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Introduction  

 

The neoliberal agenda and widespread marketisation of higher education in the Global North has 

blindsided many institutions from their core purpose of education and research (Collini 2012). League-

table judgments of higher education institutions now frequently rely on their capacity to foster an 

individual’s economic prosperity alongside customer satisfaction. Neoliberal contexts thus create 

tensions between the traditional and contemporary identities of academics as scholars versus service 

providers, and of students as learners versus customers (King & Bunce, 2020). This chapter considers 

how to encourage those working within marketised higher education contexts to challenge the 

neoliberal orthodoxy and navigate the tensions it creates by engaging meaningfully with the student 

body through ‘progressive education’. This is where didactic, teacher-focused, and content-focused 

models are replaced by active, student-led, and skills-focused pedagogies that draw on the rich diversity 

of individuals who come through our doors. The aim is to create not satisfied customers, but students 

with an enthusiasm for learning that extends beyond their higher education experience. 

In this chapter, we take a psychological approach to understanding the learning process, and 

challenge the notion of learning through didactic means of the traditional lecture. We remind ourselves 

of the work done by both seminal and contemporary thinkers on the principles that underpin pedagogical 

thinking and practice. We suggest that these philosophies value students not as commodities, but as 

individuals with a passion for learning and discovery, motivated by a desire to deepen their 

understanding of the discipline. Progressive educators can facilitate this by valuing future students 

through curriculum innovation. Such innovation should enable students to appreciate diverse 

perspectives, equip themselves to work in dynamic and changing environments, and contribute to a 
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broader societal future as global citizens and future leaders. Subsequently, we describe two teaching 

interventions (Taylor, 2022; Cook-Sather et al, 2018) and a curriculum innovation tool (Dalrymple et 

al, 2023) that provide educators with practical ways to value student diversity and reclaim the teaching 

discourse with respect to multiple identities that exist within the student community. Our aim is to show 

that we can, and should, judge our students’ futures not just in terms of their potential earning power, 

but in terms of their value to societal improvement.  

 

Multiple Student Identities in Contemporary Higher Education  

 

The neoliberal free market ideology drives political, social, and economic decisions. Education, which 

was traditionally thought of as a common or public good, becomes a commodity: ‘Institutions and the 

programmes they offer become marketable goods; reputation and knowledge come with price tags; and 

graduates themselves have financial value’ (Magne, 2019, p25). In this neoliberal context there is a 

cost-benefit analysis at play. Studying for a degree comes with a price tag. The savvy student, or those 

who provide financial support to the prospective student, pay careful attention to the league tables that 

measure comparative data across institutions, and choose accordingly. In this competitive field 

universities have become service providers, and students have become the consumer (Molesworth et al, 

2011). Whilst universities of the 21st Century are subject to a market economy and coerced to be 

independent businesses in their own right, this neoliberal model of higher education is at odds with the 

notion of education as a public good (Overton et al, 2023).  

Situated amidst the competing demands of these politically shaped models of education are the 

students. The experience of going to university offers every student the opportunity to define or re-

define who they are, or who they want to be. By going to university the student enters into a series of 

new social, cultural, political and educational dynamics. This set of new circumstances can be 

challenging and disorienting. It may leave some students feeling isolated as they fall between the cracks 

of these multiple spaces, or struggle to negotiate their path through a confusing set of dynamics that 

remain unexplained or impenetrable (Holdsworth, 2009; Scanlon et al, 2007). Other students relish the 

experience of a series of ‘turning points’ (O’Shea, 2014) during their university experience and discover 
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a new freedom to define themselves. Those new selves may have multiple identities: one student may 

be a young mother, first in family to attend university, volley-ball player, artist, and entrepreneur; 

another may identify as a mature, international, black, non-binary, engineer, with financial 

responsibilities for older relatives. What is important is for academics to recognise that there is no such 

thing as an homogeneous student group or the ‘ideal student’ (Wong et al, 2023). Whilst there may be 

some common characteristics, every student is unique (Jones and Abes, 2013). Each student will have 

their own desires, values, preferences, motivations, and challenges. What the next section hopes to 

demonstrate is that there are a series of fundamental educational principles, borne out of research, that 

enable academics to connect meaningfully with students during this process of learning and identity 

formation. By employing a range of approaches, the academic can help each student to navigate their 

way through the university experience, engage with the learning opportunities offered to them, and 

become autonomous and purposeful individuals with a clear sense of who they are and how they can 

contribute to the world that they inhabit. 

 

Valuing students of the future through contemporary pedagogies 

If we really want to value students of the future in a way that goes beyond monetary measures, we need 

to consider the ways in which educators interact with students and ignite a transactional passion for 

learning. In the model of the public good, the university ‘is a place to immerse oneself in learning and 

in the pursuit of knowledge and understanding. It [the university] is a bastion of inquiry, a proponent 

of philosophical openness and the guardian of reason and dialogue’ (Magne, 2023). In this model the 

student is not a consumer, but a learner, and the educator is not a didactic mouthpiece, but a provocateur 

in the development of learning and transformative critical thought. This approach demands more from 

educators than the ‘traditional’, ‘teacher centred’, ‘passive’, ‘content heavy’ forms of teaching;  it 

challenges them to immerse students in interactive, thought provoking, critical forms of engagement.  

Pedagogy, described as the science or artistry of teaching and learning, and indeed andragogy, 

the science or artistry of teaching and learning with adults, draw on several research fields including: 

neuroscience, psychology, sociology and education. This chapter is largely written through the lens of 

psychology. From this we learn several key principles which underpin contemporary pedagogical 
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thinking and practice, and which challenge the notion of learning through didactic means of the 

traditional lecture. The following paragraphs indicate how seminal thinkers such as Pavlov, Chomsky, 

and Vygotsky, and more contemporary researchers including Bale, Seabrook, Telio, and Jackson 

investigated mechanisms that facilitate learning. For almost a century we have become increasingly 

aware of approaches that stimulate deep learning (Marton and Säljö, 1976). Yet, whilst contemporary 

research demonstrates a range of innovative approaches that reflect the intention of institutions to 

remain at the cutting edge of learning, there are many examples in pedagogic practice of the traditional 

‘chalk and talk’ lectures that fail to value ways in which the students of today and tomorrow learn.   

