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ABSTRACT

This research explores how full-time undergraduate students’ (FTUG) behaviours can be
theorised in terms of the State’s biopolitical influence and distribution of power amongst
constantly evolving actors within English Higher Education. Findings demonstrate how this
framing enables a timely and nuanced perspective on the ways such influences shape the
‘model’ student and their negotiation of networks of power. Prior research investigated
‘becoming’ a student and student transitions (Nielsen, 2015), education’s changing
governance (Ball, 2007; 2013; 2017) and shifts in Higher Education’s perceived and
espoused purposes (Furlong, 2014; Choat, 2017; Wahlstrom & Sundberg, 2017). However,
little prior work identifies the State’s shaping of FTUG behaviours, particularly in a
post-COVID-19 context where student belonging, attendance and engagement are
problematic. The research addresses these influences in a series of delimited settings by
considering the discursive spaces of marketing, regulatory and other documentation that
frame the student experience, and a selection of social learning space (SLS) that students

inhabit. Digital spaces are outside the research scope.

This research is multi-method and based on affect theory (Foucault, 1978; Anderson, 2011).
Thematic analysis of a documentary corpus of illustrative materials enables an exploration of
student discursive spaces. Individual and group interviews with key actors investigate
shaping the ‘model’ student’s experience. Structured observations of students identify their

engagement with SLS.

The research elucidates universities’ role in the State’s scripting of ‘model’ student
behaviour. Contrastingly, the findings illuminate how students retain agency amidst the
exercise of biopolitical tactics and hegemonic power and offer policymakers and universities
a perspective to re-evaluate and critique the current scripting of ‘model’ student identity. The
research models a reimagined network of power, tying together the perspectives and
power-flows between student, university and State, thus enabling new conceptions within
which they might be rebalanced, for example in the use of SLS and setting student

expectations.
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Glossary of key terms and acronyms used in this

thesis

Keyword/Term

Definition

Academic staff

A person employed on an academic contract in a Higher Education
Provider, usually in a role carrying a title such as ‘Lecturer’.

Affect

Affect is a behavioural phenomenon which highlights behavioural
modification through subconscious appeal due to nudges and
biopower (Esposito, 2008). Anderson (2016) ventures two
definitions: the bodily capacity to be impacted by encounters; and
the force of an apparatus/power acting on an ‘object-target’.

Agent (of power)

These in the context of power operating on students would be
viewed as university staff. In the case of the university, these might
be regulators.

Ancient university

An ancient university, for the purposes of this thesis, is considered
to be any university founded before 1800.

Becoming

The notion of identity formation, seen as an iterative process
moving towards a totality of an identity which allows one to belong
in a particular space or be a particular ‘thing’ such as a profession
requiring certain skills or qualifications (Butler, 1995).

Being

Presently living or inhabiting a particular identity, this might mean for
example having achieved a particular certification or threshold to be
seen as belonging within a particular community.

BEIS

Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy - A UK
Government ministry that existed from July 2016 to February 2023.
It combined the departments of 1. Business, Innovation & Skills, and
2. Energy and Climate Change

Biopolitics

The idea that governmental power operates through the
management and regulation of bodies and lives of a population
(Foucault, 2002).

Biopower

The shaping of the agency of individuals by a dominant power
operating on individuals’ bodies through the regulation and
intervention of life often seen as the ‘medicalisation’ of power,
biopower is usually manifested through distributed governmentality
of The State and intervenes in systems of healthcare, welfare,
surveillance, and employment (Foucault, 2002).

BIS

Department for Business, Innovation & Skills - A UK government
ministry that existed from June 2009 to July 2019. It combined the
departments of 1. Business, Enterprise, & Regulatory Reform, and
2. Innovation, Universities, & Skills.

Cathedral Group
University

A group of 15 UK universities, with the exception of one, were
founded by the church for teacher training mainly from 1828 to




1960.

CMA

Competition and Markets Authority

Commercialisation

The process of making something into a product of service that can
be sold, in this thesis, it is making aspects of Higher Education into
a service for students and business

Commodification

The making of something previously seen as free or a public good
into a product which is saleable. In this thesis for example higher
education becomes something which is ‘bought’.

Consumer A person who purchases a service or product. In England students
have been positioned as consumers since being recognised as
consumers in the Consumer Act 2015

Contract In the context of this thesis, a written agreement regarding an

aspect of Higher Education that is intended as being enforceable by
law.

Contracting (of
student behaviour)

The rise of tuition fees has a more legalised sense of contractual
obligations of several stakeholders within the network of power,
which can be seen in the rise in student contracts.

