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Assumptions that student/consumer choice is a
good mechanism for regulating HE provision
may be dubious. Rather (and like other markets)
we might see student/consumers as desiring
and daydreaming agents. Markets may pander
to the latter but in adopting this view of
marketised HE, tutors (and HEIs) may be failing
in their responsibilities to disciplines.
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A mechanism for exchange based
on money

Supply matched to needs
through rational choice of what
to buy and how much to pay

Goods and services have a value
based on what customers need.
Customers allocate their money
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services have most value to them
Leads to innovation

Ensures quality

Drives down costs
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As we consider change that
results from marketisation,

we might consider this new
framing.

My part'\cu\ar interest 15
in the student as

Viarket actors

Marketing organisations
Workers

Customers

Consumers

Government
Everyone in society



Market actors versus other actors

Expectations Status in society Reflexive
questions

University

Marketing
organisation

Academic

Service worker

Student

Customer/cons
umer

Knowledge
repository,
generation and
dissemination

Maximise financial
return on activities

Knowledge
generation and
dissemination

Deliver cost effective
service/maximise
revenue

Gain
knowledge/skills

Maximise value for
money

Autonomy

Freedom to
exploit most
profitable
markets

Autonomy

Payment based
on financial
performance

Access to learning
opportunities

Get what they
have paid for

Privileged and How do we

protected maintain/develop
/disseminate
knowledge?

Potential wealth How do we

creator generate more
income/grow?

‘Public good’ What’s important

in my discipline?

How do | meet
the organisation’s
objectives?

Taxpayer/
employee

How much can |
learn about this
discipline?

‘Our future’

Individual
economic agent

Am | getting value
for money?

And we can enjoy the
choice an

4 efficiency brin

If income comes
from knowledge,
not much
change?

If org objectives
prioritise
knowledge, not
much change?

If value is about
knowledge, not
much change?

benefits that market

gs — yippee!
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Consumer
Culture Theory

Rejection of the old rationalities of
economics and psychology built on
choice

Experiential marketing, Post-
Fordism and beyond, spectacle,
knowledge-products

The imagination and desire,
irrationalities and social
relationships

Co-construction of cultural values
by market actors with consumption
as a ‘moment’ in practices
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It’s not that these issues are
entirely new, rather the new
affordances a consumer
subject position provides.
Individual choice becomes
seen as a right; desire a
legitimate motivation.

See Chapters 15 & 16 in Molesworth, Scullion & Nixon 2011



How choice in higher education
can create conservative learners

: ‘choice is
umption that - .
The assump uyestioned In

good’ 1S largely ung ‘
our consumer society. 1t 1S
heart of @ system

indeed at the
that is assume
quality, diversity an

freedom-

d to ensure
d individual

Universities may now legitimately
claim to ‘give what the market
demands’, in preference to what

Student choice i also considered to be
sound pedagogy. Yet we might
recc?gnise that the learning-related
choices that |ead to complex individual
transformations are not the same 35
consumer-related choices that
dominate in the market.

subject specialists may intuitively feel

are subject demands.



Students persistently r.eiter::tgsle
the discourse that having c II0|

is ‘good’, whilst often actua. y;ce
strongly disliking the expgrle

of having to make a deC|5|on..
For example, Caroline told us:

/ do like having choice but jt’s the deciding
that’s not good. It’s the pressure

I guess. | think jt’s the idea of blame . .
you’re choosing things, when

It’s your decision you can’t blame anybody
else for the outcome, that’s What | don’t like

about jt, that I'm to blame. But not having
choice woy/y be

restrictive,

. When



Choices created uncertainty and with it
the possibility that errors might be made
For example, Thomas told us of his |
frustration with one unit where choice
created a risk of getting a low grade

And then they say, well you are taking responsibility for your own
learning but . . . that’s fine . . . but it’s just . ..l guess some think that
you are here just to learn but you aren’t, ... you're here to get

a degree, because you’re here to get a jobata later point in life. It’s
not all about learning, it isn’t! | mean you would think so to go into a
learning institution you know . .. butit’s not! It’s partly learning, but
mostly to get a job and to get good grades and then get a job. That’s
what it is. And then that gets you money, and then a wife, and house
and children . ..



decided, because there was so much other Where work seemed

stuff going on that | Was so much more unimportant students may
interested in, ljust thought that . so | choose simply to neglect it.
calculated ‘alright, this €ssay is about 2% of Aidan provided one

my degree, my final degree, I'm not going to such confession:



Students also judged the
options (electives) on
perceived difficulty,
familiarity of the subject or
its assessment, and on the
reputation of the tutor.
Natalie, Paul and

Vicky explain:

ho
<t year that the person

v ' apar
‘t(ajx\:ght it had never given me P

essay, W
mark foran : :
got much ctronger Mark for subjects

] k‘

writing.

