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Abstract 

It has been argued that the rise of professions in society has been on the increase for over a century, 

to the extent that they are seen as integral to post-industrial society.  Yet, within information systems 

minimal research has considered users as professionals.  Instead, professions and professionalism as 

units of analysis have usually been intertwined with discussions of IT workers and systems 

development.  In this paper, we focus on professionals as a user group and consider the implications 

of the deployment of IT in such contexts.  In particular, we attend to the influence of technology on a 

central feature of professional identity – autonomy.  In order to do this, we discuss the deployment of a 

module of an enterprise-wide student information system in a department of a UK university.  From 

this come insights into regulation through inscription, the deskilling of work, system acceptance in the 

face of self-interest, the retention of autonomy in a regulated environment and the overt exercise of 

professional power.  Whilst the student information system had an effect on professional identity, 

within our study, it appears that any encroachment upon autonomy has, overall, been viewed as 

minimal or easily managed.  We suggest that future work might focus upon much more contentious 

sites of IT roll out where professionals exist – where they feel and experience much more significant 

effects. 

Keywords: Professional Identity, Autonomy, Enterprise Systems, Packaged Software. 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 

 

It has been argued that the rise of professions in society has been on the increase for over a century 

(Perkin, 1989), with law and medicine as the archetypes of professional groups, and that such groups 

are seen as key in post-industrial society (Bell, 1973; Tofler, 1980).  Whilst we acknowledge 

professionals have been part of some work in sociology (Mclaughlin and Webster, 1998; Novek, 

2002) and management (Dillard and Burris, 1993; Harris, 2002; Button, 2003; Timmons, 2003), 

within information systems (IS), the focus on professions and professionalism has mostly centered on 

the nature of IS as a profession rather than thinking about users as professionals in their own right.  

This work is wide ranging, focusing for instance, on the power IS professionals might exercise over 

users (Markus and BjØrn-Anderson, 1987), ethical codes of practice for systems development (Wood-

Harper et al., 1996) and commercial professional and ethical considerations (Adam and Light, 2004).  

However, minimal attention has been paid to environments where the user population constitutes a 

professional group despite the fact it is recognised that the way a specific technology is used by people 

is shaped by their ideas, viewpoint and perception of the nature of that technology and its relation to 

the broader user context (Orlikowski and Gash, 1994; Lamb and Kling, 2003).  This state of affairs is 

perhaps not surprising given that historically the modes of deployment of technologies in 
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organisations have sought to increase efficiencies in low skill, blue and white-collar areas.  However, 

advances in technologies have seen their expansion into other environments, including those where 

professionals operate, as we shall discuss later.   

 

In this study, we attend to academics as a professional group, with a specific focus on the autonomous 

aspect of professional identity, and follow their experiences throughout the pilot of a standard 

enterprise-wide package module.  By academics we mean the lecturers, senior lecturers, readers and 

professors who make up the academic staff, or faculty, of a university.  This group is characterised by 

a high degree of autonomy. Indeed they are possibly the most autonomous group within salaried 

professions (as opposed to the self employed).  On one hand, it might be supposed that such a group 

would jealously guard its autonomy; on the other hand this group may be more tolerant than other 

professional groups of minor incursions into its autonomy, particularly those involving the use of 

information systems.  Similarly, as the medical consultant, in Mclaughlin and Webster’s study stated 

“I didn’t have any skills that were susceptible” (Mclaughlin and Webster, 1998:793).  This is partly 

because minor incursions might be seen as leaving the major elements of autonomy (such as freedom 

of speech and freedom to organise one’s work) relatively unaffected and partly because university 

academics are shaking off the dusty old ‘ivory towers’ image in carving a newer professional identity, 

which embraces high technology in teaching, administration and research. 