Corporatisation

In the context of this thesis, viewed as the process of making the
university/organisation into one which is run in keeping with the
methods and philosophies of running a commercial company
(including using methods of those seen in large multinationals such
as key decision making premised in a centralised at executive
level).

Democraticised

The process of making something, in this case education, more
accessible to people.

DfE Department for Education

DoM Director of Marketing

DoSS Director of Student Success

Everyday Are the naturalised encounters with the world, incorporating those
things that are seemingly banal and embedded practices that one
does and navigates without consciously thinking about them (De
Certeau, 1988).

FDA Foucauldian Discourse Analysis

FTUG Full-time Undergraduate

Global knowledge
economy

The notion that there is a system of economic exchange based on
scientific and creative discovery applying research.

HEFCE

Higher Education Funding Council for England

Hegemonic power

The dominant group/influence over others in a particular network,
whose influence is supported by legitimising norms and ideas

10



(Foucault, 2010).

HEI Higher Education Institution

HEP Higher Education Provider

HESA Higher Education Statistics Agency

Higher Education In England, the definition of Higher Education is set out in Schedule
6 of the Education Reform Act 1988

HoD Head of Department

JISC Joint Informations Systems Committee (which in 2012 became an
independent charity and was renamed ‘Jisc’)

KEF Knowledge Exchange Framework

Lively In this thesis, ‘lively' connotes something that has multiple and
possibly unexpected interactions, and that something that might
under a non-theorised lens be viewed as quotidian or banal is
instead a site of rich activity.

Marketisation The process of progressive exposure and transformation of

organisations (and those entities previously viewed as public sector)
to market forces. This may see the introduction of competition and
tendering, creation of markets, and privatisation.

Middle manager

In the context of this thesis, a university middle manager is one who
holds a portfolio above that of a course and one that would not have
an influence across the entire university, for example a Head of
Department.

Model student

This is the idea that there is an imagined version of what a student
should be in terms of behaviours, practices and interactions both
academic and beyond that. This notion of what is a ‘model’ student
is usually viewed from the perspective of the hegemonic power
within a network of power.

Modern university

In the context of this thesis a modern university is any university that
has been founded after 1993.

Neoliberal The position of supporting free-market capitalism, which is usually
accompanied with deregulation to encourage market investment
whilst there is a reduction in government spending.

Network This is the assemblage of nodes that impact or influence the student

experience. Here, a node might be the university, or the student, or
a government regulator, or a building, or a policy.

Network of power

The idea that each individual/organisation is in a relational position
with others, this power is experienced as well as exercised on
others. The network can vary in scope and significance depending
upon the matter and context (Foucault, 1977).

11



Nudging

An intervention in the choice architecture that leads to a change in
an individual’s behaviour or decision to a predictable outcome
(Thaler & Sunstein, 2009)

Nudging (of student
behaviour)

This is seen where choice architecture has been designed to reduce
perceived choice and that therefore there is only one viable option
or intended trajectory, such as the design of virtual learning
environments or the use of a particular space.

Officialisation

The process of making something legitimate in the view of an actor
in a position of control, usually the hegemonic power in the network
of power.

OIA Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education

OFFA Office for Fair Access

OfS Office for Students

Ofsted Office for Standards in Education

Place A space that has been ascribed with a particular meaning by an
individual or group of individuals. Here, a place may generate
emotional responses due to individual interpretations. Hence, a
physical location may be viewed as a place with complex and
multiple interpretations.

Plate Glass In the context of this thesis, an HEI that was created during the

university 1960s, and at the time was reflected in their construction containing
large facades of plate glass.

Postgraduate A person who has already undertaken their first degree, and often

associated with study at RQF Level 7 or 8

Poststructuralism

The idea that one cannot accept universal ‘truths’ and that
knowledge cannot be absolute. It views power as being beyond
simplistic structures and that it is distributed through often complex
networks.

Post-92 university

A university that was given university status in 1992/93 through the
Further and Higher Education Act of 1992.

Productification

The process of making a good or service into a saleable product
accompanied with a particular rhetoric for making it into a product.

Professional
services staff

Those members of staff employed by a university who are not on an
academic contract. This includes a range of different roles at the
university often fulfilling functions from learning and teaching
development to landscapers.

Professionalisation
of HE

The changes in the training and workload of lecturing staff, in
particular, in HE have meant that they have been subject to agency
redistribution

QAA

Quality Assurance Agency

12



Quaternary sector

A segment of the economy which is based on intellectual or
knowledge-based exchange, this might be related to technology,
information, finance or research and development.

Red Brick university

A ‘red brick’ university is considered to be any which was
constructed from 1900 to the late 1960s, they are known primarily
for their distinctive construction of brick and often found to be the
“‘University of..”