Research in cognitive neuroscience demonstrates that we build knowledge with the use of small 

building blocks associating things we already know with new knowledge (Ausubel, 2000). In order to 

push those building blocks of learning into the long-term memory the brain needs to actively engage in 

the processing power of the short term memory, to make connections between facts and create neural 

networks and new language systems (Chomsky, 1975). This processing power is called upon by tasks 

that invite learners to engage in critical thought, abstract reasoning, frequent recall and metacognition 

(Guy and Byrne, 2013). What we learn from cognitive research is that to value the students of the future, 

it is not enough to simply present information to students as passive listeners:  more active approaches 

are needed. 

Vygotsky (1978) suggested that the development of knowledge, and making meaning of what 

one is learning, occurs through a process of working with a more knowledgeable other (MKO). By 

making use of this MKO the boundaries of learning, or ‘zones of proximal development’ are extended 

allowing the learner to grow. More recent research does not limit that meaning-making dialogue 

between the learner and the MKO, but suggests that our understanding of the world and the disciplines 

that students study is developed through discussion, exploration, critique and debate with peers (Burr, 

2003). This principle of social constructivism indicates that learning design should include social 

elements that encourage our students of tomorrow to work in collaboration with one another (Bale and 

Seabrook, 2021). 

Pavlov (1927) and Skinner (1957) each demonstrated in their research on mice and dogs that 

learners are responsive to reward and punishment stimuli. Watson and Rayner (1920) established that 
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this was also true in human subjects through the ‘Little Albert’ experiments. This behaviourist approach 

strongly indicates that fear, failure and reward are key components of the learning journey. Just as 

reward can stimulate learning, so too can failure. Negligence to treat failure in positive regard risks the 

shut-down response and the risk of ending the learners’ journey (Eskreis-Winkler and Fishbach, 2019). 

What we learn from this is that learning should involve a dialogic and emotionally intelligent feedback 

approach which promotes reflection and positive critical thought (Telio, 2015), even around elements 

of failure, thereby ensuring that they become a natural, if not essential, part of the learning journey 

(Jackson et al, 2022). 

Research also indicates that learning is enriched when it is situated in a relevant context 

(O’Brien and Battista, 2020). None of this should be a surprise! For example, if a student is training to 

be a nurse, it is common sense that they should spend time in a range of health-care settings. Here their 

learning will develop through application to the real world environment in which they experience the 

complexities of nursing, and ways in which multiple factors will affect their decision-making. Lave and 

Wenger, (1991) indicate that situating learning, in the real world environment, as an active participant, 

offers learners a heightened level of legitimacy in relation to their academic endeavours. In the case of 

learners training for a specific profession, whether that be in the music or gaming industry, theatre, 

nursing, teaching, law, engineering, social work, business, economics, or hospitality, situated 

experiential learning can offer the learner a sense of personal and professional value that they will bring 

to the workplace. Experiential learning, whereby learners engage in a series of experiences designed to 

challenge, apply and deepen their thinking (Dewey, 1938) can similarly offer learners a sense of self 

value, even if not embedded within a workplace. By engaging in activities that are connected, relevant 

and reflective learners add value to their learning by beginning to understand the opportunities their 

own learning capacity may afford them (Silberman, 2007). 

Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of needs’ (1943) founded the bedrock of humanist thought in relation to 

learning. Maslow demonstrated how a learner is only likely to be able to engage effectively with the 

learning process when the most basic of needs are met. The business of self actualisation, the level 

where learning can take place, sits at the top of this hierarchical pyramid demonstrating that 

physiological needs, personal safety, relationships and self-esteem need to be met before the learning 
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enters the learning space. Whilst Maslow’s model has come in for some critique, for example, for being 

hierarchical and downgrading the role of culture and social interaction (Trigg, 2004), it is still thought 

to hold perceptive insights (Neher, 1991). For example, we know that there are many competing needs 

in the lives of adult learners including financial responsibilities, and health and housing circumstances 

that they may have to juggle alongside learning. The adult learner may arrive in the learning space 

determined to learn, driven by intentionality and values (Kurtz, 2000), but their basic needs, according 

to Maslow, may not be satisfied. Universities are increasingly recognising these challenges and offering 

(limited) financial and other support schemes for students with the most need. Rogers (1969) also 

reminds us that human beings have a natural potentiality for learning and that the educator or 

facilitator’s job is to not only permit students to learn, but to ignite the process. In this humanist model, 

therefore, educators need to be cognisant of students’ needs and do their utmost to create a conducive 

environment for learning which promotes students’ natural curiosity and agency.  

So what do we learn from these learning philosophies, and the research that underpins them, in 

relation to the way in which we value students of the future? Academics, lecturers, educators, whatever 

you wish to call those who teach in the setting of higher education, should be called to be ‘progressive 

educators’. A progressive education is one which responds to the motivations of the learner. It values 

truth and knowledge that are born from experience and rigorous critical thought (Locke, 1894) rather 

than a series of didactically transmitted facts. It promotes the building of knowledge through a series of 

activities that engage the learner in a range of cognitive processes that enables them to construct 

building blocks of knowledge (Guy and Byrne, 2013). It utilises collaborative approaches in which 

learners critically review their own thinking and test ideas with their peers (Burr, 2003). Progressive 

education immerses students in real world learning, whether that be through situated placements, 

experiential activities or through case studies and debate. It actively creates learning environments in 

which the learner is invited to question, explore, lead, reject, argue, posit and reflect. 

