the curriculum, teachers may lack
the power as individuals to affect change within the current infrastructure of pedagogical
science beyond localised settings.

This final point is an example of how power-relations and resistance occur in
micro-settings. While Melville and Bartley (2013) identify that these local sites may not
offer teachers a chance to gain more formal and widespread power in altering the
dominant discourse, the possibility for enough of these sites to combine and create
resistance in national-level curriculums remains.

In summary, the use of Foucault’s theories and FDA in STEM is underdeveloped
but important, and growing. Foucault’s theories offer ways of looking at power-relations
within STEM by examining faculty practices both educationally, and as workplaces, be
they examined in isolation or as part of wider connected networks that have traditionally
been ignored in STEM literature. In doing so, they offer the researcher an opportunity to
question practices that have been normalised and ask how and why things are a particular
way. FDA does not offer in many instances concrete solutions but it can point to
alternative conceptions and new possibilities of understanding particular social situations,

and from here alternative realities or solutions may be conceived.

2.8 Alternative Methodologies

The FDA studies described above reflect a different approach than other qualitative
methodologies, such as Ethnography, Grounded Theory, and Hermeneutic
Phenomenology. What follows is a brief discussion of these three methods, the type of
research outcomes they produce, and why I chose FDA as my approach. In qualitative
research, there are multiple interpretations of these methods largely determined by the
subject matter and the theoretical position of the researcher, so what follows is, by
necessity, a broad generalisation.

Ethnography
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Ethnography (originally developed in anthropological and sociological research)
aims to understand what is taking place in a specific group or social context, in context,
and how this may relate to broader social contexts. For the most part, ethnographers
investigate the complex relationships between individuals and communities by directly
observing linguistic and cultural practices. In order to understand cultural phenomena,
the researcher should be embedded amongst their subjects for a reasonable length of time
to gain a full understanding of what is occurring. From this position the researcher can
listen, observe, ask questions, participate and incorporate this experience with their notes
and interviews to gain a personal view of the cultural phenomenon. As such, the personal
view of the researcher is incorporated into the findings (Gold, 1997; Madison, 2011).

For example, Brown and Holloway (2008) conducted an ethnographic study of
150 international postgraduate students at an English university, to understand what they
term the ‘insider perspective’ of the student adjustment experience. Ethnography offered
the authors the opportunity to interview and observe the students over a long period. It
also allowed the researcher to be embedded in the experience, participating in interviews
throughout the year, and witnessing students not only in the classroom but in other social
settings. The study aimed to cover the students across the whole year, and as they note in
particular, they wanted to see the intense emotional experiences the students would have
adjusting to the new environment. The study revealed insights into the journey
international students take and developed a model to help illuminate the psychological
and sociocultural adjustment stages of international students’ experience.

Like Brown and Holloway (2008) I could have adopted ethnographic methods to
investigate my research question. For example, | am embedded in the department, and |
observe staff members in multiple social situations. I could also have selected questions
to interview the academic staff that target their understanding of their experience. The
focus of ethnography on multiple forms of cultural phenomenon could be used to
investigate how power is experienced and manifested by lecturers in the social context of
Victoria University, and could also be used to reflect on the wider processes occurring.
Conducting an ethnographic study like this would place the primacy of what the academic
staff perceive or explain at the forefront of the study. However, my focus is on the way
the academics experience and manifest power in the teaching and learning environment.
And, importantly for me, | was interested in how this could be seen in their discussions
without directly drawing their attention to this. Ethnography could certainly enable me to

gain an understanding of the experience of power as experienced by these individuals,
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but FDA enables me to go beyond this to see the operation of power in a larger social
system. FDA specifically asks questions of the way power operates beyond the experience
of individuals in a way ethnography does not by focusing on discourse. FDA is a more
directly relevant toolkit for understanding how language reveals the operation of power.

Additionally, Ethnography places primacy on the person as a subject of the
research, as opposed to going beyond the subject to investigate how the
discourse/discursive practices shape situations and practices. To examine discourse and
the operation of power in a manner that could keep my participants safe in their work
environment it was also necessary for me to separate the individual as the subject from
my research and focus on the discourse to reveal power structures and struggles. By using
FDA, | can focus on discourse analysis in the broadest sense while reflecting on my
participation.

Grounded Theory

Grounded Theory originated in the sociological work of Glaser and Strauss during
the 1960s, and has since grown and morphed into several different theoretical strands;
Glaser and Strauss both now hold differing interpretations. Despite the internal debates
on which is the most appropriate version of Grounded Theory, all versions share a
common aim: the process of identification and integration of categories of description
and the analysis of the connections between these (Charmaz, 2000). The result is the
creation of theory to explain particular phenomena. It is an iterative process involving
data acquisition, usually in the form of interviews, and intensive data coding of the
transcribed texts and other records, followed by constant comparative analysis.
Traditional Grounded Theory aims to reduce the researcher’s preconceptions through the
constant coding of data, leading to the generation of themes and a hierarchy of abstraction
to generate a theory, ideally done alongside other researchers (Kempster & Parry, 2011).
The aim is to make the researcher neutral from the data and allow for the data to generate
a new theory (from the coding process) devoid of author bias (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
Traditional grounded theory believes there is a true reality to be revealed (Mills, Bonner,
& Francis, 2006).

Charmaz’s relatively recent revision of Grounded Theory: Constructionist
Grounded Theory allows for the position of the researcher to be accounted for and
explained as it relates to the project’s findings — in part addressing the issue of reflexivity
by incorporating it into the findings (Charmaz, 2000; Charmaz, 2006). It also

recommends studying a particular context (Charmaz, 2006). Constructivist Grounded
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Theory, unlike Traditional Grounded Theory, sees that reality is relative and truth, or
what we think we know, is subjective (Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006). All knowledge
Is acknowledged as in some way biased, and the researcher’s position will always bring
a perspective to the questions asked and the subsequent findings.

My current position and background in researching ECS places me in a potentially
biased position. | am a participant in the discourses at work. By using Constructivist
Grounded Theory | could elaborate on this personal connection with the subjects and
subject matter, and at the same time develop a theory which would make sense of what is
occurring from these interactions. There are however a few issues which make Grounded
Theory problematic. Again, | specifically wish to examine the effect of and operation
power in a specific context. As such, | do not, as a Grounded Theorist would, seek to
generate a new theory, rather 1 am using an existing theory on a specific form of data
(discourse) to examine a particular social situation. FDA considers discourse to contain
evidence of processes of power and focuses on examining how these discourses facilitate
what can be said, by whom, where and when. The questions and theory already exist and
does not emerge from a constant iterative process of coding but from a constant searching
of discourse for the operation of power in what is said or not said in a particular context.

FDA provides a discourse-analytic methodology with an inherent theoretical
opposition to the very idea that language can be treated as a neutral information source
from which generalizable theories can be developed in an objective/semi-objective way.
FDA does not see language as neutral but rather a place where the operation of power and
resistance can be witnessed and examined.

For example, Ellis and Chen (2013), conducted a study of 11 undocumented
immigrant college students (people living without legal documentation to reside in the
USA) using Constructivist Grounded Theory. The authors used transcribed interviews as
their main source of data along with the notes developed by the researchers during the
data collection and analysis stages. Themes were iteratively identified, then refined until
the authors were satisfied that data saturation (where no new themes emerged from the
data) was achieved, before proceeding to generate a theory from the final themes. In
common with my research Ellis and Chen (2013) acknowledge and recognise that there
were political and social issues that were inherent in the lived experiences of the
undocumented individuals, living in a social situation that was affected by power

relationships.
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Ellis and Chen’s (2013) study considered a wide range of issues concluding that
the students had complex emotional states and lived experiences which contributed to
their understanding of their own identity. Their social situation in many ways shaped their
actions and perceptions of potential actions and was an ongoing psychological negotiation
between the students and their situations. The benefit of this type of study lies in its ability
to inform psychologists, community workers and government employees in how to help
people in these situations and as such is extremely helpful. While there are similarities to
my investigation into the operation of power, there are also important differences. The
most significant is that while this study can generate a theory about individuals and what
they experience, there is little or no questioning of the discourse regarding what can be
said, by whom, where and when in order to examine the way power operates in the wider
social system. Rather the focus is on the individuals in a situation not on the system. The
FDA analyst is more interested in examining discourse to reveal the systemic use of
power that forms social norms and the knowledge that people use to control peoples
understandings, meanings and actions.

Hermeneutic Phenomenology

Researchers adopting a phenomenological perspective seek to provide an
understanding of peoples’ lived experiences, as experienced by them (Laverty, 2008).
Hermeneutic studies also often involve the gathering and review of interview data along
with supporting contextual data. Hermeneutic Phenomenology considers that
understanding is central to who we are and that this is related to one’s background or
‘situatedness’ and through it, we determine what is real. In this way, there are some
apparent similarities to Foucault and, again, there are major differences.

Foucault was critical of Phenomenology (and the same criticism can be levelled
against Ethnography and Grounded Theory) because of their focus on “commentary on
everyday life, and in its related form of deep exegesis of what everyday practices cover
up” (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983, p. 27). A good example of this is an education study by
Volkmann and Anderson (1998) who conducted a study of a chemistry teacher’s year-
long personal journal. They investigated how this teacher created a professional identity
by considering how the teacher explained their feelings and experiences through
metaphors about the dilemmas they faced. Combined with an extensive literature review
and textual analysis they concluded that the teacher had struggled with three major
dilemmas: “feeling like a student versus the expectation to act like an adult; wanting to

care for students versus the expectation to be tough; and feeling incompetent in
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knowledge of chemistry versus the expectation to be an expert” (p. 293). These all related
to the teacher’s desire to adhere to an identity conception of what being a professional
teacher meant to herself and what she thought others would perceive it as being. For
example, the desire to make chemistry appear understandable and also fun and inspiring
for students, but also maintaining the position of a subject expert while not feeling
confident. This study concluded that new teachers required more institutional and
collegial support both in pre-teacher education and while beginning their career teaching.

Again, the reason | have not adopted this phenomenological toolkit concerns its
propriety for studying my research question, focusing as it does not just on individuals.
Volkmann and Anderson (1998) focused primarily on the individual as the subject, and
attribute meaning based largely upon an individual’s experience to infer issues, rather
than looking at the wider discourse affecting these actions or thoughts. The conclusion
that there was a lack of training or support, while potentially valid, does not draw upon
analysis of the wider discourse affecting this person’s actions other than their description
of why they did something. Foucault and FDA try to go beyond this to examine the
discourse of ‘individuals and systems’ for meaning, rather than focus on an individual
themselves. Thus FDA allows for a connection to the wider social structures in historical
periods which create truth-making processes. For example, an FDA analysis of the same
situation would have asked the questions: how has this situation in teaching come to be
and what alternative ways of thinking or acting are allowed in this space. Foucault was
concerned with what made social practices normal, and truth-bearing. By focusing on
how culture acts to affect behaviour and normalise people as subjects and objects through
rationalisation, Unlike hermeneutics or the other approaches discussed above, FDA
research is important not just for what it tells us about something, but in that it can open
up discussion and critique about the rules that shape or govern a situation (Foucault 1972).
In FDA it is not only about what the discourse means but what does the discourse do and
could what it does be done differently (Foucault 1972). These are questions of power and
politics.
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2.9 Summary

In this chapter, | have detailed the theoretical aspects of FDA, and my reasoning in
adopting FDA rather than other common methodologies that have been used in qualitative
research. | have given examples of studies that have used FDA and have described their
focus on the study of discourse and power relations. A significant theme across all of
these studies is the lens that Foucault provided each of the researchers.

The work of Foucault in all of the studies discussed in the chapter has been used
to provide a theoretical basis for discussions on the role of power, be it in a particular site
(such as a workplace or classroom setting), or as a particular subject (for example, an
employee, student or academic). Common themes exist in the work discussed above - a
focus on forms of normalisation, domination and subjectification. There is also the notion
of critique as a site of resistance. The primary method for using Foucault’s theories as a
research tool has been discourse analysis, primarily text-based either in interviews, emails
or policy documents. Foucault’s toolbox has led to some studies focusing on
archaeological and genealogical approaches, while others have focused on biopower or
governmentality, while others have combined these and other notions. The way discourse
is examined has varied from an integral linguistic examination of text whereas others have
used a more thematic approach, but all have attempted to connect the information under
analysis to power-relations as processes within discourse.

Foucault’s theories enabled concepts of knowledge and the operation of power to
be examined, not to provide answers that can be considered “truth” but to facilitate
examination of topics in new ways that enable the researcher to reconceptualise a different
way of looking and understanding power-relations. The presentation of ideas, or research
as a form of critique, is of central importance in all of these studies. As Foucault (1998)
noted:

A critique is not a matter of saying that things are not right as they are. It
is a matter of pointing out on what kinds of assumptions, what kinds of
familiar, unchallenged, unconsidered modes of thought the practice that
we accept rests. (p. 155)
FDA is a way of looking at, and questioning accepted norms to explore power-relations
in practice within social situations. In the following chapter, | shall explain how I use the
conceptual framework discussed in this chapter and describe a way of using Foucault’s

theories as a method.
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CHAPTER THREE: USING FDA

In this chapter, I shall discuss the particular approach | have used for FDA and describe
the sources of text used for analysis in this thesis. This research aims to examine how the
first-year teaching and learning environment is impacted on by the operation of power
revealed through FDA. This research, while considering the impact of power on students,
seeks to look at the teaching and learning environment using a non-student centred
approach. In particular, the focus is on how lecturers experience and manifest the
operation of power resulting from a STEM crisis discourse within a neoliberal educational
context. As such, the research question for this thesis is: How is power experienced and
manifested by lecturers in the Bachelor of Engineering (Hons) first-year teaching and

learning environment at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW), New Zealand.

3.1 Sources

This investigation focuses on the historical and temporal context of ECS with a particular
focus on 2015, as this was when I interviewed the academic staff. The primary sources of
text for analysis comprise interview transcripts from 15 academic staff involved in Part 1
of the first-year BE programme. Also, textual material from NZ government reports,
VUW reports and documents, such as course materials, programme reviews, strategy and
policy documentation, and forum correspondence are used. As noted in chapter one | have
a perspective of the context | am studying by virtue of being embedded in it. | have been
employed in ECS since 2009 and have previously held a project management and
researcher’s position, and a pastoral care and outreach role where | developed our pastoral
care system. | am currently the Student Development and Engagement Manager, with
managerial oversight of our pastoral care and tutorial support programme, | am a course
coordinator and lecture on two courses in ECS. In addition, in 2018 | became the
Programme Director for our first-year programme coordinating the management of the
teaching programme and joined the Faculty Executive management group. My
employment position, since | started in 2009, has allowed me access to the teaching,

managerial and social context of ECS and VUW.
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Due to my ethics requirements, | cannot include email or forum conversations by
staff or provide direct textual information for all the meetings I have been in. It was made
clear to me in several situations by some staff that 1 would not be able to gain ethics
approval for certain information, such as email correspondence, as it could portray some
staff or the university in a negative light. Where | have been unable to provide verifiable
evidence for the things I have witnessed in ECS, I have kept my discussion of this material

to a minimum.

3.2 Context

Typically, 150-200 students enter the first year of the BE programme. They each select
one of the three majors we offer, either Electronics and Computer Systems (ECEN),
Network Engineering (NWEN), or Software Engineering (SWEN). These students must
attain a B average grade (70% or above) across Part 1 (a set of specific first-year courses)
to continue in the BE. This requirement was set by ECS as a quality assurance process to
satisfy the Washington Accord accreditation criteria.

Part 1 consists of a core set of papers (individual courses within a degree major)
that all students in the Engineering Programmes complete, alongside a small set of
specified papers tied to each major within the BE. All students are required to complete
two introductory engineering papers (ENGR 101 and ENGR 110), an engineering
mathematics paper (ENGR 121), and two papers on programming (COMP 102 or COMP
112, and COMP 103). Those students in the Electronics and Computer Systems
Engineering major are also required to take a physics paper (PHYS 114), a further
engineering calculus paper (ENGR 122), and an engineering physics paper (ENGR 142).
Alternatively, students in the Software or Network Engineering majors take an
engineering logic and statistics paper (ENGR 123) and an introductory physics paper
(PHYS 122).

Part 1 is intended to be completed over one year but, in reality, it is often
completed over two years, and in extreme cases three. In part, this is due to students
electing to not take the full suite of courses during their first year. For example, some are
unable to enrol in some courses because they have not met the entry requirements for
particular core papers. Some students also fail a course or courses and do not achieve the

B average grade across their papers. Less than 50% of students of an initial enrolling
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cohort have ever passed Part 1, and therefore been able to continue in the degree, and
typically less than 25% of enrolling students ever graduate with a BE degree (Watterson,
Browne, & Carnegie, 2013; Victoria University of Wellington, 2016). As a result, we
have never been able to meet our internal target, set by the inaugural Dean, of graduating

100 engineers each year.

3.3 Participants and Data Collection

The participants were selected by determining who was doing the most teaching on each
of the first-year courses during the year. | verbally approached the teaching staff and
emailed those that indicated interest in participating. At least one lecturer from each of
these 11 courses, and where possible two, participated in unstructured interviews (up to
50-minutes in length) resulting in a total of 15 interviews. The only exception to this was
for the Physics (PHYS114) and Engineering Physics (ENGR142) papers. For these two
papers, | interviewed an academic who had been involved in Physics (PHYS114) but had
since transferred to the role of Engineering Senior Tutor for both of these courses. One
of the Math academics also had the dual role of Senior Tutor in the Math Department. A
senior tutor role is an academic position which involves lecturing or teaching with
additional activities such as organising course tutors, teaching subject tutorials and
laboratory classes, and running additional non-assessed subject support sessions for
students. The current Physics (PHYS114) and Engineering Physics (ENGR142) lecturers
were approached voluntarily and were not interviewed because they either declined or
did not respond to the invitation.

The participants included senior academic management staff in ECS, such as the
Head of School (department or programme head in charge of the School of Engineering
and Computer Science (ECS) within the Faculty of Engineering(FOE)), Associate Dean
Academic (a role which oversees administration of academic matters, including academic
quality in the school and faculty) and Associate Dean of Students (a role which oversees
administration of student affairs in the school and faculty), a Programme Director (a staff
member who is in charge of one of the subject majors within the BE degree. For example,
ECEN, SWEN, and NWEN). I also interviewed our first year BE Programme Director
who oversees the courses for the first year (a role I now hold in ECS).
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3.4 Text Collection and Interview Schedule

The interviews were individual unstructured interviews (see Appendix A). Interviews
were up to 50 minutes in length. They were conducted in my office and recorded for
transcription. The interviews focused on asking the staff what they thought were the
barriers to engineering student success at first year. Participation was voluntary, and there
were no incentives provided. The interview schedule received VUW ethics approval
before academics were invited to participate (see Appendix B)

3.5 Interview Transcription Conventions

Audio-recorded interviews with academic staff involved in first-year teaching and policy-
making for ECS were anonymised and presented in a turn-taking manner during
transcription. The interviews were transcribed verbatim in accordance with the approach
used by Braun and Clarke (2013). The interview excerpts presented in this thesis have
been adjusted for ease of reading and presented conversationally by agreement with my
supervisors. Repeated words have been removed. Three ellipses at the end of a word
represent the deletion of some text from the speaker when deemed repetitive or if the
topic shifted away from my research area. A bracketed ellipse (.) is when there has been
a pause in the conversation. A full stop is used to symbolise the end of a sentence.
Bracketed laughs ((laughs)) means the person laughed. Non-verbal speech has been
rendered phonetically, for example, Hmm or mm. Reported speech is shown through the
use of inverted commas. Square brackets are used when | have introduced material

relevant to understanding the context of the conversation.

3.6 Presentation of Text

Due to the nature of FDA, much of the analysis was conducted on large bodies of text.
The staff interviews each often generated over 10,000 words of text and as a result had to
be reduced for presentation in this thesis. Despite this, this thesis remains text heavy by
necessity, and | have included information in the text excerpts that | believe are relevant
to understanding my analysis. | have also limited the number of examples to ones | feel

are the most applicable. The themes presented are common across the interviews, and |
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have selected specific examples rather than provide each lecturer’s opinion. Also, | have
applied this same process to the textual evidence from written documents. | have
attempted to provide enough information for the reader to understand my analysis. In
some cases, this has resulted in a large quotation. | have been reluctant to reduce some of

these as | want the reader to appreciate the material in the broader context.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

As noted above this research was approved by the VUW ethics committee (see Appendix
B). This section discusses some of the ethical considerations that specifically relate to my
involvement as a researcher in my workplace.

Within engineering education much of the current research has been undertaken
within what can be best described as positivist (Case & Light, 2011). Positivism, as
Denzin and Lincoln (2008) note, considers that “there is a reality out there to be studied,
captured and understood” (p. 14). Positivist studies predominate in science and
propagated a discourse which perceives knowledge as identifiable, objective and
measurable. Such studies tend to focus on quantitative data through grade analysis or
questionnaires. These studies are not very effective at understanding social processes but
are very good at describing the relationships between variables.

Being embedded as a researcher in my workplace, | had a unique opportunity to
apply a qualitative approach to investigating the social situation and so offer an alternative
perspective on this complex issue. Moreover, crucially discourse analysis and Foucault’s
theoretical position provided me with a methodological framework that could account for
my position as a researcher and my position embedded in the place of research. I am
located within the discourses operating in the teaching and learning environment at VUW
and behave in accordance with my pastoral care role. | have a political and ideological
position which focuses on trying to facilitate the best possible educational and social
outcomes for students. To do this, | have positioned myself in terms of a problem solver
between the academic staff and the students. This role has been legitimised by ECS and
VUW management. My role in pastoral care is a subject position that helps define my
identity within the teaching and learning environment. FDA enables me to utilise my
perspective and analysis of events as being from a particular position (which must be

acknowledged) while keeping the individual interviewees safe by separating them from
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the text as individuals with personal opinions. FDA’s concentration on discourse
separates the focus from being attributed to the speaker’s personal opinion, seeing it
instead as a reflection of the rules and procedures within a system allowing me to protect
the anonymity of individuals, an important aspect given their potential vulnerability as
staff members (Willig & Stainton-Rogers, 2007; See also chapter two).

Education research on your workplace and colleagues can bring into question the
reliability of the findings. Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui and Joseph (2005)
note within social science the notion of validity has often been embraced with a so-called
scientific focus to strengthen the rigour of the investigation and researchers often use a
reflexive research paradigm to achieve this. This process involves the researcher openly
acknowledging his or her position while also conducting triangulation of data, peer review
of analysis and creating a solid paper trail to establish that the analysis is a valid
representation of reality. The main intention of this process is to counter the ambiguity of
the researcher and the fact that language can be interpreted in many ways. However,
Rogers et al. also notes that while reflexivity is crucial for the discourse analyst in
educational research, it is also difficult:

Education researchers are often researchers of familiar educational
settings. As members and ex-members of the school communities that we
study, we bring with us (often successful) histories of participation in those
institutions as students, teachers, and parents. Thus we have embodied
what Fairclough (1992) refers to as “members’ resources,” or what Gee
(1999) refers to as “cultural models” around our participation in school
that includes beliefs, assumptions and values within these contexts. Thus
the classic tension between distance and closeness in the research setting
is often blurred in education research. (p. 382)
I agree with Rogers et al. (2005) that the tension between distance and closeness can
become blurred for a researcher. It is impossible for me to be completely neutral in my
research.

The nature of my pastoral care role in resolving disputes and working to improve
the learning outcomes for students within ECS gives me a particular viewpoint. My
involvement in improving teaching practice and in working closely with the academic
staff on courses also gives me a viewpoint on the practice and behaviour of academic
staff. I am a trusted member of staff and believe that most staff are very open and honest

with me. Students also feel they can confide in me. As a result, | am privy to people’s
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behaviour, beliefs and the operation of their processes and reactions to organisational
policies and activities.

More significantly my participation in this research, and as a staff member in my
role, directly contributes to the way power operations take place in ECS. Over time | have
come to believe that my pastoral care role is to improve the situation for students and in
some ways, this can set me in an oppositional mind-set to some academic staff practices
and institutional policies. My interest in Foucault and my experience of working in ECS
made me re-think my assumptions of what was occurring in ECS. | realised that the
academic staff were subject to specific discourses that shaped their behaviour. By
focusing on the relationships where power affects processes, as revealed in the discourse,
I have found a way to examine what was shaping behaviours of academic staff and how

this impacts on the teaching and learning environment in a structural sense.

3.8 The Researcher’s Position and Limitations

Due to my employment position, | have access to a lot of information relating to staff as
individuals working at ECS and VUW. | witness many of their actions and learn their
opinions. Added to this I also see the administration, business, research and teaching and
learning operations of ECS and to a lesser extent VUW. In doing so | have access to
information which | am unable due to ethical concerns to include in this thesis. I cannot
escape that these will have coloured my presentation of data, and given my role and place
in ECS, | cannot assert that my findings are neutral. However, that does not suggest that
they are not a valid interpretation of the social situation I am examining. There are both
benefits and disadvantages of being ‘close’ to the research. | have attempted to clearly
explain the analysis and texts used, and a process of discussion with my supervisors was
undertaken to ensure that the analysis was sensible. | am a historian, and my three
supervisors comprise of a linguist and academic developer, a psychological scientist and
an electronic and computer systems engineer. This mixed-disciplinary team allowed me
to discuss and question the data from differing viewpoints and question what lecturers
experience and how this discourse can reveal the various power structures apparent and
not consciously apparent in the first-year teaching and learning environment. Bearing in

mind the central thesis of FDA, that this is only one view of reality as we see it and it
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does not attempt to invalidate any other but to offer a new perspective. The following

section discusses how FDA was applied to the texts.

3.9 Method

All analysis depends on the use of a sound methodology and the ability to present reliable
evidence in support of an argument in a rigorous manner (Carter & Little, 2007).
However, unlike traditional scientific quantitative research, the sources of evidence in
qualitative research are open to multiple interpretations. FDA is a Foucault — orientated
procedure which can be interpreted in a wide variety of ways. Despite the absence of an
agreed approach to FDA, there are a variety of guides and approaches (e.g., Kendall &
Wickham, 1999; Billig, 1997; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Parker, 1992; Willig 2001;
Potter, 2003; Wiggins & Potter, 2008; Thomson, 2011). What is common to all guides is
that FDA analysts hold to a particular understanding of discourse as defined by Foucault.
And almost all explorations using FDA focus on the enactment of power in a particular
socio-historical context as explained in chapter two. However, a brief summary follows
to assist the reader. FDA treats discourse as a representation of reality that has been
culturally constructed, and in itself constructs knowledge that functions to allow and
disallow what can be discussed, and acted upon and by whom. As such discourse acts to
create and reproduce acts of power and knowledge. Power and knowledge are intertwined
in FDA. FDA also acknowledges that while a hierarchy in society exists the discourse
shaping action and belief is both top down and bottom up. Discourse reveals how some
cultural and societal practices have been taken to be true and others have been
disregarded. Discourses also change over time. (Thomson, 2011).

Thomson (2011, A Foucauldian notion of discourse, para 2) has an excellent
summary of how a researcher can use FDA as a tool for investigation by asking the
following questions of text:

1. What is being represented here as a truth or as a norm?

2. How is this constructed? What ‘evidence’ is used? What is left out?
What is foregrounded and backgrounded? What is made problematic
and what is not? What alternative meanings/explanations are ignored?
What is kept apart and what is joined together?

3. What interests are being mobilised and served by this and what are not?
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4. How has this come to be?

5. What identities, actions, practices are made possible and /or desirable
and/or required by this way of thinking/talking/understanding? What
are disallowed? What is normalised and what is pathologised?

This summary is similar to the methods discussed in Kendall & Wickham, 1999; Billig,
1997; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Parker, 1992; Willig 2001; Potter, 2003; Wiggins &
Potter, 2008).

In this thesis, | examined texts related to the teaching and learning environment.
These documentary texts were broadly comprised of staff interviews, forum
conversations, course syllabi and material from first-year ECS courses, enrolment and
marketing material from VUW and ECS, together with Government and VUW
information relating to tertiary strategy and policy. This contextual material relates to the
areas identified in the staff transcripts and was subjected to analysis with the categories
above to identify discourses and their effects. A theme was identified when the data
suggested a common recurrence across texts (inductive approach) and when | perceived
a similarity to my personal experience of processes and discussions in ECS (a priori)
(Fusch & Ness, 2015; Walker, 2012; Ryan, 2003).

This process can be described as somewhat akin to that commonly applied in a
Constructivist Grounded Theory approach, where the data is constantly questioned for
similarities, and then coded (Chamez, 2000, 2006). My process also has similarities to a
thematic discourse analysis in that | sought to identify specific themes and group similar
texts together for questioning (Taylor & Ussher, 2001; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). It is
within this process that the themes are examined within the texts, rather than a linguistic
analysis, and these themes are then subjected to a series of questions from a Foucauldian
theoretical standpoint. This is where the discourse analysis becomes a Foucauldian-
inspired form of discourse analysis.

| analysed the text by asking the questions suggested above by Thomson (2011)
and was informed by my understanding of Foucault’s ideas. This resulted in the selection
of specific passages in the texts that related to each other and reflected an association with
my area of research. In doing so my aim was to locate objects (such as NCEA exams,
tutorials etc) and subjects (lecturers, teachers etc) within the text. When these were
located it was a matter of looking for what could be expressed or said by the object or
subject while considering what was acceptable or not within a set of rules and processes

that constituted a norm.
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The next stage of this process was to map a larger picture of the discursive
environment (this mapping process led to the construction of Table 4.1 discussed in the
following chapter). For example, what existed in the educational, socio-political and
cultural teaching and learning space both within and beyond the classroom experience.
This process is central to seeing how practices are both enacted and resisted within the
text. For example, how would a lecturer react to a change in enrolment criteria, what
could they say or do and what connects or surrounds their actions and the variability of
their responses. The mapping of the situation reveals an interconnected web of ideas
connected to other forms of discourse. One way to see this is to consider the education
system at a university and then, for example, to look at the discourse relating to
employment for graduates versus non-graduates. This action expands and alters the
framing of a discourse in relation to other discourses. There is a tension between desiring
to limit this scope while at the same time revealing the processes at work. Importantly,
for the researcher, while this research takes place one must be cognizant of one’s own
inherent framing of the discourse. For example, | could see things from a particular racist
discourse when in fact it may be more or less than this.

One aspect of this discourse analysis, inherent in FDA, is to look for where the
discourse supports the role of institutions as this is a way to see how a pattern or
development has occurred historically in places that reflect significant societal influence.
Foucault’s classic examples are mental hospitals, Madness and Civilization: A History of
Insanity in the Age of Reason (1961) and prisons, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison (1975). Often a discourse can be revealed through the reproduction of ideologies
and acts of resistance to ideologies, and this can be seen historically in many social
upheavals. Religious upheaval, such as the Protestant Revolution is one example of this.
These questions align with Foucault’s theories about knowledge and power and can be
applied to the textual sources.

The aim of this research is to uncover the operation of power in a social situation,
how a situation has come to be and what interests, identities, practices and actions are
encouraged or disallowed. From a Foucauldian perspective, these power relationships
produce norms of behaviour that are both visible and invisible to participants. Invisible
norms constitute processes of which individuals are not consciously aware but which they
are actors in producing (Dunkle, 2010). By following these processes, discursive practices

which may affect the first year teaching environment were revealed. These provided a
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counter position to the traditional narrative of engineering educational discourse, which

has placed the student at the centre of a dispersive and pervasive ‘regime of truth’.

3.10 Summary

This chapter has detailed the FDA method I have used to examine the discourse, and the
issues involved in doing so. It also outlined my place as a researcher and the ethical
considerations and limitations related to this. This chapter has also detailed the form of
my data collection and the sources used for analysis. The following chapters present this
analysis. In order to provide a narrative framework for the reader, the following chapter
describes my framing of the discursive field, within a conceptual framework of ownership

to identify the operation of power at work.
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CHAPTER FOUR: OWNERSHIP AND THE
DISCURSIVE FIELD

University, lecturers and students are all part of an educational setting, that along with the
Government and businesses constitute a complex network of power relationships. As
discussed in chapter two this educational setting and context can be conceptualised as a
discursive field. This chapter outlines my framing of this discursive field.

In FDA it is important to establish the context of what is going to be examined.
Rather than conduct a comparative analysis of the changes over time, as with Foucault’s
treatises, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason or
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, in accordance with other forms of FDA
(see chapter two) | focus on a specific discursive field and limit my investigation to a
particular period. This context is the social setting where the examination of discourse
will take place. It is what Foucault termed a discursive formation or field: the place where
knowledge and ways of thinking are ordered by rules. These are rules that determine what
people believe and how people act in a given system and often go beyond a person’s
conscious understanding of why they may do certain things (Foucault, 1972). Discursive
fields can be seen in specific disciplines or domains such as, medicine, a religion, a legal
system, higher education to name a few. Discourse operates within particular aspects of
these contexts, for example, the way language and processes within an operating theatre
define what is acceptable or not, who can do something or not and what specific roles
subjects play such as the surgeon or patient. What is important is that these are places
where the construction of meaning about correct or incorrect behaviour are developed,
and these meanings formulate truths.

A crucial aspect of my analysis was to understand the context for my study and
map the discursive field. To do this, | re-examined my literature review looking for
specific instances where | could identify connections between factors in the discursive
field. This was largely based on my personal experience working in a university
environment and in relation to my interpretation of student interviews. In addition, |
examined the lecturer interviews for discourse that indicated connections to institutions
or systems. As noted previously, Foucault notes that discourses are not solely ways of
speaking or in written texts but are also connected to institutions (Foucault, 1973). The

aim was to contextualise the web of interconnected factors in a teaching and learning
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environment to examine the operation of power through discourse. In doing so the aim is
to develop an understanding of the way factors, such as, how the lecturers connected to,
for example, the Government need for more engineering graduates. Thus, an
understanding of the context: the teaching and learning environment, was crucial to
framing the operation of power.
The tertiary education teaching and learning environment is perhaps most
commonly considered to be the classroom, lecture, laboratory and tutorial (Entwistle,
McCune, & Hounsell, 2002), however broadly speaking the teaching and learning
environment refers to the context in which a university operates, as well as the classroom
itself. The teaching and learning environment is part of a broader academic system.
Patterson (2001) uses Clark’s (1983) model to suggest that the tertiary: “...academic
system has three main segments: the understructure, consisting of the operating units and
departments; the middlestructure, which is the institution itself; and the superstructure,
which is the wider system and its inter-institutional links” (p. 164). Patterson describes
the academic system; as a complex interaction of interpretation and behaviour between
these three groups:
The understructure segment is made up of a disunited aggregation of
disciplines and professional fields, a loosely coupled system. The
superstructure comprises the state-constructed administrative pyramid,
which, in contrast to the understructure, seeks to impose order, to
coordinate, to systematise, to make more uniform the otherwise
fragmented segments, enterprises and sectors. It stresses hierarchy and
formal links. Requiring the formulation of goals and their articulation in
institutional charters and formal statements of mission, and the
measurement of performance through goal achievement are methods by
which the superstructure can achieve order and impose its priorities on the
system. (pp. 164-165)

I consider VUW to be part of this broader system or network where rights and

responsibilities are interpreted and enacted.

For example, VUW is a publicly-funded NZ institution operating both nationally
and internationally as part of a global tertiary sector. The university environment includes
the immediate situation such as the operating practices and policies that encompass the
business of an educational institution, for example, funding, research, administration,

teaching and public engagement (New Zealand Government, Education Act, 1989).
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These practices and policies are in turn translated by disciplinary departments into day-
to-day processes and behaviours which impact the practices of lecturers. Lecturers
experience the operation of power within their larger network, and in turn, they manifest
or react to power in ways that impact the learning-teaching environment.

The tertiary education teaching and learning environment is a discursive field with
its own rules and regulations. Foucault describes discursive fields as having an apparatus
- which is the operation of a central or dominant strategic function within the discursive
formation (rules, regulations, practices) that connects all the elements through the
operation of power (Foucault, 1980). In the context of this study, the strategic need for
the retention of engineering students through to graduation to meet national economic
goals forms the central apparatus in the discursive field (Ministry of Education, 2014).
The discursive formation is ordered by the practices of the multiple parties involved, and
their interpretations of the rules, regulations, practices, and beliefs. These practices
regulate behaviour and norms in a social space and become representative of ‘correct’
knowledge. ECS is a part of the discursive formation of tertiary education at VUW, in
New Zealand. ECS is connected to the system or ‘apparatus’ in Foucault’s terminology,
which stretches from enrolment through to classroom practice all the way up through a
succession of educational micro-contexts to the NZ government. The NZ tertiary
educational environment is also connected to the wider global economic and tertiary
educational environment.

Table 4.1 below is the result of my analysis, from the literature described in the
preceding chapters, documentary texts and the lecturer interviews, of the discursive field,
represented as the teaching and learning environment. It is an overview of the context
and also represents a snapshot of the power networks at work in this context which is
discussed throughout this thesis. Table 4.1 outlines ownership, which is the right to act,
to use privilege or power, or to not use them and the responsibility or accountability
between various groups and individuals who impact the tertiary education teaching-
learning environment. This allows us to see who owns (or can exert power) over specific
aspects of that environment. There are, of course, many groups not mentioned that also
effect (and are affected by) this, such as student tutors, administration staff, as well as
outside influences like family. This study focuses on the lecturers and as a result limits

investigation to the groups identified in Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1
Ownership and the Discursive Field: Rights and responsibilities operating in the
first-year tertiary teaching and learning environment

Group Rights Responsibilities
Business & Numbers of graduates; Graduates with  Employment of
Professional certain adequate skills graduates; feedback to
Bodies Government and

university sector on
quality of graduates;
Accreditation and
recognition of Degree

Government Demand for Quality Education for Funding; Negotiate with
national and International standards; the business
Demand of quantity of graduates; community; Authorise,
Demand of accountability; Provide legitimize and provide
funding; Right to withdraw funding; educational certification
Make laws that govern conditions

University Interpret Government policies into Provide a teaching and
institutional strategy and policy; learning (including
Disburse resources according to research) physical

priorities; Expect academics to meet space; Provide lecturers
policies; Expect Government to support with appropriate
through funding; Expect Government  workload (jobs);

to support through policies; Expect Provide an opportunity
Government to set reasonable for lecturers to research;
accountability targets Facilitate

communication of
processes; Meet
Government
accountability targets;
Set policies to meet
needs of all students;
Meet accountability
reporting demands

Lecturer Prepared students (from High School);  Teach; Produce
Adequate funding; Academic freedom; adequate and aligned
Ability to conduct research curriculum; Design

appropriate assessment;
Deliver quality teaching
in the classroom;
Deliver quality research
Student The expectation that all parties above Arrive academically
will construct frameworks from which  prepared for first-year;
they can learn; Expectation of quality Do the required work;
teaching; Expectation that education Prepare themselves
will lead to employment when here for current
and subsequent study;
Pay fees
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This discursive field can be understood as a discourse of ownership in the teaching
and learning environment. Ownership is my conceptual way to visualise the operation
and effect of power in the discourse. Ownership in terms of rights and responsibilities is
reflected in many forms of discourse investigated in this thesis and influences the
practices and behaviours in the teaching and learning environment by both individuals
and organisations (within both Government and University).