 

Our aim is to provide insights into professional autonomy by exploring the mutual shaping of 

technology and professional practice, as revealed with this somewhat unusual professional group.  The 

paper is structured as follows.  In the next section we offer some background on professions in general 

and after this we consider some of the implications of IT use in organisations for those in professional 

groups.  We then briefly overview our approach to the research.  An interpretation of the findings of 

the study are then provided through a thematic analysis which offers insights into the regulation of 

professions through technological inscription, the deskilling of work, from professional to managerial 

and administrative, system acceptance in the face of self interest, the retention of autonomy in a 

regulated environment and the overt exercise of professional power.  Finally we conclude the paper 

and offer some recommendations for how the work can be further extended. 

 
2. PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY, AUTONOMY AND TECHNOLOGY 

 

The constitution of a profession, and in turn what is professional, has often been debated although 

professional identity continues to remain ambiguous (Carr-Saunders and Wilson, 1933; Freidson, 

1983; Crompton, 1987).  Indeed, it has been noted that the concept of a profession changes over time 

based on the economic, social and historical context under consideration (Freidson, 2001).  Generally 

speaking, and for the purposes of this paper, professions can be characterised as being associated with: 

mastery of an esoteric body of knowledge, autonomy, formal organisation and code of ethics and a 

social function (Johnson, 2001).  Within the defining features of a profession, occupational autonomy 

is described as one of the major characteristics as compared to other occupations where people act on 

given orders (Moore, 1970; Pavalko, 1988; Johnson, 1995).  Moreover, even where professionals work 

within formal organisational arrangements, it is argued that they continue to exercise unusual 

discretion through their technical autonomy or freedom to employ discretion in performing work in the 

light of personal, schooled judgment unavailable to those without the same qualification (Freidson, 

1986).  Our focus is on autonomy as an important consideration where information systems are rolled 

out to professionals.  How far can information systems be seen as undermining professional identity?  

Alternatively, even when they do impose constraints on professionals, how far does the professional 

group accommodate these without major revision of its working practices or professional roles?  

 

The introduction of IT into organisations has brought about a techno-centric interpretation of its 

effects on management-worker relationships and changes in structure.  A pivotal theme within 

management and organisational research has been the identification of new industrial methodologies 
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and technologies that focus on the generation of greater workforce commitment and flexibility 

(Wilson, 1995).  The hope is that the new information based technologies will allow the practices and 

beliefs of Taylorism and Fordism, once the foundation for industrial development, to be brushed aside, 

therefore developing an environment of commitment and trust (Wilson, 1995), rather than one where 

routinised and overly efficient work practices are foisted on the worker.  This is epitomised by 

‘empowered’ semi-autonomous units of production, where a highly trained and skilled workforce 

could exercise freedom and authority within a decentralised mode of control and coordination 

(Wilson, 1995; Hayes, 2001).   

 

Thus, many see the introduction of IT as ushering in a management style that is qualitatively different 

from Taylorism.  Insofar as IT requires that workers apply intellectual effort to their tasks (Zuboff, 

1988), control of information by management, and the desire for obedience in general, can constitute a 

constraint on realising the gains of IT.  According to this interpretation, obedience to management has 

the effect of limiting the type of innovative behaviour that would make use of the expanded 

possibilities presented by IT, and the type of problem solving skills that would deal with the new 

questions that come with broadened parameters.  Therefore, to take advantage of IT, workers must be 

empowered to make process decisions implying that workers also take on greater responsibility with 

management also taking on a new role in such an environment.  This position is therefore 

complimentary to traditional notions of professional identity, which incorporate autonomy as a 

defining characteristic as Randle states: “professionals have been depicted as wishing to have 

autonomy, the freedom to make their own decisions without pressure from outside of the profession, 

including from their own managers” (Randle, 1996:740).   