The aim of progressive education is not to produce a graduate as a commodity, a product that 

will in turn act as a marketing tool for the institution. It is not driven by National Student Survey (NSS) 

metrics, Graduate Outcomes and league table results. It is not tied to the apron strings of traditional 

didactic transmission models of learning. The aim of progressive education is to ignite a passion for 
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exploration and discovery in whatever discipline the student has chosen to study. It is to provide 

meaningful and dynamic learning experiences that encourage students to think, investigate, and deepen 

their understanding of their discipline and the context in which it exists. As Freire (1992) reminds us, a 

progressive educator is invested in the values of freedom and equality. If this chapter is about the way 

that we value the students of tomorrow, Freire suggests that we have a duty, as progressive educators, 

to facilitate learning that provides space for learners to gain agency and voice. Progressive education 

should value learners as individuals, respect individual motivations for learning, promote agency, and 

with this, responsibility for the ways in which individuals will make their own contribution, however 

big or small, to societal improvement.  

 

A case study: contemporary student identities  

In the next part of this chapter, we provide a practical example of how educators can create a dedicated 

learning space in which to support our students of the future in neoliberal higher education contexts. A 

teaching toolkit was developed by the first author (Taylor, 2022), which provides materials for 

educators to facilitate a workshop with students. The components of the toolkit provide opportunities 

for interactive, reflective and student-led activities, which value diverse perspectives on learning. The 

toolkit was developed in light of recent research showing that students who have stronger consumer 

identities are more likely to engage in superficial learning strategies and have poorer experience and 

grades (Bunce et al, 2017; Bunce and Bennett (2021) King and Bunce, 2020; Taylor-Bunce et al, 2022). 

The activities in the toolkit enable students, in collaboration with one another (Burr, 2003), to 

experientially consider and reflect on their identities as learners and consumers of their education, and 

consequently build a shared identity as members of their discipline. The activities give pause for 

students and educators to reflect on their motivations as students of the future and as progressive 

educators respectively, and ultimately aim to ignite students’ natural potential and intrinsic motivation 

for learning (Rogers, 1969; Ryan and Deci, 2000).  

The toolkit was designed to surface some of the possible tensions that marketisation of higher 

education may present for our students and educators (King and Bunce, 2020). Through the activities, 

it addresses these tensions in a way that is commensurate with the values of a progressive education. 



8 
 

Tensions include: conflict between the perceived purposes of higher education, such as the perception 

that it is a place to receive a degree in exchange for tuition fees versus being a place to read for a degree 

as a personally transformative experience; conflicts between the expectations of the roles of students, 

e.g. as customer versus scholar; and conflicts between the expectations of the role of educators, e.g. as 

service provider/entertainer versus educator.  

 

Background research informing the identities toolkit 

In designing the toolkit, long-established principles from social psychology and social constructivism 

were employed. A robust body of research shows that our social identities, i.e., our perception of 

ourselves in relation to the groups to which we belong (e.g., ‘British’ or ‘Oxford Brookes University 

Student’) influence our beliefs, attitudes and behaviours (Haslam, 2017). In different contexts, 

particular social identities may become more salient than others, e.g., when arriving at work our 

professional identity may become more salient than our family role, or during an election our political 

party identity may become more salient than usual. Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) 

suggests that when a particular social identity becomes activated, we instinctively coordinate with other 

group members and create a shared set of values and beliefs, which in turn guide behaviours that are 

viewed as appropriate by group members.  

Psychologists have applied these ideas to student learning in higher education. A social identity 

approach views learning as a fundamentally collaborative social endeavour rather than as an individual 

isolated one (Haslam, 2017). Research has found that a strong discipline social identity (e.g., as a 

psychology student) is associated with approaches to learning that support transformational growth and 

higher achievement. For example, Bliuc et al, (2011a, 2011b) (see also Smyth et al, 2015) found that 

students with strong social identity as a psychology student achieved higher grades than those with a 

weaker identity, and this was because students with a strong identity were more likely to adopt learning 

approaches that support ‘deep’ as opposed to ‘surface’ processing. Although the distinction between 

deep and surface approaches to learning is highly criticised (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2019,) deep 

learning approaches are those which involve an intention to understand material and make meaningful 
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connections between topics, as compared with surface approaches, which are characterised by 

instrumental intentions to pass assessments (Marton and Säljö, 1976).  

Similarly, in a longitudinal study, Platow et al, (2017) found that deep learning approaches in 

Semester 1 predicted a strong discipline identity in Semester 2, and this was mediated by academic 

achievement. In other words, deep learning approaches predicted stronger discipline identity because 

they positively predicted academic achievement. More recently, discipline identity strength has been 

associated with the extent to which students engage in low-level or everyday complaints about their 

course (Taylor-Bunce et al, 2022). Student complaints have become ubiquitous in neoliberal higher 

education contexts (Hammonds et al, 2017). Although some complaints certainly stem from poor 

service, others may be due to a sense of consumer entitlement of lack of engagement by students 

(Newman and Jadhi, 2009). In a survey with over 600 students in England, UK, Taylor-Bunce et al, 

(2022) explored potential relations between discipline identity, approaches to learning and complaining. 

As predicted, students with a strong discipline identity (irrespective of their actual discipline) were 

found to be less likely to complain than students with a weak discipline identity, and this was because 

these students also adopted more deep approaches to learning. The authors suggest that complaining is 

a socio-psychological behavioural variable that is affected by group norms (shared sets of values and 

beliefs). When the group norm is influenced by a strong discipline identity and its associated deep-

learning approaches, those norms support the perception of learning as intrinsically satisfying. 

Therefore, these students are less likely to complain, for example, about ‘difficult’ content or a low 

grade because that is perceived as part of learning.  