Ownership is a well-used concept in business, economics and organizational
management, psychology, and behavioural studies (Halonen, 2002; Collin, 1998;
Hammer & Stern, 1980; Graves & Waddock, 1990; Herman, 1981; Manning & Ginger,
2007; Boughton & Mourmouras, 2002; Cotton, Vollrath, Froggatt, Lengnick-Hall, &
Jennings, 1988; Rainer & Matthews, 2002; Pierce, Rubenfeld, & Morgan, 1991; Pierce,
Kostova, & Dirks, 2001; Klein, 1987; Lee & Koh, 2001; Dale & Burrell, 2007,
Thompson & McHugh, 2009). These studies consider that organisations utilize processes
both formal and psychological that impact on employee attitudes and behaviours, though
there is no single theory or model.

What is consistent in many of these studies is the role individuals’ actions play in
shaping the environment. For example, there are a number of studies that take the
psychological factors encompassing an individual’s actions as a central focus (e.g. Pierce,
Kostova & Dirks, 2001; Van Dyne & Pierce, 2004; Dagan, 2007). In these studies,
ownership is considered to be the action of exercising control over others to facilitate
particular practices and is conducted at varying levels by different groups within an
institution. For example, business owners, managers or employees. These studies explain
ownership as a feeling and behaviour by staff, often encouraged by their employers, of
belonging to or ‘owning’ their position and its duties. There are often positive benefits
from these actions, like improved employee commitment, satisfaction and work
effectiveness, related to employees’ exercising control and being personally invested in
the organisation's goals. Negative effects include a resistance to change and cooperation,
the misuses of discretionary power, a lack of quality control and a sense of individual
possession in a particular role (Van Dyne, & Pierce, 2004).

Because my research is focused on what the discourse reveals about processes in
the socio-cultural setting, it is not a psychological study of behaviour but a study that
looks at discourse to see how processes control actions and beliefs and how these become
normalised. Foucault offers a theoretical approach to the understanding of power in

operation that most behavioural, psychological or organisational studies do not. Foucault
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defined the exercise of power as “...a way in which certain actions may structure the field
of other possible actions. What, therefore, would be proper to a relationship of power is
that it be a mode of action upon actions” (Foucault, 1983, p. 222). Ownership in the
teaching and learning space is the process of enacting power, by various groups and
individuals over subjects within a discursive field.

The exercise of ownership, the actions taken, and the perceptions developed
through this process demonstrate the way power relations create a subject, create truth
(Foucault, 1975). For example, (as will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter)
having a set entry criteria for students by the university controls who has access to study.
It also sets up an expectation and practices in the teaching environment that the teaching
staff will get a student with a certain background. Within this process there are certain
rights and responsibilities, such as: the right for a lecturer to expect the university to have
selected appropriate students of a particular academic ability; the right of the student to
believe they will be capable of success in a course due to having been given entry; the
responsibility of the lecturer to design an appropriate level course for the students, the
responsibility of the university to make sure that the entry criteria is appropriate and meets
the Government Education laws. While there are quite a few more interconnected parts
to this example, it does provide a glimpse of how various groups and individuals have
rights and responsibilities.

Without the action of ownership and its implied act of control, the process of
power does not exist (Foucault, 1983). For Foucault, power does not exist until it is put
into action. The form of action that this can take may result from a series of seemingly
different situations (disparate possibilities) that all inadvertently act upon seemingly
permanent social structures (Foucault, 1983). It is important to realise that resistance to
actions of power can also have effects on subjects and so is also a component of
ownership. For example, as a later chapter will also discuss in detail, the pressure for an
academic to deliver research outputs can come from institutional rules. This pressure
effects academics in different ways and one way some academics may cope with this is
to reduce the time and effort spent on course design. This act is a form of resistance.

The very relationships between these disparate possibilities within the structure
identified in Table 4.1 involve the operation of ownership through the rights and
responsibilities of each group.

Power is exercised through ownership in an educational environment by

institutions and individuals, and is exerted both consciously and unconsciously as modes
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of control. In this environment there exist multiple hierarchal tiers that operate either
independently or in association with other aspects of the educational apparatus. In this
sense, ownership provides an active visible process or function in the discourse and can
be seen in the statements and messages received.

When the lecturer transcripts, policy documentation and literature were compared,
a number of subthemes emerged relating to the operation of power and ‘ownership’ in the
teaching and learning environment: ownership of the STEM crisis; ownership of entry;
ownership of courses; ownership of teaching and learning and ownership of the
academics. With that said, |1 would urge the reader to read the following sections and
chapters, not as discrete themes but as parts of a greater whole. All of these themes are
connected and interact within the discursive field. The separation of these into themes is
a way of helping the reader understand what may be happening in the social situation but
the themes themselves are not disconnected, but rather blend together.

The following section uses the example of the STEM crisis discourse to examine
how the meanings generated from this discourse impact on the processes of teaching and
learning at VUW and ECS.

4.1 The STEM Cirisis Discourse and VUW

As previously discussed (see chapter one) the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering
and Math) crisis refers to the belief by many Governments and technology companies
that there is a worldwide shortage of people trained in the STEM fields - so much so, that
it is widely accepted that unless this crisis is addressed, many countries will face
economic and security challenges. The current STEM crisis, for some, has been linked to
similar concerns which began over a hundred years ago, or to the Soviet launch of Sputnik
in 1957 (Ostler, 2015). However, it is generally agreed that the crisis began in the 1990s
as technology became a more important aspect of the workplace and gained acceptance
as a meta-discipline crisis in the early 2000s (Ostler, 2015). The STEM crisis discourse
includes the actions taken by Governments and educational institutions to rectify this
shortage. This section discusses the effect of this discourse in several key areas.

The political drive to have effective educational programmes in STEM, and in
particular, in engineering, frames the context in which ECS operates. Economic need
places increasing pressure on educational policy in New Zealand (Tertiary Education



Chapter Four: Ownership and the Discursive Field 96

Commission, 2014). For the Government, there is a considerable desire to increase the
number of STEM-graduates to assist in the country’s future economic stability (Ministry
of Business, Innovation & Employment, 2014; Ministry of Business, Innovation &
Employment, 2017; McLaughlin, 2003). VUW is a public university, receiving
substantial funding from the Government. The New Zealand Universities Council noted
that ““...universities receive approximately 40% of their annual income from government
grants....” (New Zealand Universities Council, 2016). This funding is attached to what
the Government Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) — the body which sets university
operating policy — dictates as important (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2016).

One of the key goals set by the New Zealand Government and the TEC is the
recruitment and retention of engineering students through to graduation. This is clear in
the messages New Zealand universities receive. For example, in a 2012 press release the
New Zealand Minister for Education announced a goal for tertiary institutions to produce
500 more engineering graduates every year from 2017:

New Zealand has an undersupply of engineers. Historically the number we
have been training is about half the OECD average...The reality is if we
want faster economic growth for New Zealand then we need to invest in
skills that will help grow the economy. Having more engineers will assist
in building a more productive and competitive economy. (Joyce, 2012)
[Non-Interviewed Extract 1]
Similar arguments, based on the desire for economic growth have been made in countries
such as, Australia (Senate Committee for Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations, 2012, The Shortage of Engineering and Related Employment Skills, Final
Report, Canberra, 2012), the United Kingdom (HL Paper 37, 2012) and in the United
States of America (US Senate Joint Economic Committee, 2012).

In the case of the NZ Government’s press release above, there is a clear discourse
at work — that is a direct message that NZ tertiary institutions must increase provision for
recruiting and teaching students in engineering and that the country is relying upon them
to do so for everybody’s economic well-being. This message from 2012 was heard by
some of the university institutions given a later press release. On 4 August 2016, the
Tertiary Education, Skills and Employment Minister Steven Joyce announced that the
tertiary sector was beginning to deliver results that reflected a commitment to The
Tertiary Education Strategy 2014-2019, noting that “In 2015, engineering students

represented 6.5 per cent of all students studying at that level, up from 4.9 per cent in
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2008 (Joyce, 2016). Joyce announced that: “It’s great to see so many students engaged
in areas where they’re likely to head into a solid, well-paying career where demand is
high and likely to continue to grow” (Joyce, 2016). What we see here in the discourse is
the operation of power, used by the Government to legitimise what they see as a
successful student outcome where the student is “likely to head into a solid, well-paying
career where demand is high and likely to continue to grow”. Not only is this discourse
suggesting what a good student outcome is but it is suggesting that a good tertiary
organisation is one that prepares students for this outcome and thus meets the goals of the
Government and the STEM crisis discourse.

The STEM crisis is a multi-layered and hierarchical discourse that has an
economic goal. The creation of the BE at VUW in 2007 was an attempt to meet the
requirements of the STEM crisis for more engineers and was realised as an opportunity
by VUW to capitalise on this need. For example, Victoria University of Wellington, Draft
Business Case for the Establishment of a Bachelor of Engineering (2005); Victoria
University of Wellington, Finance Committee Abridged Business Plan: Draft BE
Business Case (2005) and the Victoria University of Wellington, Senior Management
Team Memo for Draft BE Business Plan (2005) all argue for the economic and strategic
advantage VUW would gain by offering a BE. These reports circulated to senior
management at VUW including senior financial advisors identify numerous opportunities
to develop the BE through additional funding, connections with Government and
industry, the alignment of national goals (e.g. the ICT Taskforce Report, 2003 and the
Digital Strategy Report, 2005) and the obvious opportunity to increase funding through
enrolments. For example, the Draft Business Case for the Establishment of a Bachelor of
Engineering (2005) includes many positioning statements like this one:

Victoria University is taking advantage of increasing opportunities in the
engineering/technology sector. The government has a strategic focus on
technology; there is high industry demand for graduates in the ICT sector;
and strong growth across the New Zealand tertiary sector in engineering
and technology enrolments. (p. 4) [Non-Interviewed Extract 2]
This excerpt identifies the Government’s strategic focus and strong tertiary enrolments in
engineering as an opportunity to be taken advantage of. It can be seen that the need to
develop a BE programme does not come solely from the desire to address an educational

gap in NZ but also for economic benefit.
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This economic imperative is clearest in the numerous mentions within these
reports of the threat to student enrolment numbers and the economic wellbeing of VUW
of another tertiary institution offering engineering degrees in Wellington. For example,
in the Draft Business Case for the Establishment of a Bachelor of Engineering (2005),
there are statements such as:

Students who have previously gone from Wellington to other locations to
study engineering will be attracted by the lower cost of staying in
Wellington and the strong academic positioning of the Victoria degree
relative to the Massey equivalent. (p. 9) [Non-Interviewed Extract 3]
This excerpt, suggests that the yet to be offered VUW BE will be seen as a better
choice for students. The location argument is followed up with a statement designed
to suggest that the VUW degree will be more prestigious for students: “the strong
academic positioning of the Victoria degree relative to the Massey equivalent”.

The excerpt below gives more details to this argument suggesting that through
academic quality VUW could quickly displace Massey or Auckland University of
Technology to be the third-placed engineering provider:

There are seven universities that offer engineering degrees or degrees
closely aligned with engineering. Of these Auckland and Canterbury
have the largest student enrolments, a broad range of offerings and are
highly respected in the market. Auckland University of Technology
(AUT) is the next largest, offering a broad range of courses but with a
lower target demographic and reputation. Otago has a degree in Applied
Sciences that focuses on niche areas and has been successful in building
a reputation in these areas. Direct competition will come from Massey’s
establishment of an engineering degree on its Wellington Campus.
Victoria’s BE will position itself in a similar way to Otago’s relative to
other universities. A niche focus with strong research and teaching will
position the BE as the leading Wellington engineering degree for
academic achievers. As the degree successfully builds its reputation there
is an opportunity for Victoria to be ranked third in PBRF for engineering
and technology. (Victoria University of Wellington, Draft Business Case
for the Establishment of a Bachelor of Engineering, 2005, p. 10) [Non-

Interviewed Extract 4]
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Significantly this claim identifies the creation of the BE as an opportunity for VUW to
attain success in the Government research ranking system Performance-Based Research
Fund (PBRF). This system is discussed in detail in chapter seven but is broadly speaking
a Government ranking system for universities that has implications for reputation and
funding and also affects individual academic promotions.

The following extract indicates that VUW has performed poorly in its current
technology degrees when compared with the strong growth seen elsewhere in student
numbers — which are a major funding component of public universities:

e Enrolment in engineering and technology degrees in New Zealand has
grown strongly over the past five years.
e The total number of international EFTS in all New Zealand engineering
programmes has increased by 333% since 2000, while the number of
domestic EFTS in the same period has increased by 10%.
e Victoria has underperformed domestically and internationally with
negative growth in technology education (BIT and BScTech) since
2003.
e Massey University has developed programmes to meet demands for
technology professionals, establishing an engineering specialisation in
Wellington (Victoria University of Wellington, Draft Business Case for
the Establishment of a Bachelor of Engineering, 2005, p. 13). [Non-
Interviewed Extract 5]
Poor performance is articulated as a failure to grow student numbers. EFTS refers to
Equivalent Full-Time Student Unit and is how the Government calculates university
funding relating to domestic student numbers. One Equivalent Full-Time Student Unit is
considered to be the full-time workload a student would undertake in a given 12 month
period. The workload is based on the credits a course is worth where one credit is 10
hours of study. A single EFTS is 120 credits being 1200 hours (Ministry of Education,
2016).

The Draft Business Case for the Establishment of a Bachelor of Engineering
(2005), also identified that there were no short-term staff losses as a result of Massey
offering Engineering degrees in Wellington but that: “staff positions will be at risk in the
medium term if technology EFTS are lost to Massey” p. 22. All of the language in this

report is in keeping with the aims of a business case, as one might expect. However, the
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report does emphasise the interconnectedness of the business agenda to the teaching and
learning environment and does suggest that beyond the educational need there is the
desire for financial benefit. The decision to develop the programme was not purely for
education reasons.
A similar use of language and argument also exists in The Finance Committee
Abridged Business Plan: Draft BE Business Case (2005), which also identifies the market
demand for graduates and a need to occupy this space to compete for students with
Massey University:
The new degree will enable Victoria to capture some of the forecast growth
in the market for ICT-professionals, to better apply and market the skills
of its existing staff. A further impetus is the commencement in 2006 by
Massey of several BE ICT majors in Wellington. In endorsing the BE
proposal, SMT have acknowledged this market opportunity and the
significant threat posed by Massey. It is believed Victoria can ably
compete and succeed. (p. 1) [Non-Interviewed Extract 5]

The fear of reduced income to VUW and staff losses at VUW if Massey teaches

engineering in Wellington is also clear:
From 2006, Massey will deliver several related engineering majors from
Wellington. These will pose a direct threat to Victoria’s existing
technology degrees - the Bachelor of Science & Technology (BScTech)
and the Bachelor of Information Technology (BIT). With already low
visibility in electronics, the BScTech will become unviable when
threatened by a Wellington IPENZ accredited engineering programme.
Without action, both programmes will encounter difficulties securing any
of the forecast student demand — or even retaining their current share.
Given the active recruitment drive by Massey, key staff may also be lost.
(Victoria University of Wellington, The Finance Committee Abridged
Business Plan: Draft BE Business Case, 2005, p. 3) [Non-Interviewed
Extract 6]

Extract 6 contains language that is emotive and designed to create fear. For example,

“direct threat”, “low visibility” and difficulty encountering...student demand” generate

fear of low student numbers. This is followed by the comment that “key staff” may be

lost. The use of “key” also generates the fear of losing important people and is stressing
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to the management audience that something urgent needs to be done. Related ideas are
also expressed to the VUW Senior Management Team:
There is a national and international trend to develop ICT education within
the context of engineering. The University of Auckland (‘Auckland’),
University of Waikato (‘Waikato’), University of Canterbury
(‘Canterbury) and Massey University (‘Massey) have introduced ICT-
engineering programmes in recent years.
From 2006, Massey will deliver several related majors from Wellington.
These will pose a direct threat to Victoria’s Bachelor of Science &
Technology (BScTech) and Bachelor of Information Technology (BIT)
programmes. With already low visibility in electronics, the BScTech will
become unviable when threatened by a Wellington accredited engineering
programme. Similarly, the BIT will experience difficulties securing any
of the market forecast for ICT tertiary degrees when confronted with the
Massey programme. Action is required.
A solution is significant investment in Victoria’s existing technology
based degrees (BScTech and BIT). A strategy is to upgrade existing
offerings and facilities; to recruit new staff; to seek IPENZ accreditation
and to market the resulting programme as a Bachelor of Engineering (BE).
This will contribute to achievement of national political and economic
goals and Victoria’s Strategic Plan. The BE will deflect the threat from
Massey and lead to increased enrolments of higher quality students. New
staff will open new areas for research at Victoria while collaborating with
existing personnel and industry. (Victoria University of Wellington,
Senior Management Team Memo for Draft BE Business Plan, 2005, p. 2)
[Non-Interviewed Extract 7]
This excerpt also connects the VUW strategy to: “a national and international trend to
develop ICT education within the context of engineering” and “contribute to
achievement of national political and economic goals”. These statements are examples
of the neoliberal STEM crisis discourse. The connection between education and
business is quite clear revealing a competitive tertiary educational environment
focused on business goals, targets and strategy.
What is apparent to the reader is that all of these reports describe an agenda to

address potential risks through the launching of a new degree. The excerpts contain
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language that can be described as fearful, in the use of language like: “direct threat”,
“Action is required” or as the next extract which contains “Annihilate”.
The most direct competition for Victoria is Massey, which ranked sixth in
PBRF. Over recent years it has converted its Faculty of Technology into a
new School of Technology and Engineering. It has expanded its offering
from Palmerston North to Albany and has launched new offerings from
2006 for Wellington in software engineering, mechatronics and multi-
media systems engineering. The driver for introducing these subjects in
Wellington is a ‘major shortage’ (Massey University website) of graduates
to meet industry needs, a captive market in Wellington given its lifestyle
and growing reputation and the potential to link into the fast-developing
creative industries in the region. The introduction by Massey of software
engineering and mechatronics programmes in Wellington threatens to:
e Annihilate the low visibility electronics programme at Victoria with
consequent flow on to physics enrolments;
e Annihilate the under resourced computer system engineering
specialisation in the BIT; and
e Lower Victoria’s potential market share of the forecast growth in
demand for ICT education.
The attached scenario analysis quantifies the consequences of inaction by
Victoria despite the arrival of Massey to the market. (Victoria University
of Wellington, Senior Management Team Memo for Draft BE Business
Plan, 2005, p. 5) [Non-Interviewed Extract 8]
These reports which were circulated amongst senior management at VUW express the
notion that the University has the right to claim or own a disciplinary learning and
teaching space. This can be seen in the excerpts above where they refer to “Victoria’s
potential market share”. The question is not asked if it is the right thing to do, or if perhaps
supporting the other institution by VUW not offering a BE may be a better use of
Government taxpayer funded resources. The impact on Massey or its staff and students
is not considered either economically or socially. Though it would be fair to say that the
implication that it would affect these groups is implied and in doing so the discourse
justifies the correctness of business decisions. This is a truth-making process indicating

the power of the neoliberal economic discourse. VUW as an organisation were proposing
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an economic market-driven decision designed to strengthen its position while reducing
the position and operation of the other institution and is an example of power operating
in the teaching and learning space. This operation of power is an example of the neoliberal
STEM crisis ‘apparatus’ operating in the discursive field.
The ECS foundational documentation reveals what Thornton and Ocasio (1999)

argue:

while power and politics are present in all organizations, the sources of

power, its meaning, and its consequences are contingent on higher-order

institutional logics. Institutional logics define the rules of the game by

which executive power is gained, maintained, and lost in organizations....

Moreover, institutional logics are historically variant and are shaped by

economic and social structural changes. (p. 802)
As such we can see that ownership of the teaching and learning environment does not
solely belong to those teaching in the classroom (if at all). The exercise of power exerted
from the Government’s drive for economic growth results in direct intervention in
‘public’ universities’ strategic directions and funding. The implications of this act of
‘ownership’ resulted in the university acting as a business and seizing a market
opportunity in the creation of the BE. This is itself, is not necessarily a bad thing, but it
does reveal the operation of power in the teaching and learning environment. It also
highlights the continued neoliberal educational agenda that emphasises economic growth
through the development of educational offerings.

The following section discusses this discourse further in relation to the need for

increased recruitment and retention of students.

4.2 Recruitment and Retention

Beyond the formation of the degree the STEM crisis discourse and its inherent neoliberal
business imperative can also be seen in the discourse around recruitment and retention at
VUW. An example of the recruitment and retention discourse can be seen in the
background to my employment position in ECS which has a direct connection to the
teaching and learning environment. The original Government TEC project PFF838:
Engineering Pathways Programme: Digital Engineering, which ran from May 2009 to
July 2012, which ultimately resulted in my pastoral care job was directly tasked with
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improving both the uptake of engineering by students and their first-year pass rates. For
example, the project’s revised milestones approved by the TEC state: “The purpose of
this project is to increase the successful completion rate of students in the Wellington
region who wish to pursue an engineering qualification and to make such a qualification
accessible to a wider range of students than is currently achieved” (PFF838: Engineering
Pathways Programme: Digital Engineering, Revised Milestones, 15 June 2010, p. 1). This
discourse illustrates an imperative to increase the numbers of students passing and
ultimately graduating.

During the TEC project, ECS realised that the need to retain and recruit students
was of such importance that improving this situation became a full-time job for me. After
finishing my role as project manager in 2012, | then took up the position of ‘Project and
Outreach Manager’, and in 2013 this became ‘Pastoral Care and Outreach Manager’. My
role has a direct business motivation to effect an increase in the numbers of first-year
students recruited and retained. For example, one of my key performance areas was to
increase the percentage of first-year students passing Part 1 from 30% to 60% (Victoria
University of Wellington, 2015). The outreach aspect of my role was directly targeted at
increasing the number of new students recruited, and the pastoral care aspect was aimed
at increasing the number of these students passing Part 1 of the BE (Carnegie &
Watterson, 2012). In 2017 | ceased to be involved in outreach, and my position focused
entirely on student support, and my role title changed to Student Development and
Engagement Manager overseeing three Senior Tutors.

My position reports to our Head of School who outlined to me a clear business
case for my role within ECS:

I can confirm as Head of School that the core business case around your
current position is to:

a) increase the EFTS within the School through retaining students who arrive
into our first year, thereby improving the pipeline of students into later years.
This is to be achieved both by:

1) improving the quality of the education that the students receive in their first
(and more recently, second) year of study through advice to - and working
alongside - academic staff; and

i) pastoral care of students and assisting with their transition to the University

system, so as to increase the students’ opportunities to succeed.
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This would have the additional benefit (although harder to measure
financially) of improving the overall quality of the education provided at
VUW, and enhancing the School’s reputation and standing in the wider
community.
b) in the original role description, increasing the EFTS within the School by
increasing the number of high school students aspiring to (and subsequently
choosing to) enrol in ECS programmes.
c) a related goal was to improve the equity issues within both student
recruitment and retention. In ECS our three equity groups are considered to
be: women; Maori; Pacifika.
Student recruitment within the revised role description has now been re-
allocated to other staff within the School, although the basic principles still
stand. (S. Marshall, personal email communication, December 21, 2017)
[Non-Interviewed Extract 9]
The Head of School describes the purpose of my role noting the interlinked aspect of
student recruitment and retention to increase in EFTS funding. There is an
acknowledgement that the role is to help the “pastoral care of students and assisting with
their transition to the University system, so as to increase the students’ opportunities to
succeed”. However, this is framed as part of a “core business case”, and the result of
increasing student success is largely measured by increasing EFTS. This is a discourse
that is about numbers. Increasing student numbers, be it through either recruitment or
retention is a measure of success for my position.

The Victoria University of Wellington, Academic Programme Review:
Engineering Self- Review Document claims that the position is viewed as a success by
ECS for supporting students:

The pastoral support position is directed at first year students, but as
students move through the programme, many students continue to seek
support, and many staff rely on guidance from Craig for dealing with
difficult situations with students. We believe that such student support at
the school level is unique in the university, and staff consider it to be
extremely helpful in dealing with situations where most academic staff are
highly underequipped to provide effective support to students. As seen

later in the Student Profile Section, we believe this has been a significant
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contributor to the increased student retention out of first year. (p. 31) [Non-

Interviewed Extract 10]
As this excerpt indicates my position is not solely appreciated for its economic gains for
the department. The excerpt offers an understanding that the lecturers have a specific
position and this position does not involve dealing with student issues that go beyond
immediate academic concerns. My role fits into the business of ECS by offering
assistance where academics are unable too. However, we can see that underlying this
position within ECS is the discourse about increasing retention numbers. For example:
“we believe this has been a significant contributor to the increased student retention out
of first year”. A key aspect of this discourse centres on money for ECS in the form of
EFTS.

The numbers discourse permeates ECS management discussions and is a
reflection of the business reality of the publically-funded university financial model in
NZ. For example, every year in ECS we have had a strategic planning meeting where the
Dean, Head of School discuss and plan the year with key staff, such as programme
directors. | attend these meetings and have often been asked to present information on the
progress of students through their first year and also on graduation rates. The language
and metrics used to measure progress are statistically based, with reporting done on a
numbers basis. Unfortunately, there is no paper trail that | have access to for these
meetings, but evidence of this language exists in our programme review documentation.
Every seven years academic programmes are reviewed at VUW by a combination of
internal and external academic staff. This takes the form of interviews, focus groups with
staff and students and an examination of data including pass rates and performance and
also a brief look at the teaching curriculum and courses. ECS was reviewed in 2016.
Initially, ECS gathers data and undertakes a self-review, and then this is used to form a
basis for further investigation by the official review committee. The review committee
describes this process:

The self-review exercise is designed to involve qualitative reflection by
those responsible for an academic programme on issues such as how well
the programme is achieving its aims, the future development of the
programme and the integration of teaching and research, in the context of
the strategic directions of the University and international disciplinary

trends. (Victoria University of Wellington, Academic Programme Review:
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Engineering Self- Review Document, 2016, p. 7) [Non-Interviewed
Extract 11]
The extract identifies that the programme reflects on the learning community and its fit
with the aims and strategic direction of the university — which in the case of VUW is for
ECS to grow.
A large portion of the Self-Review contained statistical data and embraced the
idea of growth. The following extract titled Growth in the document notes:
The first students were admitted to the BE(Hons) programme in 2007. The
programme, as common to all programmes associated with ICT, has
experienced constant growth since then. Following are highlights of
growth over the period 2010 through 2015.
e First year enrolments in the BE(Hons) have increased an average of 6%
per annum, though most of the increase occurred in 2012. Before then the
average first year intake was 108 students; from 2012 on the average has
been 162 students...
e EFTS in the undergraduate engineering subjects (ECEN, ENGR,
NWEN, SWEN) has increased an average of 17% per annum.
e An average annual increase of 15% in undergraduate EFTS in when
computer science is added the engineering.
e An average annual increase of 22% in research student EFTS in
engineering.
e An average annual increase of 12% in research student EFTS across both
engineering and computer science. This constant, substantial growth has
been an influence on the School and Faculty dictating priorities much of
the time. The University has strived to meet the needs of this growth, but
it is inevitable that there are factors that create pressure on staff and
influence the student experience. (Victoria University of Wellington,
Academic Programme Review: Engineering Self- Review Document,
2016, p. 63) [Non-Interviewed Extract 12]
The idea of growth in this text is associated with increases in funding, expressed as EFTS.
EFTS were discussed earlier in this chapter and are a constant term in the discourse as

addressed in the text above as both an accountability and a goal. The increase in growth
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is noted as impacting “...on the School and Faculty dictating priorities much of the time”
and has created “...pressure on staff and influence the student experience”.
The Self-Review also drew attention to the performance of the crucial Part 1. The
following is an extract from the section of the report that discusses Part 1:
The data shows that the percentage of students passing Part One in their
first year has grown from 21-23% in the first years of the BE(Hons) to 34-
38% in the last two years.... ... the percentage of the first year intake
completing Part One started at around 30% and now fluctuates between 40
and 45%. (Victoria University of Wellington, Academic Programme
Review: Engineering Self- Review Document, 2016, p. 66) [Non-
Interviewed Extract 13]
The focus on Part 1 is an example of the discourse within ECS and VUW that expresses
success as growth in student numbers. While this is not the only message conveyed in the
educational space, it does play a significant part in the actions of the programme and its
staff. It has been made clear to me and all the other staff present at teaching groups, and
school and faculty meetings, that ECS has a strategic imperative to recruit and retain
students for financial reasons and that we must, therefore, grow our programme.
The strategic imperative to “grow” can be seen in the comments by the external
reviewers of our 2016 Engineering Academic Programme Review:
The School is probably not getting the level of support it needs from the
University’s marketing department, which seems to take a one-size-fits-all
approach. In order to improve the recruitment of Maori, Pasifika and
women students, as well as clearly communicate the value of an
Engineering degree to all prospective students, the Panel sees the need for
the School and the marketing department to work closely and
collaboratively, targeting areas and themes for campaigns which are
specific to Engineering. Since Engineering has been targeted as an area of
strategic growth for the University, providing effective marketing should
be within the context of the growth plans for the Programme. (Victoria
University of Wellington, Academic Programme Review: Engineering
Programme Final Report, 2017, p. 14) [Non-Interviewed Extract 14]
The reviewers identify the importance of marketing in increasing the numbers of students.
They also reveal the significance of increasing student numbers in engineering — ““...not

9% ¢¢

getting the level of support it needs....” “...value of an engineering degree....”
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Engineering has been targeted as an area of strategic growth for the university....”. In this
situation, ECS “The school”, is described as being accountable for the lack of numbers.
The excerpt describes the need to “clearly communicate the value of an engineering
degree”, but this message is focussed on improving marketing rather than the educational
experience. It is marketing that has not supported ECS in achieving their targets. The
reviewers draw attention to the need to increase “...the recruitment of Maori, Pasifika
and women students...” into ECS. The need to increase the numbers of minority groups
IS a common message in the STEM crisis discourse. The following section discusses this
discourse in relation to ECS and shows how the desire to increase representation of

underrepresented groups is embedded in the STEM growth agenda.

4.3 The Need to Increase Underrepresented Groups

Women, Maori and Pasifika, are traditionally underrepresented as NZ STEM degree
graduates and in particular in the engineering and ICT-related fields (Ministry of
Education, 2016). The national discourse advocates for increased participation by
women, Maori and Pasifika in STEM (IPENZ, 2010; Ako Aotearoa (National Centre for
Tertiary Teaching Excellence), 2014). These arguments echo the same calls for increased
participation by women and minority groups in STEM across the world (Pham & Triantis,
2015; Beede, Julian, Langdon, McKittick, George, Khan, & Doms, 2011; Royal Society
of Edinburgh, 2012; Professionals Australia, 2014; US Congress Joint Economic
Committee, 2012; Melguizo & Wolniak, 2012; Adema, Ali, Frey, Kim, Lunati,
Piacentini, & Queisser, 2014; Kirkup, Zalevski, Maruyama, & Batool, 2010; Macdonald,
2014; Ramirez & Kwak, 2015; Burke & Mattis, 2007; Marginson, Tytler, Freeman, &
Roberts, 2013).

The argument for growing the number of women, Maori and Pasifika in STEM is
based on both a need to uplift these groups socially through economic improvement and
to increase New Zealand’s own economic growth by having these groups trained and
employed in STEM (Universities New Zealand -Te Pokai Tara, 2016; New Zealand
Productivity Commission, 2016). McKinley, Gan, Buntting and Jones (2015) point out
that in STEM: “The lack of participation and achievement by these communities IS seen
as being particularly urgent as New Zealand strives for a highly skilled workforce to build

a knowledge-based economy” (p. 201). These authors cite the Prime Minister’s Chief
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Science Advisor, Sir Peter Gluckman, who argues that science education is fundamental
to New Zealand’s future economic success and are part of the chorus calling for increases
in STEM-skilled graduates. For example, Gluckman’s 2011 report to the Prime Minister:
Looking ahead: Science education for the twenty-first century, contains statements which
connect science education to increasing economic gain:
enhancing science education for the benefit of the whole of New Zealand
society and our national productivity. ...the changing nature of science and
the changing role of science in society create potential major challenges
for all advanced societies in the coming decades. A forward looking
science education system is fundamental to our future success in an
increasingly knowledge based world.... (Gluckman, 2011, pp. v-vi) [Non-
Interviewed Extract 15]
These authors reflect the neoliberal discourse that connects economic improvement to
education. Economic improvement of the individual through education is believed to not
only help the individual but help the economy of New Zealand. As such, the STEM crisis
discourse, which has at its core the imperative to increase the number of people in STEM
sees minority groups as places to increase participation. This is not necessarily a negative
notion. It looks to link economic growth to social improvement and is in keeping with
Foucault’s notion that power does not always operate to suppress or from a negative
position (Foucault, 1975). However, this discourse reveals a particular neoliberal way of
looking at social improvement and education. The connection of social to economic
improvement has obvious benefits, such as giving minority groups more educational and
employment options and increased participation in areas of society. It also often enables
their voices to be heard in social situations where they are a minority. Yet the connection
of social to economic improvement also suggests that there is a particular accepted model
of success in society that works to reinforce this process and privilege it over other
alternative models. For example, university education is a place that delivers ‘higher
learning’, socially privileged over high school, or polytechnic or, for that matter, self-
learning. This is neither good or bad but rather illustrates a meaning in the discourse and
the operation of power-relations.
In keeping with the Government imperative to increase Maori and Pasifika
involvement in STEM VUW management supports and disseminates similar messages.

There are many examples, but a relatively recent public statement by the Vice-Chancellor
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noted that ‘Boosting Maori and Pasifika achievement” was one of his four key
achievements for VUW:
Boosting Maori and Pasifika achievement
As reflected in the make-up of our Council and Senior Leadership Team,
diversity is an important thread that runs throughout Victoria.
As such, we are actively growing Maori and Pasifika enrolments,
improving retention rates and supporting more students to undertake
postgraduate study. This is partly due to the success of our network of
Maori and Pasifika liaison and outreach staff who visit secondary schools
and facilitate mentoring programmes.
On campus, we offer academic support and pastoral care services, such as
Te Ropu Awhina, a mentoring environment for Maori and Pasifika
students in Science, Engineering, Architecture and Design, and Te Putahi
Atawhai, which provides advice, academic mentoring and culturally safe
places.
Our scholarships partnership programme with Maori agencies expanded in
2016, and brought students to Victoria to realise their potential. It also led
to research collaborations with iwi and new contributions of matauranga
Maori to the University’s curriculum development. Victoria proudly
shows national leadership in this area through the roles of Deputy Vice-
Chancellor (Maori) and Assistant Vice-Chancellor (Pasifika). (Victoria
University of Wellington, 2016, p. 3) [Non-Interviewed Extract 16]
This text illustrates that the university from its highest levels through to day to day student
support takes the issue of increasing participation by Maori and Pasifika as a central task.
The statement by the Vice-Chancellor is a good example of meaning being conveyed,
reassuring the reader that there is diversity representation at the highest management level
of the university. This extract makes it clear that, according to the Vice-Chancellor, VUW
has been doing all it can to increase opportunities for Maori and Pasifika success. The
text also explains what it considers success to be: “growing Maori and Pasifika
enrolments, improving retention rates and supporting more students to undertake
postgraduate study”. The discussion around increasing participation of minority groups
is predominantly framed as a numbers discourse-growing enrolments and retention. As
such, the discourse presents a business-like mentality that is interpreted by VUW

academic departments like ECS.


https://www.victoria.ac.nz/students/support/learning/awhina
https://www.victoria.ac.nz/students/get-involved/lead-mentor/te-putahi-atawhai
https://www.victoria.ac.nz/students/get-involved/lead-mentor/te-putahi-atawhai
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For example, the 2015 ECS Computer Science review identified the low numbers
of Maori, Pasifika and women students and staff in the school as a problem that needs
addressing (Faculty of Engineering, Computer Science Review, 2016). The problem was
identified and presented as a statistical problem with no real strategy or plan identified to
address the situation. The Victoria University of Wellington, Academic Programme
Review: Engineering Self- Review Document (2016) also contains the same numbers
based language: “Government and University policy IS to increase the number of Maori
and Pacific Nation graduates” (p. 70). While a section of this report focused on the ECS
ethnicity enrolment issues the discussion mainly focused on the percentages and statistics
of these groups. For example:

If taken as a combined group, one can observe an increase in the
percentage of Maori and Pasifika students. The percentages are very small
and it is inappropriate to put any significance on the observed increase. In
2015 Maori were 3.6% or enrolments and Pasifika for 2.5%. Again looking
at more detail there has been a strong increase in first year enrolments of
Maori since 2013. There is also an increase in the percentage of Maori at
higher levels in later years. This is encouraging. The percentage of Pasifika
students is roughly half of Maori and varies greatly. While there does seem
to be an increasing trend it is difficult to make any definitive statements.
(Victoria University of Wellington, Academic Programme Review:
Engineering Self- Review Document, 2016, p. 70) [Non-Interviewed
Extract 17]
The review document noted that the overall percentage of women enrolled in engineering
courses was 13.4% and 15.5% for computer science courses in 2015. And for all genders,
Maori comprise 3.6% and Pasifika for 2.5% of enrolments in 2015. For contrast, the
population statistics for New Zealand as recorded in the 2013 census noted that Maori
comprises 15% and Pasifika 7% (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). In the total population
of all ethnic groups, Males made up 48.7% and females 51.3% (Statistics New Zealand,
2015). The numbers of Maori and Pasifika students in ECS is low compared to the
national population percentages. However, these figures do not accurately reflect the high
attrition rates for these groups in STEM subjects at high school (Ministry of Education,
2018), and this factor is not considered by the Government, University or reviewers when

these target numbers are set.
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In the Victoria University of Wellington, Academic Programme Review:
Engineering Programme Final Report (2017) the external reviewers recommended
strongly that ECS needs to increase its recruitment efforts for Maori and Pasifika of both
genders and women of all ethnicities. The panel stated:

The Panel also believes that the School urgently needs to develop
strategies to support women, Maori, and Pasifika students. The Panel
understands that numbers of Maori and Pasifika students are low across
many STEM subjects, and that there are world-wide issues surrounding
the engagement of women with engineering. However the School needs to
focus on what the Engineering Programme can do to improve its diversity
of students, rather than point to the wider problems and view these as
outside of their power to solve.
The University’s strategic plan outlines ambitious growth targets for
student numbers, especially in the Engineering Programme. (p. 9) [Non-
Interviewed Extract 18]
The authors indicate that ECS must focus on these issues and find internal ways to
improve diversity. At the same time, it is acknowledged that the issue of diversity in
STEM is a world-wide problem. This is an unmistaken directive, and the desire for the
social improvement of these groups is inherent, but the following sentence provides a key
message to the staff at ECS: “The University’s strategic plan outlines ambitious growth
targets for student numbers, especially in the Engineering Programme”. ECS must
increase the number of students to meet targets. The demand for increased participation
in STEM and the so-called urgent need to improve recruitment and retention of
underrepresented groups is all part of a discourse that aligns education to social
improvement through economic imperatives. The rhetoric around achieving targets and
goals frames the STEM crisis. The ECS teaching and learning environment is immersed
in an economic neoliberal STEM crisis discourse which connects educational
management and practice to business actions and agenda.