REF

Research Excellence Framework

Regulation (of
student behaviour)

This is where for example the university overtly intervenes to correct
or remove something it does not deem acceptable, such as in
student initiation ceremonies.

Russell Group

A collection of twenty four research intensive universities in the UK;

university as a group they attract the majority of government funding for
research activity.
Scripting The active influence of affect which shapes the manifestations of an

individual's behaviour in spaces. Usually this is a targeted
intervention by the hegemonic power to create ‘knowable
behaviours’.

Senior manager

In the context of this thesis, a university senior manager is one
whose decisions would have an impact across the entire university,
for example a Director of Marketing.

SLC

The Student Loans Company

SLS

Social Learning Space

Soft Power

A projection of the state’s power through media, and through
distributing powers to arm’s length organisations.

Space

A dimension of the world in which we are situated. In theorised
understandings, it is somewhere with multiple existence with others.
It is not neutral but rather is politically and socially charged (Massey,
2005).

(The) State

The entity that regulates and controls a society and a population
within a territory, the state is often viewed as the Government.
However, unlike a Government it should be viewed as being
composed of the polity of ongoing power and apparatus that
continues beyond a political lifestyle.

Student

A person engaged in study a place of education, in this thesis, a
person at a university in England

Student experience

An elusive concept, but in this thesis it is viewed as the aspects of
the quality of learning and teaching, support and pastoral care
including wellbeing, access and quality of social activities, housing
and accommodation, the catering offer, and perception of value for
money.
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Studenthood This is the idea of the state of ‘being’ and belonging as a student

(Nielsen, 2015).

TEF Teaching Excellence Framework for Teaching and Student
Outcomes

Traditional This thesis views a traditional university as being legally recognised

university as a public university by the OfS, it is one that was established as
‘not-for-profit’ and has been granted the right to use ‘university’ in its
title.

UKRI UK Research and Innovation

Undergraduate A university student who has not fully completed and graduated
from their first degree.

University An institution that has the right to provide and award degrees to

individuals. It is an autonomous body that is legally constituted, it
usually is a centre with origins in delivering higher education and
research, to advance and disseminate knowledge.

University buildings | University buildings can have a significant impact on students, they

are the key sites of inhabitation for students and are primarily the
place for nudging and affectively conditioning students. The
buildings themselves have a complex history and are a statement
about the positioning in the English HE sector. The buildings usually
have distinct spaces that are designed for a particular use.

UUK

Universities UK

Value for money A much contested concept in the HE context, the OfS (2019) views

value for money as a combination of positive feedback from
students, effective consumer protection, the wider public value, and
the return on investment.

Notes on thesis presentation style:

1.

Italicisation is used throughout when referring in the main text to the full name of a
book or report. It is also used where a word or phrase is from another language.
Additionally, in Chapter 8, it is used for emphasis on how the research objectives
have been addressed.

Capitalisation is largely used for terms and words that are equivalent to a proper
noun, for example, Higher Education, Government, Further Education, and the State.
The reference list presents the literature in a Harvard format, but in the method it is
listed by the source, hence there are variations in the format of word capitalisation of
titles and publications.

Key terms are defined in the Glossary above and in text on first use, and further
nuanced discussion for some key terms is incorporated into the Literature Review
chapters.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Context

The narrative of Higher Education in England over the past three decades is widely
recognised as the story of a sector transformed. The enactment of the Further Education and
Higher Education Act for England and Wales (1992), which abolished the distinction between
universities and polytechnics, resulted in significant reprofiling and repurposing of the sector
(Wilson, 2022). Participation rose accordingly with the total UK university student population
in the United Kingdom doubling between 1992 and 2016 (ONS, 2016) and over 1.4 million
full-time undergraduate students studying at universities in England in academic year
2020/21 (the time at which empirical research commenced), (HESA, 2024a). The funding
landscape has also been transformed; as a result of the recommendations in the Dearing
Report (1997), academic year 1998/9 saw the introduction of tuition fees alongside the
broadened remit of the Student Loans Company (SLC). Tuition fees have subsequently
increased over time, rising in 2004, 2009, 2012, and 2017, and calls for a further rise are

widespread at the time of writing this thesis.