Bunce and Bennett (2021) extended these findings to explore the impact of identity on 

educational approaches and outcomes. Specifically, they examined the extent to which a student has a 

consumer educational identity and its impact on approaches to learning and academic achievement. As 

found in Bunce et al, (2017), they found that a stronger consumer identity was associated with poorer 

academic achievement, but, additionally, they found that this was mediated by approaches to learning. 

In other words, students who identified more strongly as consumers were less likely to adopt deep 

approaches to learning, and more likely to adopt surface approaches, which helps to explain the link 

between consumer identity and academic achievement. In sum, this research strongly suggests that 
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social identities in education, both in terms of consumer/learner identities and sense of belonging to 

other students within their discipline, predict approaches to learning and academic success. It was with 

these issues in mind that the toolkit was developed, and this will now be described in the next section.  

 

The toolkit: Balancing students’ identities as learners and consumers 

The materials and activities aim to ‘enable students to consider their own identities and to learn about 

the impact of identities on learning approaches and academic achievement. More broadly, the workshop 

enables students to consider the attitudes and behaviours that support learning in their discipline in order 

to develop a shared social identity that supports effective learning and teaching’ (Taylor, 2022, p. 7).  

The different activities available in the toolkit, which collectively comprise a 90-minute 

workshop, are outlined in Table 10.1. The first activity involves students completing a questionnaire or 

‘quiz’ to ascertain the strength of their learner and consumer identities. They respond with their level 

of agreement to a number of statements. The statements to assess consumer identity are adapted from 

Saunders’ (2015) 18-item Customer Orientation scale, and include: ‘If I cannot earn a lot of money after 

I graduate, I will have wasted my time at my institution’, ‘For the most part, education is something I 

receive, not something I create’, and ‘I think of my university education as a product I am purchasing’. 

The statements to assess learner identity are based upon the Motivated Strategies for Learning 

Questionnaire (Pintrich et al, 1993), and include 22 items such as: ‘I think the course material in this 

class is useful for me to learn’, ‘In a class like this, I prefer course material that arouses my curiosity, 

even if it is difficult to learn’ and  ‘It is my own fault if I don’t learn the material in this course’ (for 

more information see Taylor, 2022). Upon completing the quiz, students are provided with two scores 

and a sentence to indicate whether each of the learner and consumer identities are strong or weak. Based 

on their two scores, they are also allocated and informed of their student ‘type’. The 4 possible student 

types are defined in Figure 10.1.   

 

[Table 10.1 about here] 
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Table 10.1: Key activities in the workshop with suggested timings for a small group of students 

 Individual Activities Approximate 

timings 

1 Students complete the self-assessment questionnaire (‘Student Profiler Quiz’) 
to establish the strength of their learner and consumer identities and discover 
their student ‘type’. 

15 min. 

2 Educator provides students with the infographic handout, then presents 
PowerPoint slides provided, describing the four student types and the impacts 
of identities on learning 

15 min. 

3 Students break-out into small groups to engage with the discussion questions.* 35 min. 

4 Educator leads a plenary to develop with students a set of attitudes and 
behaviours that support learning, in order to create a shared social identity as an 
‘X student’, where X = name of discipline. Students complete the infographic 
handout, adding the finalised list of statements to take away for reference. 

20 min. 

5 Students and educator complete relevant feedback form to evaluate their 
experience of 
the workshop. 

5 min. 

*A short break may be given after this point if necessary. 

 

 

 

[Figure 10.1 about here] 

 

https://sites.google.com/brookes.ac.uk/studentidentitiesandinclusion/identities-project/student-profiler-quiz?authuser=0
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/balancing-students-identities-learners-and-consumers
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1CvP3UDnxW21EiUWQ_XXeZlW1KgUU2cVE/edit#slide=id.p1
https://sites.google.com/brookes.ac.uk/studentidentitiesandinclusion/identities-project/discussion-questions?authuser=0
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScBGQB1BDq3oa6rtEJkBtQfYUk6JRdc429MJQxsWohOuWTvgQ/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSePQEh5nTq3_tRJ2cVRSlZ8yBNk5Y4naPG15XyMK_hHTPFwpg/viewform
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Figure 10.1: The four student types according to the strength of students’ learner and consumer 

identities 
 

Once students have established their identity type, the educator presents some of the core 

research findings on identities (as described above) using the available PowerPoint slides and notes, 

before students get into smaller groups (approximately 5 students per group) to debate the discussion 

questions. The questions build upon one another, and were designed to surface possible tensions 

between the neoliberal identity of students as consumers and the more traditional identity of students 

as learners. As such, the questions encourage students first to: consider their own motivations and the 

different motivations for university study of the 4 student types, then to discuss the ways they feel 

treated by the institution, their educators, and peers in relation to the idea that they can be defined as 
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customers versus learners. Next students are encouraged to debate the ways that education may be 

similar to or different from other types of customer services, such as attending a gym or eating at a 

restaurant, and what the roles of the customer (or student) are compared to the service provider (or 

institution). Then they are encouraged to engage with previous research as summarised in a blog post 

by Bunce (2020) to understand the influence consumer and learner educational identities on approaches 

to learning and academic achievement. Finally, students are asked to consider the flexible nature of 

identities, and consider situations in which the balance between their learner and consumer identities 

may change. During the group discussions, the educator should try to engage with the different student 

groups in order to facilitate discussion, learn about the students’ views, and advance their debates.  

The final and perhaps key identity-building activity within the workshop is the educator-led 

plenary. The aim of this is to develop and strengthen a social identity as members of their discipline. 

This is achieved by students and the educator co-creating a set of attitudes and behaviours that they 

believe will support learning within their disciplinary context. This is intentionally open in that the 

workshop participants can decide on the exact balance of values that pertain to both identities of students 

as learners and consumers. Students are provided with the sentence starter: ‘Being a successful X 

student (where X is the name of their discipline) means …’. Students and the educator jointly complete 

this sentence starter, using the handout provided, by recording the attitudes and behaviours that describe 

successful learning (and teaching). This activity thus explicitly attempts to develop attitudinal and 

behavioural norms that will foster a strong social identity as a member of a discipline, which research 

demonstrates provides a positive educational experience and ultimately supports academic success (e.g. 