Increasing numbers of Maori, Pasifika and women students to give them
opportunities for educational success in STEM is a good goal. However, inherent in this
goal is also an urgent need to increase the sheer numbers of people succeeding in STEM
which overshadows the other issues in increasing equity participation. And as later
chapters will show the numbers discourse argument, and the best wishes of policy makers

do not necessarily translate to effective educational practices. FDA encourages looking
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at what is not said. The example of the focus on numbers is an example of where the
power-relations privilege a particular discourse over another. By focusing on growth as a
numbers agenda, the focus moves away from discussion on the issues which may be
causing low numbers. This is of particular relevance in considering how some groups
may be advantaged over others or where there may be specific issues which shape the
educational and social practice such as, gender or race. While there are direct benefits to
equity groups in gaining educational advancement there are also distinctive advantages
to the Government and the university from being able to show increased participation.
The Government and university can show that they are taking low-equity uptake issues
seriously and gain the university gains an opportunity for increased revenue, eventually
leading to increased Government economic gain. The following section discusses the way

discourse relating to growth is expressed to staff as an organisational goal.

4.4 Educational Strategy and Growth

Knights and Morgan (1991) investigated corporate strategy and found that strategic
discourse around goals and targets produces power effects in organisations. Their analysis
revealed that this manner of discourse in organisations creates what could be termed a
vocabulary of success and failure. Organisational vocabulary, which stresses goals,
growth and achievements and celebrates success works to rationalise and re-define failure
as relative success. In particular Knights and Morgan identify the following power effects:
a. It provides managers with a rationalization of their successes and
failures;
b. It sustains and enhances the prerogatives of management and negates
alternative perspectives on organizations;
c. It generates a sense of personal and organizational security for
managers;
d. It reflects and sustains a strong sense of gendered masculinity for male
management;
e. It demonstrates managerial rationality to colleagues, customers,
competitors, government and significant others in the environment;

f. It facilitates and legitimizes the exercise of power.
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g. It constitutes the subjectivity of organizational members as particular
categories of persons who secure their sense of reality through engaging
in strategic discourse and practice. (pp. 262-263)
For lecturers who also have the role of teaching, providing assessment items and assessing
learning outcomes of the students, there is another clear message and a visible power
directive from the government, and the University, that they need to provide increasing
numbers of engineering graduates. Poor recruitment and retention in universities place
academic programmes and staff under pressure to take on more students and pass them.

The lecturers | interviewed reflected many of the power effects suggested by
Knights and Morgan when they describe the teaching and learning environment. As one
lecturer put it, the university is also a business that provides the academics with jobs and
needs money to do this:

Lecturer H: Well okay so there’s the business thing again because the
university wants - if you want to have this many staff then you’ve got to
have butts on a lot of seats. If you want butts on a lot of seats, then you’re
going to have students who aren’t as well prepared ... on average as the
ones the tiny universities could get twenty years ago or thirty years ago.
[Lecturer Extract 1]
Lecturer H identifies several power relationships at work here and represents the typical
perceptions of academic staff in ECS towards the university. In the nine years | have
worked in ECS | have been witness to a multitude of conversations which frame the
university policies and processes as a business rather than a place of education. Lecturer
H is one example, who identifies the university as being in charge of setting an agenda.
This statement and similar statements by others indicate that the university has a teaching
and learning environment, with competing influences, echoing the power effects
described by Knights and Morgan (1991).

Lecturer H identifies the idea that the university has changed over the last twenty
to thirty years with a new management focus on growth in the numbers of staff and
students. The implication being that in the past university was for a small population of
academically well-prepared students — the top cohort. This lecturer’s position rationalises
the situation that increased student numbers will impact on the academic quality of the
cohort: “If you want butts on a lot of seats, then you’re going to have students who aren’t
as well prepared”. This way of conceptualising the problem does not allow for a different

perspective that an increased population does not necessarily mean a decrease in their
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incoming ability. For example, there are more people nationally now than twenty years
ago and more of these people complete high school and enter university.

The idea that an increase in students necessitates an increase in poorly prepared
students was shared by all of the lecturers interviewed for this project. What Lecturer H
and these lecturers are describing is a form of resistance to the growth nature of university
business practices which encourage increased numbers of students by upholding a belief
that universities are places for specific types of people. The people needed from a
lecturer’s position are “well prepared” and as a result few in number. The notion that the
university needs “butts on a lot of seats” in Extract 1, so it can employ lots of staff
indicates that the university management makes decisions around employment and
recruitment outside the purview of lecturers.

The Lecturer’s reflections on the change in educational policy within the
university can be seen in Government directives on educational policy and funding. The
discourse on growth shown above in the earlier extracts as a numbers discussion rather
than educational quality is also made clear in Government publications. For example, The
Ministry of Education’s Statement of intent 2014-2018 (2014) is full of business-like
language and intent. The document begins with forewords by Government ministers,
which explains who the Ministry of Education is and what they do, and from the
beginning, it is clear that education is viewed as a pathway to employment and that
improvements to social wellbeing are seen as a by-product of a wealthy economy. The
foreword by the Minister of Education, Hon Hekia Parata, notes that the Government is
investing hundreds of millions of dollars in education to create better career pathways, an
indelible endorsement that education has a pivotal role in New Zealand’s economic well-
being and success. Success as such is “better career pathways” and economic well-being
(Ministry of Education, 2014). Following on from the Minister for Education, the
Minister for Tertiary Education, Skills and Employment (Hon Steven Joyce) describes
how this broader policy connects to the tertiary education strategy and its interconnected
economic agenda:

The new Tertiary Education Strategy 2014-2019 signals a shift toward a
more outward-facing New Zealand tertiary education system, with strong
links to industry, community and the global economy....We are committed
to ensuring the tertiary education system provides students and trainees
with real opportunities to succeed and industry with access to the skilled

workforce that is essential to their business, so that New Zealand continues
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to prosper and be a highly attractive place to live and work. (p. 5) [Non-
Interviewed Extract 19]
In this excerpt, education is framed as a strategy, with clear goals to connect education
with economic prosperity. Economic prosperity in this statement is also revealed as being
connected to industry and the global economy. Education is not described as empowering
the learning of an individual to make them a better citizen; rather it gives them
“opportunities to succeed and industry with access to the skilled workforce that is
essential to their business”.
The document further outlines the strategic directions of education in alignment
with Government priorities and lists the Education system outcomes as: Education
provision of increasing quality and value for all; Every child and student achieves success
in education; The education system is a major contributor to economic prosperity and
growth and Investment in education provides higher returns. This language is steeped in
business and economic phrases such as increasing quality and value, economic prosperity,
growth and investment and higher returns.
In fact, this Government language of business strategy continues throughout the
six sections which follow and can be seen on almost every page of the 26-page document
in explicit language like this example:
The Government’s Business Growth Agenda (BGA) is an ambitious
programme of work to support economic growth to create jobs and
improve New Zealanders’ standard of living. We are part of the BGA
working group, contributing to three of the work streams in the agenda —
skilled and safe work places, innovation and export markets. We are
working to ensure the education system better equips individuals with the
skills and qualifications needed to participate effectively in the labour
market and in an innovative and successful New Zealand. (p. 16) [Non-
Interviewed Extract 20]

The education agenda is a market agenda that connects education to economic wealth,

and its position is that social wellbeing stems from economic well-being.

A similar economically-driven educational rhetoric is reflected in the immediate
educational environment of the university. Victoria University of Wellington produces an
internal Victoria News magazine every week. This magazine includes a section called
The Vice Chancellor’s Column which contains a message from the Vice-Chancellor or

another member of the University Senior Leadership Team - typically a Provost or Chief
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Financial Officer. While the document contains the disclaimer: ‘Views expressed in
Victoria News are not necessarily those of the University Council or administration’ we
can be clear that these columns do represent the views of these senior members of the
administration. This column has for many years contained inspirational messages about
education and its role in society, though they have also frequently been about the
‘business’ of running the university. As such they contain central communication for staff
about what may be occurring and attempt to give broad updates of strategic importance.
While there is a plentiful supply of examples, the following two give an idea of
how staff are reminded about the economic nature of the university role. Chief Operating
Officer Andrew Simpson gave the 8th of December 2014 address “Investing in strategies
for growth”, and outlined:
As the year draws to a close, | know it will seem too soon to be turning our
attention to the operational imperatives of 2015. However, last week our
Council approved the University’s budget plan for 2015 and it includes an
important change in the way we will manage investment into initiatives
that will help us achieve our growth aspirations. Over the past couple of
years our student numbers have been relatively static—declining in some
areas (particularly international enrolments), offset by modest growth in
others. As a result of this, budgets are lean across all the University and
each area has been asked to do more with less as we absorb increased costs
with limited overall revenue growth. While that situation is likely to
remain for 2015, we have set aside some funding for projects that will help
us stimulate growth.... If we achieve growth in student numbers by April,
we will also look to support additional strategic initiatives. Additionally,
if you have a business case for a project that will kick-start growth and
support our ambitious aspirations then | encourage you to submit it to your
relevant member of the Senior Leadership Team.... As you will no doubt
understand, the investment in infrastructure must be undertaken now or
space restrictions will hamper our ability to grow.... ... spare some thought
to the year ahead and how we can best harness our collective commitment
for achieving our goals for the future of Victoria. (Simpson, 2014, p. 1)
[Non-Interviewed Extract 21]
Lecturers, and for that matter all staff, reading these columns are aware of the message of

growth as an economic imperative. The language in use here clearly connects all staff as
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part of an organisation. For example, “we” is used to make everybody feel like we the
staff have a vested interest and in some sense ownership of the institution's operations
and goals. Statements like, “our growth aspirations” or “our collective commitment for
achieving our goals” assumes that staff are on-board with this direction as is the notion
that staff should think about ways to improve growth.

There is a message in the statement above and below that growth is the key to
expansion. Lecturer H understood this in his statement above. Two years after the Chief
Financial Officer pressed for growth, the Vice-Chancellor Professor Grant Guilford was
in a position to announce some success in this operation. Professor Guilford gave the 23rd
March 2016 address, “Growing Victoria” remarking:

If you think there are more students this year compared to last, you are
right—enrolments are growing steadily, in line with our aspirations to
increase the scale of our contribution. This week’s figures show we are
approximately 200 domestic EFTS and 100 international EFTS ahead of
the same time in 2015. This is an outstanding achievement in an extremely
competitive recruitment market. That growth is coming across the board
with most of our faculties having greater numbers than in March 2015. It
is particularly pleasing to see Victoria’s success in our priority areas for
enrolment. Both Maori and Pasifika EFTS are significantly up over last
year, with Maori now representing 11.2% of our student body (up from
10.9% last year) and Pasifika representing 5.9% (up from 5.7% last year).
While these increases are very satisfying, we must accelerate these gains
if we are to ensure under-represented groups can participate fully in our
society.... ... a heartfelt thank you to all the staff at Victoria who have
worked long hours in recent months to ensure enrolment was seamless and
successful. We cannot achieve our goals in this area without your hard
work and dedication. This growth in students is leading to increases in
staffing in those faculties and schools that are not in catch-up mode from
prior EFTS declines. For example, we have been recruiting new staff to
support expansion in the Faculty of Engineering and the School of
Psychology, both of which have recorded strong and sustained growth.
(Guilford, 2016, p. 1) [Non-Interviewed Extract 22]
This success reaffirms the university’s agenda to expand and grow. This excerpt

illustrates what Knights and Morgan (1991) suggest — that corporate management’s use
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of language works to bring people together to share similar views: “We cannot achieve
our goals in this area without your hard work and dedication”. The rewards of this labour
are felt in economic gains for departments: “This growth in students is leading to
increases in staffing in those faculties and schools that are not in catch-up mode from
prior EFTS declines. For example, we have been recruiting new staff to support expansion
in the Faculty of Engineering and the School of Psychology, both of which have recorded
strong and sustained growth”. The message is unmistakable, if you get more students you
expand and grow, which is an essential aspect of the business model we operate in. If
departments do not get more student numbers and EFTS funding and thus experience
growth, they cannot expect to benefit from increases. This is an unmistakable message
and an example of power at work, connecting the discourse to expected correct actions.
The interconnectedness of the system illustrated in Table 4.1 exists in the discourse; the
“we” or sense of belonging stretches out to encompass a set of varied actors in a process
of generating collective and normalised behaviour.

The parallels in Government and VUW educational discourse in the excerpts
above manifests as pressure on lecturers to support the economic direction of both NZ
and the university. This model views education as good for national economic gain and
university as the place where people are educated to grow the economy. Moreover, it
establishes this as a truth-making process through the discourse.

This truth-making process can be seen in the extract below by Lecturer H.
Interestingly, Lecturer H not only sees the connection between the university and
education as a business, they also identify that this process is connected to the wider
neoliberal international educational discourse:

Lecturer H: ... therein lies... the dilemma for universities right? Because
universities these days are businesses | don’t think any of us are naive
enough to say that they’re not businesses... And what is it that they’re
selling? They’re selling really two products aren’t they?... ...They’re
selling other products elsewhere, but in the teaching environment, they’re
selling education and certification... so in the idealistic world, the
education may allow anyone who wants to learn to learn, but in the real
world where the certification is a big part of the product that’s being sold,
if you don’t maintain standards, your degree becomes worthless. ...under
international standards you have to get them to a certain level, so we

simply have to work harder and smarter, the management keeps telling us
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this, and it’s the solution to everything, work harder and smarter...
[Lecturer Extract 2]

Not only does Lecturer H acknowledge that is there pressure to produce graduates,
but that there is also pressure to deliver graduates who have the academic ability to
participate nationally and internationally. The degree programme has to meet the
responsibility of certifying graduates at an international level. In doing so, Lecturer H
also identifies that a degree is a product being sold to students and at the same time being
sold to an accreditation board that it is at a certain academic level and to the government
that the programme is worthy of getting funding.

These connections identify varying forms of ownership and as such illustrate lines
of control or influence dictating the correct behaviour of groups and individuals. The
operation of power here is the connection between global economic forces sharing the
notion that a degree is a product, it is something a student purchases, and it should deliver
a student a set of ‘approved’ skills. Lecturers have a role in meeting the competing
demands of this while supporting the business requirements of the institution and
Government. As Lecturer B notes below, the business agenda was at the heart of the
creation of the engineering programme at VUW. The BE degree formation was the result
of ECS setting acceptable business targets — targets that would generate money:

Lecturer B: They were targets generated by the school to satisfy the university

and government to the point where they would support the creation of the

programme... And give us money [Lecturer Extract 3]

4.5 Summary

This chapter has shown that analysis of the discourse through a conception of ownership
illustrates the operation of power. The interconnectedness of the discursive practices
within the discursive field reveal the disciplinary processes at work within tertiary
education. These processes take effect as a form of social control. The teaching and
learning space is a place where institutions of government, businesses and universities
see great potential for economic gain. Moreover, as policy makers and benefactors in this
field, they shape the situation for those involved through the action of exercising power.

This can be described as the neoliberalisation of the education system (see chapter one).
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The ECS first year teaching and learning environment exists as part of the broader
neoliberal educational process that equates social wellbeing with economic prosperity.

The STEM crisis is integral to this neoliberal educational mind-set and is a focus
area for economic growth in New Zealand. The discursive field is comprised of various
actors - from Government, businesses, and universities to lecturers. It is not an isolated
network as its connections are also international. All of these factors push and pull at
each other, exerting power through processes which are wrapped in a STEM crisis
discourse. Lecturers are at the teaching end of this in the tertiary environment as
gatekeepers of quality, learning materials and learning experiences. And while it may
seem to them that they are at the epicentre of the educational experience, they are in fact
pieces in a large and complex system. The STEM crisis is not of their making, and to a
certain extent, they are the inheritors of factors outside of their control that impact on this
discourse, shaping the notion of a STEM crisis. Lecturers are participants in this situation
and have limited ownership over Government or university administrative policy that sees
STEM education as an economic growth opportunity. Academic staff informally discuss
the impact of these policies and to some extent act for and against them as later chapters
discuss.

The following chapter extends this discussion by looking at how student
enrolment processes are affected by a combination of Government and university policies
that exert power through ownership over recruitment policies and practices. This chapter
further illuminates the discourse at work in the interconnected economic and education
network and suggests how this affects academic practice in the teaching and learning

environment.
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CHAPTER FIVE: OWNERSHIP OF ENTRY

In 2016 the New Zealand Productivity Commission presented a draft report which
outlined the findings of their inquiry into Crown Tertiary Education Institutions (i.e.
universities, polytechnics and wananga) as well as private tertiary providers. This inquiry
looked at “trends, especially in technology, tuition costs, skill demand, demography and
internationalisation, may drive changes in business models and delivery models in the
tertiary sector” (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2016, p. iii). The inquiry was
convened by the Minister of Finance Hon Bill English and the Minister for Tertiary
Education, Skills and Employment Hon Steven Joyce and encouraged to work closely
with both the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Business Innovation and
Employment, and was seen as contributing to the New Zealand Government Business
Growth Agenda ((New Zealand Productivity Commission). Steven Joyce is the same
minister identified in the previous chapter who encouraged investment in STEM
education for economic gain. Perhaps unsurprisingly given its progenitors, this report
outlined the connection of education to social good and economic wealth. This is an
example, of the neoliberal agenda in education discussed by Shore and Wright (1999),
and the extensive work of Ball discussed in Chapter Two, in which they argue that the
rise in accountability in universities in the UK has been done through the merging of the
concepts of public good with economic gain.

This very point can also be seen in the fact that the report also stressed that the
current tertiary education system needed major improvement to increase quality and value
for money. The report argues that the tuition subsidies paid to universities for students
come with specific requirements that result in the Government regulating for a limited
range of providers, courses and fee schedules. The authors noted that the current model,
while aimed at growth, actually works to limit innovation by risk-averse government
agencies:

[the] tertiary education system is controlled by a series of prescriptive
regulatory and funding rules that dictate the nature, price, quality, volume
and location of much delivery. These controls have extended over time as
a result of various financial, quality and political risks. Together they

constrain the ability of providers to innovate, drive homogeneity in
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provision, and limit the flexibility and responsiveness of the system as a
whole. (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2016, p. 3)
We can see some evidence of these regulatory practices in the learning environment when
the Government and university want to develop and grow STEM education and exert
economic goals around enrolment and retention numbers.

VUW (and all NZ Universities) have a student enrolment target negotiated with
the NZ Government through the TEC (Tertiary Education Commission, 2013). Individual
courses in the Faculty and School also have enrolment targets that determine their
financial viability. For example, the minimum number of people required by VUW to run
a course is, 30 students for first-year, 20 for second-year, 15 for third-year and 5 for
Honours at fourth-year (Dr L. Bakker. VUW Director Planning and Management
Information. Personal communication, August 29, 2017). The TEC also has a provision
to remove funding for courses that fail to pass more than 60% of those enrolled (K. H.
Rabel. VUW Manager, Institutional Analysis. May 24, 2016). All these targets are based
on business models that focus on revenue against expenditure rather than on student
educational outcomes. VUW and ECS through a combination of recruitment and retention
procedures endeavours to meet these targets as they must report on these targets to the
TEC (TEC, 2016).

Given these targets, one may well assume that a suitable system exists to assess
the academic quality and suitability for tertiary engineering study of prospective students.
Moreover, one may also assume that, given the need for increased numbers of STEM
graduates, adherence to this ‘hypothetical’ system would be highly recommended to
improve the numbers of people getting through. This system would, of course, align our
first-year courses with a student’s entry preparation to maximise a student’s chance of
success. However, as this chapter discusses, ownership of the entry criteria of students
into ECS, is interconnected to a complicated network of power that provides a specific
type of accountability. This network of power-relations exists within the relationships
between Government policies, high school, and university systems, impacting on
lecturers and students in the teaching and learning environment.

The university entry policy (discussed below) is geared to maximise enrolment
numbers through a relative open entry policy that places opportunity of entry ahead of
exclusive entry through subject pre-requisites for students. The policies and practices
around entry form an important aspect of the greater teaching and learning environment,

and describe competing agendas and perceptions in the ECS context. Lecturers have little
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control over government and university entry rules. However, this lack of ownership does
have implications for them. The lecturers have the job of educating the incoming students
to a perceived international and professionally accredited level over the four-year
engineering degree. Thus the lecturers have an implicit responsibility and a sense of
ownership around producing quality graduates which is at odds with the operation of the

entry discourse which has ownership of enrolment numbers.

5.1 NCEA

New Zealand high schools predominantly operate the National Certificate of Educational
Achievement (NCEA) qualification for students, and this is used by universities to judge
entrance criteria. Students can gain entry to university study through other high school
qualifications, such as the International Baccalaureate (IB Schools NZ, 2017) or the
Cambridge International Examinations (Cambridge International Association of
Cambridge Schools NZ (Inc), 2017). However, students entering engineering at VUW
through these means is rare. NCEA represents the national standards required for students
at high school and has traditionally been the benchmark that NZ universities use for
establishing University Entrance criteria. NCEA comprises three certificates, awarded at
Levels 1, 2 and 3. Students begin studying for their NCEA Level 1 in Year 11 and
continue through Years 12 and 13 (from ages 15-16 through to 17-18). Year 13 is the
final year students will spend at high school in New Zealand (New Zealand Qualifications
Authority, 2016), in which they typically study towards NCEA level 3. In this final year,
students will also hopefully attain University Entrance, which is a qualification that
comprises some basic numeracy and literacy credits and achievement of a certain number
of level 3 subjects. For direct entry, most NZ universities now require in addition to
University Entrance a combined total of credits gained from approved subjects at NCEA
level 3 known as the Guaranteed Entry Score (GES).

NCEA separates subjects, such as Mathematics, at all levels of NCEA into subject
areas. NCEA level 3 Mathematics has Algebra, Calculus, Geometry, Probability Statistics
and Trigonometry. Each subject area is further split into a series of modular assessment
standards. In the case of Calculus in 2015-2016 there were three assessment standards,
‘Apply the algebra of complex numbers in solving problems’(in 2017 this standard shifted
to Algebra), ‘Apply the algebra of complex numbers in solving problems’ and ‘Apply
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differentiation methods in solving problems’ (NZQA NCEA Assessment Mathematics,
2016). Assessment grades are awarded for each assessment standard within the subject,
and each is worth a number of credits. Most standards have between 3 and 6 credits.
Students may be awarded one of the following grades for each module based on their
performance; Not Achieved, Achieved, Merit and Excellence. Additionally, some
assessments are assessed internally by the school, while others are examined externally
through assessment graded by external examiners (for example, Mathematics has six
external and ten internal assessment standards). Some assessments, called Unit Standards,
are only internal and can only be awarded the pass/fail grades of Not Achieved or
Achieved.

To put this into perspective, NCEA level 3 Mathematics only has one Unit
Standard and fifteen Achievement Standards. Students can, out of interest or through
encouragement by school or teacher, select some subjects over others, and elect to do
specific modules within subjects. This ability to pick and choose influences some schools
and students to exhibit a ‘game play’ mentality which encourages the collection of credits
over accumulation of coherent knowledge (Watterson & Carnegie, 2013; Thrupp &
Alcorn, 2011; Hipkins 2010). NCEA also allows a student a measure of control over their
own learning. However, the freedom of choice exhibited in NCEA subject’s courses does
not match the way university courses are run. At university, a student is expected to
complete all assessment topics. The university educational environment has different
expectations of students than the high school system.

An example of this difference can be seen in a recent review of University
Entrance by NZQA and NZ TEI’s in nine workshops that occurred between April and
May 2016. An email summary of the feedback noted that:

many attendees raised concerns about numeracy skills. Examples included
students being unable to understand basic mathematical concepts, such as
being able to order fractions in order of size and difficulties in applying
mathematic concepts that they were familiar with through NCEA to other
real life examples or disciplines. Numeracy skills were noted as an area
of particular concern in not only STEM programmes, accountancy,
medicine and other similar programmes but also in programmes such as
social sciences, media, earth sciences and business studies. (NZQA. Email

communication. 2016) [Non-Interviewed Extract 23]
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The concern that NCEA may not be delivering students with an appropriate academic
background is particularly problematic for universities who use NCEA as the standard
method for approving student entry. Most universities have slightly different NCEA entry
criteria which also suggests that the universities have difficulty agreeing on a consistent
NCEA entry level requirement. Universities use high school and NCEA predominantly
as the core provider of a students’ academic preparation for university study, as evidenced
by NZ university’s entrance criteria. If a student’s academic preparation is poor (either
on the part of the student or the part of the high school) but gains entry to a university, it
puts pressure on the teaching and learning environment to compensate for this deficiency.
This pressure was described by the attendees as concern over the “...tension between
performance (achievement rates, reputation and performance linked funding) and volume
of students (EFTS) which generate funding” (NZQA. Email communication. 2016). The
concern was not raised in terms of upskilling or providing educational support to students
in this situation but was discussed regarding ‘“achievement rates, reputation and
performance linked funding”.

These terms reflect the continued numbers and growth language that is embedded
in the STEM crisis discourse. It is also an example of an audit culture that Shore and
Wright have discussed at length (see chapter two). The discourse is shaping the way
thoughts and behaviours are interpreted and understood as normal. For example, the
perception by the university staff that they must meet the TEC demands or the TEC may
impose financial penalties for not having enough students or for losing students who have
gained entry (Ministry of Education, 2013; TEC Educational Performance Indicators,
2013). Put simply, the university and its staff have to work with the students it gets and
find a way to meet the TEC funding requirements. With funding connected to
performance we can see the operation of meaning in the discourse that produces an
outcome. It is the operation of power. The situation is also not designed to have a negative
outcome, but the tension arises from people acting in response to messages and these
messages come from different accountabilities within the educational environment. This
is what Foucault calls a normalisation process whereby peoples actions in response to
messages in the discourse becomes accepted as the correct way to act (Foucault, 1978).
This can also be described as an example of governmentality where the conduct of people
becomes subject to governance, and in particular to a neoliberal economic form of

governance.
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NZ educational providers are linked to neoliberal funding models that have an
operational meaning and affect the way high schools and universities understand their
accountabilities. High schools are not only financially accountable to the Ministry of
Education for operational cost-effectiveness (salaries and operational costs) but a school’s
performance or efficiency rating is also measured on the number of students passing
NCEA, University Entrance and the number of students who achieve Merit and
Excellence in NCEA Level 3 assessment standards (Qin, 2016). Similarly, the Ministry
of Education and Tertiary Education Commission are responsible for strategies, policy
and monitoring the university’s academic and financial performance (Ministry of
Education, 2015). NZ high schools and universities are both accountable to Government
funding regulations that incorporate education targets represented as numbers.
Accountabilities, in turn, produce a discourse of demand or necessity and become
accepted ways of acting.

An example of the way accountability in the education system affects operational
practice can be seen in how enrolment targets affect enrolment processes and criteria. For
example, the tertiary workshop participants noted that University Entrance Qualification
requirements were: “generic and that the requirements could not be an adequate proxy for
success in a wide range of programmes such as STEM, medicine, and engineering. These
programmes tend to have specified prerequisites in place” (NZQA. Email
communication. 2016). The statement acknowledges that specific programmes, such as
engineering tend to have specific entry requirements or standards that are slightly higher
than just attaining University Entrance. There is a tension here for operational best-
practice between enrolling students with an appropriate level of academic ability to
succeed and also meeting enrolment targets aimed at increased growth in numbers.

5.2 Enrolment Criteria

Enrolment criteria at VUW for Engineering is a good example of how operational need
and accountability for growth has affected student enrolment criteria. The desire to grow
student numbers in engineering at VUW has resulted in low entry requirements for a
professionally accredited engineering degree. In contrast with the workshops statement,
engineering at VUW has no specified BE entry prerequisites in place to select students

with certain pre-requisite skills. While prerequisites are in place for some specific courses
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within the degree, ECS maintains no restrictions, or prerequisites on entry to the BE
degree other than those required by VUW. Specifically, to be automatically accepted into
programs offered at VUW, students must achieve University Entrance (this comprises a
pass in NCEA Level 3, 14 level 3 credits in three approved subjects, 10 literacy credits
at Level 2 or above and 10 numeracy credits at Level 1 or above) and achieve the
Guaranteed Entry Score (GES) of at least 150 points based on their NCEA level 3 scores,
calculated on the basis of their best 80 level 3 NCEA credits in approved subjects. These
credits are weighted by their grade result: 4 points for Excellence, 3 points for Merit, and
2 points for Achieved. Students with less than 150 points can still be considered if they
meet the University Entrance requirement and demands for increased student numbers by
the university have even allowed students who have a GES of lower than the university’s
threshold of 150 to gain entry to engineering.

There are five other New Zealand universities that offer a BE with majors in
software or electronics; the University of Auckland, Auckland University of Technology,
University of Canterbury, Massey University and Waikato University. All of them, like
VUW, require a student to have the University Entrance Standard. However, there are
differences in the entrance criteria for guaranteed entry into the BE. There is a disparity
between the Auckland providers and the universities around the rest of the country. For
example, the University of Auckland requires a Guaranteed Entry Standard rank score of
260 (University of Auckland. Engineering Entry Requirements NCEA. 2017). Also, they
require specific NCEA assessment standards in calculus and physics for all engineering
majors: 17 Level 3 Calculus and 16 Level 3 Physics credits. Auckland University of
Technology requires a GES of 250 and 14 Level 3 NCEA Calculus and Physics credits
(Auckland University of Technology, Study at AUT, 2018).

In contrast, the University of Canterbury, like VUW has a GES of 150 but requires
14 credits in level 3 maths or calculus and 14 credits in both Level 3 physics for core first-
year papers (University of Canterbury, 2018). Massey University has a GES of 140 and
for Electronics and Computer Engineering or Mechatronics requires 16 Level 3 math and
physics credits with some specific NCEA subject standards (Massey University,
Learning, 2018). Waikato University has perhaps the lowest entry criteria, requiring only
University Entrance plus an NCEA Level 3 certificate (60 credits at Level 3 and 20 credits
at Level 2) for entry. Though for Electronic Engineering they also require 16 credits of
level 3 NCEA in mathematics with calculus and a minimum of 14 credits in Level 3
physics (Waikato University, Study, 2018).
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The University of Auckland, and Auckland University of Technology have higher
entry criteria than VUW, Massey University and the University of Canterbury have
similar GES to VUW but have higher subject-specific entry criteria for the first year. The
University of Waikato has a lower guaranteed entry but for Electronic Engineering has
higher subject-specific entry than ECS’s comparable ECEN major. The University of
Auckland and the Auckland University of Technology have higher entry criteria for
incoming students suggesting that they are trying to target more academically prepared
students whereas VUW, Massey University, Canterbury University and Waikato
University have less stringent entry criteria. While there are different levels of entry
criteria required by New Zealand universities, it is clear that there is a common theme of
engineering providers requiring calculus and physics in their entry requirements.

At VUW, for Software engineering (SWEN) there is no specific academic
preparation for first-year papers needed by students in calculus or physics. Like VUW,
Massey and Waikato University do not require calculus or physics for their SWEN
students. To enter our core first-year engineering mathematics paper students in all majors
are required to have 16 credits of level 3 math, but these do not need to be in calculus and
can be statistics credits. However, for Electronic and Computer Systems engineering
(ECEN) students the core physics paper in trimester one of first-year requires at least 12
credits of NCEA Level 3 math including the calculus standards and 18 credits of Level 3
physics including specific standards (of note is that from 2018 this requirement has also
been removed). ECS by maintaining a relatively low entry criteria to the BE controls the
academic level of which students may enter the programme.

ECS could instigate higher admission criteria for engineering but has chosen not
to do this as senior management wishes to allow as many students as it can the opportunity
to enrol in the BE (see Lecturer Extract 4 in the next section). ECS is also viewed as a
growth area for VUW with a mandate from senior university management to grow our
numbers of students (Non-Interviewed Extract 14). | have attended senior management,
programme reviews and accreditation meetings, and also had conversations with senior
managers of ECS where the message of growth has been repeatedly outlined. The
Lecturer excerpts below also reinforce this position. Chapter one and four have also
discussed the STEM crisis need to increase the number of students and in particular those
from equity groups. Lower entry requirements are one means to help increase student

enrolment numbers.
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Currently, a student could enrol in the VUW BE with a mixture of subjects from
NCEA curriculum that contains few engineering-related subjects. In fact, it is even
possible to enrol in the BE with no math, physics or digital technology (Computer
Programming) background. While the actual number of students who enter with no
related skills are small, they do exist. More common are students with poor NCEA results
in BE-relevant subjects, such as, physics, math or digital technology, or who are missing
key standards (assessment topics) in one or more of these subjects. It is common for many
of our students to have either not taken calculus or physics at secondary school before
enrolling in engineering.

There is a power structure at work in controlling the entry requirements of
students. This structure is underpinned by a discourse of economic gain guised as ethical
action. University accountability to the TEC, and ECS accountability to VUW, results in
a desire to increase numbers of students to increase income. At the stage of enrolment
whether a student is likely to pass or not is removed from the discourse. From a
Foucauldian theory of power point of view, this is where the control over what can be
said and what cannot be said in a particular situation is occurring (Foucault, 1978).
Resistance to this process is very difficult to see as the chance to enrol is portrayed as
giving people an opportunity and as such has a moral component. The enrolment criteria
acts to allow entry to as many people as possible an opportunity to study in ECS at VUW.
Opportunity of entry does not guarantee equal opportunity to succeed.

For example, opportunity also places many students on a particular pathway of
study that has real consequences for both students and staff. Due to the lack of entry pre-
requisites a substantial amount of our first-year cohort do not take all the papers required
to complete Part 1 in their first-year due to the lack of entry pre-requisites and are required
to take introductory courses. There are two first-year, one-trimester (12-week long)
introductory papers that are used in engineering: PHYS122 Introduction to Physics for
Scientists and Engineers and MATH132 Introduction to Mathematical Thinking. These
two introductory courses designed for people with no knowledge of math or physics
which provide degree credits and also act as entry pre-requisites for some of the core
courses.

These are not pre-degree bridging courses or programmes, or specific bridging
papers as such. VUW’s full bridging programme was withdrawn by the university in 2012
due to changes in government funding which removed the government student subsidy

for such bridging programmes. The university was unwilling to fund delivery of these
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programmes on its own. ECS is currently unable to offer a specifically targeted
engineering bridging programme or courses due to funding and policy decisions by VUW
senior management (Professor D. Carnegie. Dean of Engineering. Personal
communication, September 6, 2017).

PHYS122 is for ECEN only students allowing entry into the core Physics courses,
and MATH132 for all engineering majors into core math and engineering math courses.
Roughly 40% of ECEN students need to take PHYS122, and around 20-25% of students
in all majors take MATH132. In 2014 we had 160 students split across the three majors
and of these 22 enrolled in MATH132 (4 ECEN, 13 SWEN and 5 NWEN). MATH132 is
the paper students take if they have below-the-entry credits for our core mathematics
paper at first year. Also, 19 of 56 ECEN students enrolled in PHYS122. PHYS122 is the
core physics course for SWEN and NWEN but is considered an introductory course for
ECEN students who lack the entry-level requirements for their core first-year physics
course PHYS114 giving the student entry to their trimester 2 ENGR142 engineering
physics course. Similarly, in 2015 we had 170 students split across the three majors and
of these 27 enrolled in MATH132 (7 ECEN, 15 SWEN and 5 NWEN), and 19 out of a
total of 46 ECEN students enrolled in PHYS122.

Students taking these introductory courses have extremely poor success rates in
obtaining Part 1 and graduating. Only 37% of ECEN students who took PHYS122 have
ever achieved Part 1 of their degrees. And so far only one ECEN student who has passed
PHYS122 has ever graduated with a BE in ECEN from the cohorts which could have
graduated between 2007 and 2013. Four went on to graduate with Computer Science
degrees. Similarly, only one ECEN student who went through MATH132 has graduated
with an ECEN degree; a second student did graduate with a SWEN degree. Interestingly,
SWEN students do not fare much better, with those who took MATH132 having a lower
(~30%) chance of graduating than students that do not attempt this paper. ECS has only
graduated 10 NWEN/SWEN students that went through MATH132. Students doing
MATH132 have a consistent ~10% graduation rate in the BE.