 

Yet there is also a considerable thread in traditional sociological arguments about professional work 

that sees autonomy as either nullified or corrupted by technological change.  The monitoring, 

controlling and surveillance of employees, is for example, one strong strand even though it is 

recognised that the effects and uses of electronic performance monitoring may not be predictable in 

advance of their deployment (Zuboff, 1988; Akrich, 1992; Lyon, 1994; Mason et al., 1999; McCahill 

and Norris, 2002).  Indeed, the paradox of electronic surveillance in the workplace is that it is much 

used and little understood (Vorvoreanu and Baton, 2000).  In addition, there are also those who 

consider the mutual shaping of technologies and society (MacKenzie and Wajcman, 1999) thus there 

are further implications for professions in terms of the role Information Communication Technologies 

(ICTs) may have in shaping their environments and roles within these.  A particularly important idea 

here is the notion of inscription (Akrich, 1992), the idea that technologies may embody a preferred 

reading, that of the designer of the technology.  The preferred reading may embody a political stance 

as in (Winner, 1995) description of the design of the road structure of Long Island incorporating low 

bridges so that buses, the mode of transport of many working class people, would be excluded from 

the desirable parkland areas frequented by the middle classes in their cars. 

 

In terms of our case, within IS this theme has been widely considered in relation to packaged software 

based enterprise systems (Lucas et al., 1988; Hanseth and Braa, 1998; Soliman and Youssef, 1998; 

Markus and Tanis, 2000; Sia et al., 2002; Wagner and Newell, 2004; Light, 2005b).  Such systems 

comprise a suite of integrated, process oriented, standardised modules that are pre-written and thus, 

are inscribed with ways of work.  Indeed, it is now broadly recognised that such systems potentially 

‘force’ ways for work upon users, although in order to make enterprise systems work, certain studies 

have revealed a number of strategies (Soh et al., 2000; Brehm et al., 2001; Light, 2001; Alvarez, 2002; 

Benders et al., 2002; Pollock et al., 2003; Scott and Wagner, 2003; Light, 2005a).  However, to date, 

the implication of adopting and implementing such systems in environments where professionals who 

will require a good deal of autonomy in some aspects of the processes that underlie their daily work 

has received scant attention.  This is our purpose here. 
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3. RESEARCH APPROACH 
 

This work is part of a wider programme of work into the deployment of IT in professionally populated 

environments.  Here we present some of the findings from one of the cases, which is drawn from the 

pilot of a module of the Hayward
1
 University Student Information System (HUSIS).  Within IS, the 

case study is widely accepted and is a commonly used method for conducting qualitative data 

informed research (Walsham, 1993; Walsham, 1995; Orlikowski, 1996; Klein and Myers, 1999).  

Thus a range of techniques associated with the case study method were used given the researcher’s 

concern for the effects and influence of the information system within the organisation rather than the 

technical aspects of the information system alone (Myers, 1997).  The findings reported here are based 

on qualitative data, which has been collected via participant and non-participant observation of various 

processes surrounding HUSIS’ examination boards module.  In addition, 19 of 34 members of 

academic and support staff involved in the pilot were interviewed.  All the interviews were recorded 

and transcribed providing 130 pages of transcription. As this research is based on a sensitive area 

encompassing student recruitment we have deliberately avoided reproducing quotes from these 

interviews to protect the anonymity of participants.  Documentary evidence regarding the pilot study, 

university policy, and UK higher education policy directly and indirectly associated with the processes 

surrounding the pilot were also drawn upon as necessary.  Analysis and data collection were 

conducted concurrently.  This began with a fairly broad objective of finding out about the nature of 

academic professional identity and the environment within which academics worked.  Then, data was 

collected guided by Johnson’s (2001) conceptual map of the characteristics of professions combined 

with an ongoing literature review of IT use.  As data was collected it was coded in relation to the 

literature and the characteristics of professions framework, and then a subset of this, as related to 

autonomy was further unpacked.  This eventually led to the identification of the themes of analysis as 

reported here. 

 
4. INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS 

 

The higher education sector in the UK has undergone significant change in recent years.  Government 

led initiatives such as the creation of more universities and the widening participation agenda which 

aims to increase the number and variety of entrants into higher education coupled with a proportionate 

decrease in funding have brought significant pressures to bear on the sector.   Furthermore, because of 

the introduction of student fees, the sector is becoming much more market oriented especially in the 

light of the potential positive and negative effects of various teaching and research league tables that 

attest to an institution’s quality in various subject areas.  These pressures have been translated by 

many higher education managers into a need for improved efficiency and part of this response has 

been to follow the lead of commercial organisations by standardising work practices and centralising 

them through the deployment of enterprise systems.  At Hayward University such a project was 

initiated in 2003.  The enterprise system has modules that support university processes in areas such as 

student admissions, registrations and records and finance.  The focus of our study is upon a pilot of a 

particular module that we shall call ‘Marksheet’.  