Bliuc et al., 2011a, 2011b; Taylor Bunce et al., 2022).  

 

Valuing students’ multiple identities 

While the workshop provides a focus on these particular group aspects of students’ identities, social 

identity is a complex concept, not least because we all have multiple social identities. For example, we 

may identify with a particular cultural group, a gendered group, a religious group, a community, or a 

professional group. Starting university provides opportunities to develop a new identity, as well as 

experiencing challenges to existing identities (Ecclestone et al, 2010). Our different identities can be 
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compatible (for example, identifying as female and being a mother), but at other times, apparent 

conflicts between different identities can arise (for example, identifying as female and being a 

physicist). These conflicts are most likely when we see a social group as having particular 

characteristics that we do not ourselves possess (or they lack characteristics that we do possess). For 

example, ‘students’ as a social group might be predominantly perceived as comprising young adults; a 

student who enrols at university as a mature student may experience a sense of being different from the 

group, and as such may not fully identify with them or may question their ability to belong to the group. 

For non-traditional students, there is the potential that they may experience a sense of identity 

incompatibility or ‘unbelonging’ on multiple levels, arising from intersecting marginalised identities 

(for example, Black woman, gay man). Although sector metrics focus on various levels of group 

identities, there is no such thing as an homogeneous student group or even the student ‘voice’ (Winstone 

and Hulme, 2019), but every student has their own voice that needs to be valued. Unfortunately, 

diversity is often problematised within the sector. The phrase ‘attainment gaps’, which describes 

differences in levels of academic performance for different demographic groups, conceptualises gaps 

as a deficit in the lower performing group. Consequently, this phrase suggests that interventions should 

be aimed at reducing the deficit by providing additional support to students in those groups. Now, the 

phrase ‘awarding gaps’ is used more commonly to symptomize wider structural inequalities that result 

in inequitable outcomes. Work by institutions to address these inequalities is still in its infancy.  

In working to address these wider inequalities to value the unique identities of students of the 

future, we need to recognise that multiple aspects of our identities inform how we as individuals think, 

feel, and act in different situations, and that these can change across contexts and evolve over time. It 

may be helpful to consider at this point what it means to create learning and teaching environments that 

can value individual identities through being inclusive. Hockings (2010: 1) defines inclusive learning 

and teaching as ‘the ways in which pedagogy, curricula and assessment are designed and delivered to 

engage students in learning that is meaningful, relevant and accessible to all. It embraces a view of the 

individual and individual difference as the source of diversity that can enrich the lives and learning of 

others’. For us, the key aspect of this quote is the latter part that advocates for individual differences 

being the source of diversity for learning. Individual differences in identities should be articulated and 
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affirmed to work against discriminatory stereotypes and histories in education. Cook-Sather et al, 

(2018) have developed this idea by designing an intriguing intervention for students studying at one 

institution in Pennsylvania, USA, which they hope can be adapted across other higher education 

contexts. Its aim is to ‘affirm diversity and foster a sense of inclusion among students’ (p. 374). We will 

now describe this teaching initiative as a way to end this chapter and to demonstrate how it is possible, 

in partnership with students, to recognise and value the diversity of identities of our students of the 

future.   

 

A teaching intervention that centralises student identities 

A critical part of the project by Cook-Sather et al, (2018) was that students co-created the course. 

Partnership approaches to designing curricula can address power imbalances, disrupt traditional notions 

of ‘expertise’ within educator-student relationships, and serve to empower students, particularly those 

from underrepresented student groups. For example, one such student explained that participating in a 

co-creation project ‘made me feel like who I am is more than enough—that my identity, my thoughts, 

my ideas are significant and valuable’ (Cook-Sather et al, 2015: 18). The teaching intervention by Cook-

Sather et al, (2018) was part of a course ‘Advocating Diversity in Higher Education’, that sought to 

affirm diverse student identities by articulating them through interviews (in confidence), and 

subsequently informing all members of the course about them. Interviews were conducted by a student 

and began by inviting the participant to list their identities and intersections, using their own terms. 

Then they were invited to discuss how they experienced belonging/alienation in order to construct an 

understanding of that students’ experience on campus. The participants were also asked what they 

believed was necessary for positive change. The interviews were shaped by the student interviewer into 

anonymous and detailed ‘portraits’ that became essential reading for the course, either in preparation 

for class discussion or during class time itself. The latter was achieved through ‘Gallery Walks’ whereby 

students could read hard copies of the portraits that were displayed on classroom walls. Students were 

challenged to reflect on and discuss the diversity of voices and experiences as an integral part of their 

course.  
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In course evaluation feedback, students often cited the Gallery Walks as having a ‘profound’ 

effect on how they thought about issues relating to identity, diversity and belonging. They explained 

that the insight they obtained into individual identities helped to shape positively their interactions with 

their peers, both within and beyond the campus environment. Students whose own identities were 

reflected in the portraits also reported the importance of being given the space to be able to articulate 

their own identities, and reported having experienced a sense of ‘solidarity, visibility and validation’ 

through the class activities. As the course unfolded, each and every student was given the opportunity 

to interview and be interviewed by a peer, which formed a fundamental part of the learning and 

assessment process. While the interview content was flexible and could be adapted by students to meet 

their interests, specific guidance for others wanting to replicate this course was provided in Appendix 

1 of Cook-Sather et al, (2018). The authors argue that courses like this one, that make space for and 

articulate diverse student voices, can work alongside leadership efforts at institutional level to work 

against historical discrimination and begin to undo the structural inequalities that persist in our 

education systems.  