It is increasingly recognised that these changes fundamentally altered the historical
relationships between students, their university, and the State. Students have increasingly
become positioned as ‘consumers’ and have more formal contractual relationships with their
universities, in part due to their being protected by the Consumer Act (2015). Since 1992
there has been the establishment of a number of bodies focusing on an area of HE. Most
notably the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) was introduced in 1992
with a charity law compliance function, with a broadened remit in 2006 and 2010 to become
a regulator with a focus on governance and leadership. The Quality Assurance Agency
(QAA) was introduced in 1997 providing oversight for quality curriculum and assessment.
Following the Higher Education Act 2004, the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) was established,
which sought to widen participation in HE. Again, following the Higher Education Act 2017, a
new sector-wide regulator the Office for Students (OfS) was introduced in 2018, with more
significant powers creating a register of HE providers and the ability to impose a range of
sanctions on providers. The OfS subsumed the prior responsibilities of the OFFA and
HEFCE, as well as resulting in an unusual position of the QAA as an advisory body in
England. Here, there was a transition in the regulatory field causing shifts in the relationship
between the State, universities, and students. Such changes are reflected in sector bodies,
following the Bell Review (2017), the Equality Challenge Unit, the Leadership Foundation for
Higher Education, and the Higher Education Academy merged in 2018 in Advance HE
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creating a single body for the sector, advocating for equality, diversity, learning, teaching,
leadership, and governance. Hence, Advance HE now has a much more influential sector

organisation influencing the pedagogic, regulatory and governance systems of universities.

The changes to the sector, particularly the regulatory changes, have increasingly seen a shift
to HE being positioned in the domain of a competitive global marketplace with high student
mobility. The regulation partly mirrors that of the utility sector, where regulators keep lists of
providers and can take far-reaching action on providers who fail to meet expectations. Here,
it is evident that there has been a dialectic interplay, on the one hand, decentralisation of
‘minor’ decision-making and the need for universities to become more autonomous in
securing their financial futures. On the other hand, gradual (re)centralisation of the ‘major’
aspects such as governance expectations, value-added in degrees (increasingly referred to

as educational gain following (OfS, 2022b)), student outcomes, equality and inclusion.

With the shifts in how the HE sector is financed, there has been an accompanying shift in the
perception of the purpose and role of HE by students, staff, business, government, and other
stakeholders. Many of the significant reports on the sector (UUK, 2011; UUK, 2015; Bell,
2017) have focused on sector sustainability, efficiency and effectiveness, and, increasingly,
‘value for money’. These shifts are not only in the perception but also in the apparatus,
regulation, and operation of the HE sector with HE providers having more responsibility than
ever before for financial sustainability. This focus on finances, therefore, plays a significant
role in decisions made by universities to attract students, through investment into the
university and the student experience, a metaphor for showing that the student debt
investment in that university is a good choice. Not only that, but universities have had to
diversify their income streams looking to maximise the use of space, capitalise on intellectual
property, and become more entrepreneurial. The entrepreneurial university is positioned as
one that is rooted within a global market and supports staff and students in developing a

range of skills for life while also contributing to the economy.

Quality assurance in HE has been met with a widespread acknowledgement of the need to
make programmes ‘robust’ and to ensure that there is ‘value for money’. However, quality
assurance processes have often faced difficulty in providing robust oversight, particularly in a
rapidly changing and interconnected world. This is due to the slower pace of regulation
versus innovation, and the autonomy that universities have been afforded in a multilayered
sector where universities have differing governance, financial stability, and priorities. The
QAA became the dedicated quality body providing advice to the OfS on whether

programmes met the Quality Code and required standards outlined in the Framework for
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Higher Education Qualifications. However, the QAA has often been criticised for not holding
providers to account (House of Lords, 2023), and the remit it now holds positions it more as
an advice and guidance organisation. Indeed, there has been much controversy revolving
around the de-designation of the QAA as the Designated Standards Body in 2023, raising
concerns about the international standing and comparability of courses in England. As
metrics have become increasingly important in denoting market competitiveness and
comparability (both domestically and internationally) (de Wit & Altbach, 2021; Beer, 2016;
Tomlinson, 2017), league tables and frameworks for excellence have become commonplace;
for example the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework, the Research
Excellence Framework, and the Knowledge Exchange Framework. Arguably, such
datafication and compatibility systems facilitate a neoliberal HE marketplace, where the

consumer chooses the option they deem to be most attractive (or led to believe is the best).

This thesis is concerned with how full-time undergraduate students (FTUGS) in universities in
England are influenced in terms of practices and behaviours (embodiment of expectations/
influences). Thus, this study takes its place within wider literature on how social and agentive
forces are played out in institutions, organisations and social structures. Studies in the
anthropology of education (Ball, 2013), human geography and other fields have drawn
attention to how schools (Hope, 2013; 2016), hospitals (Reeves & Nichols, 2008), the
criminal justice system (Foucault, 1977; McDowell, 2012) and other settings (Adey, 2008;
Kraftl, 2015) can be viewed as rich sites for the observation of competing social forces and
the enactment and embodiment of discursive practices. Very much informing my approach
have been the works of Foucault (1977; 2002; 2008; 2010) on a number of these social
forces, which have been further developed by the likes of Lemke (2011) and Anderson
(2014). Previous research by Ball (2007; 2013; 2017) has shed light on the complex power
relationships, in a more Foucauldian conceptualisation, in universities, and relationships
between institutions, the state, staff, and students. Furlong (2014) has shown how the State
(re)shapes policy to meet the needs of the future workforce demographic. Nielsen (2015) has
researched how Danish HE students are influenced by their identities, and how identities are
(re)built over time. Brooks & O’Shea (2021) have explored how identities are constructed,
deconstructed, and reconstructed over time, helping to draw attention to the imaginaries
versus realities of student identities. To this extent, this thesis is influenced by the literature
as viewing student identity as forming and reforming over time, specifically this thesis aims to