 

Marksheet was developed during 2003.  The university brought in a contractor to manage the project.  

Following a series of briefing sessions he configured and customised the module, based on his analysis 

of the administrative requirements of the student assessment and examinations board processes.  The 

pilot of the module began in 2004.  Several academic departments were involved and we followed the 

project within one of these.  The aim is to replace the existing technologies and ways of work used to 

record exam and assessment results, which feed into examination boards.  Marksheet allows users to 

enter marks for assessed work directly into HUSIS via a browser based interface.  The system then 

calculates the module mark for each student from the marks entered and the relative weights defined 

                                                
1
 Hayward is a pseudonym we use for the university in question. 
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for each piece of work.  The system is inscribed with various policies associated with academic 

programmes of study at departmental and university level, for example, undergraduate and 

postgraduate assessment scales and ratification and decision coding for marks, assessment, 

compensation and personal mitigating circumstances status.  Thus the system can be used to support 

the examinations board processes.   

 

The management of the academic department in this study decided to participate in the pilot because 

their own system started to become unwieldy and it was evident that flaws were emerging in the 

original system.  In common with many other IS projects legacy information system problems had 

been identified, in particular relating to difficulties in maintaining the accuracy of data.  The rollout of 

Marksheet began in November 2004 with a training session for the academics.  At the session the 

academics were given a username and password and were shown round the system.  They were also 

given the opportunity to provide feedback on the system.  Some of their suggested changes were 

incorporated into the system and the software was trialled in support of three examination boards that 

year.  The pilot is still ongoing, but the system is effectively in use.  Moreover, the academics reported 

that examination boards are now generally better run as a result.  It is from this process that we have 

identified the themes related to the use of IT in environments where professionals constitute the 

majority of the user base, which were outlined above.  The themes are regulation through inscription, 

the deskilling of work – from professional to managerial and administrative, system acceptance in the 

face of self-interest, the retention of autonomy in a regulated environment and the overt exercise of 

professional power.  However, it is important to note that there are wide ranging views within our 

study as to whether academics are professionals even though everyone involved in our study 

recognised some element of professional identity within the group.  Importantly, autonomy was a 

recurring feature that was deemed important.  Our experience is therefore consistent with the 

literature, that the definition of professional identity continues to be a highly contested issue (Carr-

Saunders and Wilson, 1933; Freidson, 1983; Crompton, 1987; 1994; 2001). 

 
5. REGULATION THROUGH INSCRIPTION 

 

Autonomy is seen as an attractive aspect within academic life, even though this has been eroded in 

recent years.  In particular the roles of certain policies and corresponding technologies that have been 

installed in support have been seen to contribute to this.  Several university policies related to 

examinations boards have been implemented in the name of improving teaching quality in recent 

years.  Moreover, these policies have become inscribed within the Marksheet module.  Thus, for 

example, it would not be unusual for some students in a given year to have experienced personal 

difficulties in some shape or form during their studies.  Historically, the way these students were dealt 

with was a matter of professional judgment on the part of the academics in attendance at a meeting 

prior to the board, or at an examinations board.  There are a number of ways this might be dealt with; 

the central tenet of the process would be to do what is best for the student whilst being consistently 

fair to others year on year, in other words examination boards operated a form of ‘case law’.   

However, a new university wide policy was introduced which standardised the practice of dealing with 

student problems so that if a student was in such a situation and their performance had been affected, 

then they would be allowed another chance to repeat a piece of assessment/exam, module or year as 

necessary.  Prior to this there were many more ways of dealing with such a student, such as 

compensating marks based on say overall performance in the year or on the programme of study as a 

whole.  The process of dealing with the question of student problems in a more rigorous way, and 

outside the examination board, is consonant with a general move in UK universities to recognize that 

many students may have personal difficulties that affect their studies and to move away from an ‘ad 

hoc’ approach to recognizing these difficulties in the assessment process. 