 

Institutional frameworks that centralise student identities 

There are many frameworks and models that use different means towards a similar end focusing on 

inclusion and repositioning the student voice as an equal partner in the endeavour of Higher Education 

(e.g. Advance HE framework for student engagement through partnership). Oxford Brookes employs 

the IDEAS inclusive curriculum model (https://www.brookes.ac.uk/staff/student-support/ideas-

model/what-is-ideas), a tool which was itself designed in collaboration with students (Dalrymple et al, 

2023). The IDEAS framework engages curriculum design teams in a series of activities that challenge 

those teams to consider 5 key elements from the perspective of the student: 

● Inclusive learning 

● Digital inclusivity 

● Employability Learning 

● Assessment as, of and for learning and 

● Sustainability mindset  

https://www.brookes.ac.uk/staff/student-support/ideas-model/what-is-ideas
https://www.brookes.ac.uk/staff/student-support/ideas-model/what-is-ideas
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Each element concentrates on a series of eight or nine questions devised by and written from the student 

standpoint. For example, in relation to inclusivity the students’ ask, ‘How will you get to know me, and 

how will I get to know my peers?’ and ‘What aspects of the learning culture help me to feel I belong 

here?’ In relation to employability learning students ask, ‘In what ways is my experience of the 

programme reflective of a diverse range of career role models, promoting awareness of equality of 

rights and opportunities in the workplace?’ and in reaction to assessment teams consider, ‘How does 

the assessment regime motivate me to learn?’ The full set of questions can be found on the Brookes 

IDEAS website. In addition to having student voices in the room posing these questions as programme 

teams design or redesign their curriculum, the IDEAS model uses a design thinking approach 

(Interaction Design Foundation, attributed to Simon, 1969). This approach asks academics to consider 

their offer from the perspective of a range of student personas. By merit of engaging this approach, 

which is built into the accreditation and validation of new and revised programmes at Brookes, there is 

a re-balance of power from the institution towards the student. The process situates the student and their 

multiple identities at the heart of the curriculum design process and challenges all parties to construct 

an educational offer that speaks to the contemporary student body. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have demonstrated ways in which universities and educators can begin to challenge 

the neoliberal orthodoxy, whereby higher education has become at odds with the notion of education as 

a public good. Valuing students of the future involves moving beyond traditional didactic and teacher-

led content to more engaging pedagogies that locate the diverse, intersecting identities of our students 

at the heart of the curriculum, to ensure our graduates can contribute to improving the world in which 

they live. We have described two specific teaching interventions that provide educators with practical 

tools to foster inclusion and affirm diversity: the identities toolkit produced by Taylor (2022) and the 

activities described by Cook-Sather et al, (2018). We have also outlined a curriculum design tool 

(Dalrymple et al, 2023) which, together with these teaching interventions, enables those who teach to 

reclaim the teaching discourse with respect to multiple identities that exist within the student 

community. Unfortunately, these individualised interventions alone are insufficient for levelling out 
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differential attainment rates of typically underrepresented student groups compared to traditional 

students. Educational change to make higher education an inclusive place also requires leadership at 

institutional level to undo historical social injustices that persistently create an inequitable HE system. 

The Brookes IDEAS framework (Dalrymple et al, 2023) is one example of an institutional approach to 

curriculum redesign that places students and their unique identities at its heart. Such projects of this 

type are seeking more than just inclusion, but ‘recognize the importance of providing structural support 

for that goal, thereby making accessibility more than just a call for inclusion, but rather, a generative 

invitation for revision’ (Cook-Sather et al, 2018, p. 384). If we truly are to value our students of the 

future, educators and institutions need to invite students with all their intersecting identities, not only to 

revise but rebuild a curriculum that values students for their ability to improve society rather than their 

future earning value.  

 
 
 

References 
 

Ausubel, D.P. (2000), Assimilation theory in meaningful learning and retention processes. In the 
Acquisition and retention of knowledge: a cognitive view. p101-145. Dordrecht: Springer 

Bale, R. and Seabrook, M. (2021), Introduction to University Teaching, London: Sage. 

Beattie, IV. I., Collins, B. and McInnes, B. (1997), ‘Deep and surface learning: A simple or simplistic 
dichotomy?,’ Accounting Education, 6(1): 1-12. 

Bliuc, A., Ellis, R. A., Goodyear, P. and Hendres, D. M. (2011a), ‘The role of social identification as 
university student in learning: Relationships between students’ social identity, approaches to learning, 
and academic achievement,’ Educational Psychology, 31(5): 559-574. 

Bliuc, A., Ellis, R. A., Goodyear, P. and Hendres, D. M. (2011b), ‘Understanding student learning in 
context: Relationships between university students’ social identity, approaches to learning, and 
academic performance,’ European Journal of Psychology of Education, 26(3): 417-433. 

Bunce, L. (2020), A degree of studying: Students who treat education as a commodity perform worse 
than their intrinsically motivated peers, LSE Impact Blog, 15 January. London: London School of 
Economics. Available at: blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2020/01/15/a-degree-of-studying-
students-who-treat-education-as-acommodity-perform-worse-than-their-intrinsically-motivated-peers/ 

Bunce, L. and Bennett, M. (2021), ‘A degree of studying? Approaches to learning and academic 
performance among student ‘consumers’,’ Active Learning in Higher Education, 22(3): 203-214. 

Bunce, L., Baird, A. and Jones, S.E. (2017), ‘The student-as-consumer approach in higher education 
and its effects on academic performance,’ Studies in Higher Education, 42(11): 1958-1978. 

Burr, V. (2003), Social Constructionism, Hove, Routledge. 



19 
 

Chomsky, N. (1975), Reflections on Language, New York, NY: Pantheon Books. 

Collini, S. (2012), What are Universities for?, London: Penguin Books Ltd. 