I often knew in
My own mind what |
at, or better at, or |ess worse at ould be good

worry that if I'd have gone and seen

We picked the ones we knew we’d enjoy. Choice
...allows you to pick units you think you’ll enjoy and
we were also told to look at how you’re going

to be assessed as well . . . it allows you to pick the
options that’ll give you the best chance of a good

grade.



How choice in higher education
can create conservative learners

ts rejected the
y study might
gful choice 1N

One co :

jversit that st f:jSequence of this approach was
idea that univer . o ; udents c_hose to minimise the
allow them mean eadth of thejr learning. Choice

. ng a range retore acte :
investigating - ogretical areas i the d as a conservative force
conceptual of the eir educational lives 3

put simply, studen

nd our young

such that they ”_“ght becgg\‘js ftUdf?ntS became fixated with the

nowledgeable in these Implications of their chojce for the
mark they might gain.

Consumerist attitudes may be so deeply

engrained that many students believed their Choice exists outside of HE.

instrumental approach to learning to be HE is merely a way to get

obvious, ‘natural’, that it was rational to take more and better consumer

the easiest route through the challenges of choices later

academia in order to ‘get the degree’ at the
end.



‘“You can enjoy 2 breath of fresh air and
on [\ocation] seafront.

fantastic sea views
Four miles of beach are backed by green
at for meeting

spaces of [\ocation], gre
friends, picnics in the summer as well as

running, cycling and football'.

We aim to
' nurtur

single student’ € the dreams of ever

' y

Our alumni include: Zoe Ball,
Neil Tennant, Vic Reeves, Jamie
n, Zandra Rhodes,

. Alison
Linley’.

Theaksto
Charlie Wheelan ..
Moyet and Viscount

‘[the institution] j

o is located j

gromf;sz;rt of the city, which 'Pr:as

COSmopor;a!matlcally into a busy,

ol Itan centre of cultur ’

o glnment, nightlife ”
Pping’. "

‘Degrees with the
WOW factor’

‘Many of our graduates have quickly achieved
within television,

varied and seniof positions
eg.. Commissioning Editor, Channel 4; Director,
Casualty; Head of Technical Develo

Director, GMTV; Producer/Director, Top Gear'.

pment, BBC;



A degree will make all

your dreams come true

Students’ daydreams are structured
around celebrity lifestyles, travel and
portrayals of jobs in films and
television.

An irony of some of the daydreams
constructed by students is that
they are focused on consumer
lifestyles supported by ‘well paid’
jobs. Higher Education Institutions
may pander to fantasies of a
leisure-based ‘good life’. This is
evident in marketing materials.

fantasies.

resourens o reamer using the

the . ’the Market to imagi

a0 ife’, Markets respond o
€ and individualised tO



and everything,
Designs’ in or som
do it from Scratch

hether | would get ‘Grangd
ething and

I'don’t know .

Nicola’s dream is of the
lifestyle of someone who
works in PR, rather than of the
work itself. Such idealised
lifestyles foreground
consumption so hopes for the
future are consumer hopes
and a career is understood in
terms of providing access to
desirable consumption
activity.



Natalie, a final year
Communication student,
reflects on her placement
experience assuming that it
reflects everyday working
practices.

Katie another final year
Communication student, tells
us of her hopes for the future
that are built around success,
fun and exciting travel

I don’t know what ty

, pe of job I'll be

can’t quite see what |’ '

compan it
Pany lunches . . . and it just, it was a really nice

place to be and [ co
) uld see m : ,
that’s enjoyable Jike that yself doing something

| imagine myself being successful, just bdefst:)see :;‘d ‘
something I've always obvious.ly wante ew.h o
probably magine mysel oA L1 Kk want o
where | can really have un: : el
work some - where where 1Us numb’ers, et
| wouldn’t because | wouldn’t end up |
fkf_:?"';e:% job, but definitely somewhere \A;her\cle\l;c‘an .b|e
creative. And | would quite l.lke to trave az Wor‘.d.ng.
definitely will look into moving abroad an



Students may be choosing
vocational courses based on
misguided perceptions which
are likely to have been
influenced by media
representations.