 

The new approach to student difficulties is now inscribed in Marksheet and thus combined with the 

new policy, it restricts the decision making process of the academics.  A similar inscription is in effect 
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regarding students who have completed the programme and are on the border between two 

classifications.  A mark has been set at enterprise level and coded into the system, which must be 

adhered to.  This again is something that would have been subject to considerable discussion in UK 

university examination boards in the past.  In practice, there is still a great deal of discussion about 

marks and boundaries between degree classes at university examination boards throughout the length 

and breadth of the UK.  What is different, and what is inscribed in this system, is the consistency of 

grade boundaries year on year.  So, while this could be seen as removing an element of autonomy 

from academics, instead it provides them with a more consistent defence of grading procedures.  

 

We found that academics feel they still need the flexibility to exercise their professional judgment.  At 

present this seems to be restricted by the system to an extent and it is recognised that the system could 

encroach further.  However, academics have different ways of exercising their professional judgment 

and as the examination board process has become more rigorous and, in some ways less open to 

judgment as we note above, autonomy is exercised elsewhere.  For instance, it is now common in UK 

universities for student problems , for example, illness that might affect performance, to be dealt with 

by a separate process so that the examination board does not have to make a decision about the 

severity of an illness.  With this in mind, Mclaughlin and Webster’s (1998) study recognizes that the 

medical knowledge held by certain other professional groups, such as nurses, was devalued by doctors 

as a way for the doctors to maintain the knowledge claims associated with their professional identity.  

In our case, we show how the academics may draw upon, rather than marginalize other professional 

groups’ knowledge (doctors) to help them retain their own professional autonomy.  Additionally, 

where there is less flexibility in assigning degree class boundaries in the examinations board, more 

effort is expended whilst assembling the marks to ensure that students receive a fair assessment.  We 

note that whilst we see certain processes inscribed in the software of Marksheet, these are part of a 

higher level inscription of Data Protections and Freedom of Information legislation where students are 

entitled to have a detailed breakdown of their marks. 

 
6. DESKILLING: FROM PROFESSIONS TO MANAGEMENT AND 

ADMINISTRATION 
 

Numerous studies from the mid 1960s to mid 1990s have examined white-collar work focusing 

primarily on clerical work exploring the extent to which computer technologies have deskilled or 

eliminated white-collar status, for example, (Mumford, 1964; Glenn and Feldberg, 1977; Barker and 

Downing, 1985; Crompton and Sanderson, 1990; Webster, 1990; Fearfull, 1992) but ways in which 

new technologies are impacting other white-collar work such as managerial and professional 

occupations seem to be under examined.  Advances in technology can lead to deskilling and is capable 

of reducing the need for much of the decision making in the examination boards as we have already 

outlined.   

 

Issues were raised regarding data input with a general feeling that the increase of logging 

data/paperwork is cutting into the academics’ workload when they should be doing their ‘job’.  Some 

respondents reported that data entry was not a professional role.  In the past some academics handed 

over marks to a third party to be entered on their behalf but as the data entered was sometimes 

inaccurate it was decided by department management that academics should take full ownership of 

entering their students’ marks.  This may be efficient but it is also constraining.  According to some 

academics, when they enter data, they consider they are undertaking an administrative role and they 

see the system as taking away their professional status.  One academic’s viewpoint was that there is a 

destabilising effect that introducing technology can have in terms of what it means to be a professional 

and that aspects of autonomy, self control and self discipline are traded off when systems are 

introduced.  With regard to decision making in examination boards, an automated system could be 

seen to be eroding professional judgement by reconfiguring the process so it becomes managerial 

monitoring and controlling.  Whenever a new system is introduced into an organisation it seems 
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inevitable that it empowers some and de-powers others, so not everyone will ever be happy about the 

implementation of them.  It is well documented that skill and knowledge of a trained workforce was 

swept away with factory automation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Wilson, 

1995) and it appears that technology is still having the same effect today, albeit less dramatically, with 

regard to this profession.  But this is not an isolated case, similarly, as shown in Mclaughlin and 

Webster’s (1998) study, the Medical Laboratory Scientific Officers spoke of certain aspects of the 

system as deskilling because they stripped them of responsibilities which they believe were central to 

their professional identity – choosing which tests to run for instance.  