Cook-Sather, A. (2015), ‘Dialogue across differences of position, perspective, and identity: Reflective 
practice in/on a student-faculty pedagogical partnership program,’ Teachers College Record, 117(2): 
1-29. 

Cook-Sather, A., Des-Ogugua, C. and Bahti, M. (2018), ‘Articulating identities and analyzing 
belonging: A multistep intervention that affirms and informs a diversity of students,’ Teaching in 
Higher Education, 23(3): 374-389. 

Dalrymple, R., Potter, J., Pritchard, J., Kitchner, M. and Beer, N. (2023), ‘IDEAS: Developing a 
travelling companion model of inclusive curriculum development,’ Journal of Perspectives in Applied 
Academic Practice, 11(2): 18-23. 

Dewey, J. (1938), Experience and Education, New York, NY: Macmillan Company. 

Ecclestone, K., Biesta, G. and Hughes, M. (2010), ‘Transitions in the lifecourse: the role of identity, 
agency and structure,’ in K. Ecclestone, G. Biesta and M. Hughes (eds), Transitions and learning 
through the lifecourse, 1-15, London: Routledge. 

Eskreis-Winkler, L. and Fishbach, A. (2019), ‘Not Learning From Failure—the Greatest Failure of 
All,’ Psychological Science, 30: 1733-1744. 

Freire, P. (1992). Pedagogy of Hope: reliving pedagogy of the oppressed. London, Bloomsbury. 

Guy, R. and Byrne, B. (2013), ‘Neuroscience and learning: implications for teaching practice,’ 
Journal of Experimental Neuroscience, 7: 39-42. 

Hammonds, F., Mariano, G.J., Ammons, G. and Chambers, S. (2017), ‘Student evaluations of 
teaching: Improving teaching quality in higher education,’ Perspectives: Policy and Practice in 
Higher Education, 21(1): 26-33. 

Haslam, S.A. (2017), ‘The social identity approach to education and learning: Identification, ideation, 
interaction, influence and ideology,’ in K.I. Mavor, M.J. Platow, and B. Bizumic (eds.), Self and 
Social Identity in Educational Contexts, 19-51, Routledge/Taylor and Francis Group. 

Hockings, C. (2010), Inclusive Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: A Synthesis of Research, 
York: Higher Education Academy. 

Holdsworth, C. (2009), ‘Between two worlds: local students in higher education and ‘scouse’/student 
identities,’ Population, Space and Place, 15: 225-237. 

IDF. (no date), Design Thinking [Online], Interaction Design Foundation. Available: 
https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/topics/design-thinking [Accessed 2023]. 

Jackson, A., Godwin, A., Bartholomew, S. and Mentzer, N. (2022), ‘Learning from failure: A 
systematized review,’ International Journal of Technology and Design Education, 32: 1853-1873. 

Jones, S.R. and Abes, E.S. (2013), Identity Development of College Students: Advancing Frameworks 
for Multiple Dimensions of Identity, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

King, N. and Bunce, L. (2020), ‘Academics’ perceptions of students’ motivation for learning and their 
own motivation for teaching in a marketized higher education context,’ British Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 90(3): 790-808.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12332


20 
 

Kurtz, P. (2000). Humanist manifesto 2000: A call for a new planetary humanism. Amherst, New 
York: Prometheus Books. 

Lave, J. and Wenger, E. (1991), Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press. 

Lindblom-Ylänne, A., Parpala, A. and Postareff, L. (2019), ‘What constitutes the surface approach to 

learning in the light of new empirical evidence?’ Studies in Higher Education, 44(12), 2183-2195. 

Locke, J. (1894), An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Magne, P. (2019), A case study of 'internationalisation at home' leading to a proposal for critical 
global pedagogies, EdD Professional Doctorate in Education, University of Plymouth. 
http://hdl.handle.net/10026.1/15141 

Magne, P. (2023), ‘Introducing 'Critical Global Pedagogies' - A Conceptual Model Designed to 
Rebalance the Power Dynamics of Knowledge Systems,’ in N. Inamdar and P. Kirloskar (eds.), 
Reimagining Border in Cross-Border Education, 260-287, Manipal, India: Manipal University Press. 

Marton, F. and Säljö, R. (1976), ‘On qualitative differences in learning - I: outcome and process,’ 
British Journal of Educational Psychology, 46: 4-11. 

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–396. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346 

Molesworth, M., Scullion, R. and Nixon, E. (2011), The Marketisation of Higher Education and the 
Student as Consumer, Abingdon UK: Routledge. 

Neher, A. (1991), ‘Maslow's theory of motivation: A critique,’ Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 31: 
89-112. 

Newman, S. and Jahdi, K. (2009), ‘Marketisation of education: Marketing, rhetoric and reality,’ 
Journal of Further and Higher Education, 33(1): 1-11. 

O’Brien, B.C., Battista, (2020) A. Situated learning theory in health professions education research: a 
scoping review. Advances in Health Science Education 25, 483–509. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10459-
019-09900-w 

O’Shea, S. (2014), ‘Transitions and turning points: exploring how first-in-family female students 
story their transition to university and student identity formation,’ International Journal of Qualitative 
Studies in Education, 27: 135-158. 

Overton, B., Pasque, P. A., & Burkhardt, J. C. (Eds.). (2023). Engaged research and practice: Higher 
education and the pursuit of the public good. Abingdon UK: Taylor & Francis. 

Pavlov, I. (1927), Conditioned Reflexes: An Investigation of the Physiological Activity of the Cerebral 
Cortex, London: Oxford University Press. 

Pintrich, P. R., Smith, D. A., Garcia., T, and McKeachie, W. J. (1993), ‘Reliability and predictive 
validity of the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ),’ Educational and 
Psychological Measurement, 53(3): 801-813. 