The policy of ‘relative open entry’ in our Engineering programme allows students
to enrol in introductory courses. However, completion of an introductory course does not
guarantee success in the core courses. ECS can reliably show that a student entering into
the ECEN major without NCEA math and Physics and through the introductory papers
(MATH132 & PHYS122) is unlikely to meet the required B average or to graduate with
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an engineering degree. The following section discusses the impact of VUW and ECS

entry policy with regard to lecturer’s perceptions.

5.3 Lecturer Perceptions on Enrolment

The lecturer excerpts below, coupled with our enrolment policy (discussed above) reveal
a discourse around entry requirements that is pervasive in undermining meaningful
enrolment practices by placing ‘opportunity’ as a valid reason for allowing entry to
students. ECS maintains the policy of relative open entry to give as many people as
possible the opportunity to participate in studying an engineering degree and thus
allowing entry to people who may have been excluded on the basis of poor educational
background. In addition to the idea of ‘opportunity’, there is the blunt business need to
let in more students to meet financial targets. Lecturer A exemplifies this:

Int: So why do we let a whole lot of people into the BE(Hons) that we think

are not academically prepared

Lecturer A: Multiple reasons, one is money... Another is giving people

an opportunity... because we don’t know... Whether they’re going to fail,

and giving them an opportunity to try- I think that’s important. [Lecturer

Extract 4]
However, this opportunity does not mean an equal opportunity for success to all
participants (Wolf, 2002). Lecturer M acknowledges that the university is to blame for
letting in students who may not succeed:

Lecturer M: Well the university central university allows anyone to come

into our courses. If we set a limit and we don’t fill our quota the central

university will just let anyone in even though we say they don’t have the

standards, so we are - you know the university is letting in these people.

We can’t blame the students. [Lecturer Extract 5]
Lecturer M identifies the idea that the university student entry criteria operates with limits
and targets controlled by university management rather than lecturers. Students without
good academic entry criteria can enter courses alongside students who have good to high
levels of academic preparation. As chapter six and seven will discuss, to be successful
these academically less-prepared students will need to achieve at the level of these better-

prepared students for whom our courses are intended.
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Lecturer D below elaborates further on VUW university enrolment and the way

university management affect this:
Lecturer D: ...here it’s completely open entry, and open entry doesn’t
mean that anybody can come - in theory... In fact, there’s a university
entry you have to get which is a number of points across a humber of
disciplines.... ... now individual subjects could and maybe should put in
specific things like points in merit and excellence for physics and maths
for engineering... And in theory... university entry and higher education,
have its own entry... However, what normally happens is there’s
something called waitlist... So students come in, we say we’ve got two
hundred spaces in engineering nominally... And this is the target, and we
keep filling up those spaces... We have the students that we want to take
in terms of what we’ve set as entry, but the university has its own targets,
and for the last six years I’ve been here I don’t think the university has
ever early on hit those targets - probably hit the targets later on in the
process, but in general it’s needed students, and therefore these waitlisted
students who are the students who haven’t got what we wanted but have
got university entrance come in from faculty and no Dean of Engineering
has ever turned round and said we don’t want the money that these students
will bring in ‘cause they might stand a chance of passing, and it’s
university entrance. [Lecturer Extract 6]
Lecturer D’s description of the university’s failure to hit government enrolment targets
necessitating the lowering of entry criteria for incoming students to increase enrolments
is a good example of business needs driving operating procedures. Even the comment that
“no Dean of Engineering has ever turned round and said we don’t want the money that
these students will bring in” shows how far through the management structure the
messages of targets and numbers go. In this case all the way from senior management to
Deans in charge of teaching and learning programmes, and as evidenced by the lecturer’s
comments the academics are all aware of these meanings too.

These lecturers reveal the thorny economic process at work to meet targets while
at the same time noting that these may not be the students ‘we’ want. The ‘we’ used here
by the lecturer refers to academic staff, and is in contrast to the ‘we’ used by the Vice-
Chancellor to suggest that the university must grow its numbers (Non-Interviewed Extract

22). The lecturers do not agree with the economic policies and are separating themselves
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from the Vice-Chancellor’s perception that groups everybody together as one team
focused on growth. Senior staff in ECS have advised me on several occasions that the 150
GES has been sacrificed to meet enrolment targets when enrolment numbers are low.
There is a perception of flexibility being applied in the selection of students due to
monetary requirements and reveals the operation of power exerted over enrolment
decisions that may compromise the process of academic quality assurance for entrants. In
part, this reinforces the notion by lecturers that ECS is taking in a weaker cohort, as one
lecturer states:
Int: So were you aware we 've never actually got fifty percent of our first-
year cohort through part one of the engineering
Lecturer J: Hmm, I’m sure I’ve heard that some time
Int: So why do you think that is?
Lecturer J: Yeah actually why have we never got fifty percent through,
mm, | have to imagine | guess, where my word on all of this is that we’re
not yet attracting... enough of students who are gonna be end up being
really capable as they go through the degree and so there’s a lot of I guess
weakened intake basically is coming out of schools that we kinda have to
take them - they choose us over other places and here they are, and we
have to make the best of it. And because we’ve had this pressure that we
must be building a programme, we must be taking in students. [Lecturer
Extract 7]
Lecturer J acknowledges the pressure ECS has to take and teach a “weakened” intake
which stems from a perception that “we must be building a programme”, while at the
same time placing the blame partially on New Zealand high schools for the failure of ECS
to get enough students through Part 1.

This excerpt, like those above, evidence a discourse which illustrates different
levels of ownership. The lecturers describe areas where they are responsible and areas
where they are not (for example, building a programme or weak students). The tension
described are good examples of where power can be seen in operation; increasing student
numbers versus taking on academically weak students. It is in these tensions within the
discourse that Foucault believed you could see power-relation in action, and the
normalisation of both belief and subjectification (Foucault, 1983). For example, Lecturer
J’s notion that the cohort is not weak but “weakened” indicates a subjectification of

students into a category of student. This category was a commonly used notion for all the
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staff I interviewed confirming a normalisation of thought by the academic staff towards
students. This subjectification also places NCEA in a negative category as the academics
believe it has adversely affected the academic preparation of students.

These subject positions carry with them very real implications even when those
making the assumptions may have little actual evidential basis for their views. Research
which explores these issues can be found in studies that investigate discrimination and
disadvantage (e.g., Henwood, 1998; Beddoes, Schimpf & Pawley, 2013). In ECS the
disadvantage from placing students in subject positions results in a poor understanding of
incoming academic ability for first-year students and a resultant mismatch in educational
expectations. This is an effect of power stemming from the discourse. All of the 15
lecturers interviewed were aware of NCEA, including both the domestic and international
lecturers. Of the seven that had joined VUW from overseas, some had children currently
taking it or had completed NCEA, and others were married to high school teachers. Only
two of the seven international lecturers could be described as having no context or
experience to expect some understanding of NCEA. Surprisingly, though, our lecturers
know little about NCEA despite having quite strong opinions, as Mathematics Lecturer
C explains below:

Int: Do you know much about secondary school?

Lecturer C: | know a bit. | wouldn’t say I’m an expert

Int: Do you know much about the standards that are taught?

Lecturer C: A bit. I’ve been learning recently

Int: Okay do you know much about the ability of students to pick and
choose papers. Or you know unit standards and things like that?
Lecturer C: Yes ... although I'm constantly finding that’s changing a
little. But yes, yeah I think | know anecdotally from talking to teachers in
[High] schools I have some idea about how it works yep

Int: So do you think secondary school does a good job of preparing
students for university?

Lecturer C: 1 don’t think they do to be blunt. I don’t think they think
that’s their role any more. For some students they feel like it is but in
general their role’s changed from a while back

Int: So do you think the students’ academic ability has declined as a result
of NCEA?
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Lecturer C: That’s a good question | don’t have any evidence for that. My
feeling is that they have more stuff they’re busier at high school. In the old
days, you could expect someone to come through a particular subject like
mathematics and know certain things to get to Bursary or whatever. That
they would know a certain amount of stuff whereas that’s not clear with
the choice and the achieved merit excellence grades. It’s no longer so
obvious what a student coming out of high school (.) well (.) yeah (.) it’s
not obvious to me maybe with digging we would know but I’ve lost the
feeling for the cohort.
Int: Would it be fair to say that nobody in maths [department] would
know?
Lecturer C: | think so. | don’t. [Lecturer Extract 8]
Lecturer C describes a separation of educational system between the NZ high school
NCEA curriculum and NZ universities. The notion “I don’t think they think that’s their
role any more” refers to the impression that high schools do not do a good job of preparing
students for university. This relates to the idea that high school is a discrete learning
environment separate from university. High school is designed primarily to provide
NCEA learning and assessment to all students of which only a subset ever go on to
university study. Lecturer C identifies the change as “I’ve lost the feeling for the cohort”
which shows a fundamental disconnect between a lecturer’s ability to understand the
academic preparedness of students. High school is not accountable to universities for
NCEA curriculum or assessment.

Similarly, university lecturers do not have to have an understanding of the content
taught in high schools. Almost all of the lecturers interviewed displayed no real
understanding of NCEA content:

Int: Okay, so do you know much about what students would have learnt at
school before they arrived in your class in terms of subject matter?
Lecturer G: Ah yeah I started to look into it

Int: What does that mean?

Lecturer G: That means | started to understand what is NCEA. What it
means by merit achieved and excellence. But all this is in personal capacity
which means that you know you just go and ask someone and then say
‘hey’ you know ‘what’s this about’ and so and so... Yeah, but in terms of

content wise no | don’t know what they’re learning. [Lecturer Extract 9]
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While Lecturer C and Lecturer G reveal that they both have on a limited basis picked up
some knowledge from other people, there is no formal requirement or method for gaining
this knowledge. A recent NZQA University Entrance review acknowledged the lack of
NCEA understanding by universities or their staff:
Many attendees [tertiary academic staff] acknowledged that they did not
in general have a good understanding of NCEA [subject course content].
Knowledge of NCEA is often held by individuals who have gained their
understanding by being a parent, or as administrative staff or, in some
cases, by first-year lecturers who have sought to understand the knowledge
and skills that their students may present with in their first year. In
addition, most TEls [Tertiary Educational Institutions] did not have
structured relationships with schools in their region. (NZQA. Email
communication. 2016)
Inherent in this system is a separation between high school and university regarding the
understanding of course content. This is extremely problematic for all interested parties.
While it is possible that the quality of some students may be poor, to a certain extent the
problem of having poorly academically prepared students may relate to the growth nature
of the VUW enrolment system rather than the New Zealand high school education system.
For example, lecturers, and the current teaching system at university are not
designed to educate students with a wide range of academic ability and as Lecturer G
notes, lecturers are not equipped with the teaching skills to cater for this:
Lecturer G: So it’s like those really good ones are way up there, and those
really bad ones are you know kind of like lost.
Int: Yep. So obviously you see you know a hundred and (.) between a
hundred and sixty and a hundred and eighty or so first year students who
all have to come in to 101. Is there a gap between the top and the bottom
ones?
Lecturer G: Yeah. Mm. But I don’t think we are equipped enough in as
lecturers to actually deal with that because you know that is er (.) it requires
systematic planning to actually address that (.) so I think that we recognise
that there are those (.) we try (.) but you know sometimes you know (.)
the way we approach it I don’t think we have a systematic way of actually
dealing with this or we know that that is actually the best practice to deal

with that. [Lecturer Extract 10]
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Lecturer G expresses that there is no systematic way to deal with incoming students of
differing academic ability. This is an example, of an educational mismatch of
expectations and abilities in the enrolment policies and practices. As such, the lecturer
excerpts discussed above illustrate some tensions between the rights and responsibilities
in Table 4.1. Students expect the university to have accurate enrolment criteria to
maximise their chances of being successful upon entry. To a certain extent the
Government, TEC and academics also expect this. The tension in the way this expectation
operates illustrates some of the practices operating at the institutional level where the
messages of the Government and TEC are interpreted. At this level ownership over the
conduct of departments like ECS by senior VUW management practices impacts on both
the students and academic staff. Ownership in this sense expects everything in the
education system to align, but it does not. This misalignment exemplifies Foucault’s
notion that power operates at different levels throughout social systems (Foucault, 1978,
1983). While the effect of Government and TEC policy is intended to be positive for the
university its students, staff and the country, the relative nature of autonomy exercised
within the tertiary environment means that exactly how goals or directives are interpreted
is open up to a certain amount of freedom. This is where ownership of entry can be seen
as an aspect of autonomy to choose to act in a particular way. The following section
discusses some examples of this system mismatch, highlighting that it is also experienced
by the students, and lecturers in other NZ universities.

5.4 Educational Expectation Mismatch

In contrast with, the lecturer’s belief that they are not equipped to teach students of a wide
variety of abilities the students generally believe that they will succeed. In my experience
interviewing hundreds of students, there is a common belief by many of the new students
that the courses they will study will be of an achievable academic level. This belief is
typically expressed in the first few months a student attends university, and it is often at
this stage, also from my experience, that the courses take a relatively slow start, and
become progressively harder after the mid-point of the trimester.

For example, one student I interviewed during their first month at university made
the following comment regarding their first year courses: “To get good marks it’s actually

... in in that sense | could probably not study for any of my exams at the end of the year
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and pass them” (Student I). The confidence exhibited by this student is common in my
experience interviewing students and can also be seen in this example: “Um the first
couple of weeks have been pretty you know (.) been there done that, 1 know all of it. |
know all the core stuff” (Student J). This confidence in being able to succeed, despite
students having never experienced a university course, is based on their experiences of
secondary schooling and is strengthened, as the Productivity Commission points out, in
the discourse around university entrance. For example, high school contains a
qualification called ‘University Entrance’, a title which indicates to all students involved
that is what you need and this is what you should do to progress to tertiary study at
universities:
The University Entrance standard is also an unhelpful signal. University
Entrance does not reliably signify preparedness for higher-level study. It
also implies that a young person who achieves University Entrance is best
off attending a university, when this may not be the case. Some universities
set higher standards, while others would like to enrol students that do not
have University Entrance. (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2016,
p. 31)
This view is echoed by Dr John Boereboom, the director of the Centre for Educational
Evaluation and Monitoring (CEM) at the University of Canterbury who wrote about
university entrance in the New Zealand Education Review magazine (2016). Boereboom
noted: “University Entrance is irrelevant to employers and universities have had to
supplement it by introducing rank score requirements that are useful for selection but
often invalid for specific programmes” (Boereboom, 2016). Boereboom argues that
NCEA rank score is a worthless selection tool for entry and as a predictor for future
academic achievement. Boereboom also recommends that universities alter their entry
criteria to allow for set prerequisites for programmes that are relevant to a student’s actual
course of study.

Despite opinions like that of Boereboom, currently, VUW uses the guaranteed
entrance score (GES) score for a student to enter the ECS engineering programme and
has no specific prerequisites for entry that are relevant to the student’s actual course of
study. Rather than place quality control at the entry point as the University of Auckland
does with its 260 GES, quality control over students in ECS is managed through the use
of the B average across core courses in the first year. Failure to obtain the B average and

pass Part 1 effectively removes a student from the engineering degree. Having both
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relative open entry and placing the B average requirement at the end of a student’s
completion of a set of first-year core courses creates issues for first-year lecturers when
the TEC, VUW and ECS management all expect achievement of both enrolment and
retention targets.

Ownership of student entry is exerted by the Government and university
management in a way that sets the scene for the situation academic staff find themselves
in when they design, and teach, a course having flow-on implications for the academic
programme as a whole. The discourse around entry is relatively clear in its meaning:

o ECS must grow its numbers of students to be financially viable enough to
employ academic staff and run its teaching and research programmes

o To do so, ECS must take students of a wide range of academic abilities
that meet our generic entry criteria

However, there are competing goals in this discourse. For example:

o ECS lecturers must pass 60% of students in a course to meet TEC
requirements
o ECS lecturers must maintain quality through the use of the B average
across the first year
Faced with these requirements, academic staff find themselves having to deal with a
complex system that has competing demands. As mentioned in Lecturer Extract 2 (p. 94),
academic staff have to educate these students to a perceived internationally accepted
standard within the four-year engineering degree. This discourse poses an interesting
quandary as the lecturers assume, and expect, a certain level of academic ability in the
student body (see Lecturer Extract 33, pp. 174-175, 34, pp. 175-176 and 35, pp. 176-177
discussed later).

The misalignment of goals is not specific to the ECS VUW environment. Morton
(2013) interviewed sixty academic staff from Lincoln University regarding their
perception of TEC policies, from a stakeholder perspective. Morton analysed the findings
both quantitatively and qualitatively and concluded that: “The quantitative findings
indicated general agreement amongst the participants with the policy intentions, while the
qualitative responses identified a misalignment between the values and priorities of
government and academic staff” (p. 1). There are interesting parallels between what the
Lincoln staff said and what ECS academics noted above.

For example, Lincoln University participants noted that they had little knowledge

of NCEA but were certain from their experience teaching new students that the entry
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requirements were inadequate. This sentiment was even reflected by the Lincoln Vice-
Chancellor who commented that current university entrance standards were unhelpful
(Morton, 2013, p. 204). Morton quotes two lecturers, whose statements are similar to
ECS staff. One lecturer stated: “I’m not sure exactly [what the standards mean], but they
are appallingly low”. Another noted: “They are not high enough! I don’t know, a certain
number of NCEA credits... | think one of the problems is that the education system is not
preparing people well enough for university level study” (pp. 203-204).

It is clear from Morton’s work that Lincoln staff felt that NCEA was not preparing
students for tertiary study and that the staff believed that the TEC requirements to increase
retention rates was seen as a major problem:

Participant 60 offered the comment: TEC keeps telling us to improve our
retention rates, it’s all our fault. My answer to [them] is, OK we’ll comply
and pass the lot [of students] but our degrees, our qualifications will be
worthless in the international market. (Morton, 2013, p. 205)
There are parallels between the comments from Lincoln staff and those of the ECS
academics. Government and institutional processes, particularly in enrolment, act to
separate the first year course and lecturers who teach them from incoming students. There
is an institutional disconnect between a student’s NCEA results and a meaningful
understanding of ability in relation to first-year tertiary course knowledge and assessment
requirements. This illustrates the lack of synergy between high school curriculum and
university curriculum and a broader disconnect between educational ideals. It also reflects
the idea that power-relations in systems can be both interconnected and disparate: high
school and tertiary education in NZ the systems are connected and independent, with
little-integrated curriculum or teaching overlap. So, ownership of high school teaching
curriculum and teaching methods belongs to the high school system and teachers whereas
university curriculum and teaching practice belong to the university department and
academic. While there are certainly connections to the Government and their funding and
regulation bodies, these operate at a higher level and do not have a body that is designed
to integrate or oversee curriculum alignment. In this manner, they delegate ownership
away from themselves to schools and universities as semi-independent bodies.

The Productivity Commission (2016) maintains that the tertiary quality assurance
system inhibits innovation through its regulatory practices that focus on course approval
processes rather than on student outcomes, and makes the statement that: “The system

appropriately seeks to ensure minimum standards are met, but overall the system lacks a
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mechanism for rewarding quality or responsiveness to students” (p. 4). The report also
notes that ideas of quality in education come to be defined by existing practice in an
organisation: “So quality assurance processes can reinforce existing practices, rather than
supporting new ones. Equating traditional models of delivery with quality also reinforces
cultural resistance to change within providers” (p. 4). Evidence of this process exists in
the VUW relatively open entry policy for students, which lets poorly prepared students
into ECS courses that are not set at a level where these students can achieve success.
Ownership of enrolment and entry criteria does not belong to the lecturing academics but

to the Government and senior university management.

5.5 Summary

This chapter has discussed problems relating to relative open entry, and the effect of this
on lecturers and the teaching and learning environment. | have explained that ownership
over enrolment criteria by both the Government and the university has created a complex
educational environment that places the lecturers and the students in a difficult position.
This neoliberal education drive for STEM graduates has a direct impact on the teaching
and learning environment. The lecturers experience the pressure to increase recruitment
and retention of students and at the same time are faced with relative open entry that has
changed the traditional and somewhat exclusive enrolment and classroom landscape.
Furthermore, the lecturers by their own admission lack the skills to provide for a diverse
student body with a wide range of academic ability and pre-university preparation.

The following chapter further explores the way power is experienced in the
teaching and learning environment by focusing on ownership of courses and their design.
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CHAPTER SIX: OWNERSHIP OF COURSES

Within VUW, Faculties and Schools such as ECS administer and conduct the day to day
operation of course design and delivery. Courses represent the individual units of study
(sometimes referred to as papers) that comprise a programme of study within a degree
major. However, overall approval of these courses including that of design, evaluation
and teaching belongs to various sub-sectors of the tertiary education system beginning
with government and the Education Act and its tertiary administrative arm the TEC,
through to the university charter and its administrative department the Academic Office.
According to the VUW Academic office it “leads the development and implementation
of the policies and processes necessary for a comprehensive quality framework in
learning and teaching at Victoria University” (Victoria University of Wellington,
Academic Office, n.d.). They do this through the five-year Academic Quality Agency for
New Zealand Universities audits, the coordination of academic statutes and policies,
course and qualification approvals on a five-yearly cycle, graduating year reviews,
grievances and disciplinary appeals and the internal seven-year academic programme
reviews on the quality of learning and teaching in each discipline and the teaching
excellence awards. These processes are part and parcel of the VUW Learning and
Teaching Strategy and Strategic Plan.

The Learning and Teaching Strategy 2010-2014 document (which was still
current through the period of my analysis being replaced mid-2017 with the Learning and
Teaching Strategy, Te Rautaki Maruako, 2017-2021) contains a detailed description of
VUW goals for the learning and teaching environment. A rather condensed version of
these was available at the time of my research on the VUW website:

Victoria is committed to providing a high-quality research-led learning and
teaching environment, and rewarding and celebrating excellence in all its
forms
Excellence in learning and teaching is one of the University’s core
institutional values and is one of the eight key goals of the Strategic Plan.
The Learning and Teaching Strategy objectives are to:
e provide a distinctive and excellent learning experience for students
o take a student-centred view of learning

e draw on Victoria’s strong culture of research
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e balance educational breadth, student choice and sustainability of
programmes
e develop learning and teaching practices that meet high
international standards and take account of emerging global trends
e develop assessment and feedback policies and practices that
enhance the curriculum and encourage deeper student engagement
with learning. (Victoria University of Wellington, Learning and
Teaching, n.d.) [Non-Interviewed Extract 24]
Additional and supporting documentation relating to VUW’s official position and policies
on learning, teaching, and course design is included in the more specific VUW Centre for
Academic Development and Academic Office publications: Programme and Course
Design Handbook (2014), Assessment Handbook (2015), Academic Approvals
Handbook (2014) and Evaluation and Review Handbook (2015).

Together, all of this documentation represents a substantial body of text
supporting VUW’s values and goals around learning and teaching. The overall
‘educational’ goal is to produce graduates who meet VUW’s graduate profile. This profile
contains a list of generic attributes which are expected to be embedded in curricula
alongside the specialist subject knowledge required by a particular degree major (Victoria
University of Wellington, Graduate Profile, n.d.). Individual programmes such as ECS
are expected, as outlined in the Programme and Course Design Handbook to have
conducted constructive alignment and curriculum mapping to interconnect Victoria’s
graduate profile to the Programme/Major profile to Course Learning Objectives and
assessment.

There is a top-down university senior management expectation that the guidance
provided within these handbooks will be embraced as policy and used to provide quality
educational practice in course design and assessment. For example, the Programme and
Course Design Handbook explains its purpose in the first paragraph of the Introduction
as:

The purpose of this handbook is to set out the University’s expectations
and to provide assistance for programme and course design, to support
high quality teaching and learning as expressed in the four key elements
of the Victoria Learning Partnership: excellence, engagement, enquiry
and experience (approved by the Academic Board, June 2013). It belongs
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to a suite of academic handbooks, providing policy, guidance and quality
assurance.... The handbook applies to all taught courses and programmes
offered within Victoria University qualifications. (Programme and
Course Design Handbook, 2014, p. 1) [Non-Interviewed Extract 25]
This text makes it clear that the handbooks(s) are to “set out the University’s
expectations” and “applies to all taught courses and programmes offered within Victoria
University qualifications”. It has been approved by VUW senior management at
Academic Board and as such is a VUW policy document.

If one reads the VUW Handbooks, it becomes clear that there is a considerable
amount that needs to be done by both managers of programmes (senior managers within
a school like ECS with regard to the degrees and majors offered), and individual lecturers
when developing and teaching a course to meet the needs of all of these goals. For
example, within individual courses, academic staff developing these courses are expected
to, as the Programme and Course Design Handbook notes, take into account the prior
knowledge of students, develop content and assessment that facilitates pathways between
courses, and manage the workload levels for both themselves and the students. In addition
the course needs to align with the programme objectives and goals as set out by
programme management. For example, programme management in ECS comprises of the
Dean, Head of School, an Associate Dean of Teaching and Learning, Associate Dean of
Students and several Programme Directors who administer the subject majors of ECEN,
NWEN and SWEN. The Programme and Course Design Handbook contains lots of
advice and examples for doing this and recommends following the Assessment
Handbook’s guidelines for ways to connect assessment to learning objectives. And yet,
despite these guides, they remain only recommendations (chapter seven contains further
discussion on teaching tensions related to this).

While the guides suggest that the university owns programme or course design
through to assessment, in actuality it is @ more complex situation. There is more of a
bottom-up approach in course design which begins with the lecturer. Once a course has
been designed by an academic staff member approval of course design, and assessment
is then signed off internally by other departmental staff before gaining official university
approval and subsequently funding approval from the government (Programme and
Course Design Handbook, 2014; Assessment Handbook, 2015; Academic Approvals
Handbook, 2014).
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The interviews with academic staff suggest that there is some resistance to control
or input into course design and teaching by lecturers:
Int: How much is academic freedom and the nature of the way we structure
things here, how much of that’s the barrier to first-year students?
Lecturer A: | don’t think it’s a barrier - | don’t think that’s the barrier. |
think that’s the reason barriers won’t get torn down easily... The different
views and attitudes of staff and in some case straight poor teaching
methods or attitudes, that’s not the barrier, students don’t have to interact
with that at all. What they interact with is the lectures and the assignments
and the exams and the assessment and the labs the things the course design.
Int: Yes, but ... does that not come out of those other things?
Lecturer A: Yes it does... But those things are the barriers... And how
you change - how you reduce those barriers? | do not want to even think
about taking a head-on attack on those issues of academic freedom and...
teaching things. | would much rather put requirements in place for our
first-year programme... Say ‘look we’re going to do all the first year
courses like this’... ‘Cause this is engineering, and you want a job don’t
you we’ve got to get you your students so we’re going to try this’ and let’s
put these external structures in place to try and remove the big barriers. It’s
the most we can do. And if | can get more staff to think more effectively
on teaching, so that they do it better, that would be good. [Lecturer Extract
11]
Lecturer A discusses the idea that Academic Freedom, or the rights of an academic to
design and teach with relative freedom of choice, can prevent courses from having well-
designed teaching materials and assessment items. For this lecturer tackling the issue of
poor teaching can only be done through addressing what is being taught and assessed.
One solution, noted by this academic is to have course requirements set across the first
year programme rather than by an individual lecturer. However, this is difficult as the
university or programme ownership, and input into courses is limited by how much a
lecturer accepts input. In this sense a lecturer can work alongside the programme and their
colleagues or they can resist.
An alternative solution would be for the academic staff to willingly engage in
course design and improvement amongst themselves or alongside the university’s Centre

for Academic Development (CAD). The (2014) Programme and Course Design
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Handbook suggests many ways to develop courses, but as | mentioned earlier, it is a
guide, not an official mandated method. As such, academic staff are relatively free to have
different opinions about what constitutes a good course, appropriate content and delivery
methods. In the current ECS and VUW teaching and learning environment agreement
amongst academics staff over course design and delivery is problematic.

Diffusing ownership through academic freedom of courses to individuals makes
the task of coordination and educational reform difficult. The issue of why academic staff
use academic freedom as a means to resist input into their courses is a difficult question
to answer. The following extract suggests one reason:

Int: Well, essentially what you re saying there is your academic freedom,
you would like to retain in terms of what you teach. How does that sort of
freedom impact on the students or the way we organise our courses?
Lecturer F: | don’t know. I really don’t have a strong opinion, | mean |
feel that so like, you know if | had my way I’d work the students quite a
lot harder... maybe | should just do that anyway. But | don’t know so |
would rather that there is, sort of diversity amongst lecturers, than an
agreement that this is the right way to do it. [Lecturer Extract 12]
Extract 12, above suggests that freedom of diversity is preferable to an agreed course
design approach. It accentuates a desire for autonomy and freedom and also suggests that
there may not be a right way to teach a course. The lecturer also reveals that they can if
they like choose to work the students harder.

In all the lecturer interviews there was no connection to the expectations of the
VUW handbooks around course design to actual course design. Rather there was a
constant reference to ideas of autonomy and freedom encompassed in ideas of personal
belief. For example Extract 12, and Extract 13 below contain statements around what ‘I’
(the lecturer) thinks or wants: “I would rather”, “what I would think is best practice”. The
same sentiment exists in Extract 14 below: “you get used to the autonomy you have”.
These are statements about ownership and the right to believe and act in a particular
manner that exists within the understanding of what it means to be a lecturer and have
academic freedom.

Int: If we fixed first year or we changed papers and teaching styles (.) do
you think they should align across all their papers?

Lecturer C: Pfffft (.) so ((laughs)) (.) ah (.) so I don’t want anarchy
((laughs)) anarchy’s not great (.) but I'm not I’d be happy with high levels
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of uniformity ‘cause I’m not sure it would align with what I would think
is best practice ((laughs)).... The problem is it’s a lot of work to have
connections between the courses so that they’re interlocking a little bit but
with still enough freedom for the lecturers to decide. [Lecturer Extract 13]

Int: 1 mean will people actually change their courses?
Lecturer N: Possibly but it’s going to take a coordinated approach it’s
gonna take leadership (.) and you get used to the autonomy you have right,
and so somebody coming in and saying ‘you need to do x’ particularly
when there’s no immediate benefit to you for doing that.... ... the second
year ECEN courses are being re-formulated for next year . At the moment
those changes are very much in terms of the curriculum and the technical
content, but they also give an opportunity for how that content gets
presented ‘cause new resources new lecture notes will be written (.) um.
Int: So there’s a really good opportunity then to go and bring in people
from say, CAD, the Centre for Academic Development you know the
professional teaching sort of help (.) | mean do you think there’s an
impetus for that?
Lecturer N: Um (.) probably not
Int: And is that that autonomy thing (.) or is that ‘cause as engineers, you
guys can solve the problem ((general laughter))
Lecturer N: Maybe both of those (.) um (.) at at the end of the day what
we need is (.) new lecture notes new labs new projects (.) now you can take
a little bit of people telling you ‘this is what you should be doing (.) this is
how you should be doing it’ (.) but at the end of the day what you really
want is somebody who is going to do the work. So yeah (.) you could have
a little bit () um
Int: ‘Cause they don’t know the subject they are not as useful?
Lecturer N: No you’re stepping into a minefield because there are
different opinions... [Lecturer Extract 14]
Lecturer N expands on this idea of freedom clarifying that you can resist doing things
people ask or suggest for courses through this autonomy: “you get used to the autonomy
you have right and so somebody coming in and saying ‘you need to do x’ particularly

when there’s no immediate benefit to you for doing that”. This autonomy even extends to
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not engaging with the university centre for academic development whose role is to
support lecturers in teaching and course development. Lecturer N also illustrates the way
academic freedom, while allowing for diverse opinions, can also be used as a desire for
autonomy and a lack of intrusion or input by others. In this lecturer’s case collaboration
on course design with people of different opinions is seen as a negative experience and
framed as a ‘minefield’.

This desire for diversity in course design in part relates to the constructed identity
of academic freedom/ownership, as generated by the role of lecturers within a broader
tertiary educational environment. This broad framework is emphasised in the New
Zealand Government Education Act 1989:161 to which VUW adheres to as a publically
funded NZ University. This act states, that academic freedom includes:

(c) the freedom of the institution and its staff to regulate the subject matter
of courses taught at the institution:
(d) the freedom of the institution and its staff to teach and assess students
in the manner they consider best promotes learning:
However, academic freedom is not unconstrained freedom, as the Act goes on to say:
(3) In exercising their academic freedom and autonomy, institutions shall
act in a manner that is consistent with—
(@) the need for the maintenance by institutions of the highest ethical
standards and the need to permit public scrutiny to ensure the maintenance
of those standards; and
(b) the need for accountability by institutions and the proper use by
institutions of resources allocated to them.
(4) In the performance of their functions the Councils and chief executives
of institutions, Ministers, and authorities and agencies of the Crown shall
act in all respects so as to give effect to the intention of Parliament as
expressed in this section (New Zealand Government, 1990). [Non-
Interviewed Extract 26]
This Act offers a relatively open and free educational environment which encompasses a
set of assumptions by the Government about the role of the university. As section 3 above
implies, the Government assumes that the lecturing staff and the university as a whole
have in place appropriate educational mechanisms to facilitate student success. Section 3
a and b also assume that accountability for these mechanisms is sound. The Act notes

that the “institution and its staff” can “regulate subject matter” and “teach and assess
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students in the manner they consider best promotes learning” as long as it is done with
“the highest ethical standards” and can be scrutinised and maintained.

Ownership of academic freedom to institutions and staff is given by law with the
caveat of accountability. This is ownership with limitations and boundaries. As can be
seen in the extracts above there is a tension between the boundaries of academic freedom
and accountability in operation within VUW. The academic staff appear to be able to
adopt a ‘pick and choose’ approach to how they interpret what academic freedom means
by using it as a means not to engage in forms of collaboration or accountability. However,
| argue that this is a form of resistance by academic staff to increased measurement. This
is what Ball (2001, 2008, 2012, 2015, 2016) describes as ‘peformativity’, and Shore and
Wright (1999, 2000, 2003, 2015) see as an ‘audit culture’ — the threat to academic
freedom, and educational best practice by universities in the neoliberal environment
which are constantly seeking accountability in regard to increased performance of lecturer
teaching ratings, research outputs, increased student numbers and course pass rates. The
operation of power takes place in the discourse, it is where the tension is described by the
academic staff, and the act of criticism is a form of resistance.

6.1 The Need to Meet Targets

There are other mechanisms of accountability that are connected to the retention of
students in courses that impact on lecturers and students even before a course is designed.
The New Zealand Government which has overall ownership of the tertiary strategy and
funding policy, and has a TEC low-performing provision (LPP) requirement that 60% of
students should pass individual courses (not a programme of courses) for the course to
maintain full funding. Controlling the percentage of students who need to pass a course
to be funded by the TEC is an expression of ownership.

The TEC does not arbitrarily withdraw funding but looks at each course on a case
by case basis if a course falls below this threshold for two previous years. Included in this
assessment is a consideration for the reasons relating to poor performance (K. H. Rabel.
VUW Manager, Institutional Analysis. May 24, 2016). The TEC has the ability to do this
and can in the future claim a return of the funding for courses that have breached the

conditions/rules since the inception of this policy into law. If funding were recovered it
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would be the full funding for the course concerned and not only for those students that
did not pass (K. H. Rabel. VUW Manager, Institutional Analysis. May 24, 2016).

Even though VUW has never received a formal request for funding to be returned
there is a common verbal acknowledgement by staff that they have to ensure that course
pass rates do not drop below the TEC funding pass rate percentage. This has on numerous
occasions been conveyed to staff in meetings with senior management where | have been
present. The result of this in ECS operational terms has been the active scaling of course
marks to ensure the target is met. The following lecturers indicated an awareness of the
need to take into account pass rates:

Int: So is there pressure on you to pass a lot of students
Lecturer O: Um, no | didn’t feel that pressure, um. Okay the truth is that
I have this in mind. So if something goes wrong, | think | have to make

scalings all these kind of things. [Lecturer Extract 15]

Lecturer F: But that was that was built into the system because it’s a
curve. So literally me and Lecturer 3 sit there, and we go ‘well you know
what’s typical for Vic’ we ask around okay and then we just put them on

that... [Lecturer Extract 16]

Lecturer J reveals how they understand the imperative to address student

grades:

Lecturer J: | realise that the pass rates are a cause for concern... both, you

know well basically that quality of students entering second year is a cause

for concern. | mean a couple of years ago it was it was a great cause for

concern about the actual pass rate because we were getting close to that

trigger point Where you know fees can be pulled back... [Lecturer Extract

17]
Scaling or moderating is not an unusual occurrence in ECS and is not necessarily a
negative thing. However, needing to scale to meet a Government target is not necessarily
a good educational practice in a professional engineering degree. Graduates will often go
on to work on sensitive and safety-critical systems where a certain level of knowledge
and ability is required. The act of scaling to meet Government course pass rates which is
not evidence that the students who pass are academically poor, but it is an example of

ownership within courses and power in operation. The power-relation here is between the
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economic agenda for increased pass rates due to the connection between pass rates and
funding and what action is allowed by academic staff to meet this agenda. We see multiple
intersecting levels of responsibility to take action with a normalised practice taking place.
The dominant message in the discourse is that lecturers have to take into account a pass
rate criteria when grading in courses to meet government and university targets.

Recently | was invited and attended a scaling meeting for one of our core first-
year programming courses. This meeting included the course coordinator, all the
lecturers, the course auditor and one of the other first-year lecturers and myself. The
student grade data was presented by the course coordinator, and then a discussion was
held around the overall pass rate, students on grade boundaries and on special case
students (i.e. those that may have mitigating circumstances such as an illness). During
this meeting, | asked the academic staff present how each of them scaled their courses.
All those present had a different way of doing this to achieve their required logic of grade
boundaries — and none knew the guidelines in the VUW Assessment Handbook (Victoria
University of Wellington, 2015). The discussion around grade boundaries was also
interesting as it revealed that these were generally derived from a gut feeling or from
some perceived need to meet a certain target grouping and were often delineated where
natural gaps in marks appeared in final course results.