Lucy, a first year Advertising
student, tells us how her
choice of subject was partly
inspired by a film. And
Lauren, a first year Media
Production student, evokes a
TV programmes influential in
her choice of course:



Students take actions to protect
the dreams they have constructed
by focusing on idealised images of
jobs and dismiss ideas that may
contradict them. Thus they
become resentful of any subjects
which are not relevant to the
imagined career.

For example, Hannah, a
Communication student, tells us

Me...And I don

SOmething that r
thing . .

't see why | shoulq do
o eally is not my
-1don’t want to pe trai

ne
that, because | know I'm not goingd or

touseit. . . s
++ - SO Why would | be tra;
, t
for Something that 'm not rained

going to yse?
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and then year Public Relations student,
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e were an actual he can choose a brand and
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S Sad but | a
sound e felt like W focus on a ‘real’ campaign.
was more Ve paig
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agency He then contrasts this
experience with the ‘boring
| know wh side’ of his degree where the
Why you hav : o i ' ‘
fun. It’s just sitgin €todoit, but it’s just not focus is on business (finance

ing there learning all the laws. So and law)



When disillusionment sets in
— either because aspects of a
course or the reality of
working in certain careers
disappoint, or students
realise the limits of their own
talents — they cannot so
easily find new objects of
desire — they are, after all,
signed up for three years —
and instead must modify, or
‘correct’ their daydream to
‘construct a more
‘realistic’ anticipation of
those events to come’.
Bethany and Kelly explain

decisio ’ '
Confider;tthat I m ot going to do that because I'm n
o in u_smg the equipment -« . And then th >
Fwas, is very, VEry creative, and | think (:her ’
. e’s

a lot of pressyre :
on a direc o,
creative enough .. tor.... I didn’t think | was

but
: wanted to be buyers
all the girls on my COUT>" d that it involves a

[ ealise
ing done this [course] we T '
i .and it’s obviously put a

f calculations . . : . .
o Of X eople off . .. They liked the idea of going abr’oa
o by dn’t actually like the idea of there's

to buy but they di
actually quite a lot of paperwork to do.



A degree will make all
your dreams come true

Daydreams specifically related to a
job may be rather fanciful, where
students pick and choose elements
that they enjoy and discard any they
dislike, informed by glamorous media
representations.

HEIs are complicit in projecting
idealised images through
marketing, selling a lifestyle that
students’ desire. We might even
call this ‘good’ marketing practice.

HEls then continue to pander to
student fantasies by enabling them
to aesthetically actualise the dream
in the form of role play and
industry speakers that embody
fantastic jobs.



Implications for markets?

So markets aren’t the balance of it % T
efficient supply to rational needs : M) meoonara:
then? ‘AL

As a resylt markets

tla”y ch .
possi aotic cult /
. ble that these are damUrgs. It’s
umers and workers aging to

help create unstable

Markets might pass responsibility onto
individuals. In this case 17 year-olds
(and their families) with dubious
assumptions about their desires/ability

to make rational choices.

M :
arketing Organisatij

co on
NSUmer desires jf | s only respong to

eft uncheckeqd

“\Jalues’ that aré co-constructed are cultural

and not just economic

What values does marketised HE
reproduce?
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' i ith markets
Support students in making The problem W

. . . . . ; t your are
informed choice (including choice though 1S that :\ thers.
of course)? competing With ©

ssive
. ST rkets can be aggre
Consider needs of discipline in Mad £ocus on the short
course design and assessment? an

(and resist market/organisational
pressures to ‘pander’) ?

Direct student ambition to
knowledge and skills (including
through marketing materials)?

Consider structures of
governance for these things?

term.

In this Market, consumers

have little Opportunity to
learn from previous

consumer experience
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What signs of marketisation have you
witnessed (good and bad)?

Do you recognise the characterisations of
students that | have described?

What has been the institutional response to
these? And your individual response?

Given this policy direction, what are your
hopes and fears for HE?
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