 
7. SYSTEM ACCEPTANCE IN THE FACE OF SELF INTEREST 

 

The management of the department purposely adopted a policy whereby academics were forced into a 

situation where they have to use Marksheet because that is what the system was designed for.  It was 

also argued to be the best way to stop data being entered at so may different points, by third parties, 

where it was almost inevitable that errors would occur.  However, the Marksheet system puts the onus 

of correct data entry on the academic.  If there is an error, the responsibility for the error is very clear.  

Thus, it might be expected that widespread resistance to the system would occur.  Yet, by and large, 

but not outright, academics seem to have accepted using the new system despite its encroaching on 

their autonomy, and there is evidence that they accept it even though they do not want to.  A few 

claimed they preferred entering marks the old way but were told they no longer had a choice and they 

had to use the new system.  The academics response in this sense, is unsurprising, we note that across 

the higher education sector, there is wide variation in responsibility for entering marks.  In some 

universities academic staff would not do this by any means so it is no surprise that some academics in 

this study regarded this as an administrative task, which was not appropriate for them.  However, this 

still leaves the broader issue that the system was accepted despite its potential to erode autonomy.  As 

we detail above, the UK university environment has gone through rapid major changes and the 

academics in our study, whilst being very aware of autonomy and any potential erosions as we note 

above, did not regard Marksheet as a major issue, in other words, it was not worth having a battle 

over. 

 
8. RETAINING AUTONOMY IN A REGULATED ENVIRONMENT 

 

Certain university policies are inscribed in the system and we have ascertained that there is apparently 

less freedom in discussing and assigning degree class boundaries in examination boards, but several 

academics claim that the system can be ‘worked around’ to enable them to retain control therefore 

retaining their professional autonomy to some degree. 

 

Entering marks into Marksheet has resulted in discussion and time spent in examination boards being 

dramatically reduced from two or three hours to one hour or less in some cases.  Taking away all the 

assessment sub-components, for example, has also reduced complexity, resulting in a lot less data to 

manipulate and discuss.  On one hand it looks as though there is less discussion of student grades at 

examination boards.  However in the examination boards before the introduction of Marksheet, much 

of that discussion revolved around ensuring data was accurate.  Secondly, old style examination 

boards involved discussion of students with problems whilst in the new system these discussions take 

place elsewhere.  There is a tension here in that newer examination boards may feel to the academics 

involved as if they are diminishing their professional judgement as they are shorter, whereas, in fact 

they may make little difference to academic autonomy as academics still have the same level of 

professional judgement in awarding marks to their assessed work at the outset.  

 

The policy inscribed in the technology is now more rigid; there are a new set of rules concerning 

progression and graduation.  One such rule university management has put in place is if a student is 

more than a certain percentage away from a first class degree, professional discussion on that matter 
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can no longer take place in an examination board, and one could argue that that is quite consciously 

taking away an academic’s professional autonomy.  But there are certain automatic compensations for 

fails and discretionary compensation for failing a number of modules, and coding to award these 

compensations is embedded in the system.  Additionally, as we note above, subject to moderations and 

second marking, quality controls which have been common in the UK university system for many 

years, academics still primarily have much freedom in awarding marks. 

 

It is generally agreed that all errors and anomalies should be observed and dealt with before the 

examination boards.  Once marks are entered and saved they can be altered if errors are found before 

they are finally saved to ‘academic history’, so it is important that an academic makes certain the 

marks are correct before this ‘point of no return’.  The final mark and grade cannot be seen until it is 

calculated by the system.  The system then produces a report to be presented at the examination board.  