Platow, M. J., Mavor, K. I. and Bizumic, B. (2017), ‘Introducing self and social identity in 
educational contexts: Promoting learning, managing conflict, facilitating change,’ in K.I. Mavor, M.J. 
Platow, and B. Bizumic (eds.), Self and Social Identity in Educational Contexts, 3-18, 
Routledge/Taylor and Francis Group. 

http://hdl.handle.net/10026.1/15141
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/h0054346
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10459-019-09900-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10459-019-09900-w


21 
 

Richardson, M. Abraham, C. and Bond, R. (2012), ‘Psychological correlates of university students’ 
academic performance: A systematic review and meta-analysis,’ Psychological Bulletin, 138(2): 353-
387. 

Rogers, C. (1969), Freedom to Learn, Columbus, OH: Charles E. Merrill. 

Ryan, R.M. and Deci, E.L. (2000), ‘Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic 
motivation, social development, and well-being,’ American Psychologist, 55: 68-78. 

Saunders, D.B. (2015), ‘They do not buy it: Exploring the extent to which entering first-year students 
view themselves as customers,’ Journal of Marketing for Higher Education, 25(1): 5-28. 

Scanlon, L., Rowling, L. and Weber, Z. (2007), ‘‘You don't have like an identity … you are just lost 
in a crowd’: Forming a student identity in the first-year transition to university,’ Journal of Youth 
Studies, 10: 223-241. 

Silberman, M. (2007), The Handbook of Experiential Learning, San Francisco, CA: Pfeiffer. 

Simon, H.A. (1969), The Sciences of the Artificial, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Skinner, B.F. (1957), The experimental analysis of behavior, American Scientist, 45: 343-371. 

Smyth, L., Mavor, K.I., Platow, M.J., Grace, D.M. and Reynolds. K.J.(2015), ‘Discipline social 
identification, study norms and learning approach in university students,’ Educational Psychology, 
35(1): 53-72. 

Tajfel, H. and Turner, J.C. (1979), ‘An integrative theory of intergroup conflict,’ in W.G. Austin and 
S. Worchel (eds.), The Social Psychology of Inter-Group Relations, 33-47, Monterey/CA: Brooks-
Cole. 

Taylor, L. (2022), Balancing students’ identities as learners and consumers: Advance HE toolkit, 
Available at: https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/balancing-students-identities-learners-
and-consumers   

Taylor Bunce, L., Bennett, M. and Jones, S.E. (2022), ‘The relation between discipline identity and 
academic achievement within a marketized higher education context: A serial mediation model of 
approaches to learning and course complaints,’ Frontiers in Psychology, 13:749436  

Telio, S., Ajjawi, R. and Regehr, G. (2015), ‘The "educational alliance" as a framework for 
reconceptualizing feedback in clinical education,’ Academic Medicine, 90(5): 609-614. 

Trigg, A.B. (2004), ‘Deriving the Engel Curve: Pierre Bourdieu and the social critique of Maslow's 
hierarchy of needs,’ Review of Social Economy, 62: 393-406. 

Vygotsky, L. (1978), Mind and Society: The Development of Higher Mental Processes, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press. 

Watson, J. B. and Rayner, R. R. (1920), ‘Conditioned emotional reactions,’ Journal of Experimental 
Psychology, 3(1): 1-14. 

Winstone, N.E. and Hulme, J.A. (2019), ‘‘Duck to water' or 'fish out of water'? Diversity in the 
experience of negotiating the transition to university,’ in S. Lygo-Barker, I M. Kinchin and N.E. 
Winstone (eds), Engaging Student Voices in Higher Education: Diverse Perspectives and 
Expectations in Partnership, 159-174 , Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Wong, B., DeWitt, J., & Chiu, Y. L. T. (2023). Mapping the eight dimensions of the ideal student in 
higher education. Educational Review, 75(2), 153-171. 

about:blank
about:blank


22 
 

 

  



23 
 

 

Louise Taylor is a Principal Lecturer Education and Student Experience at Oxford Brookes 

University, where she teaches psychology on the social work programmes. She is a National Teaching 

Fellow and recipient of the University Alliance Braveheart award for her work to create anti-racist 

teaching and learning (2021). She is co-editor of Psychology Teaching Review, and a Senior Editor 

for the Journal of University Teaching and Learning Practice. She identifies as White British, and uses 

the pronouns she/her.  

 

Pollyanna Magne is Head of Academic Practice at Oxford Brookes University. She is a National 

Teaching Fellow and is motivated by a passion for the transformative power of learning. A powerful 

and effective communicator, Polly has inspired academics across the globe to innovate and enhance 

pedagogic practice. She identifies as White British, and uses the pronouns she/her.  

 

Acknowledgements  

We would like to thank Prof. Julie Hulme for her discussions with us in shaping the structure and 

content of the chapter, as well as for providing improvements to an original draft of this manuscript.  

 

  

Abstract  

The neoliberal agenda and widespread marketisation of higher education in the Global North has 
blindsided many institutions from their core purpose of education and research (Collini 2012). League-
table judgments of higher education institutions now frequently rely on an institution’s capacity to foster 
an individual’s economic prosperity alongside customer satisfaction. This chapter considers how to 
encourage those working within marketised higher education contexts to challenge the neoliberal 
orthodoxy and navigate the tensions it creates by engaging meaningfully with the student body. In this 
chapter, we remind ourselves of the work done by both seminal and contemporary thinkers on the 
principles that underpin pedagogical thinking and practice. We suggest that these philosophies value 
students not as commodities but as individuals with a passion for learning and discovery, motivated by 
a desire to deepen their understanding of the discipline. We describe two teaching interventions (Taylor, 
2022; Cook-Sather et al, 2018) and a curriculum innovation tool (Dalrymple et al, 2023) that provide 
educators with practical ways to value student diversity and reclaim the teaching discourse with respect 
to multiple identities that exist within the student community. Our aim is to show that we can and should 
judge our students’ futures not just in terms of their potential earning power but in terms of their value 
to societal improvement.  
 