The lecturers (for example, Lecturer Extract 16 above) used their own
interpretations of scaling to meet perceived target goals around passing the ‘appropriate’
number of students at an appropriate grade level. Scaling has been absorbed into the
lecturers’ notion of ‘academic freedom’. However, the academic freedom here in-keeping
with Foucault, is the freedom to act in a specific way, and in this case it is the freedom to
interpret the dominant message and act in a manner that complies (Foucault, 1983). The
fact that the lecturers interpret how to do this in slightly different ways does not alter the
common goal. The interpretations of structures and rules by academic staff are where the
action of power can be seen. In the case of scaling, we can see the hierarchy between the
NZ Government, VUW and lecturers in the way academic staff within ECS interpret the
message to meet the pass rate criteria. The power-relations move across this hierarchy
according to whose ownership of right or responsibility it is to carry out the dominant
discourse agenda. Students do not understand or for that matter see this operation of
power in scaling as it is a process that happens to them but does not involve their input.
As such, the students are removed from input in the discourse. They do, however, see the

results in the grades they get. This operation of power is what Foucault would term as
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being not obvious or invisible power (Foucault, 1975). The discourse has generated
meaning and an established set of social processes enact it as a ‘truth’ making process.

Scaling to meet targets is a normal university process.

6.2 Course Design

Academic staff have great freedom to design and teach their courses. Controls on course
design within ECS are handled by the various degree majors teaching groups and by
course auditors. A course auditor is assigned to every course and takes the form of another
academic who is supposed to review the course and complete a checklist before signing
off the course. According to interviewed lecturers, in many cases the lecturer would not
do an in-depth investigation of a course they sign off. Often they are not experts in the
courses they audit and have little or only a passing knowledge of the specific course
subject area being audited. In ECS the respective teaching groups talk about the content
of courses but do not generally get involved in how a lecturer teaches or assesses a subject.
Academic freedom acts to reinforce ownership and the belief in ‘subject experts’. It also
acts to place academics in the position of not being ‘subject experts’ but being put in
positions where they must act as if they are by auditing and signing off on courses they
may have no expert subject knowledge of or knowledge of best practise assessment
methods.

The VUW Programme and Course Design Handbook is designed to assist
lecturers in designing courses. It notes that 100-level courses should follow the following
basic guidelines:

“100 level: Preparation. Teaching and learning emphasise broad and
introductory enquiry in key areas. At this level there is likely to be more
control and structure in teaching, learning activities and assessment tasks.
Expectations for students on completion of these courses could include:

« introductory levels of knowledge

« an ability to communicate clearly an understanding of the key

concepts
o knowledge of theories and ideas within a subject
 basic discipline skills

o location and use of evidence
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« synthesis, evaluation and interpretation of information from a
number of sources;
e sound judgment in accordance with the basic theories and
concepts of the area of study
o understanding of academic conventions and integrity (e.g.
plagiarism)” (Victoria University of Wellington, 2015, p. 8).
[Non-Interviewed Extract 27]
According to the handbook, a student’s first-year courses should be relatively broad and
of an introductory level. However, it is difficult to tell if this message has any significant
direct effect upon first-year course or programme design in ECS. The course design
handbook is a necessary administrative document that shows outwardly that this aspect
of the teaching and learning environment is taken seriously, but it does not significantly
challenge the ownership of courses by lecturers and pass rate requirements by the
university management and Government. This can be seen in the language used above:
“likely to be more control” and “these courses could include” when used to advise
academic staff on course design rather than more direct and authoritative words like
‘must’, ‘will” or ‘should’. The discourse on course design supports considerable freedom
of operation by lecturers in course design and operation.

The following excerpts suggest that this freedom results in relatively ad-hoc
communication between lecturers and reasonably informal course- and first-year
programme design process:

Int: So if we don’t know what...they ’re coming in from school with... In
terms of background knowledge, how are we making that? Are we just
making an assumption of what they should they should know?

Lecturer E: Yep it seems to be... | mean there doesn’t seem to be any
change or modification of the course based on the response of the students
to the material. So, a classic example here that | could come up with was
is Physics-A... So there was little to no acknowledgement that a chunk,
so let’s say twenty-five of the students in Physics-A had never done any
maths previously and weren’t enrolled in the Maths-A course. Yet they
started in their very first lecture rearranging equations. And sure, for us,
that’s trivially easy, but it wasn’t for them. They didn’t cover that until like
week four of Maths-A, and even then they spent a week on it... So

requiring them to do that at that point in the trimester just throws this
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massive disconnect and we’ve done the same thing in trimester two with
Engineering-A and the corresponding maths content in Engineering-B...
It’s the right content but taught at completely different times from when
it’s needed. [Lecturer Extract 18]
The lecturer comment: “there doesn’t seem to be any change or modification of the course
based on the response of the students to the material” is a good example of the fact that
lecturers have a lot of ownership in a course. Lecturer E by also explaining that the
courses are not constructed to align to the incoming students lack of math and importantly
the reference to “there was little to no acknowledgement” implies that the lecturer was
aware of this but did not adjust their class material or order of material to accommodate
this. As the material is not aligned, the students are subject to a “massive disconnect”
placing the students at a learning disadvantage. The lecturers appear, according to lecturer
E, to be lacking in their responsibility to students and the Education Act. It also appears
that this is a common practice: “we’ve done the same thing in trimester two with
Engineering-A and the corresponding maths content in Engineering-B”.

The following excerpts from lecturers’ A, C, F and O continue to illustrate a
similar disorganised approach to course design and planning. They contain specific
examples of differing lecturer perceptions of course design and teaching planning in the
new Engineering math courses, Engineering-A and Engineering-B, cross-disciplinary,
multi-instructor courses. The excerpts are taken from interviews with two engineering
lecturers and one math lecturer from these courses:

Int: So in terms of being able to understand whether first year is pitched
at the right level for incoming students
Lecturer A: That’s really hard... No one knows what’s in those maths
courses, so nobody in engineering really seems to know what’s really in
those maths courses. | guess Lecturer E, Lecturer H and Lecturer N have
seen a fair bit from the tutorials... But | don’t think they know what’s in
the heads of the lecturers - the course organisers.
Int: Well they wouldn 't for physics either
Lecturer A: Right... welcome to the university, this is how it works.
[Lecturer Extract 19]
Lecturer A indicates a sense of business as usual or normalised behaviour around the way
ownership allows course organisers and lecturers to retain, rather than share, course

information. Ownership of information and course material lies predominantly with the
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lecturer, not the university or ECS programme. The statement: “No one knows what’s in
those maths courses, so nobody in engineering really seems to know what’s really in those
maths courses” is concerning given the engineering math courses are a key component of
the professionally accredited degree. Furthermore, the grades in these key courses
contribute towards students achieving the critical B average across Part 1, and
theoretically towards required subject knowledge for second year. It also raises the
question of how are these courses held accountable for their educational merit if nobody
outside of the courses knows what is in them. There appears to be no commitment to
following the ideals of accountability in the Education Act or the VUW handbook
guidelines for course and programme alignment. This is a breakdown of the rights and
responsibilities in the teaching and learning field outlined in Table 4.1.
In the conversation with lecturer C it was clear that the lecturer thought that there

was some “proper planning” made in the new engineering math courses:

Int: Is there much use of educational pedagogy going on in the design and

methods behind what are used to sort of lecture at students or engage

students?

Lecturer C: No

Int: Does that even come up in conversation?

Lecturer C: It might do in the new engineering math papers... Because |

think that we have new staff members and I think it was impressed on them

how important it was that some thought - actually some proper planning

went into it. Most of the other courses tend to run on historical precedent

or how the current lecturer feels, thinks is the best way

Int: Yep so do you think that’s helpful?

Lecturer C: | have a phrase benevolent dictatorship ((laughs)) the courses

at least the courses | know of. [Lecturer Extract 20]
We can see that the concept of ownership becomes quite clouded when individuals in the
environment believe that certain things have happened or are going to happen in related
courses but actually they do not. There is also the notion of historical ownership versus
current ownership, with historical ownership having some potential effect on how courses
are subsequently run. These represent two sources of power. Historical precedent refers
to courses that have run a specific way for a certain period of time and where lecturers
have developed a sense of establishment around this is just the way it is done. This is

what Foucault would term a truth-making process where a way of acting or doing
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something take on a meaning that people over time take for granted as being normal and
correct (Foucault, 1972). Academic freedom is both the cause of this eventual truth
making process and the reason it rarely gets challenged. Course design by “how the
current lecturer feels” is as blunt as it sounds. Lecturers through their use of relatively
unchallenged academic freedom to do what they believe is “the best way”. Both
expressions of power suggest that academic freedom stretches to allow multiple
expressions of practice.
Lecturer F offers further insight into the process of course design within the
programme:
Lecturer F: | thought at the end of last year everything was a bit weird so
Lecturer O and I were hired we came in we taught this course. We weren’t
given that much guidance. And we were given... the notes from
Engineering-A so we just kind of went with it.
Int: ...are you teaching this course the way you would run this course?
Lecturer F: Engineering-A I’'m happy with. Engineering-B I’'m doing
now, and I’m not super happy with - you know I’m not so comfortable
with [it], so we don’t have a text book which maybe | should have, like I
don’t know got them out. Maybe | was a bit passive | felt like other people
were in charge of [it], Yeah you know it’s the logic, and then it’s
probability and statistics, and then these can be integrated better than
they’re going to be... [Lecturer Extract 21]
Lecturer F indicates a lack of guidance from his colleagues and reveals an interesting
process; one that indicates that lecturers are reluctant to tell others how to teach and do
not appear to be sure of who owns a particular course. Academic freedom in this regard
is an attitude that can empower academics to have a sense of freedom of action in course
design. However, it also allows for a process where collaboration and integration of
course design can be conducted in isolation by the academic staff. Collaboration on
course design is done, but there appear to be boundaries of behaviour around how far
academic staff will go in challenging or questioning existing practice. The lecturers
above indicate the effect of academic freedom when exercised through a lack of clear
deliberate educational management results in the promotion of a culture of individualism.
This individualism places ownership of specific course subjects, materials and practices
within that of the individual lecturer and is part and parcel of academic freedom. For

example the statement: “so we don’t have a text book which maybe I should have, like |
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don’t know got them out. Maybe | was a bit passive I felt like other people were in charge
of [it]” shows the flexible nature of academic behaviour which | believe is a result of
lecturing staff’s understanding of their role. A role in which academic freedom is inherent.
Ownership of course materials, such as textbooks, is an expression of this freedom to act
and removes power from the students, and staff in related courses who may need to see
what is being taught.

The same lack of coordinated course organisation was described by another
engineering math lecturer who was involved in the second-trimester engineering math
paper that followed on from the paper described by Lecturer F. The lecturer advised the
complicated integration of the course between math and engineering. Math academics did
the lecturing and ECS staff did the laboratory tutoring:

Int: Do they get much training, yeah-the tutors in your experience?
Lecturer O: About er, the Engineering B, | have no idea, and personally
I don’t know how to do the labs. And | don’t know how to use the
equipment. So we visited the labs, and there were personnel there, so they
explained, to the tutors how to use the equipment. And what are the rules
also they had like a one hour briefing
Int: Yep so you just do the lecturing side of things in setting the
assignments and tests and exams.
Lecturer O: Yep.
Int: But the labs are done by engineering.
Lecturer O: Engineering.
Int: Yep and and there’s not a lot of communication?
Lecturer O: So [now] | know exactly what they’re going to teach and |
will spend one hour of my lecture related to the lab, of course last year it
wasn’t like that because er | wasn’t familiar with the lab and so | couldn’t
connect the-the... | didn’t have time to think about the lab, and now it’s
better I think and, um. [Lecturer Extract 22]
Lecturer O in the last part of the excerpt above is referring to the miscommunication
between the lab (engineering) teaching staff and the (math) lecturing teaching staff which
occurred in 2015. The lecturer could not connect the lab material to the lectures
suggesting a disconnect between the practical and theoretical aspects of the course. This
is an example of how the balance of accountability shifts from course to course and

lecturer to lecturer.
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In the interview Lecturer O goes on to describe a situation where the checks and
balances of course outcomes in relation to student ability and knowledge, as assumed
from previous courses is not connected together.

Lecturer O: Mm no, | think they are capable. Um. The truth is that they

[students], they’re, what I’ve seen is that they don’t have the fundamental

knowledge in mathematics. Ah, what | think to be fundamental, ah, I can

be more specific so during my lectures sometimes, or during this course, |

try to cover things that er, they should have already er, studied before. Ah,

er, something else that happens is that probably after passing one course,

then they forget everything, or you know maybe the way they learn things,

um, is not the most appropriate way. [Lecturer Extract 23]
In the situation described above, we have students shifting from the engineering math
Engineering-A to Engineering-B largely unprepared for the follow-on course. The result
of this is that the lecturer must recover some of the material students are presumed to
know: “so during my lectures sometimes, or during this course, | try to cover things that
er, they should have already er, studied before”. This lack of student knowledge is
expressed as a fault of the students: “is that probably after passing one course, then they
[students] forget everything, or you know maybe the way they [students] learn things,
um, is not the most appropriate way”. There is no questioning of the appropriateness of
the previous courses teaching or teaching materials, or any attempt to converse with the
lecturer of the previous course to remedy this. The lecturer takes it upon themselves to
provide the missing knowledge which must, despite not being mentioned, impact on the

ability of the lecturer to deliver the course material already in the course.

6.3 Communication Breakdown

The individual nature of course development and ownership in part relates to whether
there is a formal mechanism to establish procedures and accountability. In ECS there
exists no formal procedures for establishing course development or course alignment.
There is a lack of communication between lecturers and a lack of formal processes that
encourage communication as a norm:

Int: Do you guys talk about what’s going on in your courses?
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Lecturer A: There’s some discussion, not a lot. There’s that first-year
Workload Committee, so that’s had discussion. There’s informal
discussions that | have with people ... But there’s little formal discussion.
[Lecturer Extract 24]
Lecturer A describes the first year workload committee as an example of discussion
around first-year courses in ECS, however, as a member of that committee, | can say with
certainty that we have met only twice in the two years of its operation. The intention of
this committee was to investigate the first year courses and attempt to understand if ECS
was overworking the students. | am also sorry to say we achieved nothing and we were
not held accountable by ECS senior management for our lack of progress.

Individualism and a lack of communication can also be seen in the following
excerpt. However, there is also a desire for greater communication and shared course
design:

Lecturer D: | think the courses could be improved. One of the ways the
courses could be improved is by the lecturers starting to talk more together.
Whether they should have done this in the past is a moot point because it
wasn’t done and now it ought to be done. I think one of the reasons when
you’re developing courses it’s important to get the course material there
before you worry about how it relates to other things. So you get your core
first and once you’ve got your core you then fine tune it to relate it to others
which is definitely the approach we’ve taken in the engineering
mathematics course... Now is the right time to get people to talk to each
other and | think it will improve with coherency about what’s expected...
A more cohesive approach between the courses is good. | would like to
think we would get to a cohort approach but I don’t think we will, so one
of the problems is for example if you’re teaching matrices in mathematics
it would be good that in engineering and physics in the next week that they
use examples of matrices... But that level of coordination is unlikely to
ever happen. It’s just everything becomes very rigid when you require too
many courses to be prerequisites and corequisites to each other. [Lecturer
Extract 25]
There are several examples of the way ownership of courses shows the operation of power
in the excerpt above. For example, Lecturer D notes: “it’s important to get the course

material there before you worry about how it relates to other things” which emphasises
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that the “material” content is the most significant aspect of the course. In the lecturer's
perception content is important, and it is where ownership of a course begins for the
lecturer. From here, as the lecturer explains, you can involve others in conversation.
However, in this situation, the reference to conversation taking place is in the context of
the course having run for a couple of years: “Now is the right time to get people to talk
to each other and I think it will improve with coherency about what’s expected”.
Ownership of the courses has therefore been kept by the lecturers, rather than shared by
the ECS programme. While an integrated approach for aligning curriculum across courses
is considered beneficial by the lecturer curriculum with joint ownership of course material
across courses is unlikely due to the individual nature of the course design prerequisites
and corequisites.

Course prerequisites and corequisites are set by lecturers for their courses and
require students to have specific entry criteria. For example entry into Engineering B
requires completion of Engineering A. Though as we have seen above this does not
suggest that the lecturer of Engineering B knows what a student will do, or has faith in
the student's ability to know this for their courses. The constant lack of accountability in
a pedagogical sense in course design shows how control over courses by lecturers allows
this act of control to cause a lack of programme control and ultimately questions whether
the TEC or Government has control.

The following excerpt expresses Lecturer A’s opinions on the interaction between
lecturers about course design:

Lecturer A: | don’t think they’re especially interested in [course
design]...Lecturer J is not especially interested in [course name]. [They]
had to teach it. [They] works at it, but doesn’t have a vision of computer
science. [They’re] not driven by course design. | suspect if you tried - if
you asked [them], why we have priority queues in there? | doubt that [they]
could tell you.

Int: Is this true across the programme, | mean is it an academic thing?
Lecturer A: When you get to the higher level - When you go to the third
year you get much more ownership of material.... It tends to be in the
specialist area. So Lecturer S is the [course name] person that’s [their]
course [they] care about it... Lecturer T has half of the [course name]
course, and Lecturer U has the other half, and they disagree quite

considerably on what ought to be in there. And neither of them are happy
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with each other. And they talk, but they don’t say what they actually think

‘cause then they’d start fighting. First year - our first year’s sort of weird

because | care about it.

Int: But you don 't have control over it either?

Lecturer A: Of COMP | do

Int: Yes but not over the Engineering or the two Engineering courses?

Lecturer A: No

Int: The Physics courses or the Maths courses?

Lecturer A: No. [Lecturer Extract 26]
Lecturer A suggests that the academic staff are less interested in the courses at first or
second year as they are not as closely related to their own research interests as third or
fourth (Honours) year courses. The lack of interest in first-year courses is a form
resistance to this aspect of their job, and by choosing where to place “care” is an example
of how the individualistic nature of lecturer power can be exercised. When a lecturer owns
a course in their area, it becomes the property of that lecturer rather than the property of
ECS. Lecturer A identifies a lack of collegial discussion even within lecturers teaching
on the same course: “Lecturer T has half of the [course name] course, and Lecturer U has
the other half, and they disagree quite considerably on what ought to be in there. And
neither of them are happy with each other. And they talk, but they don’t say what they
actually think ‘cause then they’d start fighting”. This excerpt indicates that there exists
considerable freedom to disagree by lecturers about course content and teaching. By
deciding not to “say what they actually think” to each other there is a reflection of the
cultural norms in ECS where accountability to a shared understanding of course design
or pedagogy is often lacking. Further evidence of this is in the final statements where the
lecturer, while noting they care, also reveals that they have no control over anything other
than their own courses.

Lecturer J while confirming the comment above by Lecturer A, also states that
they know little about the other courses at first year or those courses which the students
directly follow on from the first year course they teach:

Int: So do you know what’s taught in any of the other courses?
Lecturer J: Um other than Programming A, no... Yeah, essentially |
know how Programming A looks... And that path through concepts that it

follows through Programming B
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Int: Yeah, okay, but second-year courses that the students go onto, do you

know much about that

Lecturer J: Mm, no I’m ignorant, never taught at second year so | just

rely on other academics telling me

Int: So is a lot of this sort of information coming out of your SWEN or

COMP group meetings.... Is that where you re getting a bit of a feel for

some of this.

Lecturer J: | don’t think I don’t think I’d say | have a feel for it... I'm

very ill-informed about what staff are thinking about their students at

second year. | just don’t hear it. [Lecturer Extract 27]
In this excerpt, the lecturer while claiming ownership of their course, seems to place
ownership on how educationally successful it has been, as preparation for second-year
courses, on how staff in the subsequent courses think about their students. This reliance
on feedback from other lecturers to determine whether a course is effective shows a
breakdown of communication. This breakdown of communication, coupled with the
lecturer’s own acknowledgement that they have never taught a second-year course
describes a disconnected programme where curriculum alignment is uncertain.
Engagement with other courses by lecturers is also restricted to informal processes.
Lecturer J’s excerpt illustrates how siloed the lecturers are as a result of the culture of
academic freedom within ECS that has the practice of supporting ownership of courses
by individuals without ‘active’ formal processes of course curriculum alignment,
accountability and review.

The informal nature of course accountability allows lecturers to have control over
where they place their efforts. Lecturer J goes on to describe their experience in the
teaching and learning environment of ECS:

Lecturer J: ...yeah none of us are trained to teach, none of us talk to each
other (laughs), yeah there’s no real reason for me to go and talk to a first-
year student about what he she is um, where they’re headed at right now,
none of them.... Yeah, um, | can contrast this with how | teach at the third
year in the Al course which is more like my home ground, I kind of
know... what | want them to have ‘cause | do teach the following year.
And I’m very clear on this and the passion there is much much easier to go

and find, so | can sort of go and dial it up... and | would go to the lab and
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talk to five students... ... | wanna be there it’s completely easy. [Lecturer
Extract 28]
Lecturer J acknowledges that lecturers are not trained to teach, and lecturers do not engage
with each other. This implies that they have no control over whether they have or develop
teaching and course design skills individually or as a group. Yet, as the lecturer explains
there is a difference between the ways the lecturer engages with courses and students at
different levels of the degree.

Academic freedom, as understood and enacted by academics, appears to enable
the lecturer to equate ownership and responsibility with their passion and interest. First-
year students are disempowered by not receiving the same level of interest and dedication
as third-year students experience from the lecturer. The lecturer is choosing where to
place their effort and using ownership to impact the way our courses are designed and
delivered. Ownership of courses in the ECS teaching and learning space is part of a
complex system that prioritises academic freedom and lecturer choice of action over the
establishment of a sound and accountable education system. In the description below we
see that this lack of ownership or responsibility translates to a complete lack of direction
in a critical first-year course:

Int: What's the purpose of Engineering A which is this compulsory core
course all engineers take?
Lecturer G: Well that’s the thing that we have been struggling with for
the past three times this thing has been conducted. | think each time we sit
down you know there’s no one clear vision of what it needs to do. You
know it’s kind of like we are making it up as we go along ((general
laughter))... We come up with what we call a plan, a schedule, okay? But
there’s no clear vision, you know on what it is actually intended to achieve
you know... [Lecturer Extract 29]
The “we” the lecturer is referring to is the three lecturers involved in teaching Engineering
A. The “we” is not the ECS programme or respective majors within the programme and
as such is further evidence that ownership of courses, while providing a certain amount
of freedom for lecturers, also results in uncertainty in course design and direction. ECS
has a top-down hierarchy for teaching which is supposed to be active in connecting the
courses together to meet (as previously mentioned earlier) graduate and professional

accreditation outcomes.



Chapter Six: Ownership of Courses 167

However, as Lecturer D notes the actual operation of this hierarchy in effecting

course design, teaching and accountability remains ambiguous:

Lecturer D: The problem of our fifty percent I don’t believe, is on the

good to averagely good student... It’s the average to poor students that

don’t have the skills to cope with what we want, and we’re not providing

the mechanisms to get the skills to get what they want

Int: So is that because like most courses are up to two or three people to

decide what they 're teaching?

Lecturer D: Yeah and I think this was the case ‘cause up until last year

we didn’t have an Associate Dean academic development that could look

over it and Lecturer A is looking across, vertically and horizontally across

courses, we have programme directors but programme directors worked

on specialisations, and there was talk of having an engineering programme

director... But that wouldn’t have worked because they didn’t have the

remit to change anything... They couldn’t change, across specialisations,

whereas Lecturer A has the remit so that works better

Int: So Lecturer A actually has authority to come into, say for example

your course, and tell you to teach a certain way?

Lecturer D: | hope [they] has - and | hope [they] does. [Lecturer Extract

30]
Lecturer D identifies and categorises students noting that the “average to poor students”
are adversely affected by the lecturers “not providing the mechanisms” for the students
to be able to succeed. This is a failure of the lecturers, ECS and university management
to meet either the student expectations or their own rights and responsibilities as
educators. Lecturer D refers to the ECS Associate Dean Academic who is expected to
have an overview of the teaching and courses, and Programme Directors who are
essentially academic managers, a step below the Associate Dean. Programme Directors
are nominally in charge of specific majors within the degree and are expected to have
some input into course design, content and teaching in their major. Responsibility for
course design and day to day teaching is the responsibility of individual academics.

For Lecturer D there are supposed to be mechanisms in place to help align course

design and teaching, but there is an inbuilt lack of authority in many of these positions
“because they didn’t have the remit to change anything”. This is an example of power at

work within the organisation. The power in this situation is that lecturers and their courses
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are not able to be held accountable. Even in the situation Lecturer D describes for Lecturer
A it is unclear that Lecturer A could enforce any change to a lecturer’s course or teaching.
This fact was illustrated by Lecturer A in Extract 26 above when they noted that they had
no control over courses or lecturers they were not involved in. The result of this is a
constant tension between the educational imperative of ECS and lecturer ownership of
courses.

The net effect of the lack of coordination and communication between lecturers
and courses is that there has been no clear design and delivery of an integrated first-year
curriculum. There is a lack of communication of course content, best-practice or the use
of pedagogical theory in the first year courses which marks a clear shift from the
government, business and university goals of delivering both quality and quantity of
students. Academic freedom has in effect, resulted in the relinquishment of the means to
effect a comparative and measurable quality education. There is no formal way for any
senior teaching academic to force a course change, in design or teaching methods, unless
a course receives extremely bad student feedback. Ownership remains a contested space
in the teaching and learning environment in so much as ownership itself is a flexible
process. Ownership can be exercised to take control of course content and delivery, or to
prevent other staff from involvement in a course, or to refuse accountability.

The contrast between the official VUW message relayed to the TEC and the
Government through our investment plan is striking:

“Victoria has rigorous quality assurance processes in place for assessing
the perceived quality of the curriculum and its delivery. A course
evaluation survey is required every third offering of a course. New or
substantially modified courses are required to be evaluated after their first
offering. Summary reports on course and teaching feedback are reviewed
by senior academic staff” (Victoria University Investment Plan, 2015-
2017, p. 13). [Non-Interviewed Extract 28]
However, there appears to be little evidence in my interviews for a “rigorous quality
assurance processes” or for that matter adequate curriculum review or communication
processes between the staff at first year (the following chapter discusses ownership in
respect to teaching and learning). In ECS, the only formal course review process | have
encountered is when a course is audited. For example, | teach and coordinate a second
year engineering writing and communication paper, and despite a few informal

conversations and a course auditor overseeing the final marks and glancing through the
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course outline, I have been largely left to decide for myself what, and how I teach in it.
The excerpts presented above indicate that course or curriculum reviews, do not occur at
a formal level but rather exist in informal conversations. Often there is a reluctance to
discuss or actively look for opportunities to work together on course development. The
university ideals for quality assurance in an educational sense, in practice, as evidenced
by the lecturer comments course content and quality control is often poorly monitored by
some academic staff, including academic management. Moreover, what monitoring is
done largely focuses on the metrics of numbers of students passing courses to meet the
TEC requirements (Victoria University Investment Plan, 2015-2017).

The situation in ECS echoes the findings of Knight and Trowler (2000) who
undertook in-depth interviews with 26 academics in England and Canada regarding good
practice in teaching and learning. Their interviews were cross-disciplinary, including, for
example, engineering, physics, deaf and women’s studies and education lecturers. They
found that departments or sub-units within educational institutions represent the main
activity systems for most academic staff and that this central locus is where cultural
enactment and construction takes place. Knight and Trowler noted that while lecturers
embraced academic freedom and autonomy, they were increasingly occupied with a
managerial agenda of growth and research outputs and had to respond to the managerial
policies and directions of the department and university. This reaction created
environments that isolated academics from educational discourse as they could retreat
through this relative autonomy and academic freedom from actively engaging in teaching
and learning best practice. Knight and Trowler argue that the fault here is not with the
lecturers themselves, but with the culture and that ultimately managers, department
leaders and the senior university management have a huge role to play in redressing this.
(Knight & Trowler, 2000).

6.4 Summary

This chapter has shown that VUW and ECS has a specific culture that is reflected in the
lecturers’ statements and in the way the policies and documents are written. This is a
culture that undervalues, despite university policy, a priority focus on good course
development, teaching and learning. The lecturers and the programme as a whole act as
if policy is rhetoric. Course development is not prioritised or conducted in a systemic
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programme level. Academic freedom both removes a measure of accountability and
responsibility from the lecturer to develop and deliver quality courses, while at the same
time allowing for other forms of accountability in the need to pass students to meet
external pressure. Ownership of course design remains with the lecturers but they can to
a certain extent choose their level of engagement as long as they meet their required
accountabilities. The lecturer excerpts indicate that lecturers have little organised
‘business as usual’ communication with each other about the core educational outcomes
expected of each course.

The operation of power in this sense from an organisational point of view is siloed
amongst departments and individuals which in turn empowers them to act as they see fit.
This is an example of the diffusion of power in the discourse and in no manner reduces
the dominant neoliberal drive for growth and increased economic gain. While individual
staff and departments are accountable, it is the dominant discourse of needing to meet
targets running throughout the system that acts to drive practices. The drive to meet
targets places the responsibility for how this is done from departments onto the academic
staff. Accountability is achieved through lecturer interpretation of goals and their use of
academic freedom. Scaling is one mechanism used by the lecturers to meet targets; it also
allows for flexibility in course design as scaling can be used to ‘cover up’ for poor design
and assessment practices. The lack of auditing and attention to course design is another
way this discourse allows for growth, giving the lecturers time to prioritise other more
accepted practices, such as research. Ownership of courses and course design is affected
by the power structure of the education system which enables lecturer and university
processes and actions.

The following chapter extends the discussion of this section by looking at
lecturer’s statements relating to issues affecting the practice of the teaching and learning

within courses in more detail.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: OWNERSHIP OF
TEACHING AND LEARNING

While, the previous sections have explored the broader framework of ownership of the
STEM crisis, entry and courses, | look next at ownership with regard to teaching and
learning. In doing so, | focus on how ownership reveals the processes of power operating
in the classroom. Ownership of teaching and learning experience belongs both to the
student and the lecturer. The lecturer is responsible for facilitating learning and the
development of knowledge through creating a context in which this can occur.
Knowledge itself is intrinsically linked to social acceptance or conformity with rules and
meanings.

A key theme of this discourse lies at the heart of the educational nexus and is
rooted in an Enlightenment conception of modernity. Richard Edwards and Robin Usher
identify this in their 2002 book, Postmodernism and Education where they note:

Education is very much the dutiful child of the Enlightenment and, as such,
tends to uncritically accept a set of assumptions deriving from
Enlightenment thought. Indeed, it is possible to see education as the
vehicle by which the Enlightenment ideals of critical reason, humanistic
and individual freedom and benevolent progress are substantiated and
realised. (p. 24)
Edwards and Usher locate the power struggle of educational discourse in the theoretical
battle for ownership of ‘truth’. They cite postmodernist philosopher Jean-Francois
Lyotard (1924-1998), who argues: “that the project of modernity is deeply intertwined
with education, modernity’s belief being that progress in all areas will emancipate ‘the
whole of humanity from ignorance, poverty, backwardness, despotism...thanks to
education in particular, it will also produce enlightened citizens, masters of their own
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destiny’” (p. 24). In doing so, they claim that education’s primary rationale is founded on
the humanist idea of a certain kind of subject. The humanistic idea of a subject in this
educational sense is a person who has an inherent potential to be self- motivated and self-
directed. The role of education, then, is to take this subject and help them fulfil this
potential. However, fulfilment takes place through the particular lens of an educational

institution’s teaching practices — in the broadest sense.
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From a Foucauldian perspective of power subject positions and subjectivities
reveal the operation of power (Foucault, 1983). Lyotard’s conception of a subject is an
understanding of an imbedded assumption and normalised view within the educational
discourse. It is very much taken for granted and it is this discourse around the creation of
a subject that we can see how the effect of power constitutes academics and staff as
subjects with subjective positions. This involves questioning how the text reveals peoples
interests and encourages or negates this, and importantly what are the consequences for
some in doing this. A Foucauldian approach places the subject in relation to discursively
constructed practices that seek to normalise the way people are seen. For example,
discourse within the tertiary higher education teaching and learning environment (a
discursive field or system) normalizes the way a lecturer may be seen: lecturer, researcher,
teacher, academic, colleague, employee, subject expert, supervisor, Dean, Head of
School, Programme Director etc. Foucault’s enquiry seeks to examine the way
connections in the discourse illuminate the operation of power in discursive fields by
investigating instances of what are accepted or resisted practices. For example, are there
connections between these subjectifications and, say, how the lecturers see themselves
(lecturer vs teacher?), or are their links between these subject positions to broader
educational concepts like pedagogical and teaching practice, student empowerment or for
that matter quality control, course development or the connection of education to national
economic well-being or security. By questioning these positions and the processes
revealed within the discourse through FDA we can illuminate the power relations in the
social network uncovering practices that allow actions to be enacted upon ourselves and
others (Foucault 1982). The goal here was to understand the subjectivity of people and
the operation of power that constitutes control over what is normalised social behaviour
not to develop an understanding of the subject as an individual.

We can see this creation of a subject in the way lecturers describe students, or the
way students perform in their classes. For both the student and the lecturer; the lecturer
becomes the owner of the teaching space and the director of the learning environment.
The following excerpts illustrate that lecturer ownership of the teaching and learning
environment creates a contested space for students, where ownership of learning only
belongs to a certain type of student, with a certain ability:

Lecturer E: ... how many academics view students, is right you’re at
university now, you’re an adult, you’ve paid a large amount of money to

be here, it’s your responsibility to engage with the course and the material,
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and if you don’t you’re an idiot, and you shouldn’t be here... but the reality

is that doesn’t describe most of our students. Most of them are school

leavers that think this may be something they want to do. And they struggle

to motivate themselves... Particularly those average students because they

probably will have struggled with motivation at high school... Exactly, so

they’re -they’re turning up saying, ‘alright I’'m Tom, I’m nineteen | have

the entrance requirements for this course | have sixteen credits they’re all

at achieved. | technically match what you on paper say that you want.

Except that what we actually want is, or what our courses are set up to

allow to pass are students that are motivated and are probably at the cream

of the crop so the merits/excellence maths students, that will, kind of

breeze through relatively easily.... They’re essentially to be pretty well

perfect from the get-go. [Lecturer Extract 31]
Lecturer E describes the learning space as being set up for the top students, the ones who
are self-motivating, self-learning, responsible and academically excellent. This is an
example of the creation of a subject position which supports one type of student over
another. The lecturer also notes that most of the students ECS has do not fit this
characterization. As such, the learning space is designed for a particular type, but likely a
minority, of students. This conflicts with the rights and responsibilities in Table 4.1 by
limiting the potential success in the learning space to a certain group of students. It is also
antithetical to the university policy discussed previously, that seeks to provide a quality
learning environment for all students enrolled at the university. University policy does
not describe this process as only applying to a subset of students. There is a power
relationship described here which sees the lecturer note that fellow academics think
students are ‘idiots’ if they do not meet their idea of engagement with course material
which is set at a standard where only the “cream of the crop” will be able to engage. This
lecturer also draws attention to the fact that the entrance requirements send a message to
the student that they already have what is required to succeed which seems to be at odds
with the idea of only teaching the top students.

Lecturer C, below gives their insight into why lecturers aim their teaching at a

subset of students:

Lecturer C: Okay, so the academic one’s straightforward yes? Because

the academic stand point is looking at the top cohort, under some measure
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of the high school students so, apart from that top cohort everybody else

struggles.

Int: So we pitch our courses at the top cohort?

Lecturer C: | think so... Well, of the top high school cohort which is not

necessarily the wrong thing. The University doesn’t want every high

school graduate I think... but it’s very easy then to fall in to aiming at the

top ten percent of the class here, which is the top, might be one percent

from high school... [Lecturer Extract 32]
Lecturer C acknowledges that, they believe university is for the “top high school cohort”
and also uses the university as justification for this. The notion articulated here is about
quality control in the student body in the first instance. This opinion, articulated by other
teaching staff | interviewed, suggests to me that it is a common belief that university is
for a specific group of students. This common belief carries with it considerable power
and is part of an accepted discourse at odds with discourses of diversity and inclusivity.
The discourse evidenced here is an example of resistance to the neoliberal growth agenda
aimed at increasing student numbers. The desire to teach a smaller, more academically
prepared subset of students increases the level of ownership of subject material and
control over who gets through a course. It also enables the lecturer to avoid engagement
with pedagogy or best practice in teaching methods designed to assist a broader cohort.

Lecturer L below takes this idea a little further, suggesting that the lecturers are

also looking for research students at postgraduate level, and acknowledges that this is a
much smaller subset of the students than the top level of students coming out of high
school into tertiary study:

Lecturer L: A lot of us are looking for educational level PhD level

students. | can understand that you can look for them and encourage them.

But ninety percent of them will not work at university. Ninety percent of

them will work in the industry, and in the industry, you don’t have to be

PhD level....

Int: So do you have any idea why that is, why we 're pushing them all down

that thing

Lecturer L: Because our standards of knowledge are pretty high. We

expect much, in industry actually you don’t have to know that much...