highlight points of transition and shifts in agency throughout a student’s journey at university.

My previous research has developed a strong thread of interest in affect theory and the

influencing of behaviours, particularly how space is used as a method for shaping behaviours
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(Tate, 2014; 2015; 2023). Affect, in this thesis, is considered as the influencing and shaping
of behaviours in a manner which registers with the individual only subconsciously (Anderson,
2014). This view of affect is important for considering how influencing may operate in HE
(this term is also briefly defined in the glossary and fully explored in S2b.1). In my
undergraduate dissertation, | explored how public houses created atmospheres to influence
consumer behaviours and notions of belonging (Tate, 2014), and in my Master’s study, |
explored how police station architecture influences the behaviours of different users of the
spaces of the police station (Tate, 2015). Additionally, the familiar term ‘space’ is deployed in
a more specialised and theorised manner in this study. Here, the concept of space is that of
a politically and socially contested zone of existence, with a physical aspect but also an
aspect of constructed meaning that varies depending on the perspective (Massey, 2005).
Space is a key concept for this thesis as it is key in facilitating meaning and what it might
mean to belong in that space. The concept of affect has also been employed in my previous

research.

Accordingly, my doctoral research looks at the extent to which universities’ interactions with
their students reflect or embody the ‘soft power’ of the State as distinct from their own wholly
autonomous actions as education providers. To that end, my research explores how
universities in England influence FTUG behaviours and practices to become a ‘model’
student through affective tactics, such as the operationalisation of the power of the State,
with a focus on the use of physical space. Nudging is also a tactic used in the shaping of
behaviour through seemingly presenting one with the ‘best’ or reduced choice and/or through
engagement methods (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009), such as an email using one’s name rather
than a generic greeting. Nudging is defined in the glossary and a nuanced discussion is
offered in S2b.1. This study omits an investigation into digital space and the role of digital
nudging. Before the commencement of the empirical research, there was limited evidence of
digital nudging due to teaching pre-COVID-19 being premised largely on in-person
synchronous teaching, and digital systems often being used as background and support
rather than as an integral aspect of teaching. However, if the project were to be conducted
again with the shift to online learning with digital space playing a much greater role, where
there is a more calculated design, digital space would be included. As | have written
elsewhere (Tate, 2023) there has been a marked change in how digital nudging occurs
between 2018 and 2023.

It is important to understand how students are positioned in the current HE climate where
universities are increasingly dependent upon securing students to provide a known income

based on tuition fees, and more broadly ensuring that HE remains an important next step for
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future opportunities. Likewise, HE serves as an increasingly important space for further

‘citizen training’ to prepare students to be useful contributors to the economy and society.

To this end, the State is a key actor in encouraging young people to attend university. This
research is specifically interested in how traditional full-time undergraduate (FTUG) students’
behaviours and interactions are influenced by the State; and in turn how FTUG students’
everyday behaviours and practices are shaped by universities. The majority of FTUG
students tend to have come straight from school/college to university (HESA, 2024b) when
there may be fewer prior life experiences and interactions having shaped the individual and
the majority have had no prior HE student lived experiences. This sustained contact with the
university over three years provides greater scope for investigation and discussion, this is
because students have experienced only one place of HE study. Additionally, there is scope
for discussion about the longer sustained relationship of three years of studying rather than
the one year of a typical taught postgraduate programme. Finally, FTUG students remain the
largest grouping of students within the overall student population (HESA, 2024b). The
spaces and places in which universities operate are important aspects to consider to gain a

more robust understanding of how FTUG students are positioned in HE in England.

This thesis focuses on HE in England, and as such is concerned with the power relationships
and networks that operate in the English HE system. It is important to acknowledge that
there is often a blurring between UK HE and England’s HE sector. The HE and FE Act of
1992, established funding councils for the respective nations, which is why the thesis
excludes documents from funding councils other than HEFCE. Similarly, following the
devolution of HE to the respective nations of the UK, the thesis excludes documentation
relating to HE which solely concerns matters in Northern Ireland, Scotland, or Wales. Where
the UK HE is discussed, this thesis only includes discussion related to matters in England.
This thesis has chosen to focus on England due to there being more universities in England,
hence greater scope for investigation and impact of findings, additionally, for practical

considerations it is easier for me to conduct research at a case study site.