As we have mentioned, being over a certain percentage outside a certain degree class, unless 

automatically compensated, is no longer professionally discussed at length. Such controls are 

commonplace in UK universities, with more rigid assignment of degree classes being common in 

some universities.  Some academics feel this is problematic.  It is possible to calculate a student’s 

marks in advance of an examination board so that an academic would know if a student was likely to 

end up on a boundary between two grades and therefore whether some original marks should be 

revisited before the board.  Although it is doubtful whether academics adopt such ‘workarounds’ in 

practice, it does offer some way of preserving the autonomy of deciding a student’s degree class which 

was present in the old system. 

 

(Albrecht, 1979) reminds us that professionals must evaluate their own work because they alone fully 

understand the goals and the complex work tasks required to achieve them.  Self-regulation therefore 

has considerable merit.  Academics possess a large amount of ‘academic freedom’ and the user group 

we looked at were able to develop mechanisms to exercise slight workarounds.  Yet, if academics 

were to openly resist the use of the system instead of using it in the expected manner would they 

receive the same level of reprimand that others might receive in other professions?  For example, 

during the Marksheet training day it was openly suggested that some academics might dislike the idea 

of others being able to see that they had changed a student mark in the system after it had been entered 

because they did not want to admit that the submission data was incorrect.  With the new system, once 

the original entry is made, an audit trail is formed and the user cannot change an entry without saying 

why and consequently they may refuse to categorise the change in the way the system requires (the old 

system did not request reasons for making changes to data entry).  They may also be concerned that at 

some point an analysis could be conducted resulting in a form of monitoring, using the system as a 

‘surveillance tool’.  In light of this one academic suggested that they could opt to label a change as a 

‘manual override’ as opposed to an ‘error entry’.  Thus, we suggest there is evidence that some 

academics have resisted the use of Marksheet and will exercise overt professional power by 

manipulating how they use the system to retain their autonomy. 

 
9. CONCLUSION 

 

We have examined and drawn from our study on professional identity and autonomy highlighting that 

the technology has regulating effects, with the implication that some deskilling might occur.  Although 

professional groups are usually highly educated and organized, we show that in certain circumstances, 

they might to an extent, accept a system that potentially works against their interest in that it reinforces 

an erosion of autonomy.  In this case, the autonomy relates to the area of student grading.  However, it 

is clear the matter is more complex as strategies are deployed to retain autonomy and a big contributor 

is ‘academic freedom’, or more broadly the exercise of professional power. 

 

The system erodes the autonomy of these academics as professionals.  It constrains them to enter 

marks in a given way and it is part of a more general ‘new managerialism’ in UK universities and a 
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‘culture of audit’, where quality is seen as an important and measurable attribute (both of teaching and 

research) and there is considerably more openness as to student marks, in the wake of data protection 

and freedom of information legislation.  Although some academics grumbled about the system turning 

them into data entry clerks, the autonomy they were giving up was only a small part of their overall 

autonomy, which has, in any case been under attack from the establishment for some time.  In terms of 

autonomy, the freedom to come and go largely when one pleases, to work on a research topic of one’s 

choosing and to hold an unpopular point of view without one’s employer objecting – all these are at 

the core of academic autonomy and one might expect a much more adverse reaction if a system were 

to attack these.  For instance the management of the department, in accordance with university policy, 

attempted to adopt a system of academics logging when they were working at home or were absent. 

Although some academics notified when they were absent, a significant number continued in their 

traditional practice of coming and going from the university without any notification.  This was a far 

more important aspect of their autonomy.  The fairly minor encroachment on academic autonomy that 

Marksheet demonstrates is tolerated, especially as it does appear to provide for more rigorous 

reporting of student marks which, despite all the difficulties of contemporary academic life, academics 

still hold to as important as their own autonomy.  Future work, therefore, might examine much more 

contentious areas of IT deployment – where professionals feel it encroaches on their professional 

identity in a much more significant fashion. 
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