Int: So we re actually selecting for academic top academic level students

in our teaching
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Lecturer L: Yes [Lecturer Extract 33]
Lecturers C and L describe a notion of categorisation around the students where there is
a constant desire by lecturers for the ‘best” students. They describe a learning space as
being set up for these so-called top students. Lecturer C locates this desire as being driven
by the university, whereas Lecturer L sees this drive coming from a desire by academics
for graduate students. Both of these views contrast with university and government policy
that wants increased numbers of engineering students and graduates. These excerpts show
a disregard for the rights and responsibilities (see Table 4.1) of the involved parties in
providing an appropriate education for the students who have been accepted into
university. Lecturer ownership of the teaching and learning allows the academic teaching
staff the ability to target the teaching at a specific group of students. The student is largely
removed from ownership of their learning, as they may be completely out of touch with
the academic level the material is taught at. Students are unable to be engaged in their
own learning, and thus the lecturer’s view that university is only for a subset of students
can become a self-fulfilling prophecy.
This is also apparent in the following excerpt which discusses an introductory
course in physics and the pathway for students into the core first-year physics papers:
Int: How does Physics-A fit students going from that path going into
Physics-B or Physics-C in trimester two...?
Lecturer K: Not well... It’s a big jump, because | mean the ones who do
well in Physics-A ... many of them have leapt streets ahead, | mean
they’ve really made good progress... They’ve gone the distance, but even
so, there is a big difference in the level of sophistication... And it has to
do, I think, with the academics, some of the other subject lecturers there
having very high expectations, maybe excessively high. Perhaps less
prepared to make allowances for their entry level... For where they are and
where they’ve come from.
Int: So are they not seeing it as, like you say you take a student here and
your job is to get them to the finish line? So you need to change the way
they think and help them learn in a different way. Is that not how the other
Subject papers are taught?
Lecturer K: I can think of some people who would agree with that, and
others who would just ignore it, and this is this is the standard they have to

reach and they have to do it by themselves and the plonkers won’t... That’s
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aword I’ve heard before, plonkers... And you know | mean I find that that

rather difficult to accept, that | think everybody would benefit from a

further education of some kind or another. [Lecturer Extract 34]
Lecturer K also describes differing opinions amongst his colleagues about the role of
education and expresses the perception that higher education should benefit all - not just
a certain group. If we consider the various roles within education as identified in Table
4.1, there is a discrepancy between the ways lecturers perceive their rights and
responsibilities. This difference seems to centre of the belief that the students academics
are getting are not adequately prepared by high school and, as such, they are unable to
provide an adequate and aligned curriculum and assessment methods that can cater to
these students. To do so would be to reduce the academic level of the material, and put at
risk the education of those perceived as the ‘top’ group of students. The refusal to alter
their teaching practice to cater to the broader group of students is an act of resistance by
academics against university enrolment policy. Unfortunately, it also impacts on the
learning experience of any incoming student who does not fit this narrow characterisation.
In a hypothetically ideal educational environment, all the ECS students would be
academically prepared for higher education and have been adequately assessed by the
VUWY/ECS entry criteria. However, as discussed earlier in chapters five and six, exactly
what level of preparation is required is complicated by the varying enrolment messages
and the lack of cohesive course design.

The perception by academic staff that the quality of the intake is to blame for the
poor pass rates is a truth-making process — in that it has established a norm of belief
amongst the lecturers who see this ‘fact’ for why things are the way they are. For example,
Lecturer J notes below that the quality of the intake is to blame for low course pass rates:

Int: Okay well what do you think the most important problem is [regarding
poor pass rates]

Lecturer J: There’s so many! Okay, most important (laughs)... Yeah, my
perception is one to do with the quality of the intake... ... | suspect that a
lot of the really strongest students that we would love to have, um are just
choosing other places... [If] all the brightest people in New Zealand were
coming here a lot a lot of our problems would go away. In all kinds of
ways, we’d have this big substantial cohort a strong cohort of students who
would pull other students the more middling ones along with them... Um,

probably the whole culture would change. [Lecturer Extract 35]
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Lecturer J emphasises that problems in pass rates are related to the quality of the intake.
In doing so, the lecturer also places the blame on the student intake — the students
themselves, and on VUW?’s failure to get the ‘brightest people’ who are choosing another
place. By suggesting the problem is with the intake and the students themselves, Lecturer
J shifts responsibility for the teaching and learning experience to the university
management for recruiting academically weaker students, and to the students for their
own learning. | believe that the lecturer here is illustrating just how pervasive the
discourse around student subjectification is. The students are accountable in a system
where the neoliberal discourse on economic growth of student numbers is partly
responsible for the position they find themselves in. The lecturer is accepting the
normalised messages in the discourse around growth and student incoming ability without
seeing their place in the process. By accepting growth and seeing this as a student or
university fault they exclude themselves from the situation, becoming outsiders with no
need to be accountable or responsible. The hypothetical (and mythical) strong cohort
suggested by Lecturer J would pull themselves along and teach themselves. Having a
learning environment that targets a certain type of student allows freedom from the
responsibility of ownership for the learning of students who do not fit the view of what is
a good student. Lecturers have the power to, and appear to, judge students as good or bad,
strong or weak.

This ownership over judging the level of academic preparation and choosing not
to adjust courses or teaching in an educationally sound way to improve these so-called
weak students is a clear act of resistance to the messages the university is sending
academics in the course design and assessment handbooks. It is also an example of how
academic freedom to set educational practices within courses enables lecturers to decide
on what level they wish to engage with the teaching and learning environment. Failure to
possess the required level of academic ability, motivation and independent learning,
positions these students as subjects who are unsuitable for the current system. We have
an environment where the enlightenment ideals of teaching, and making a certain subject
who has an inherent potential to be self- motivated and self-directed are inbuilt within the
educational system and represents a truth-making process within the discourse. As such,
these lecturer excerpts reveal the operation of power in action within the teaching and
learning environment.

There is a consistent but implicit acknowledgement by lecturers that successful

students — the subject — in the educational context have inherent qualities that remove
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ownership of the need to develop extensive teaching skills or teaching materials that
would help an ‘other’ type of student. Lecturer E illustrates this:
Lecturer E: So it’s two-fold, um, the biggest problems I think are that we
don’t teach for the students that we have, we teach for the students we
would like to have... ... that’s both of those problems, so one is we don’t
get perhaps, we-we don’t get the best of the best students, although over
time we can perhaps tweak that with recruitment, um and the other big
problem that overlaps that is that we don’t teach for even a third of the
students that we get
Int: Yeah so we re teaching at the top
Lecturer E: Yeah
Int: Those people you described at the beginning with the (.) lots of credits
and motivated and intelligent and...
Lecturer E: The stupid thing is those are the cream of the crop students
they probably don’t actually need any teaching, so you could equally say
that we’re probably not teaching at all ‘cause surely teaching... Is
improving the learning outcomes for the average student... ‘Cause the
good students, they’re gonna succeed whatever you do, put them in a
freezer, and they’d be fine...
Int: So is that the people you think we re teaching for - the very top
Lecturer E: Um, yeah, | mean if we’re speaking in broad speaking
sweeping generalisations then... That’s certainly what our part one and
our first-year courses select for
Int: Is that because were only really interested in Masters and PhD
students at the end?
Lecturer E: No, | think there’s a certain amount of pride in having - in
setting and having the content of certain courses, um... ... I mean if | make
my first-year physics course easy I’'m doing a disservice to physics... I’'m
cheapening my domain sort of thing... ‘Cause what if | let, God forbid,
what if | let a, um student get an A in a physics paper that | don’t think
deserves to get an A in a physics paper. [Lecturer Extract 36]
The creation of the student as the learning subject responsible for their own education as
independent learners coupled with the belief that lecturers are the gatekeepers of quality

is illustrative of the complex power relations at work. Lecturer E gives some indication
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of how the teaching and learning environment is controlled by lecturers. For example, we
have teaching aimed at the hypothetical good students, who will apparently succeed no
matter what. This is the less than a third of the students referred to above. In turn, this
process excludes those students with ‘deficits’ in academic preparation.

However, for Lecturer E, what lies behind this process is a quality control
mentality, expressed as pride in the setting of content and a desire not to cheapen their
own subject domain. Lecturers perceive that it is their duty to be the gatekeepers of
knowledge and it is an exclusionary process. It is accepted that if a student gains entry
into a course at university there is no guarantee they will pass, but Lecturer E articulates
another layer of control outside of the student’s ability to influence. Students may enter a
programme where, despite being given entry and a chance to complete the course, they
actually have no realistic chance of passing due to the control exerted by academics over
the level, delivery, and quality of teaching and learning materials. Thus, the skillset and
related mindset of the lecturer impacts the teaching and learning environment. The power-
relation here is exclusionary and at the same time normalising.

Another example of lecturer power in action within the teaching and learning
environment at first-year can be seen in the ECS Part 1 programme and its set of core
programming courses. The core first-year programming courses are a central part of a
student’s pathway through Part 1. Passing either COMP102 with a B- or higher grade or
completing COMP112 (with any passing grade) in trimester 1 and then completing
COMP103 (with any passing grade) is central to a student’s progression within the
engineering degrees and majors offered by ECS. COMP102 requires no prerequisite
NCEA entry criteria or programming skills and is the Part 1 programming course most
students take. COMP112 requires 14 NCEA level 3 digital technology credits for entry,
and is aimed at students with a good level of programming skill. COMP103 follows
completion of either COMP102 or 112 and failing this course denies a student entry into
second year programing courses. The grades students obtain in these courses also
contribute to the calculation of the Part 1 B average required for progression in the BE.
Expecting students with no programming knowledge in COMP102 and those with good
programming skills in COMP112 to meet in COMP103 at the same level of preparedness
is unrealistic, based on consideration of past cohorts. These courses are well known
amongst ECS staff as being ‘hard’ courses, especially COMP112 and COMP103 and poor
pass rates in all 102/112/103 classes effectively reduce the number of students getting

into second year programming COUrses.
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The 2015 Academic Programme Review of the Computer Science Programme
final report (Victoria University of Wellington, 2016) acknowledged as part of its findings
that the COMP courses were failing many students, and recommended establishing a
course to support students who were less skilled. However, this was partially dismissed
by ECS management:

[Programme Review] Recommendation 5. Develop an approach to
accommodate the less skilled students in the Programme. This approach
could [a] include splitting COMP 102 into two courses so as to offer less
well prepared students a gentler pathway to COMP 103; and [b] offering a
recovery pathway for students who are at risk of failing COMP 102
[ECS] Response: Partially Accepted.
A very important action towards this goal of splitting COMP112 from
COMP102 and making COMP102 easier was taken 3 years ago. We do
not believe that a further split is justified, although a different split might
be. We are also not convinced that an alternative entry pathway is feasible
(or to the benefit of students), particularly because students have no
effective way of determining whether they would need to take a slower
and longer pathway (and there is no known mechanism for predicting
performance in programming!), and few students who would benefit from
it are likely to take it. (We have seen similar issues with mathematics in
the BE). Furthermore, we provide a wide variety of help for weaker
students in COMP102 already; we are not convinced that the students who
find COMP 102 very challenging would cope with the rest of the COMP
major, even if provided much more support in order to get through
COMP102. We are therefore not convinced that the investment required
to attempt to enable the “less skilled” students get through COMP102 is
worth the investment or that it is good for the students to lead them to think
that they will cope with a COMP major when it might merely delay the
point at which they are forced to change disciplines. [Non-Interviewed
Extract 29]
In this response statement by programme leadership, it appears that the investment in
teaching weaker “less skilled” students is considered not worth the effort - as they will
most likely not succeed. The only evidence supporting this claim is the high failure rate

of students in the subsequent COMP103 paper. This failure rate could be due to many



Chapter Seven: Ownership of Teaching and Learning 181

things and has not been fully investigated as per the concerns around the exam and
assignment marks discrepancy discussed previously. It is not certain that improvements
could not be made to COMP102, or its subsequent COMP103 course, in both teaching
method and teaching materials to improve student learning successes. There is also no
consideration that improvements in these courses could improve student performance in
the second year programming papers. Instead, in conjunction with the illustrative extracts
provided here, one might argue that there is a culture of relative inaction taking place
where the academic staff are resistant to approaching and investigating course design and
teaching.

For example, there is a deliberate culture of aiming the courses at the academically
stronger students and within this environment, lecturers discourse speaks to intentional
acts mitigating the teaching responsibility, not through malicious intent, but as a response
to competing work pressures (for elaboration, see chapter eight). Behind the face-to-face
teaching, there are background lecturer attitudes and processes that establish what is
normal in the ECS first-year teaching environment and, in the case of the core
programming courses, ownership of their teaching content and method is controlled to
select for certain students. This process of student selection in a professional engineering
degree is not necessarily bad, inappropriate, or necessarily flawed. If we consider that
many of the lecturers making these decisions are not practising professional engineers or
more importantly qualified teachers engaged in best practice pedagogy, uncertainties
about the appropriateness of teaching practices and decisions need to be asked. This is a
disturbing notion given the extensive work undertaken overseas to redress the
discrimination of minority groups, and gender imbalances in STEM (see chapter one and
two). For example, the seminal work, Unlocking the Clubhouse, by Jane Margolis and
Allan Fisher (2003), outlines a pervasive gender imbalance in STEM and argues for
substantial changes in order to redress this. This work is considered seminal in the field
which attempts to uncover systemic issues of inequality. The authors argue for change as
absolutely necessary to engage with disadvantaged groups and in contrast the reluctance
of ECS to engage with the need for change suggests that the discourse on improving
STEM education is not the dominant one in the teaching and learning environment. The
role and use of education as a teaching and learning experience discourse is largely

silenced. The following section investigates some of the possibilities for this silence.
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7.1 Teacher Training

There is a systemic lack of adult educational training in the university sector. New
Zealand maintains no official requirement that higher education staff obtain and maintain
a teacher training qualification. In contrast, to teach in NZ public high schools, a teacher
must have a NZ teaching qualification. The message from the Institution, as perceived by
academic staff, is that in a research-intensive and competitive environment, teaching is
not a sufficiently high priority skill to justify training. Experience at university in an
academic position is considered on the job training:

Int: So teaching skills, | mean, you 've read some pedagogy you 're involved

in that, have you thought about it?

Lecturer A: Not much

Int: Okay so

Lecturer A: Have | thought about it yes

Int: Okay, so you 've thought about it based on obviously what?

Lecturer A: Experience

Int: Okay.... are lecturers trained teachers at all

Lecturer A: No. [Lecturer Extract 37]
Lecturer A’s comments indicate that educational teacher training or engagement with best
practice educational pedagogy is not common with experience providing the basis for
improving teaching skills.

Lecturer B describes below that obtaining university training in teaching is up to

the individual:

Int: Yeah so nobody teaching first year has a teaching qualification?

Lecturer B: No. Not that | know of

Int: And has anyone - do people do the CAD [Centre for Academic

Development] training?

Lecturer B: I’ve done a couple of workshops... And I know other people

who’ve done a couple of workshops as well... But that ends up largely

being personal choice. [Lecturer Extract 38]
Lecturers have the freedom to ignore or disengage with pedagogy, as much as the freedom
to actively engage with these things. Lecturer B refers to CAD, the University Centre for
Academic Development who conduct academic development for lecturers. These

offerings include courses of formal study and teaching support around educational best
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practice in course design, assessment methods and teaching, and all other aspects of the
academic teacher role description. CAD represents the University expression of
ownership over the teaching and learning space. These courses are voluntary for
academics and can be taken to certificate and diploma level. Attendance in these courses
is low for ECS with few staff having undertaken a certification level of training with
CAD.

The decision by lecturers to ignore engagement with pedagogy reveals a specific
operation of power in ECS. The choice to ignore this does not automatically imply that
academics would ignore pedagogy. It is in this choice that the operation of power occurs.
Foucault notes that the operation of power takes place where there is a freedom of action
or choice (Foucault, 1978). Academic staff exercise their choice to resist additional
teacher training or to develop or understand effective pedagogy as it sits outside their
primary interest. The university by making it voluntary unwittingly confirms a message
in the discourse that it is not an essential component of being an academic. From a
Foucauldian understanding off power the choice not to engage by the academic staff
represents them exhibiting control over their actions and places them in a self-defined
subject position. They do not see themselves as needing to do this. This does not mean
that on some level they may not agree it should be done, but that this understanding does
not result in affirmative action. There are however consequences in the teaching and
learning environment for not undertaking this training and pedagogical engagement. The
lecturers have a certain ownership over their actions which have been normalised by
reinforcement in the discourse by making it a non-enforced responsibility that can be
ignored in favour of other actions.

The failure of the university to impose teacher or educational training coupled
with the lecturers’ reluctance to engage in these aspects of their role leads to a lack of
expertise in this area as Lecturer F implies:

Int: is there any kind of educational theory you apply in your teaching?
Lecturer F: No
Int: So it’s how you were taught you then teach?
Lecturer F: No, I kind of just make it up as | go along... [Lecturer Extract
39]
The lack of control or influence by VUW or ECS over teaching practices gives individual
lecturing staff considerable ownership and freedom within the learning environment. We

can see this lack of emphasis on teaching skills as an invisible power structure at work
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imparting this message by virtue of not promoting a culture where educational
pedagogical knowledge is overtly prioritised. For example, criteria for promotion to
Associate Professor includes the statement “In all cases a very high standard of research,
and at least a high standard of teaching is required, including, where possible, supervision
of postgraduate students. If, however, a candidate’s teaching performance is of an
especially high quality, a somewhat lower (but still high) standing in research will be
accepted.” (VUW Academic Promotions Booklet, p. 15) which may be interpreted as
privileging research capability over teaching capability. Evidence of this power exerted
upon them may be seen in the fact that 14 out of the 15 lecturers interviewed do not have
teacher training qualifications. These lecturers describe reliance on hands-on experience
learned on the job, informal conversations with other staff and the occasional attendance
at a CAD course or seminar.

The excerpt below from Lecturer F describes how they view discussion on
teaching practice between lecturers:

Int: But I think what more /’m talking about is the way you approach the

fundamental teaching of problems or skills

Lecturer F: Yeah, that’s black boxed, you know?

Int: And do you think that’s an issue?

Lecturer F: It’s a difficult question because it opens a can of worms. Yeah

I don’t know. Oh I would enjoy such a discussion if my point of view was

to win but not if I was being told how to teach. [Lecturer Extract 40]
Lecturer F describes the discussion between colleagues as “black boxed” meaning that it
is not talked about. The lecturer follows this up by saying that they would not like being
told how to teach. As discussed earlier in the ownership of courses section it is very
difficult to have an agreed teaching policy or standard. Course teaching methods and
practices are owned by the individual academic who can choose to work with their
colleagues or not.

There is a general absence of a culture of teaching pedagogy and best-practice
within ECS first year despite the efforts of a few staff. This failure is due to a tertiary
culture and environment of VUW that promotes academic freedom, while not prioritising
or mandating teaching qualifications. Moreover, this puts pressure on academics as
Lecturer M explains below in his experience of having to design courses and teach:

Lecturer M: | would never say to someone ‘ah you’re great as a manager

or educationalist, here write some computer programmes’. And | would
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never say to someone ‘hey you’re great at computer programmes write an
educational course’ ((laughs)) you know I don’t hold to the belief that writ-
designing educational courses is a trivial skill, that because | can
programme | can do (.) | might be interested in it, but it’s not my skill base
...and you know realistically members of staff have gotta keep their
research and keep that up to track record. So how much time and effort do
they have? Do they have any skill in that well of course not we haven’t
been tr- we’re engineers we’re programmers. I’m a mathematician and a
programmer | have no training in education | have an interest | read papers,
but it doesn’t mean I’'m I’ve got skills. So designing courses - oh wow
really interesting, but like hell, I don’t have that! [Lecturer Extract 41
Lecturer M identifies the separation of skill sets between educational skill in designing
courses and research subject knowledge for academics. Lecturer M may have an interest
in designing courses but acknowledges that it’s not their skill base and that they do not
have the time to develop these skill. For Lecturer M they describe themselves as a
programmer and a mathematician not an educator.
Lecturer C makes the point that the lack of consensus regarding teaching goals
and methods can be difficult for lecturers:
Lecturer C: | guess what’s our goal?
Int: Well who sets that goal?
Lecturer C: Academics, it it’s an academic goal of
Int: So our levels are all set by self-assessment of individuals deciding
what is appropriate
Lecturer C: Yes, there’s some outside feedback. But from the universities to
make sure that at certain places like at Honours level, at certain high levels.
...the experienced people may have seen sort of fights... or arguments going
on... About how things should be settled and they’ve come to the agreement
for really good reasons, but it’s not always clear especially to new people,
new lecturers for instance why things are where they are in terms of material
topics, standards, strategy. [Lecturer Extract 42]
This confusion has implications for the way course are taught and what material is in
them. Ownership of what to teach and how, is complicated when decisions have been
made but not necessarily communicated to those engaged in the face-to-face teaching. As

Lecturer C notes, with “certain high levels” (senior academics) believing that they own
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courses or programme strategy in contrast with the freedom of academics to change the
courses they teach, it is not surprising that there have been “fights... or arguments”.
These disputes are themselves about ownership and the right to exercise power in
the teaching and learning space. They also represent further evidence hinting at a lack of
cohesion in the programme due to the relative individualistic nature of the teaching and
learning culture within the university. The lack of a formally agreed programme and
associated processes allow academics to manifest ownership and resist attempts at control

by other staff.

7.2 Course Delivery

The operation of ownership and its effect can be seen in the way ECS courses are
delivered. ECS courses are taught primarily through a combination of lectures, tutorials
and labs. This is the traditional university model common in many universities across the
world. During the interviews, | asked the lecturers questions about how we teach and
what they thought was the best way to teach. In doing so, | received numerous responses
that revealed the operation of power, both experienced and manifested by the lecturers.
Given the predominance of lectures in the VUW educational practice, it was surprising
that many of the lecturers interviewed did not believe lectures were a very good
educational method and identified that lectures were often just time-saving devices.
Lecturer L below makes this very clear:

Lecturer L: Ah (.) lectures are pardon my French (.) useless ... lectures

are useless they [students] should be given the opportunity to get used to

the lectures it should be very hands-on (.) not (.) er (.) theoretical material

or intro- or theoretical material introduced very gradually. [Lecturer

Extract 43]
It is not within the scope of this thesis to assess the effectiveness or validity of lectures as
a method of education, rather these comments by lecturers show a perception of lectures
by some ECS academic staff. Lecturer L notes that the lectures are very theoretical and
alludes to a disconnect in delivery for students who require time to get used to this
approach. This difference refers to the change in the system of education students have

experienced in high school and what they experience at VUW.
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Lecturer J expresses similar positions to Lecturer L. They acknowledge that the
lectures are central for framing the learning experience, however the tutorials or labs are,
where the “pennies drop”, and where the most significant learning takes place:
Lecturer J: | think that um they’re learning. So in the lecture what’s well
known about lectures is they’re not a place where anyone, loosely speaking
people don’t learn anything in them, and that’s not quite true (laughs) if
the lectures are kind of you know engaging and have some you know tick
a bunch of boxes then some learning can happen in a lecture it’s true. Um
as well as just sort of framing and knowing where stuff fits in, that’s
learning as well, um but I don’t think the pennies drop in lectures that’s
true, but they do drop a lot more potentially in this engagement with the
student has with a second or third-year tutor who’s got their own take on
it, ah and they are students having their voices in operation more and
there’s more of a dialogue. [Lecturer Extract 44]
Ownership of student learning is, in this sense, given to the tutors and can be seen in the
comment: “a second or third-year tutor who’s got their own take on it”. The notion that
tutors have more dialogue and more contact with students in the interpersonal space
shows a separation by academics from the students and a deference of power to tutors.
Lecturer ownership of courses then becomes related to ownership of course management,
assessment and content rather than teaching, especially if lectures are seen as mostly
useless.
Lecturer N also suggests below that the laboratories and tutorials are where the
“light bulbs go off”:
Lecturer N: Um the biggest responsibility for time management falls on
the academic
Int: 1t does (.) so so you said the um dry lecture the lecture there (.) | mean
do you think lecturing is the best way to teach
Lecturer N: I think more and more we’re gonna move away from
lecturing. Um going to or should, um-ah if I think if the examples when
I’ve seen light bulbs go off it’s in laboratories, um it’s in tutorials. Um,
students tend to respond really well when they have one to one contact...
[Lecturer Extract 45]

Lecturer N indicates that the learning experience is better when you get “one to one

contact” with students and teaching staff. We continue to have a traditional university
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teaching system and culture dominated by lectures, where the one-to-one student and staff
contact often only takes place in the tutorials and labs taken by tutors. First-year lectures
are often very large, with up to several hundred students in the largest and, as a result,
one-to-one contact with students during lectures is difficult. At the third and fourth years
of the degree, when the class sizes are considerably smaller, often less than twenty
students per class, the lecturers have the opportunity to connect with students more.
When questioned about why ECS uses lectures for teaching, Lecturer M noted

that lectures are cost effective and the expected way of teaching:

Int: So if lectures aren’t (.) where the learning takes place

Lecturer M: Yeah

Int: Well why do we have them

Lecturer M: ((Laughs)) it’s cost effective (.) one person lots of students...

Int: Is it cost effective if the learning’s not occurring in them

Lecturer M: Um (.) yeah because it (.) if we (.) basically it costs very little

Int: Yeah

Lecturer M: It’s what everyone expects and is happy with (.) ah and you

don’t get criticised for doing it (.) um whether it’s effective or not is a

completely different question. [Lecturer Extract 46]
Lecturer M is drawing attention to the fact that the academics use lectures because the
educational system at VUW is set up to use them as a way to teach large numbers of
students cost-effectively. Lecturer M’s statement is an example of the numbers discourse,
inherent in neoliberal educational policy, that equates learning with business models.
These business models equate numbers of students passing with financial benefits for
society. Control of how the lecturer must teach by having lectures as the dominant form
of teaching practice limits the ability with which academics can influence the individual
learning experience of students. The university campus is made up of predominantly large
lecture rooms, set up for the delivery of lectures, not one-to-one, or group-based learning.
As such, the campus space also conveys that large lectures are the norm. Lecturer M also
raises the idea that nobody will criticise you for doing what has always been done. This
notion of not being criticised is an example of following an accepted social process and
shows an operation of power. Power, in this case, is exercised as and through the
traditional and normalised practice of giving lectures. This practice appears void of active
lecturer resistance, despite the academics articulating misgivings about the extent to

which lectures are the best form of education.
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The extracts above illustrate the notion that the actual learning takes place mostly
in the tutorials or labs where students have more one-to-one contact with tutors who
discuss and help the student work through examples. In contrast, lectures provide a
background for what is covered in the labs or tutorials. However, with the academic staff
questioning the effectiveness of lectures it does raise the question: why don’t lecturers,
the more experienced subject experts, deliver the tutorials and labs where the so-called
actual learning takes place. Lecturer E indicates the complete lack of training provided to
tutors who deliver the ECS labs and tutorials:

Lecturer E: Ah, labs are, depending on the lab, ah labs are pretty positive

‘cause that’s where the students are doing something.

Int: The lecturers don 't take the labs though very often

Lecturer E: No. There is tangential relationship between them.

Int: So essentially what you 've got is tutors who for the most part are good

or bad at engaging in a lab

Lecturer E: Um, it depends on the ah, it depends on the lab unfortunately

Int: So they re not really trained though are they, they 're not trained to be

an effective teacher in an educational sense

Lecturer E: No, um, the students that we have tutoring in our labs tend to

be by and large pretty good. We get a few negative comments from the

first years about them but by and large given that we’ve never trained them

to be tutors. We just like [say] ‘go and tutor’ they do pretty well. [Lecturer

Extract 47]
Lecturer E indicates that student feedback on labs is “pretty positive”, which is a good
thing but not a holistically effective measure of a quality teaching and learning
experience. First-year students, new to university, are not in a position of experience to
be able to adequately assess what and how they are being taught. While VUW mandates
centralised training for first-time tutors, this occurs inconsistently because course
coordinators may not themselves be aware of the requirement. The frank admission by
Lecturer E that “we” (meaning ECS) have never trained tutors reveals the operation of
power by academic staff. Tutors are required to take responsibility for their fellow
students learning. The lack of responsibility by academics for the training of tutors who
teach in their courses is an example of the resistance by academics to the Government

and TEC assumption that academic staff are coordinating and delivering an accountable
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quality educational experience for students. This lack of tutor training is an abdication of
teaching responsibility beyond the designing of the labs or tutorials.

The “tangential relationship” between lectures and labs is assumed to be quality
control or an appropriate mechanism for curriculum alignment and teaching quality but,
as Lecturer O notes, sometimes lecturers do not design the labs and have no idea of what
is occurring in them:

Int: Do they get much training, yeah-the tutors in your experience
Lecture O: About er, the engineering 122, | have no idea, and personally
I don’t know how to do the labs. [Lecturer Extract 49]

A lecturer’s lack of knowledge about labs or tutorials can be as a result of another
lecturer on the course or a senior tutor designing them. For example, in some cases the
labs were designed by a lecturer who took the course a previous year but is no longer
involved. What is important is that there is no actual adequate mechanism for quality
control in either the design or delivery of teaching and learning in ECS first year.
Ownership of the teaching and learning in ECS courses, while predominantly lying with
the academics, is also shared with tutors. However, in both cases, the lack of teaching
training or guidance is a common experience. It is possible that the lack of emphasis or
focus on educational training for tutors is carried on within the system as systemic
behaviours by those tutors who eventually become academics. Most of the academic staff
will have been tutors themselves and will have had similar experiences of on the job
training which comprises of: ‘go and tutor’. The norm of behaviour in not having
educational training (other than hands-on learnt experience) is embedded as a process in
the system.

Academic staff prioritise their engagement in the teaching and learning process.
For example below, Lecturer J expresses a desire to be more involved but acknowledges
that they are “removed from the students for the most part™:

Int: How would you teach it, how would you organise your courses, if let’s
say you had some unlimited finances. Would you be more involved, would
you like to go to the labs and work through problems with students and...
Lecturer J: Yeah-yeah | would definitely be more in touch with how to
deliver stuff say in lectures better and how to advise the tutors better if |
was actually in the labs more with the students, listening to what they say,

working sitting right beside them, seeing how they’re thinking, um, I think



Chapter Seven: Ownership of Teaching and Learning 191

there’s a disconnect there. I’'m removed from the students for the most

part....

Int: So why is that, so when we re talking about resources is that just

because your other job is so busy or what. What prevents you?

Lecturer J: Ah for me it’s just its just busyness. [Lecturer Extract 48]
There is a system in place where the aspiration to meeting educational goals break down
during the educational process. In ECS, some academics do take tutorials or labs, but this
is generally for second, third or fourth-year courses where the number of students is
markedly smaller. The ECS policy is to hire tutors unless a course has twenty or fewer
people, though in practice ECS has made exceptions and hired tutors for third-year
courses with less than 20 students. Relatively few courses enrol fewer than 20 students,
however, and those that do are typically advanced-level courses that are, as a result of the
issues identified in this thesis, more likely to be the academically stronger students.

Like Lecturer J, most of the lecturers interviewed were all clear that the main
reason that they do not take tutorials or labs is due to either their heavy workload deriving
from other responsibilities (research, supervision of thesis students and administration
work, etc) or because the workload of taking tutorials and labs would be too heavy. As a
result, ECS employs a number of student tutors. There is no official policy on training
student tutors in subject material or teaching skills in ECS, and central training provided
deals with generic skills and issues. Tutors are largely chosen by academics from the pool
of applicants and are usually known to them as students who have received good grades
in relevant classes — therefore a self-selected and potentially atypical group of people.

We do have several ‘senior tutors’ who are not students, however. In my role |
manage the tutorial administration and senior tutors alongside pastoral care, as such, | am
quite well versed in what occurs regarding student tutoring in tutorials and labs. In ECS
the number of senior tutors has increased from two part-time senior tutors in 2015 to one
part-time and two permanent tutors in 2017 (with a third to be employed in 2018) - though
senior tutors are not unheard of in other parts of the university, ECS has more than other
Schools. One of these part-time senior tutors has always been primarily focused on
administration and allocation of student tutors to courses, and runs induction meetings to
explain how to tutor from a delivery point of view. The two full-time tutors are employed
to assist in delivering upskilling for student tutors, as well as student support, running
labs and tutorials and occasionally teaching on first-year courses. The teaching support

for student tutors is a new initiative. Until recently the student tutors received little actual
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training, and it has been left to academics to meet regularly to discuss and prepare labs
with their tutors. It should also be acknowledged that like lecturers the senior tutors do
not currently have any formal teaching qualifications. However, ECS senior tutors have
been enrolled in VUW CAD teacher training qualifications or other higher educational
study as part of professional development since 2017 to upskill their educational training.
The lack of training for both lecturers and tutors and the lack of involvement by

lecturing staff in tutor training, or in the key tutorials and laboratory teaching spaces
illustrate that the teaching and learning environment at first year is not a model for
cohesive educationally sound process. Nor are these processes in alignment with our
official VUW policy (see chapter six). Lecturers appear not to be able to, or are not
equipped to, design courses that follow educationally sound methods or best practice, as
they do not have educational teacher training. Tutors are also historically untrained in
disciplinary teaching delivery. This situation exists because the prevailing set of norms in
the tertiary teaching and learning space, manifesting in a particularly extreme form in
ECS, do not encourage and emphasise the obtaining of teaching skills through formal
means. Lecturer M’s comment below exemplifies this:

Int: ...when you design a course I mean (.) and you decide what’s gonna

be assessed in it

Lecturer M: Mm

Int: And you obviously talk to other people when you do this

Lecturer M: Yeah yeah

Int: And you come up with something (.) when you set that standard or the

assessment (.) various assessment items be they an assignment a tutorial

lab or a test or exam

Lecturer M: Mm (.) mm

Int: I mean how do you know the students can do them (.) and how do you

know

Lecturer M: You don’t. [Lecturer Extract 50]
The lack of educational expertise is built into a system which is responsible for providing
mass public education. Lecturers, as a result of their own lack of systemic training, teach
as they see fit and do not know how to design courses for a wide range of students with
diverse academic backgrounds. As such, academics treat all students as having the same
approximate level of ability by designing courses that meet their hypothetical

international ‘standard’ required.
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Ownership of the teaching by academics is therefore practised as content-driven
with little to no insight into appropriate methods or understanding of the student’s ability.
This places some ownership of success as the responsibility of the student and, to a certain
extent, the tutors. Ownership is in fact held by multiple parties in the education system,
all of which can take or decline responsibility. As such, accountability is fluid in the
tertiary system, with educational accountability being visible in the enrolment, course
completion and retention figures. One result of this in the discourse is that it creates a
resistance to owning certain aspects of the teaching and learning environment. The
concept of ownership allows us to see where in the teaching and learning environment
tension exists as visible and invisible processes. Students are seen as responsible for their
own learning, but only in so far as they receive competent and effective teaching and
learning experiences. Yet, what constitutes a good teaching and learning experience is
not understood by the student, or necessarily understood by the tutors and, academic
teaching staff. This aspect of the teaching and learning environment creates an invisible
operation of power for the students. The academic staff choose to make this invisible by
not engaging in best-practice. But this resistance creates or as Foucault describes
‘produces’ an effect in the social situation as actions that carry meanings as accepted
‘truths’ (Foucault, 1980).

The academic discourse in the excerpts above is at odds with the neoliberal
business growth goals of the government and university, and the educational goals
identified in VUW policy. However, the discourse also indicates a counter resistance to
these policies. The processes and interactions of the academic staff operate to resist
spending time and effort in pedagogy, course design and appropriate teaching practices
and in doing so reveals a discourse which divides students into good or bad. The removal
of ownership for ongoing improvement in teaching practice by academics is a response
to competing pressures in the academic work environment, and a result of the wider
university policies that act to make this an acceptable process. As such what can be seen
here are multiple messages in the discourse that compete for dominance. Power-relations
are push/pull actions centred around the level of ownership exerted in regard to the rights
and responsibilities of groups and individuals.

My interviews mirror Ramsden’s (2003) acknowledgement of major demands on
lecturers which impact their ability to spend the time and effort developing the skills and
resources to be effective teachers. Additionally, and more importantly, Ramsden argues

that to improve teaching and learning:
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Improvement requires intervention at several different levels of the
enterprise of higher education. The level of the individual academic is an
important point of influence, but it is not the only one. Although university
teaching is still in many cases a private affair, no lecturer works alone.
Many well intentioned changes to curriculum and teaching fall foul of the
apathy or jealousy of departmental colleagues. Focusing on this level alone
is likely to create frustration, conflict and, ultimately, regression to the
status quo. To achieve change in the quality of teaching and learning, we
ought rather to look carefully at the environment in which a lecturer works
and the system of ideas which that environment represents. This means an
emphasis on teams, curricula, courses and department, as well as on
individual academics. ...We should also look to the management of
academic units: to what extent does a head of department understand and
encourage effective teaching in his or her field of study? The highest point
of intervention...is the institution itself. What understanding of teaching is
evident in its public statements and its internal procedures. (p. 9)
It is obvious that the system in our first year is part and parcel of an even larger tertiary
system where the success of a course is measured quantitatively in course completion
rates rather than educational quality. This is, in effect, a disciplinary practice that reveals
relations of power in the tertiary educational landscape (Anderson & Grinberg, 1998).
Research by Fanghanel (2007) investigated university lecturer’s pedagogical
constructs in their work and teaching practice. Fanghanel interviewed eighteen lecturers
from seven institutions covering fifteen disciplines with the aim to qualitatively analyse
the way lecturers conceptualise, approach and relate to teaching and learning. This
research identified seven filters within teaching practice that overlap and affect practice:
the institution, external factors, academic labour, the research-teaching nexus, department
and discipline, and individual pedagogical beliefs. Though not focused on a Foucauldian
notion of power, this research did reveal impressions or perceptions of lecturer’s
relationships to the operation of power and constructed meaning. All of Fanghanel’s
(2007) areas have in some way been identified in this thesis, but two of these filters are
particularly pertinent to the way staff operate in their cultural context: the department and
the institution. Power-relations are at work here across the many levels of the tertiary
space from the micro to macro level and these relations are not linear expressions of

power.
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7.3 Summary

The analysis presented in this chapter suggests that institutional norms of practice allow
lecturers to behave in certain ways. These institutional norms of practice include the use
of academic freedom as a justification for actions and inactions. Standard operational
practice within VUW isolates lecturers from the integration of teaching discussion and
development of course curriculum and assessment, and even from the teaching space
“light bulbs go off”” — the laboratories and tutorials. The cultural practice of the institution
and department has allowed the notion of academic freedom and ownership, to be utilised
by staff to reduce the level of input they need to put into designing appropriate course
materials and assessment items, allowing for other job requirements to be prioritised over
best practice in pedagogy. Course design and teaching are perceived as secondary for
many lecturers due to the messages they perceive from the university, government and to
a certain degree their colleagues. As such, what can be said and done by people is caught
up in the power-relations around practice. The day to day practices of the staff and ECS
as a whole contain certain messages imbued with meanings around what is accepted or
not, encouraged or discouraged.