1.2 Overview of changes to the HE sector

As outlined above, the HE sector in England has seen rapid changes in the legislative,
regulatory, administrative and funding regimes due to an intensive period of policymaking
and interventions since the 1990s, and the establishment of a succession of sector

organisations and sector bodies. This restructuring has resulted in a complexity of competing
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agendas and priorities for the sector, with universities having to exploit the opportunities and
meet the challenges thus presented. Devolution has also led to differences within the nations

of the UK. Accordingly, this research confines itself to HE in England up to 2022.

Such is the complexity of even this single national system that a detailed visual
representation of the structures and processes of Higher Education is helpful. Accordingly,
the ‘swim lane’ diagram given (Figure 1) below, provides a visual representation of reports,
events, actors and key moments in three discrete ‘lanes’, mapped against a timeline which
spans from pre-1993 to academic year 2020-21 in which empirical data collection for this
project concluded. The three lanes chart: 1) HE Tuition Fee/Funding Changes, namely the
shifts in the sector’s financial arrangements for undergraduate students; 2). HE Legislation
and the associated shifts in regulatory bodies for HE in England; and 3). HE sector reports

and organisations which have shaped and influenced the sector in the period under review.
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Figure 1: Swim Lane Diagram of changes to HE in England to March 2021 - Key changes

over time to the funding, legislation, administrative, and structural changes to the English HE
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sector from 1990s to March 2021. [Swim-lane concept based, with kind permission, on a

concept in Newman, 2020].

This visual representation makes clear at a glance just how complex, interdependent and

increasing in intensity the structures and forces operating on HE in England in the period

under review. For example, one might highlight the impact of just three milestones from each

swim lane as follows:

In the top lane (Tuition Fee/Funding Changes): The creation of the Student Loan
Company a government-owned company providing support for UK students;The
introduction of student tuition fees and income-contingent loans in 1998 following the
recommendations of the Dearing Report (1997) to help cover the increasing cost of
HE; the increase in tuition fees to £9,000 per annum in 20212 following the
recommendations of the Browne Review (2010) to help balance the financial burden
of HE for the government.

In the middle lane (Legislation): The Further Education & Higher Education Act 1992
saw the expansion of HE transforming polytechnics into full universities; the
Consumer Act 2015 explicitly positioned university students as customers, providing
a range of protections; in 2018 the Office for Students was established as the sector
regulator which subsumed and extended the range of powers and responsibilities.

In the bottom lane (Sector Reports and Organisations): the Dearing Report (1997)
outlined a range of recommendations for reforming the HE sector; in 2010 the
Browne Review concluded with recommendations for making the sector more
financially viable; in 2017 the Bell Review highlighted the fractured and complex

sector calling for the merger of multiple sector bodies.

(For a comprehensive account of each of the interventions and milestones encompassed in

the swim lane diagram see Appendix 2)

1.3 HE Sector changes and power

The contents of the HE Tuition Fee/Funding Changes swim lane illustrate the marketisation

of HE, which underlies the drive towards neoliberal managerialism that has led to an altered

profile, purpose and dominant philosophy of HE (Choat, 2017; Wahlstrom & Sundberg,

2017). From 1998 to date, students have been increasingly positioned as customers of HEls

and consumers of the HE product. Simultaneously, universities are situated within an
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increasingly complex environment that requires them to be individually sustainable whilst
subject to greater regulation and to become places of business. These changes have meant
that the relationship between the State, universities and students is increasingly entwined

and blurred, set within a field of competing agendas (Winter, 2009; Ball, 2013).

The English HE sector’s financing changed considerably between 1998-2020. The sector
moved from almost exclusive Central Government Funding (CGF) to increasingly
tuition-based fees levied from students, the latter largely supported by the central
government provision of student loans. In 1998/99 tuition fees comprised 22% and CGF
grants 41% of sector income; in 2019/20 tuition fees comprised 51% and CGF grants 13% of
sector income (HESA, 2024c).