The following chapter on ownership of academics will cover the impact of these

messages and in particular the effect of research duties on lecturer practice in more detail.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: OWNERSHIP OF
ACADEMICS

This chapter explores how academics, as university employees, navigate the expectations
relating to research and teaching, and reflects on the effect of these expectations on
practice in the tertiary educational space. The way that academics respond to the pressure
and messages around research reveal how they experience, and in turn manifest power,
in the teaching and learning environment. This has an implicit connection to the neoliberal
policies and processes in higher education described by Ball (2015), who describes
neoliberalism in universities as impacting on ‘performativity’. Neoliberalism emerges in
the VUWI/ECS context as a connection between economic goals and performance goals
which are measured creating a competitive environment for academic staff. This
exploration follows on from the analyses provided in previous chapters, in particular
chapter seven, as ownership of the teaching and learning space and of academics are very
closely interconnected and contested. Ownership is both experienced and enacted by all
involved through control over people’s actions in this space and can be witnessed in the
extent to which academics embrace or resist policy, messages, and norms of practice and,

in doing so, revealing the operation of power.

8.1 The Need to Research

The theme of research impacting on the teaching and learning environment is not a new
one. It is routinely discussed in universities and has been investigated in higher
educational research (Fanghanel, 2007; Knight & Trowler, 2000; Brown & Smith, 2013;
Charles, 2018; Robertson, 2007; Knight et al., 2014; Lightfoot & Piotukh, 2015; Visser-
Wijnveen et al., 2010). For example, Knight and Trowler’s (2000) study of teaching and
learning in department cultures noted:
The pressure to give research precedence over teaching, the diminution in
resources, the codes of signification associated with the teaching effort and
the unintended as well as the intended consequences of many other
features of the work context militate against the teaching and learning

practices we have identified as beneficial. (p. 77)
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The pressure on academics to research can, and does, compromise some of the core
educational goals of the higher education system.

Fanghanel (2007), discussed -earlier (chapter seven), echoes this point.
Fanghanel’s interview respondents noted that teaching was seen as secondary to research,
and that in research institutions prioritising teaching was detrimental to advancement. The
way research was emphasised over teaching prioritised the lecturers’ time and affected
the way university communities worked — time potentially spent on discussing education
and teaching, was spent instead on grant applications and research. One result was that if
a lecturer was good at research, then they were given more time to research over teaching
to pre-empt research assessment exercises that are common in many countries. The
respondents felt that the “strong separation between the teaching and research functions,
in terms of policy, funding, operationalisation, and perceptions were having detrimental
effects on teaching practices...” and that “Interest in teaching can even be explicitly
curbed, as indicated by Respondent 16: Our own Head of Department is under pressure
from the higher authorities in the School, and he passes these pressures down on us. And
if you are seen to be spending too long on your teaching, you are told” (Fanghanel, 2007,
p. 14). Fanghanel’s findings were echoed in my own interviews, and within the directives
of the university to its staff, though I explain this as the result of the operation of power
and ownership directives in the discourse.

The explicit directive to research originates in the connection between university
funding and research. ECS’ foundational business case illustrates this link:

In a PBRF [Performance-Based Research Funding] environment, there is
strong emphasis on the quality and quantity of research undertaken by
tertiary institutions. The PBRF score impacts on the level of TEC funding
received by tertiary institutions and their ability to recruit new staff and
students. Engineering presents new opportunities to engage in high quality
research and to strengthen Victoria’s reputation by developing capability
(Victoria University of Wellington, 2005). [Non-Interviewed Extract 30]
This extract identifies that underpinning the creation of an Engineering programme was
the desire to increase funding from the Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF) by
developing additional high-quality research to VUW’s existing portfolio and from the
increase in staff and student numbers. The very creation of the Engineering programme

at VUW was the result of connecting educational goals — providing engineering graduates
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—to PBRF business opportunities for the university. PBRF performance, not teaching, is
the underpinning framework for ECS’s academics.

PBRF was described earlier in this thesis (see chapter one). However, a brief
reminder is included here. PBRF is the performance-based funding system applied to
tertiary institutions and academics in New Zealand and, according to the TEC, it is
designed to “encourage and reward excellent research in New Zealand’s degree-granting
organisations. It does not fund research directly but supports research, including post-
graduate level teaching support” (TEC, 2016, p. 7). PBRF is an audit process which
provides funding and recognition for NZ publically-funded universities and as such
brings with it auditing and monitoring processes all under the guise of improving
university education (TEC, 2016). Shore (2010) summarizes PBRF thus:

The ‘PBRF’ is a peer review system designed to assess the performance of
researchers and assign scores based an individual’s publications,
contribution to the research environment, peer esteem, external research
income obtained and number of PhD student completions. (p. 25)
The effect of PBRF on university policy and staff has been significant. Shore found in his
study of 40 senior academics in New Zealand tertiary institutions that PBRF had fuelled
institutional rivalry and internal divisions and created a two-class system: those who
“have the research successful who have millions of dollars, big research groups, lots of
PhD students... [and] people who don’t have funding or any research students” (Shore,
2010, p. 25).
Humes (2000) has also noted that the effect of central governments in delivering
educational policy reforms aimed at improving competence, accountability and raising
standards of achievement had invited contrasting interpretations. The most damning of
which is that:
some academics - have succumbed to the pressure to concentrate narrowly
on matters of implementation, without any serious reflection on the
justification for official policies. They simply wait for the directives from
above and pass them down the line. They have found, in some cases from
bitter experience, that compliance and conformity are rewarded while
resistance is penalised. (pp. 35-53)

Humes describes the operation of power in the teaching and learning space that

‘encourage’ academic staff through organisational behaviour to focus towards

conforming to policy outcomes or deliverables such as PBRF. With teaching being poorly
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rewarded in comparison to research, we can see that particular government or institutional
bodies can impact what happens in the teaching and learning space through policy
directives.

Lecturer A suggests that the funding from the Government for PBRF ranking is
very small, but that the reputation of having a high PBRF ranking is the real value to the
university:

Lecturer A: PBRF is not governed by funding. The amount of money
wrapped up in there is relatively small... If we came third in the ranking
versus coming first the additional money we get as a result of that is very
very small, you get some more. As good, you’ll do better but... But the
funding is not governed by your ranking it’s governed by your actual
standing and how many students you’ve produced and all that sort of thing
and universities if they do better then they’ll get a bit more... But most of
it just comes in it’s not funding
Int: So what is it then?
Lecturer A: Reputation... Now, what is the financial value of reputation
I don’t know, and I wish they would work it out and tell me...Yeah, you
couldn’t do more an a than an estimate... | suspect it’s quite high...I
suspect it’s not as high as some of them are acting as if... But the whole
university has us operating under the view that that PBRF ranking is
absolutely mission critical. [Lecturer Extract 51]
For Lecturer A, the university operational message is directed towards research-based
PBRF success: “the whole university has us operating under the view that that PBRF
ranking is absolutely mission critical”. Lecturer A points out that the actual value of PBRF
ranking success is in the reputation the university gains, and the financial benefit that
accompanies that.

This concept of needing a high reputation can also be seen in a recent message by

the Vice-Chancellor, titled “The Victoria vacuum”:
For those of us familiar with the quality of this institution, it can come as
a surprise to learn how little is known about Victoria in other parts of the
globe. Those from offshore who have had interactions with our staff (and
students) are usually very complimentary. However, throughout much of
the world our university’s standing is not in keeping with our teaching and

research quality. Our failure to convert our institutional quality into
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international prominence is problematic. Contrary to popular belief, sub-
optimal international standing creates challenges for institutions that
extend well beyond the contests of international rankings. For instance,
rightly or wrongly, our alumni, staff and students are denied the career
benefits conferred by studying and working at an esteemed institution.
Furthermore, we are less well positioned to collaborate with top-ranked
institutions or to compete for international research grants and our ability
to recruit and retain international staff and students is compromised.
During 2018, we will be exploring some of the factors that have conspired
to undermine Victoria’s international standing and we will step up our
efforts to earn the international reputation we deserve. (Guilford, 2018, p.
1). [Non-Interviewed Extract 31]
The message delivered at the beginning of the academic year, aimed at academic staff, is
an example of the business language used to frame our educational objectives. For
example, “throughout much of the world our university’s standing is not in keeping with
our teaching and research quality” delivers the point that academic staff (our in the text)
are not being recognised for how good we are. And somehow because of “Our failure”,
“we” are missing out as “our alumni, staff and students are denied the career benefits”,
and the university misses out on collaboration “with top-ranked institutions or to compete
for international research grants and our ability to recruit and retain international staff and
students is compromised”.

This text is a powerful message incorporating all staff (willing or not) through the
repeated use of ‘our’, as partners in a corporate image enhancement programme. It is not
that the message is necessarily bad or good but, in a Foucauldian sense, it displays a
meaning which suggests a course of action and the operation of power (Foucault, 1978).
It is a truth-making statement: staff must rectify a supposed failing to improve a given
situation, and in this case, it is enhancing VUW’s reputation. Reputation is generated
from our university ranking, and this is generated from research outputs and VUW’s
standing in the NZ PBRF ranking.

ECS academic staff must research and contribute to their university PBRF
ranking, and enhance VUWs reputation, while also attracting, teaching and graduating
more engineers. The messages here are a clear example of the discourse at work,
reflecting a set of responsibilities that academic staff must undertake as part of their job.

These contributions are not viewed as equal components of an academic's job. For
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example, Lecturer M describes the pressure for publications and research outputs as all-
pervasive in the university environment:

Lecturer M: Yeah well the government’s pressure is you know we’ve

gotta have a PBRF ranking, so you’ve gotta have a publication count. Ah,

so | have to do these things. As long as the students are happy and tick the

box at the end of the student assessment to say you know you’re a nice

lecturer people are not that worried about the teaching. The key thing from

government policy down is you’ve gotta focus on PBRF. Ah, | can’t

change that alas.

Int: So is that that pressure that comes from the government and how do

you know that? [Or] is it are your bosses telling you this?

Lecturer M: Yes I mean it is very clear that we know that we have to keep

our PBRF up because funding depends upon it, ah we also know that we

are not allowed to fail too many students because the government says

we’ve gotta... and this is not a personal attack on ever on me, but this is

just we know that.

Int: So [in] your experience is it’s the same for all lecturers

Lecturer M: Yeah (.) yeah

Int: So in terms of like that message filtering through to you is that coming

through Dean, Head of School, programme Director?

Lecturer M: Yeah oh yeah yeah yeah

Int: Colleagues is it everywhere

Lecturer M: Everywhere. | mean... this is common knowledge | mean

it’s not something anyone keeps a secret.... [Lecturer Extract 52]
The pressure to research does not just originate with the government, but extends to all
levels of management and staff at VUW. Lecturer M notes that academics “gotta” have
research and publications and do well in PBRF. Lecturer M also identifies that the focus
for academics is not on teaching because: “people are not that worried about the
teaching”. The “people” in this sense are the academic staff and management of VUW.
There is a dominant message in the higher education discourse: ‘publish or perish’ and
much has been said about the detrimental effect of this message on educational practices
(Baumann, 2002; Roland, 2007; De Rond & Miller, 2005; McGrail, Rickard, & Jones,
2006; Smith, 1990; Miller, Taylor, & Bedeian, 2011). Unfortunately, this is an all too

commonly used term in informal conversations within ECS.
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While there exists a dominant message that an academic must prioritise research
and publishing, academics may also resist these imperatives. Lecturer A is a senior, late-
career academic and, as such, promotion and a need to research is less vital for them than
for an early- or mid-career academic, and as such can prioritise teaching over research
and publishing:

Lecturer A: Research will do more for your promotion than other things.

It’s not as exclusively that at the lower levels as some people seem to think

but it’s... The other reason is... most individuals are actually driven by

their research... That’s why they’re here, and teaching is what they have

to pay in order to do what they want

Int: So it’s seen as a bit of a chore?

Lecturer A: It’s a chore a reasonable number of them view it as - a chore

for which they will take responsibility, and they do care about it because

it does actually affect other people... But most of them would still rather

have a fellowship... If they could... Don’t give me one. | do not want one.

I’m not going on research leave again bother it...Six months doing nothing

but research yuck... But I’'m unusual, and I’'m foolish... And it’s not just

promotion it’s also the ability to move and go somewhere else... For a lot

of people promotion, especially at the higher levels... is by moving to

another place. [Lecturer Extract 53]
Lecturer A identifies the personal gain for an academic if they follow the dominant
messages: the ability to gain promotion and seek promotion by shifting university. Failure
to follow the messages leads to difficulties remaining employed and gaining promotion
if you prioritise teaching over research, and can be seen in the personal belief by Lecturer
A that they are foolish. Lecturer A also recognises that many academics are here because
they want to research: “most individuals are actually driven by their research... That’s
why they’re here, and teaching is what they have to pay in order to do what they want”.
Lecturer A implies that the choice to follow the message of research over teaching is not
much of a choice for many academics. The lack of prioritisation at VUW of teaching
qualifications would seem to reflect a systemic acceptance that teaching is less important,
and as discussed in chapter six and seven the discourse operates to make this so while
also presenting teaching as important. Teaching while important is just not as much of a

priority as research within the discourse.
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In contrast, Lecturer N is a relatively junior lecturer and has a slightly different
view - he has not experienced any pressure, or help, to either improve teaching or increase
research outputs. However, they have received a clear message that for promotion they
should prioritise research over teaching for promotion:

Lecturer N: I’'m given a huge amount of autonomy. Nobody has told me

‘you need to publish more or less or differently’. Ah similarly nobody has

yet come up and said ‘your teaching is appalling fix it’ (general laughter).

Or-or ‘you’re spending too much time on your teaching back off and do

something useful’, um but what | have done is been to promotion seminars.

Um ah, productivity seminars. And the message there is consistent, ah do

as much as you can on research, do the bare minimum on teaching. And

that way you’ll get promoted. Now you know | started right at the bottom

of the salary scale, so promotion is-is important. [Lecturer Extract 54]
The autonomy described by Lecturer N reflects that lack of input from VUW and ECS
management or colleagues in terms of hands-on involvement regarding research or
teaching support is common for academics. Academic staff are largely self-autonomous,
and as such can interpret the messages they receive and act accordingly. Most academics
perceiving the message: “do as much as you can on research, do the bare minimum on
teaching. And that way you’ll get promoted” would see this as a policy directive,
especially when it is coming from seminars run by VUW management. Promotion
seminars referred to as ‘productivity seminars’ are an example of the connection between
the idea that if you are researching you are being productive and will be promoted, having
future career opportunities and an increase in salary, is a compelling message to receive.
This is the normalisation of meaning in the discourse and helps to create a subject position
for academics with a set of understanding generated from these meanings that depicts
what it is to be an academic — what makes up their rights and responsibilities.

This message, coupled with academics’ own desires to research, has an impact on
lecturer’s involvement in teaching, as Lecturer J states below:

Int: ...another lecturer said this to me | don’t know if it’s true, is that
because like you have to do your PBRF and your publishing and other
stuff. What makes it so hard for you for example to do that?

Lecturer J: Mm it is just prioritising um, I’'m desperate to find hours free
to. I’'m not thinking PBRF, um, well | try not to, um, there’s things I’'m
really hungry to think about
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Int: Yep, so that’s research and stuff
Lecturer J: Yeah research. And that that pulls me. And those hours are
you know precious and hard to find, and I think... it’s probably already
right but um it comes down to a choice between do | spend this hour go
find someone in the lab and just try and get more in tune with what’s
happening in first-year students. And an hour ah to think about the things
that set me on fire, um I’m gonna choose the fire. And that probably
happens repeatedly, and that ends up being a pattern. [Lecturer Extract 55]
Lecturer J acknowledges the tensions academics experience in prioritisation of teaching
and research, particularly when the lecturer equates researching with “things that set me
on fire”. The tension occurring here, and the ability to choose are examples of just where
Foucault’s theories believe power is in operation (Foucault, 1983). The lecturer makes a
choice and prioritises research over working with the students in classes. The notion that
this “probably happens repeatedly and that ends up being a pattern” suggests a
normalisation of this practice. This is privileging some actions over others, such as the
role of an academic as a researcher rather than a teacher. The effect of this on the teaching
and learning environment by prioritising research over teaching can potentially have an
effect on the student learning experience.

In the case of ECS, the prioritisation of research is actively encouraged. Priorities
or at least a perception of what is more important affects the choices made by academics
about which of these interrelated demands receives more attention. Lecturer B below
describes how research is the accepted, common sense choice for an academic’s work
efforts:

Lecturer B: ... everything that you then do towards learning how to teach
better sucks out administrative time or research time and to be honest the
perception is still the case and it’s probably still reality that you’re not
going to get anywhere without a decent research portfolio especially with
PBRF hanging over everyone’s heads

Int: So essentially there’s no incentive for you to spend the time?
Lecturer B: There’s a wee bit of incentive, there’s still an incentive
because you do have to submit your teaching portfolio (TPP) with your
[promotion] application... So if you’re on the extremes...It can either help
or severely hinder... But let’s say that you’re in the middle you’re neither

excellent nor pathetically awful you just get solid I don’t know 2.1s to
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whatever 2.2s to 1.8s... Right. That’s not going to be the thing that drags

the attention of the promotion committee. It’s going to be what’s your

research like, what is your service to the university as well, what boards

and committees do you serve on, but also you mentioned the key things

like you know publications administration and teaching but the actual the

fourth job which doesn’t get counted is actually service to the profession

which actually takes up a fair bit of time...

Int: So academics in reality just don’t have time?

Lecturer B: Yes or that you could spend more time on teaching at the cost

of research yeah. No one here | don’t think with perhaps a few exceptions

would work less than forty-five to fifty hours a week on average... Now

some of them choose to put far more hours into their research to be fair...

Not all of them are putting two days of out of five into teaching, and not a

lot of them are putting one day, in fact, there’s a few staff who aren’t

putting in any instruction at all but they put in lots of research, and that

comes out in research publications. [Lecturer Extract 56]
Lecturer B is a senior academic and suggests that while teaching is considered in
promotion applications, research, and service to the university on boards and committees,
rather than teaching has a greater impact on promotion. The lecturers alluded to in this
excerpt are described as working forty-five to fifty hours a week but that many academics
are spending less than two days per week teaching or developing teaching materials. If
we consider these two days per week are involved in the designing of course materials,
and assessment, delivering lectures and marking for two courses per trimester 1 and 2 (1
March to 30 November — ECS does not teach in Trimester 3) it is unlikely to allow
reasonable time for curriculum review, or improving teaching practice. It is not always
the case that the academic staff member does not want to spend time on improving
teaching but rather that the system is sending a direct message to academics to focus on
research and PBRF.

Lecturer J suggests that the message about researching being more important than

teaching is common amongst the academic staff in ECS:

Int: Is there a reward for teaching. | mean are you incentivised to go and

become a good teacher
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Lecturer J: Ah not so much, not very much. ...there’s not an incentive to
become really excellent at-excel at one’s teaching, you’re probably gonna
just do something that’s a bit more fun (laughs).

Int: Would it be correct to say that you see your job primarily and the bit
that gets you excited is you re here to be a researcher.

Lecturer J: | do see it that way, yeah

Int: Is that common among first-year lecturers do you think, or lecturers
in general, are they actually primarily see themselves as researchers
Lecturer J: | suspect it is common, yeah

Int: Yeah, is that the way the university’s set up. | mean is that is that what
you re employed to do

Lecturer J: | see, ah no I’'m employed to teach first years (laughs) as well
as do research

Int: So is the blow torch worse if you 're not a good teacher or you 're not
a good researcher

Lecturer J: Mm, oh | see, um I think it’s probably if you’re not a good
researcher at the moment

Int: Do you think that affects things

Lecturer J: Yeah-yeah it does you can certainly compensate for being a
poor teacher by being a good researcher. But I’'m not sure the other one
would apply

Int: Is that a problem, is the incentivising or prioritising of the fact that
people should be really good researchers

Lecturer J: Yeah itis a problem, in a sense, I feel like it is a big problem...
The whole fucking university ((general laughter)) is complete crap... um
yeah, there’s this mon- what’s the word um like mon- not monolithic,
uniform homogeneous, the value system that’s applied carte blanche, and
applies to everyone... And says this is better than that, um is sort of
fundamentally um against diversity, and | just believe in diversity as a
good thing. Pretty much universally, and having some really good
fantastic, passionate student ah teachers, um and some fantastic ah high
performing ah researchers as well that’s all great, and everyone in the

middle. Um, but attempts to sort of make everyone have zero um, zero
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poor researchers. Seems to me it’s counter-productive. [Lecturer Extract

57]
Lecturer J also identifies that the university “value system” expecting people to be both
good researchers and good teachers does not allow for diversity, or for that matter use
people’s expertise effectively. At VUW it is extremely uncommon for people to be
employed in full-time teaching-only or research-only positions. However, academic staff
may ‘buy out’ their teaching obligations if they obtain research money for the university.
Lecturer J sees the “value system” imposing a set of rules on academic staff but has
chosen to focus on the research obligations of the system over the implied but poorly
enforced teaching obligations. This is the same for the people | interviewed, with the
exception sole exception of Lecturer A - a late-career senior academic.

Lecturer H reiterates the opinion of Lecturer J, by suggesting that the university

values quality teaching as well as research:

Int: So do we work in an environment, this is Victoria, do we work in an

environment that acknowledges recognises and supports quality teaching?

Lecturer H: So that’s a moving target, that’s changed a lot during my time

here. University says it cares about quality teaching - my impression for

academics is that they care about quality teaching and they care about

quality teaching, and that’s genuine. Provided it doesn’t interfere with their

research. ...the teaching staff are always second-class citizens, always...

Always second-class citizens, but that’s their choice.... [Lecturer Extract

58]
Lecturer H also makes the point that there is a negative association with being teaching
focused rather than research-focused, and hints that having both is quite difficult. Lecturer
H offers a good example of the perception academics have of the norms in their working
environment. These norms create the social rules in the system, and despite academics
being semi-autonomous employees with a certain degree of academic freedom, their
actions are owned by social processes that encourage some behaviours over other
behaviours. The imperative to prioritise research has overshadowed the expectation for
lecturers to be good teachers.

The higher educational discourse around teaching at VUW does not openly come

out and say be a bad teacher — or don’t care about teaching, in fact, it says the opposite,
but it delivers a clearer message around prioritising research which unlike teaching has

both incentives and penalties for academics. The gains from research regarding
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promotion, career development and interest outweigh the intangible intrinsic benefits of

29 ¢¢

teaching, especially when staff who focus on teaching through “their choice” “are always
second-class citizens”. The effect of this on the teaching and learning environment has
been to make research the place where lecturers devote the largest amount of their time.
The nature of academics being semi-autonomous allows for academics to have a
choice of action. For example, they can spend more or less of their time in either research
or teaching. However, as Lecturer G notes below, academic staff can be unaware that the
lack of time spent on teaching is a problem for students:
Int: So why don’t academics - why don’t you kind of learn some teaching
skills?
Lecturer G: Well first of all, ‘do all academics realise that this is a
problem?’ is the first question that you should ask, you know, because
unless it is - well for me you know it wasn’t really clear that that was a
problem yet... Until you saw that they [students] really don’t get, even the
first - the simplest thing that - even to us the simplest thing that we wanted
to teach. When they [students] don’t get that, then there’s a problem...
Okay, and | think it is to really make them [academics] see that it is a
problem, first, and then that’s when- that realisation will trigger you know
- okay how can the feedback look to say that, how can I actually improve
on this?... So the first step is that the lack of this awareness that that is a
problem... Ah, and then, going to further so, what is the best way to
actually deal with this? You know I’'m sure you know if you start reading
up there’ll be some books you know. Even just doing some self-reading on
how to improve, this would really go a long way to help the students... So
I think that they are equipped with that skill go and study how to do - how
to do better teaching. But with time restraints, research and all this and
that... They [academics] probably don’t have the time to do it, don’t want
to do it, don’t see any incentive to do it, and don’t realise there is a problem.
[Lecturer Extract 59]
Lecturer G points out that academics need to be made to see that the lack of effort in
developing teaching skills is a problem. However, it remains unclear who should be
making them do this, the Government, the VUW university senior management or ECS
senior managers. It appears to be that the power to act, to improve training or

performance, lies with the academic. However, it is complicated further as the
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Government places the responsibility for teaching quality on the university, but the
university makes it the individual academic’s responsibility. Ownership of teaching
quality becomes a contested space around accountability. The operation of power here in
the neoliberal accountability system of higher education acts to prioritise some actions
over others and establishes a hierarchy of meaning. The messages can be resisted or
altered, but at a cost to the academic staff, as noted earlier by Lecturer A. But, as Lecturer
G notes, the freedom to change what your priorities are is not necessarily understood in
the face of the existing processes.

At the same time, the Government and the university control the mechanisms and
have ownership of the system that allows the academics to assume ownership of their
actions regarding research or teaching. This notion of empowerment hides the
observational practices of the university which measures the performance of academics
and at the same ‘allows’ for an alternative choice by an individual academic. However,
in this situation it is unclear that the academic actually has much of a choice in the face
of the normalising behaviour. There is certainly the ability to choose a different action
and for example focus more on teaching but this would require considerable resistance in
the face of established practices and messages. Ownership by an academic over their
rights and responsibilities coupled with ownership over the academic staff's actions by
the Government through PBRF and then by VUW senior management policy makes the
current situation academics face a place of tension, as Lecturer G explains below:

Lecturer G: Well | would say in New Zealand you know... | think it it’s
amess. You’re there there’s no clear instruction if you want to do teaching
where’s the pathway you’re not told you’re not providing clear guidelines
on you know... If you’re an academic your main job is to teach, okay or
in a teaching-based university, you know... And then, on the other hand,
you go off and say you know oh, PBRF [Performance-Based Research
Fund] is, you know, what is the message? It’s actually completely - as an
academic | find that this message is conflicting... You know there’s no
clear instruction whatsoever okay, so, | just do what | can which is, I try to
teach as well as I can... but that that may just because of yourself your
personal values and so on you know... and at the same time you know
you’re interested in doing research, and you want to because of promotion

and all those other... So, for me | recognise that, if you look at the job
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description it was actually to teach... Okay, but then on the ground you

know very well it’s actually based on your research....

Int: But are there any actual career penalties that you know of if you are

a bad teacher?

Lecturer G: Well you can suck at teaching, and you can do good research

and no one no one’s going to come knocking on your door

Int: Okay, yep, so do you think that affects the way we teach our courses?

Lecturer G: Well the inaction actually promotes, just by virtual

inaction... You know you are in fact promoting it... Not actively we are

promoting, but by not doing anything we are in fact promoting it. [Lecturer

Extract 60]
The conflicting messages Lecturer G describes regarding research and teaching
requirements is a key aspect of the way academic staff experience the effect of power in
the workplace social system. Lecturer G recognises that despite the conflicting messages:
“if you look at the job description it was actually to teach” but sees the underlying
message in the discourse as one of not concentrating on teaching: “Okay, but then on the
ground you know very well it’s actually based on your research”. With this realisation
Lecturer G also notes that there are limited penalties for not being a good teacher if you
are a good researcher: “Well you can suck at teaching, and you can do good research and
No one no one’s going to come knocking on your door”. This lack of accountability in
one aspect of the job, if the other compensates, is evidence of a process that contains a
meaning for behaviour. It is a truth-making process in the discourse — which is to say it
is what is accepted as the correct or true way of acting. Lecturer G further provides
evidence of this process when they identify that by failing to improve teaching or
prioritise it by not acting to address or improve it VUW and ECS and the academic staff
are at the least, effectively promoting the system where teaching is undervalued, or at the
worst promoting bad teaching.

Ownership of the academics identifies that there are visible reactions and
responses by staff to the perceived exercise of power from management to focus on
research over teaching, which involves individual academics’ perception of their role
within the teaching and learning environment. This, of course, does not suggest that there
is not the pressure to teach well, as there most certainly is, but academic staff have only
so much time in which to meet the competing demands, and research performance is

perceived as a non-negotiable priority.
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8.2 Too Many Demands — Too Little Time

Academic staff are time-poor in a workplace with an abundance of expectations.
Workload was identified by staff at VUW in the 2015 Victoria Staff Survey as a priority
problem with staff reporting that workload was unmanageable and that they did not have
enough time, this was acknowledged by the Vice-Chancellor in the Victoria News
(Guilford, 2016). Intensification of work demands, the pressure to prioritise aspects of
the job over others, is a major factor in the lecturer statements of this thesis and has been
identified in the literature as a common occurrence in tertiary higher education. For
example, Gill’s (2009) research investigated the labour processes, organisational
governance and conditions of production within the academic community and noted that
the intensification of workload is “an endemic feature of academic life” that rarely gets
serious discussion (p. 234). Gill’s examination of emails, conversations, university
memos, and her own experiences as a lecturer in the United Kingdom, led her to conclude
that academics are overloaded in an expanding workplace that epitomises an audit culture
leaving staff no-time to do anything other than what is immediately required. This culture
promotes unpaid overtime to keep up, which is silenced or rendered invisible as there is
no institutional discussion or collective pushback by academics. It is, as Gill describes, a
collective structural problem where resistance is met with the rhetoric that this is all part
of the job and if you cannot handle it you should leave academia.

Gill (2009) argues that the university structure individualises academics as work
demands are directed to individuals as their responsibility rather than a collective
university responsibility. In turn, this structure fits with an academic’s own understanding
of their perceived freedom to be, self-governing and self-disciplined. For Gill this causes
academics to:

model neoliberal subjects whose working practices and 'psychic habitus'
(to stretch Bourdieu a little towards my psychosocial concerns) constitute
us as self-regulating, calculating, conscientious and responsibilised. The
‘freedom’, ‘flexibility’ and ‘autonomy' of neoliberal forms of
governmentality has proved far more effective for extracting 'surplus
value' or at least vastly more time spent working, then any older modalities
of power (though, of course, feudal and other forms co-exist quite
comfortably with these in the operation of Universities). (p. 237)
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The academic is at the centre of a power struggle connecting business demands, academic
freedom and educational goals. The normalised behaviour for academic staff has
embraced business models of accountability and neoliberalisation in the guise of freedom
and autonomy of agency, but in reality, there is a breakdown of autonomy as work
demands increase. Gill notes, where this pressure is felt the most by academics is the need
to publish because this is where academics are subject to surveillance and assessment for
both quality and quantity of output with continued employment a constant threat. This is
in effect a disciplinary process of control.

Anderson and Grinberg (1998) argue that educational systems, like universities,
control the behaviour of students, faculty, administrators, and staff through rules and laws
and accepted norms. Self-discipline and group control is achieved by individuals
internalising what is accepted as correct behaviour which has some effect on reducing the
need for explicit control. Individuals become complicit in acting within the boundaries of
accepted dissent or acquiescence in the social context. Thus the decision to act or respond
in a particular way to given social situations helps propagate what is considered correct
behaviour if enough people do it. For example when enough lecturers decide to spend
more time researching than developing teaching, then this becomes normal practice and
may be propagated further to the next generations of academics.

This practice is in direct contrast to the university’s message that there should be
a connection between research and teaching. Research-led Teaching is another example
of the interaction between rules and norms of behaviour. It is a Government requirement
and expectation of the university that staff use Research-led Teaching, however due to
there being no time available for academics to develop this, or any institutional guidance
for how to do this, it does not form a deliberate practice. So just what is Research-led
Teaching? According to the VUW Learning and Teaching Strategy, it is considered a
central aspect of what makes a university different to other tertiary institutions, such as
polytechnics:

Research-led teaching is among the features that distinguish universities
from tertiary institutions of other kinds. Victoria’s strength as a research-
intensive university can add particular value to the linkage of research and
teaching. Research-led teaching, properly understood, is a reflective
process benefiting both activities. Most undergraduate teaching is geared
to content delivery, but the content that is delivered must be continually

shaped and contextualised by research in the area. Staff and students are
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thereby able to engage actively and productively in research that informs
and improves teaching and in teaching that generates new directions for
research. Researchers face the challenges of contributing to continuously
renewed curriculum, of providing opportunities for students to develop
their own research and inquiry skills and of communicating their own
research to new audiences. Students can benefit from the intellectual
excitement of discovery in a research environment, as well as from the
development of skills and attributes that fit them well for employment or
further study. Placing a stronger emphasis on the scholarship of teaching
will enable the University to ensure that current research on the theory and
practice of teaching informs educational practices. Both the Research
Strategy and the Learning and Teaching Strategy are predicated on the
importance of this integration as a basis for the delivery of academic
programmes. The Learning and Teaching Strategy sets out actions to
support the development of research-led teaching practice of excellent
quality (Victoria University of Wellington, 2009, p. 5). [Non-Interviewed
Extract 32]
Beyond this statement, very little official policy documentation is available on how
research led teaching should be, or is, done at VUW despite its importance being stressed
in government and university documents (Ministry of Education, 2014; Victoria
University of Wellington, Learning and Teaching Strategy 2009 & Strategic Plan 2004).
The understanding of what Research-Led Teaching means for actual practice seems to
have no official guidance despite its continued reference.

Moeung’s (2013) comparative study of Research-Led Teaching in higher
education noted that the NZ Government and all NZ universities stressed the significance
of Research-Led Teaching in both documentation and mission statements. This suggests
that at least on some level it is perceived as a core mission imperative and with that an
assumption that it has positive effects on the teaching and learning nexus. Moeung
conducted semi-structured interviews with academics (including those at VUW) and
combined this with document analysis. This research concluded that the PBRF system in
NZ supported and encouraged research but that:

NZ participants found it [PBRF] a challenge for them as this program tend

to focus too much on research but not teaching or learning. Also, so much
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time was spent on conducting research that it restricted academics from
having much teaching time with students. (Moeung, 2013, p. 79)
Moeung found that research activities were actively supported as this improved university
rankings and funding, but little to no support was given to how research might be used to
inform teaching practice and enhance student learning. Academics reduced the time spent
on teaching and prioritised their time for research (Moeung, 2013).

Lecturers ignore or resist institutional demands to incorporate Research-Led
Teaching into their practice due to their perception of an excessive workload, priority
directives to research and an inability to know how to incorporate their research into
teaching. This action represents a choice for the academic staff, and a place within the
social situation where the choice is easy to make, as it is an accepted practice. The
university message does not bring any form of serious accountability for an academic that
does not develop research-led teaching. The discourse promotes other messages in a more
dominant way. This is a normalising process where we can see power-relations in action.
For example, Moeung cites two Victoria lecturers:

There has been an external challenge which had been around the PBRF
pushing all staff to be research active. (NZL#3)
The suspicion was that, last year, the PBRF would not care if academics
did not teach as long as academics got research projects done for the
university. (NZL#1). (p. 70)
Moeung’s example illustrates lecturers experiencing the operation of power and this
experience shown in the lecturer interviews is also common for lecturers in the ECS first
year teaching and learning environment.

Hemer (2014) draws similar conclusions. Workload and the rewards system for
research provide very little incentive for academics to spend time on learning better
pedagogical practices and improving teaching practice (Hemer, 2014). Hemer noted that
this situation reflected structural changes within universities associated with
neoliberalisation, and a managerialist accountable environment which has increased
control over policies and processes of staff (Hemer, 2014). Hemer concluded that:

While there is research being done around innovations to teaching
practices that promote quality, this study indicates that most academics on
the ground have little knowledge of it. There appears to be a level of
disconnect between the research literature and those people practising

teaching. As it stands, there is little in the rewards structure at
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universities...in promotion criteria or in awards, to motivate academics to

find the time to keep up-to-date with the literature and research on

pedagogy and quality. (pp.492-493)
Academic staff interpret the messages they receive as part of the institutional discourse
and, in turn, decide how best to operate within these demands. Some institutional
directives like Research-Led Teaching can be ignored as they have fewer negative
implications than others, such as actual research. Academic staff have a certain amount
of freedom to navigate the institutional demands and can see which demands have more
impact on their day to day practice revealing power at work in the discourse. The power
to ignore the Research-Led Teaching policy directive by academic staff is afforded by
senior leadership as no checks and balances exist to ensure the policy is complied with.
Moreover, in the absence of clear guidelines or developed institutional practices,
academic staff are free to interpret exactly what Research-Led Teaching means. In
contrast, there are penalties for not spending time researching, and there are very real
career implications for academic staff who do not spend time delivering research outputs.
The university is, in effect, controlling the behaviour of its academic staff through the
operation of power in the discourse and is exerting a form of ownership of action over

academic staff.

8.3 Summary

This chapter has explored how ownership in the educational space is exercised in a way
that both empowers academic staff to own their role at the university, but also removes
ownership from them through systemic Government and university processes. These
processes operate through the dissemination of meanings (and absence of meanings),
norms and beliefs, and results in forms of control over the actions lecturers choose to
undertake or not. The discourse at work is complex, with multiple meanings in operation
giving rise to tension in the teaching and learning space as academic staff navigate the
need to meet competing demands which ultimately prioritise research over teaching. This
is an artefact of the neoliberal university which seeks to organise and manage academic
staff in relation to business models and outputs underpinned by a desire for higher
education to be economically accountable. Academic staff describe themselves as

individuals with a sense of freedom of action but at the same time as employees with
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limited freedom. The notion of freedom centres on their understanding of their rights and
responsibilities in relation to the messages they receive in the discourse. There is a
contradiction of purpose at work between teaching and research. How much time and
effort should an academic spend on teaching and developing teaching best-practice versus
the time spent on research and developing research outputs? The analysis presented here
suggests that despite a feeling of frustration by some academics regarding how little time
they get for developing teaching, the need to do research is regarded as more important.
Thus, the tension between ownership of action - rights and responsibilities, illuminates
power-relations at work in the discourse. While academic staff have an understanding of
their right to certain actions the dominant messages in the discourse have normalised their
actions in particular ways. The lecturers are experiencing power and in turn manifesting
it in the teaching and learning environment.

In the following (and final) chapter, | give my reflections on the analysis and
discussion of previous chapters. | also offer some suggestions for alternatives to the
current situation at VUW and ECS, and finish with a reflection on my experiences of
using FDA in a workplace environment involving analysis of colleagues. In doing so, |

hope to provide insight for people who wish to explore FDA as a research approach.
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CHAPTER NINE: MY REFLECTIONS

This final chapter presents my reflection on the research presented in this thesis; the
contribution to existing literature, my position and my recommendations about how the
teaching and learning environment may be improved in ECS — based on my analysis.

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis provided the primary philosophical and
theoretical approach used in this thesis. It is worth reiterating that FDA is an analytical
tool facilitating the statements, observations and conclusions made by me. However,
those statements, observations and conclusions do not have the status of ‘truth’, but
neither are they speculation or purely relativistic - rather they are a critique of possible
truths, and contingent on my subjectivity. What is clear to me, both ethically and
philosophically, is that this thesis contains my subjective interpretations of the texts, and
environment | work in, with an FDA-inspired analysis. All observations and analysis
around the primary sources (whether textual or interview-based) are mine, informed by
my interpretation of the discourse.

The goal of this thesis was to explore how power is experienced and manifested
by lecturers in the Bachelor of Engineering (Hons) first-year teaching and learning
environment at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW), New Zealand. Moreover, in
doing so illuminate the impact of the operation of power-relations in the teaching and
learning environment.

| originally set out to understand the challenge of STEM students recruitment and
success through analysis of interviews with students themselves, conducting, recording
and analysing more than a hundred such interviews. Paradoxically, this analysis, though
alluded to only briefly in the introductory sections of this thesis, laid the foundation for
the work that came to be the focus of this research — on the institution and its employees.
The educational-social situation examined in this thesis was framed through the
conception of ownership as a means to identify the operation of power in the teaching and
learning environment, and bears some similarities with Foucault’s notion of
governmentality. The lecturer discourse drawn from transcribed interviews was the
primary focus of the analysis, as this provided an alternative way to examine this
environment from the traditional student-focused research in STEM education (discussed

in chapter one). In conjunction with these lecturer interviews, textual material from
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Government and university sources were also examined. The combined analysis of the
lecturer interviews and the government and university documentation provides one view
of how the operation of power can be understood, and its effects explained. Consistent
with the philosophical underpinnings of this analysis, this explanation should not be taken
as an absolute truth or a definitive understanding of the situation, but one way of seeing
the discourse.

I’ve tried to provide readers with an FDA perspective. That is to say, the
information presented in the chapters above is not a discretely compartmentalised
teleological narrative. Instead, the chapters present the teaching and learning environment
as a complex discursive field, with components constantly on the move, creating and
disseminating particular forms of meaning, while simultaneously resisting and excluding
other forms of meaning. This is the operation of power. Power is not a thing in itself, but
is witnessed in the operation of society and enacted by people.

The operation of power in the discursive field illustrates a nexus of interconnected
messages and processes, revealed through discourse, and the lecturers play a central part
in shaping actions within the teaching and learning space. Recognising the need to
consider the actions of academic staff, or their resistance to suggested actions, is perhaps
the single most significant contribution this thesis makes. As discussed in chapter one,
studies that examine teaching and learning environments from a purely student-centred
approach, while extremely important, run the risk of missing other, equally important,
processes that shape the learning space students experience.

The teaching and learning environment is a system in which individuals (in
particular, the academic staff) form a central part. The similarity of responses by lecturers
to the interview questions presented in this thesis suggests that they share a common
understanding of messages in the discursive field. From an FDA perspective, this
indicates that there are meanings being conveyed, acted upon, or resisted in the discourse.
These lecturers are not separate from the effects of power in this space, but rather are
integral components of the system, both acting and acted upon. Lecturers experience,
interpret, and reinterpret and manifest, messages in the discourse and are thus able to
shape further meaning through the unfolding discourse.

What does this all mean for understanding the impact on those involved? It means
that we need to look beyond individual situations like, the classroom experience, and
examine the larger situation if we are to make significant changes to the way we educate

people.
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The operation of power discussed in this thesis highlights a sense of ownership,
over rights and responsibilities considered to be a series of social “actions upon actions”
or rather processes “to structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault, 1983, p.
221). Government, business, and university policy, coupled with lecturer perceptions,
actions and inactions, reveal the operation of power networks in the teaching and learning
environment. For example, Government and businesses are looking for engineering
graduates. Government-derived university funding is conditional on a mixture of
recruitment, course completion and graduation numbers, with an additional and outsize
demand for research outputs. VUW looks to meet all of these targets and have high
national and international university rankings. Within VUW, faculties and schools seek
to meet their course completion and graduation targets, while maintaining the quality of
student outcomes. All while also being accountable for the quality of their research. As a
result, lecturers experience multiple pressures to maintain their standards of educational
quality, teach courses and conduct research while also contributing to administrative
duties.

To date, despite several attempts to reshape courses, ECS has been unable to
undertake a comprehensive, student-centred, curriculum or teaching review to identify
where and why students are not achieving Part 1. My conclusion, based on the research
summarised in this thesis, is that ECS’ previous reviews have been unsuccessful in
improving student pass rates because the staff have not considered, or been warranted the
opportunity to consider, solid pedagogical evidence or practices relating to teaching and
curriculum design. The question remains why? My analysis suggests that the institution,
rather than the individuals that comprise the teaching staff in ECS, have enabled an
environment that does not in turn enable staff to develop the necessary skills or devote
the necessary time required to do so. There is a constant push and pull on the individual
academic staff which creates a sense of frustration in many about not being able to meet
all of their workplace demands.

While Government and business exert ownership over the university, it, in turn,
applies it over lecturers who react with counter-ownership. This exercise of power is a
continuous series of actions and reactions, compliance and resistance. For example, as
discussed earlier, ECS’s inability to exercise meaningful control over VUW entry
standards for the BE leads to the reluctance of lecturers to amend the academic demands

of their courses. The resistance to making courses that can cater to a diversity of student
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capability leads to the scaling of course marks to pass enough students to meet
government and university targets.

There is a growing gap between the responsibility and rights of all the groups
listed in Table 4.1. The lecturers have ownership over the right to construct curriculum,
but do not have to do so in cooperation, or even communication, with each other; some
lecturers want to share their teaching and curriculum development, while others do not.
This lack of communication and integration results in an individualistic first year teaching
culture and course design. The acquisition of teaching skills by academic staff is not
emphasised in the operational procedures and imperatives of the university. Despite this,
there is a growing realisation that we need to operate differently to meet the needs of the
students, and lecturing staff.

Above all, there is a constant message in the interviews of increasing and
competing pressures on academics. Lecturers describe a lack of time to meet the pressures
historically placed upon them, let alone the added demands remediation would
necessitate. Ownership of the course and classroom teaching is given to academics, but
not in a way where they feel empowered to improve content, context or process. This
problem is exacerbated by the competing demands of research, publishing,
administration, and the agenda of recruitment and retention. ’Ownership’ in the teaching
and learning space represents a manifestation of power, and also of resistance to power,
by the multiple parties who have ‘ownership’. The consequence of competing ownership
on the teaching and learning space suggests negative effects for students. This is where
we see the operation of power not in a delineated conscious directional sense, but a series
of interlocking actions that shape the discourse and create a sense of truth — a sense of a
certain way of operating that appears to be normal or natural. Moreover, as Borch (2005)
notes, this is where power is at work in systems to order the actions of individuals as
reproducible rational choices. The actions taken appear coherent, as they are the actions
of individuals operating in relation to a constructed rationality of purpose in the social-
institutional milieu, which comprises and encompasses society, and people who operate
in it. For example, we can describe a society in many ways: the global world, the national
environment, the workplace, the home, an almost infinite series of situations can be
defined. These situations interact and influence others and yet sometimes do not come
into contact with others. The operation of power can be witnessed, in specific contexts,
like ECS.
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However, it is vital to see, as Foucault did, that power relations in society do not
conform to a single central force or plan. While particular individuals, groups and
institutions (such as the Church or government) operate to disseminate or direct actions
upon others, there is no coordinated master plan that predetermines exactly how things
will happen (Deacon, 2002). To be clear, that is not to say; we are not all part of systems
and processes that include the construction of apparatuses - such as governmentality or
neoliberalism that emerge within the societies as producers of actions upon others — it is
just that this operation is not the sole central point of primacy for the operation of power.
As | have discussed, there is a neoliberal STEM crisis discourse at work in the discursive
field influencing the operation of power. However, it is not the sole owner or operator of
power in the teaching and learning environment. Power is in operation at all levels of
society and is both top down and bottom up.

The actions of governments and social institutions are some of the places where
we can witness the operation of power over individuals and groups, but these are not
universal or autonomous sources of power. Policies and processes within these
institutions are dynamic, changing over time (Jessop, 2006). For example, pressures
within the current neoliberal process affect social interactions, and it is individuals acting
within these systems that exhibit a certain degree of freedom of practice to accept and act,
or reject and resist, these practices of power within the context of their specific social
environment (Foucault, 1980).

With that in mind, the university, and in this case ECS, represents a particular
collective social context that reacts to the exercise of government policy exercised
through its senior management structures and policy directives. Department management,
in turn, filters this and reacts accordingly, as do the lecturers and students. This action
and reaction is always conducted by individuals or groups within the system via means
of accountabilities (See Table 4.1) and it is through this complex network that the
operation of power takes place, as both visible and invisible actions of either conformity
or resistance. In this operation, power is diffuse within what is effectively a disciplinary
society.

There is a visible colonising of the university system by neoliberal economic
pressures, including the drive for universities to be accountable economic contributors.
This neoliberal process is the creation of a discursive regime that has formed a normalised

truth to its operation and is interpreted by lecturers as ‘how it is’, which in turn subjugates
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and subjectifies both the lecturer and the student and, one could argue, university
management and government.

While this thesis has not focused on examining the effect of the operation of power
on students, it would be fair to suggest that the situations described by the lecturers impact
student success, and contribute to the reification of practices that become self-
perpetuating. Further research that connects the teaching and learning environment and
the way academic staff operate in it to the student experience would, | argue, greatly

improve our understanding of barriers to student success.

9.1 The Contribution to Existing Research

In this thesis | used discourse analysis inspired by the work of Michel Foucault (FDA) to
describe power-relations in an interconnected social situation. My research sits within a
sub-field of the broader field of discourse analysis that investigates higher educational
institutions, as organisations, cites of politics, policy and marketplaces, spaces of teaching
and learning and as places of social behaviour. This research is in keeping with other FDA
research, some of which was described and discussed in chapter two, that focused on the
operation of power and discourse.

My application of FDA shares similarities and objectives with the work of other
discourse analysts that have used Foucault to examine power in higher education, and
health studies (see, chapter two). For example, my FDA approach is similar to that used
in CDA by Fairclough, although I did not start with the intention of having a political
view of power, hence my desire to call it FDA rather than CDA. My research focused
initially on the operation of the discourse in creating actions within the particular setting
of ECS and saw the actions being practices of social relations. This is not purely a
domination process but rather a way of seeing how certain practices may come in
acceptance and at the same time come to be resisted. As the lecturer interviews developed,
it became clear to me that there were political discourses at work. I certainly had a desire
to investigate what was occurring in ECS with a view to eventually improving student
outcomes.

In doing so, | had an agenda common to FDA/CDA research, which seeks to solve
a social problem or at least have some practical relevance. | did not use the level of

linguistic analysis often seen in CDA which also focuses on grammar, vocabulary,
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phonology. Instead, | focused more on the thematic and semantic aspect of the text (Van
Dijk, 2011). In this sense | was concerned with discursive practices, which simply put is
where the rules of a social situation allow something to be said or not said, thus revealing
norms of behaviour and the operation of power. | also did not start with a position that
saw the dominance of social power as a form of abuse and injustice as some CDA
proponents do (Jorgensen & Philips, 2002; Van Dijk 2009.). This final point is a
significant difference between FDA and CDA, power is always at work in text and social
practices, but for the proponent of FDA it is not always negative and does not always
produce inequity, rather power produces particular kinds of knowledge (Foucault, 1978).

Similarly, my work did not seek to frame the examination of power-relations
within a specific concept like biopower, or governmentality, from Foucault’s toolkit.
Instead, I drew from across Foucault’s corpus about discourse analysis and power. I share
the same belief as O’Farrell (2005) who sees Foucault’s concept of Governmentality as
being the same as his notion of discursive practice: “Thus, even if Foucault does not
specifically use the term ‘discursive practice’ in his discussion of anti-Machiavellian
literature in his famous lecture on ‘Governmentality’ (1978v), he is still clearly referring
to this notion” (p.74). Governmentality inspired by Foucault has, according to Mcllvenny,
Klausen, and Lindegaard (2016) become a field of research in its own right (p.1). Though
they also note that within DA “there have not been many attempts to connect up the notion
of discourse with the later work of Foucault and even fewer have attempted to explicitly
investigate discourse and governmentality”. (p.2). For Mcllvenny and colleagues (2016),
most discourse analysts have largely ignored Foucault’s later work on Governmentality
favouring his earlier works, in particular, The Order of Discourse. | confess to being one
of these analysts. As such, in this study, | have drawn from the work of Foucault, but have
stopped short of suggesting that this study is solely an archaeological analysis or analysis
of biopower or governmentality. Rather this is a Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis
of power relations that focuses on discursive themes and contributes an expansion of
knowledge about how staff in a university department operate in relation to the operation
of power.

Looking forward, | can see an interpretation, and perhaps explicit development of
my work that focuses on Governmentality as a means of further investigating and
theorising about the rationalities, programmes and techniques and subjectivities — the
places governance over conduct is given shape in the discursive practices of the social.

And for that matter an explicit unpicking of the control of indiividuals and groups from a
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perspective of biopower. These works would not alter the substance of my current
Foucauldian findings but would instead allow for more in-depth analysis of specific
aspects of the use of power.

My study forms part of a small but growing engagement in STEM education with
the work of Foucault (discussed in chapter two). This developing literature is being used
to critique power-relations within education, with efforts particularly focused on gender
imbalance and racial inequality (e.g., Henwood, 1998; Riley & Sciarra, 2006; Phipps,
2007; Riley 2008; Riley, Pawley, Tucker, & Catalano, 2009; Riley & Claris, 2009; Claris
& Riley 2012; Beddoes, 2011; Beddoes, Schimpf & Pawley, 2013). My work does not
specifically look at inequality of gender and race in the student or staff cohort. However,
it does share in the underlying desire to examine in-house practices that may be the root
cause of some of the failures in STEM departments to increase course completion
numbers of students, be they male, female, transgender, or non-gender specific, or for that
matter from a racially or economically disadvantaged or advantaged.

| share a similar desire with this group, and my work has common ground with
that of Beddoes, Schimpf and Pawley (2013) who investigated female career pathways
and experiences with parental leave policy in STEM faculty. Their research looked at the
discourse within institutions from a perspective of interviews with 29 female staff and
identified within the discourse practices that established negative meanings towards
pregnancy in an academic role. Their Foucauldian examination, like that of my own,
illustrates that in higher education subjectification and normalisation of behaviour has a
powerful effect on the day-to-day processes of people. A fear culture is experienced and
inadvertently recreated through the actions of the female staff. This is similar to the
finding in my study which shows that the discourse creates accepted beliefs and practices
even when staff note that there are other perhaps more ethical ways of acting, for example,
spending time improving teaching or conducting research. Beddoes et al. (2013) note that
there is a strong message that if you want to have children as a female staff member, then
academia is not the place to be. VUW and ECS, in turn, have the message that being an
academic means prioritising research over teaching. What is occurring here are truth-
making processes. It is not that these notions represent the truth but that they represent a
correct way of acting in a specific situation — this is the operation of power.

Foucault has also been used to stimulate engagement with STEM educational

practices as a means of critiquing power-relation and the notions of truth, the creation of
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subject positions, and how discourses have traditionally presented knowledge. As Bazzul
and Carter (2017) note the theories of Foucault can be used to:
render science education discourses and practices so they can no longer
stand the way they stood before. Science educators can go further than
acknowledging ‘bias’ by outlining how science education, among many
other things, carries the effects of power and can work to constitute the
subjectivities of students, teachers, and researchers in particular ways
(p.446).
This is an important step for STEM education researchers who for many years have
presented a predominantly positivistic understanding and assumption of educational
practices (see discussion in chapter one). The notion of critiquing STEM education with
Foucault is gaining popularity (e.g., Bencze & Carter, 2011; Pierce, 2012; Sharma &
Muzaffar, 2012; Melville & Bartley 2013). STEM work in FDA such as that of Melville
and Bartley (2013) has focused on examining discourse to challenge dominant power-
relations, arguing that the resistance to dominant discourse in teacher identity and issues
in national curriculum would require a bringing together of teachers across multiple sites.
Similarly, my thesis was concerned with lecturer’s identity, but more about how they
fitted into the operation of power in ECS.

My focus adds to this by focusing on the staff rather than the students, though in
my case it was an examination of one specific engineering department and an attempt to
cross multiple sites of discourse. | used FDA to look at the micro-analytical level where
| examined lecturer interviews, meso-analytical in that | drew on practices within the
department and university, and macro-analytical level to examine connections between
government and university policy documents. | believe my study makes a good attempt
to bride the micro, meso and macro levels, but | must also point out that in many cases
my research could only scratch the surface of this process. Alvesson and Karreman (2000)
note that attempting to analyse micro and macro levels of discourse are “not easy to
account for both in the same study. This should not, however, discourage such efforts.
Rigour should sometimes be downplayed for the benefit of social relevance” (p.1134).
My aim was to reveal the tensions in the discourse between these levels and how they
impacted on academic staff and how this may problematise the teaching and learning
environment. It was not a top-down approach beginning with an acute understanding of
the problem; rather it started with an examination of the interview texts as the starting

point for pattern recognition of themes. In this sense, it was located in an FDA theoretical
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basis by starting from the bottom (the lecturers’ interviews) and looking at themes within
the discourse for social practices that revealed power-relations. These were the themes
where the lecturers described processes (their description of issues affecting them and
students and their description of their practices). By using the themes in the interviews, |
expanded my analysis to look for corresponding or diverging themes within university
and government policy documents.

The interview texts were examined and where similar thematic content appeared
were selected for further analysis of meaning and subjected to the questioning process
described in chapter three. The interview texts provided the basis for the selection of
policy texts as | connected the themes to processes in the university, it was here also the
embedded nature of my place in ECS and VUW enabled me to have an understanding of
what the lecturers were referring too. Only concepts that were identified in the majority
of the interviews were used for the analysis. These concepts were in turn questioned on
their own with regards to meaning in the text using Thomson’s (2011) set of questions
and then again questioned regarding the way the other academics discussed the same
concept — for example, such as the concept of PBRF or the concept of course design.
While meaning was derived through analysis of text contents through discourse analysis
but is not free from my own biases as a staff member in ECS, the only method of
reliability in selecting specific aspects of the text for interpretation reflect my experiences
of the teaching and learning environment in ECS education.

The findings were discussed with my supervisory team as a means of validating
the choice of texts and cross-checking that |1 was not misreading the connections or
themes. While all attempts to make this data reliable and verifiable, discourse analysis
does present particular challenges to these concepts. Cross-checking with my three
supervisors enabled me to question the categorisation of the data and obtain different
reference points for looking at the text from what would have been possible on my own.
A central aspect of this analysis was the construction of a map of the discursive field seen
in Table 4.1 chapter four.

My aim with this table was to map the discursive field while conforming to a
Foucauldian concept of power and resistance, where all power-relations are productive
but at the same time enables sites of tension to be examined for the operation of power.
Table 4.1 as such represents a map of groups where ownership is expressed as a right or
a responsibility. Inherent in the concept of ownership is a Foucauldian understanding of

power in that people also have the ability not to exert ownership. And by not exerting
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ownership can present resistance to the normalising process of ownership. Ownership as
a social function has an inherent ethical and economic component. In this manner, I
conceive of ownership as a concept that incorporates Foucault’s notion of power-relations
in discourse that seek to govern the conduct of individuals and groups, their actions and
conduct as a subjectifying and normalising process (see discussion in chapter two). | used
ownership as a word/concept for a way to see subject positions and their overlapping
power—relations in the context under investigation. In FDA, this means examining the
discourses within the lecturer interviews, and the government and university documents,
alongside relevant literature to see how academic staff became subjectified in the
discourses through their experience of power and how in turn they manifested their own
power, as compliance or resistance in the teaching and learning environment. In essence,
Table 4.1 while being a map of the discursive field also represents a depiction of the
higher education neoliberal teaching and learning environment resplendent with
accountabilities.

There is an alignment between my work here and the extant research of Ball
(2015), Shore and Wright (1999, 2000, 2003 and 2015) and Morley (2003) who examined
higher educational discourses in relation to neoliberalism and its accountability and audit
culture using a Foucauldian notion of power-relations. These authors, who examined
primarily educational policy suggested that the construction of meaning in higher
education has an impact on the way micro and meso-level practices become established
as taken-for-granted by institutions and staff. My thesis like their work is an attempt to
unpick the dominant discourses operating in higher education and its impact, including
an understanding of resistance to what is a normalising process. These authors use the
very form of critique espoused by Foucault as a means of challenging what they see as
the negative consequence of neoliberalism. Importantly, these authors see the connection
between daily practices of accountability and an audit culture which conditions the
possibility of actions.

For example, Morley (2003) applied a Foucauldian understanding of power-
relations to her interview texts analysis to “begin to uncover some of some of the ways in
which quality, as a regime of power, is experienced by academics and managers in higher
education” (p.vii). As such, her work has a connection to my own. She set out to
investigate “power in terms of macro-systems of accountability, surveillance and
regulation, and also in the microprocesses of organizational life, that is, how quality

assurance influences culture, relationships, subjectivities and identities in the academy”
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(p.vii). In doing so, she uncovered a pervasive process in universities regarding quality
assurance whereby resistance to the dominant discourse of improvement through
accountability was undermined by managers who utilised a language of improvement to
elicit compliance lest staff be seen as not wanting to improve outcomes. In a similar vein
my concept of ownership expressed through rights and responsibilities also questions
autonomy and accountability seeing the perceived threat to autonomy from the desire to
increase the number of engineering students and graduates, and contribute to the
economic well-being of ECS, the university and the nation. This is the operation of power
in discourse shaping practice and belief in shared (or normalised) neoliberal moral and
economic goals. At the same time, there is an opportunity for resistance by academic staff
through a constructed identity of academic freedom which enables academic staff to
decide on how to act and the very act of criticism expressed in the lecture texts towards
university and government policy. However, a significant finding of my research is that
this notion of free action or free will to resist or conceptualise of an alternative is relegated
to a form of criticism against policy, whereas academic staff practice acts to normalise
the process being criticised.

9.2 My Position in this Research

One of the major challenges of this study was my proximity to my research subjects and
situation - my colleagues and workplace. Given my closeness to the situation | have
studied, as a VUW and ECS staff member for ten years, | have a perspective of events
and situations that can affect my interpretation of events. | have been a student advisor
and project manager, and | am currently the manager of our student retention and
development team working in pastoral care and managing tutor support in ECS, an
academic, first-year programme director and a member of the ECS senior executive
management team. As such | am embedded and invested in the ECS programme. | care
about the education of students and the delivery of a quality programme, and this is
something | cannot easily separate from my research; indeed, it is the reason for my
research. This does not suggest that my research is invalid but, rather, that as a researcher
I have to be reflexive while undertaking and presenting my research. To assist in this, my
supervisory team, comprising a Lecturer who is a linguist and academic developer, a

Professor in psychology and a Professor in electronic and computer systems (who is also
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the Dean of Engineering) worked closely with me to ensure the material was the result of
analysis rather than prejudgement.

The proximity to the research subjects and environment is also a major strength,
as | am part of the discourse at work in the teaching and learning environment giving me
a unique perspective. As an insider, | was able to have insight into both the daily and
strategic operations of ECS. The lecturers, knowing me personally, enabled for what |
believe was very honest and confronting set of interviews. In my experience, these
answers reflected my own, and my supervisory team’s understanding of academic
experiences in ECS and other places across VUW. Indeed, these existing relationships
provided me access to participants and discourses that might otherwise have been
inaccessible, allowing me to paint a representative picture based on the representative
collection of contributors to the first-year Programme.

While | have described literature from the broader STEM and educational
literature suggesting that similar experiences may be occurring elsewhere, my findings,
by necessity are restricted to ECS within VUW. Furthermore, my research used the
lecturer interviews as the primary sources of discourse for analysis and were restricted by
what academic staff said in a particular and contrived context. As such, while there were
other areas of investigation (for example, the relationship to teaching and student
feedback) that could have been explored, if they were not raised in the interview, I did
not follow them up. I felt it was more robust for me to only work within the information
contained in the discourse I had at hand.

One strength of my position is that it offers an insider’s view of an educational
department in a neoliberal educational environment. Without my employment position
and proximity to the situation, the information contained in this thesis would not have
been accessible. As a result of this access, | was able to see a version of events that offer
a particular perspective on the operation of power (while also being an agent and subject
of power). Individuals are not the sole perpetrators of action without cause. The academic
staff are intrinsically connected to the messages they receive, and interpret, and enact as
operational behaviour. The messages inherent in the discourse and interpreted by the
academic staff affect the education of students and the ability of the institution to deliver
quality education. These messages are followed or ignored, dependent on the level of
resistance or acquiescence applied by the academic staff. This is often a collective action

rather than the actions of specific individuals and perhaps here lies a new way of looking
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at the situation. The teaching and learning environment should not be viewed as only

student-centred or academic-centred but as discourse centred.

9.3 Recommendations and Future Research

If the roots of many of these challenges lie in a superordinate neoliberal discourse,
Governments and institutions must look to a common educational goal and challenge the
neoliberal funding environment that disempowers the view of education as a social good,
and empowers a view of education as primarily an economic gain.

The effects of ownership and control over policies and practices are suggestive
that the operation of power is entrenched in Government, VUW and ECS. It is also
entrenched in the beliefs and practices of many staff. The STEM “crisis’ situates the
university and its staff in a position where the need for engineering students is critical for
meeting the business goals of the government and funding. The ownership of entry
processes by the university enables relative open entry enrolment. This in turn impacts
on the quality control of students and potentially student success in courses that do not,
and will not, cater for academically diverse students. The ownership of courses by
individual academics impacts on the processes of course design and delivery. This
directly connects with ownership of the teaching and learning whereby academic staff
prioritise and exercise reactionary methods to cope with workload priorities and demands
and raises questions over the operation of educational best practice and university ideals.
The ownership of academics presents a picture of the operation of power that suggests
that academics are encouraged to operate as individuals within the system, but there are
both personal and institutional accountabilities for their actions.

Academic departments and their parent universities should consider their
practices in relation to the messages that they receive and disseminate. FDA STEM
educational research offers STEM departments a way to look at their own processes, and
how these are affected by power-relations. This is the very thing that feminist and gender
researcher (like Henwood, 1998; Riley & Sciarra, 2006; Phipps, 2007; Riley 2008; Riley,
Pawley, Tucker, & Catalano, 2009; Riley & Claris, 2009; Claris & Riley 2012; Beddoes,
2011; Beddoes, Schimpf & Pawley, 2013) have been arguing in recent years. My research
offers ECS an opportunity to question what is occurring and reconceptualise our own
processes be they resistance to what is occurring or not. At the least it shifts the discussion
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(seen in chapter one) away from the students as being the dominant place STEM
educational researchers have looked to identify issues around poor completion rates in
STEM courses. This is especially the case because FDA, whilst being interested in
language, is also fundamentally interested in exploring the context beyond where
language is being spoken and: “asks questions about the relationship between discourse
and how people think or feel (subjectivity), what they may do (practices) and the material
conditions within which such experiences may take place” (Willig, 2001, p. 107). Future
government and university policy aimed towards increasing engineering student numbers
and success rates must take into account the capacity for programmes like ECS to increase
the time and effort needed by academic staff to develop inclusive and best practice
curriculum and teaching. For example, maintaining relative open entry obliges the
development of bridging courses to provide appropriate pathways for academically
diverse students and, until then, VUW should consider not allowing some students into
specific majors within the degree until we can be confident they can satisfy the demands
expected of them.

Research and teaching should be a shared collective goal. Academic staff should
not be encouraged to incentivise one over the other. The lack of institutional mechanisms
for lecturers to push-back, or to encourage and support, balanced work commitments is a
fault of the senior managers and organisational leaders. The role of senior management
in failing to identify issues and actively work towards the improvement of practices helps
perpetuate bad practices which undermine the core educational values VUW purports to
adhere too. Senior management should actively encourage, participate in, and support
research into higher education practices in the institution and programme. Armed with
this knowledge, VUW and ECS should work towards a positive culture change within the
institution. This will require a critical mass, as Melville and Bartley (2013) noted in their
study discussed in chapter two. For these authors systemic change was beyond the
capacity of individual staff and only through collective and shared practices of resistance
can widespread change occur. | would add to this that the work of other researchers in
FDA within STEM education is another possible avenue for future change. In my case
one result of this thesis was the agreement to set up an active teaching and learning
committee in ECS, starting in 2019. It is from thes places that at the very least discussion
can form the basis of change.

Future endeavours will ideally assist in improving an academic’s engagement

with pedagogy. Excellent teaching and curriculum must be an aspiration, but not only an
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aspiration - it should be common practice and part of the culture of the university and
ECS. Paramount in the thinking of all educators should be the process of teaching and
learning, and how students can be educated following best practice. Tertiary institutions
and educators have a duty of care and conduct that, if not constantly kept in mind (and
valued to be kept in mind), can be rapidly side-lined by business goals that focus on
money and research accountability and personal goals around research and career
promotion. The university should consider engaging in more dialogue with the
government about current practices.

Research should investigate the curriculum and the methods used to teach it and
identify to what extent these are affecting student success in ECS. It may be possible to
make improvements in this through a dedicated investigation into STEM teaching
pedagogy. There is also room for a wider institutional and pan-institutional research into
the way academic departments operate within universities, with a focus on understanding
how practices can be improved.

I look forward to a future where STEM recruitment and success has been more
successful, perhaps because initiatives have been informed by a less traditionally
quantitative focus on diagnostics and grades of students, but rather a more holistic
consideration of the dynamic environment in which students ‘learn rather than earn’. This
future would also provide a more-structured teaching and learning environment which
focuses on teaching as an equal to research while maintaining a balanced workload for

academic staff.
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VUW Staff Interview

Size of interview: 1 staff member and the Pastoral Support Manager

Length of interview: max of 50 minutes

Location: in a quiet and contained office.

Staff guidelines for questions

Barriers:

What do you think are the main enablers and barriers facing students in the First Year of
the BE?

Do you think First Year of the BE is a problem for the students? If so, why?

What do you think are the main issues involved in the student transition from school to
university study: For example, what are the main differences? (Intellectual, social,
organizational, degree of support, teaching style...)

Do you do anything specific in your courses to help students overcome these barriers?
Teaching/learning style and relationship with lecturers/tutors/students:

What kind of teaching style do you use most commonly?

What aspects of your papers do you find most effective in helping students understand
the content?

Do you get to know your students/tutors on a personal level?

Do your lecturers/tutors get to know you as an individual?

What are the characteristics of a good lecturer/tutor?

How long does it take for students to settle into the new environment? Your class?

Do you know if many students you know make use of the support services? Why? Why
not?

How do you feel students do in your papers?

Do the students have any specific difficulty in your papers?

If so, why do you think that is?

Are you clear about what is expected of you in lecturing your papers?

What specific barriers do you face in teaching your papers?

What have you tried to do to overcome any of these barriers?

Organisational:

How long have you been lecturing at Victoria University and what do you mainly lecture?
Why did you choose to lecture at Victoria University?

Are the reasons still valid now?

Does the first year programme meet your expectations? If not, why not?

Do you normally get help with your lecturing from other lecturer/tutors, institutional
support services, CAD etc?

Are you aware of the support services for students and staff at VUW, and if so can you
tell me what they are?

Do you feel any sense of commitment or loyalty to this institution? Why? Why not?

Avre there any other things you would like to discuss?
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UNIVERSITY OF WELLINGTON

Barriers to Success in First Year Engineering
Craig Watterson PhD research project Victoria University of Wellington
Staff Interview and Invitation Form

This is an invitation to take Part 1n an interview. This involves being interviewed about your
ideas, expectations, teaching experiences, and feelings about the first year of the Bachelor of
Engineering (BE) at Victoria University of Wellington and the students. These interviews are
designed to assist in identifying issues affecting the first year of students study.

You are invited for an interview of up to 50 minutes, during which notes will be taken.

The interview will cover your experiences and opinions of students and the first year of the BE.
The data from your interview will be aggregated and reported in a non-identifiable way.
Quotations from what you share will be used.

The material will be used in a PhD thesis; in addition articles and presentations may be also given
on this data to inform discussion on how to better assist students.

Please note participation or non-participation will not influence your employment in any way.
You may withdraw from this study at any stage up until the beginning of the interview.

The interviews will be conducted by the Pastoral Support and Outreach Manager, Craig
Watterson.

The results will form part of a Victoria University PhD research project by Craig Watterson into
the barriers to teaching and learning in Part One of the Bachelor of Engineering.

Thesis title
Barriers to Success in First Year Engineering

About the research

In 2007, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand (VUW), began offering a four year
Bachelor of Engineering degree (BE). In 2012 the degree achieved full accreditation from the
Institution of Professional Engineers New Zealand (IPENZ). The degree offers three
specialisations, Electronic and Computer Systems Engineering (ECEN), Network Engineering
(NWEN) and Software Engineering (SWEN).

In response to poor enrolment numbers and low retention rates in 2009, VUW and Wellington
Institute of technology (WelTec) partnered in a joint Tertiary Education Commission:
Engineering Pathways Project 2009-2012 (EPP), which finished in 2012. This project
investigated barriers to student recruitment and retention, and focused much of its work on
developing methods of encouraging potential and existing engineering students and investigating
student academic performance. As a result, the project increased its support network for struggling
students and instituted a Pastoral Support staff member embedded within Engineering to monitor
and assist students in accessing help.

The EPP results make it clear that academic grade performance in Secondary School National
Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), which forms the basis of assessing entry into
the BE, does not support prediction of academic grade success at the tertiary level for first year
engineering students at VUW. This study revealed that between over 60-70 per cent of first year
students were failing to attain the necessary B average across their core specialisations in their
first attempt and thus failed to achieve Part 1. In subsequent years repeating students increased
the percentage of students who achieved Part 1 in each cohort, but so far has never passed more
than 44 per cent of any given cohort.
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Survey and focus group results noted that students were having learning difficulty in many first
year classes that could not be easily explained by grade analysis. However, little in-depth
qualitative work was done to capture and investigate what students and lecturers actually think is
affecting successful study in first year engineering.

This study hopes to address this by identifying:

What factors affect first year student completion of Part 1, a compulsory requirement of
the Bachelor of Engineering Degree (BE) at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand
(VUW)?

By gathering and analyzing staff and student perceptions of their experiences relating to, but not
exclusively, the first year of the BE, this study seeks to extend the work done in the EPP and add
value to the emerging engineering education field of inquiry into barriers to teaching and learning
facing current tertiary engineering programmes.

Lecturer and student semi-structured interview notes will be examined and coded for individual,
group, and organisational phenomena to reveal particular themes that may impact on first year
student success.

This research has been approved by the Victoria University Human Ethics Committee.

If I have any concerns about your participation in this research project please contact the director
of the research project:

Professor Dale Carnegie

Professor, School of Engineering and Computer Science
dale.carnegie@vuw.ac.nz

PH: 04 463 7485


mailto:dale.carnegie@vuw.ac.nz
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UNIVERSITY OF WELLINGTON

Barriers to Success in First Year Engineering
Craig Watterson PhD research project Victoria University of Wellington
Consent Form

Declaration
Before agreeing to take Part 1n these interviews, please read the following declaration and then,
if you agree with the terms listed below, sign the form.

Regarding my participation in the interview, | understand and agree that:

My participation in this research is voluntary.

I will be involved in Craig Watterson’s PhD study and I give permission for the information I
provide in the interview to be used in this research project and may be published in articles and
presentations to inform discussion on how to better assist students.

I will not be identified in any way other than a code number or pseudonym in data records, reports
or publications of the research findings.

I will be interviewed on my experiences and opinions of students and the first year of the BE.
The data from my interview will be aggregated and reported in a non-identifiable way.
Quotations from what | share may be used in a non-identifiable way.

Please note participation or non-participation will not influence your employment in any way.
You may withdraw from this study at any stage up until the beginning of the interview.

I have had the opportunity to read the information sheet and have any questions answered.

If I have any concerns about my participation in this research project | can contact the director of
the research project:

Professor Dale Carnegie

Professor, School of Engineering and Computer Science
dale.carnegie@vuw.ac.nz

PH: 04 463 7485

This research has been approved by the Victoria University Human Ethics Committee.

Name

Signature
Date
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‘ UNIVERSITY OF WELLINGTON
——

Phone  0-4-463 5676
Fax 0-4-463 5209

M E M 0 R A N D U M Email Allison.kirkman@vuw.ac.nz

TO Craig Watterson
COPY TO Dale Carnegie
Will Browne
Rob Strathdee
FROM Dr Allison Kirkman, Convener, Human Ethics Committee
DATE 19 April 2013
PAGES 1
SUBJECT Ethics Approval: 19727
Analysis of Bachelor of Engineering students achievement at
Secondary School and at Victoria University of Wellington

Thank you for your application for ethical approval, which has now been considered by
the Standing Committee of the Human Ethics Committee.

Your application has been approved from the above date and this approval continues

until 19 April 2016. If your data collection is not completed by this date you should apply
to the Human Ethics Committee for an extension to this approval.

Best wishes with the research.

Allison Kirkman
Human Ethics Committee
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—

Phone  0-4-463 5480
Email susan.corbett@vuw.ac.nz

MEMORANDUM

TO Craig Watterson
COPY TO Dale Carnegie
FROM AProf Susan Corbett, Convener, Human Ethics Committee
DATE 1 September 2015
PAGES 1
SUBJECT Ethics Approval: 22240
Investigating Engineering Discourse

Thank you for your application for ethical approval, which has now been considered by
the Standing Committee of the Human Ethics Committee.

Your application has been approved from the above date and this approval continues
until 1 September 2018. If your data collection is not completed by this date you should
apply to the Human Ethics Committee for an extension to this approval.

Best wishes with the research.

Kind regards

Susan Corbett

Convener, Victoria University Human Ethics Committee