In an attempt to ‘balance the books’, central Government has attempted to make the sector
viable through a number of ‘refinancing’ methods such as, in 1998, the shift to
income-contingent loans for tuition fees of £1,000 pa and selling off the previous mortgage
style loans to the private sector to raise £2bn. To sustain a growing demand for HE, there
were further increases in tuition fees to £3,000 pa in 2004 and £3,250 pa in 2006. Following
a number of sector reports, most notably the UUK Efficiency and Effectiveness report (2011),
the Browne Review (2011) recommendations and the challenges presented by the global
financial crisis, tuition fees rose to £9,000 pa in 2012. This reorientation of the sector towards
spending effectively and maximising income by universities, a particularly neoliberal financial
ontology (Furlong, 2014), was captured in UUK’s Efficiency, Effectiveness and Value for
Money report (2015). Dependence on student tuition fees results in competition between
HEIs for student numbers to ensure financial stability, and hence greater focus was placed

on attracting students through marketing and emphasis on student experience.

Accompanying changes in the quality framework for English Higher Education were also
far-reaching. Following the Dearing Report (1997), the Quality Code for UK HE (1998) was
introduced providing key benchmarks of educational provision and expectations of
universities in producing and delivering curriculum and assessment. The introduction of the
Quality Code constituted a key moment in reorienting universities to become more focused
on the quality of the course and curriculum design, presenting a challenge to previously held
assumptions that academics and universities were trusted/empowered to be autonomous in
their academic provision. The Future of Higher Education White Paper (2003) presented a
challenge to institutions calling for more robust teaching quality, a shift away from course
design and curriculum toward quality expectations of how courses were delivered by
academics, simultaneously, the focus on quality was supported by the creation of the Higher

Education Academy, and the introduction of the UK Professional Standards Framework
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(Bunce et al., 2017). The focus on quality rebalanced the role of academics from being
primarily researchers with peripheral teaching responsibilities to some academics being

solely teachers and others having both responsibilities more equally (McCune, 2021).

With widespread changes to England’s HE, there has been limited exploration, to date, of
conceptions of agency, power and the ways in which an ‘ideal’ or ‘model’ student is shaped
and disciplined by these forces (Wong & Chiu, 2021; Ball, 2013). In a fast-changing financial
regime, regulatory framework, and quality code, not only has the purpose and philosophy of
English HE shifted, so have the relationships between all actors involved. Again, visual
representation can help to elicit these questions of power and hegemony - in a manner
attempted in Figure 2, informed by the Foucauldian concept of networks of power (Foucault,
2002; 2010). Here, it can be seen that the flows of power in question are multidirectional and

in the period under review there has been a considerable intensification of sector changes.
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Figure 2: Exploratory model of networks of power in the formation of the ‘model’ student to

be elicited and explored in the body of this thesis.

For the purposes of reading this thesis, as for the process of data collection and analysis, the

kind of visual representation in Figure 2 reminds us of the complexity of the HE landscape
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and the interdependencies between its different agents and actors. We will revisit this
Foucauldian concept of networks of power throughout the thesis and will return to Figure 2 in
the Discussion chapter (Chapter 7) where the first principles visually represented above will

be mapped against the empirical findings of the data.

As Chapter 2a further illustrates, the very framing of Higher Education activity within the
structures of the State has shifted radically in the period under review (1997-2022). Higher
Education in England has been ‘housed’ variously within the Department for Education and
Skills (2001-2007); the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (2007-2009); the
Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills (2009-2016); and ultimately a reversion to
the Department of Education (2016-Present). The period during which HE was housed within
the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills in 2007 explicitly tasked HEIs with
engaging not only in intellectual inquiry for its own sake but the development of innovation
and skills. This resulted in universities having their remits broadened to provide education,
intellectual growth, commercialisation, and practical skills. This was a step towards
combining the academic and the vocational skills domains. In 2009 the Department for
Business merged with the Department for Innovation, Universities, and Skills. HE
responsibility remained in this new Department (of Business, Innovation, and Skills) which
gave the HE sector an even closer association with business, becoming saleable and
transactable, in common with other sectors of the economy. A distinct shift can be seen in
the HE sector, transitioning to a market and consumer-focused endeavour. This is
demonstrated in UUK’s Knowing the Market report (2011), which introduced guidance on the
requirement for HEIs to work with businesses, making knowledge into saleable
services/property, and how to equip students with greater employability skills. Post-2009 saw
the removal of barriers to HEIs operating in a more business-like fashion allowing (and
encouraging) them to seek new sources of income generation. However, as HEIs developed
new entrepreneurial business models for a more competition-driven market, students were
afforded greater protections in the purchase of their HE experience through the Consumer
Act (2015) (OfS, 2023a). Following Government restructuring in 2016, the funding and
regulation of HE research and knowledge exchange, remained with the newly-titied
Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, whilst the funding and delivery of
HE teaching reverted to the Department for Education and regulation was undertaken by its
agencies, for England initially, HEFCE, subsequently the OfS (from 2018). This division
between HEIs’ teaching and research responsibilities created a duality of responsibilities and
ways of working in the HE sector - the professionalisation of teaching in HE, increased
quality assurance and minimum expectations to provide ‘value for money’ provision, versus

the need for research output and income generation (Bunce et al., 2017; Bessant et al.,
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2015; McCune, 2021). These shifts in the HE sector profile have led to confusion about the
purpose and philosophy of HE in England.

Furthermore, with the emergence of a new sector body (Advance HE) and a new sector
regulator (the OfS), there is scope to better understand their impact and role within existing
and new structures/frameworks. There is also scope to better understand unusual aspects of
the sector that have been highlighted in sector restructuring, such as the Office for the
Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education (OIA). The OIA operates a ‘voluntary’ student
complaints scheme for universities, however, registration with a student complaints scheme
is a requirement of becoming a HE Provider in England. As the OIA runs the only student
complaints scheme, registration with it could be argued to be mandatory. Here, might be an
example of a power dynamic between an arms-length organisation of the State and

universities, which is likely to impact student information and processes.

There are implicit power relationships between these three bodies and universities which
have not so far been investigated. This research aims to examine these power relationships
and how the soft power of the State acts on and through universities in shaping students’

behaviours and interactions.

To achieve this my thesis aims to:

1. explore how individuals entering full-time undergraduate programmes ‘become and realise
themselves as students’ in terms of identity and behaviours in the Higher Education
environment

2. investigate how networks of power, agency, and influence between students and staff
have changed over the last decade in the context of contemporary changes in Higher
Education

3. elucidate the ethical implications and biopolitical implications of influencing students’

behaviour from a position of power using concepts from social theory.

For full research aims and objectives see Appendix 1.

1.4 Contribution to knowledge and thesis structure

This opening chapter has thus outlined how there is scope for a fuller, more theorised
account of how current FTUG student experiences are presented, influenced and shaped.

There is limited literature regarding how the power of the State is operationalised by
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universities to shape FTUG student behaviours, and how discursive and physical spaces are
used to influence behaviours. My research is conducted in a context of rapid change where
the roles and impacts of a number of actors in the current English HE sector are not yet fully
understood. The HE sector is in a period of perpetual transition (Tate & Glazzard, 2024).
Likewise, the influence that sector actors have within the reshaped networks of power still
needs to be fully understood, particularly in the increasingly hyper-connected neoliberal HE
marketplace. This research builds upon the work of Nielsen (2015) who explored the shaping
of studenthood in a Danish HE context, Ball (2013) who explores how student behaviours
are influenced in schools, and Wong and Chiu (2021) who deconstruct the idea of the ‘ideal
student’. | utilise my background as a human geographer with experience in post-structuralist
qualitative research into scripting of behaviours. ‘Scripting’ is a key concept for this research;
it is the shaping of behaviours through affective tactics and nudging with the aim of resulting
in particular interactions and behaviours (Adey, 2008). This thesis particularly draws on the
works of post-structural thought such as that of Adey (2008), Anderson (2014), Esposito
(2008), Foucault (1977) and is informed by studies into student being and identity such as
Ball (2013), Brooks (2018), Furlong (2014), Nielsen (2015), and Wong and Chiu (2021). By
taking a multi-method approach, this research aims to provide a breadth of insights from
assembling and analysing a corpus based on sector marketing, policy, and reports to provide
insights into the discourse being used. Greater depth into how student behaviours are
influenced has been gained from group and individual interviews, seeking to locate
decision-making and how space is utilised. Further to the interviews, there has been a series
of structured observations to validate or challenge claims made in individual interviews about

how space is used and the embodied practices in university social learning space (SLS).

In a contested and challenging period for the sector, my research extends both the frame of
reference and the lexicon for conceiving of HE practices and identities in England in terms of
dynamic networks of power; the key actors who operate within them; and their differential
degrees of agency in shaping them. In particular, it will consider how FTUG behaviours and
interactions are articulated and shaped (or in Foucauldian terms, ‘disciplined’) in keeping
with what is deemed desirable or ‘model’ by the hegemonic power. Additionally, with a
greater awareness of the power dynamics, and how that power is operationalised through
the use of space, policy, and nudging with the resultant impact on the agency of those
actors, there is the potential to highlight the ethical implications of practices used in the HE
sector. Finally, the research helps to highlight trends in the HE sector marketing, policy,
regulation concerning students, and how these aspects might be segmented according to HE
provider groupings. This research is novel in its sustained application of a Foucauldian

approach to these questions with the intention that the rapid transitions and transformations
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in the sector might productively be seen and discussed under this frame of reference.
Relatedly, my findings offer a new conceptual three-stage model of an FTUG journey,
mobilising and modelling precisely these Foucauld