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Overview of the presentation 

Ø Definition of key concepts 

Ø The UK Higher Education context 

Ø PhD researchers and identities  
o  identity selection “at source” 
o  institutional discourse – a case study 

Ø Internationalisation and the “value” it brings – a critical 
view 

Ø Internationalisation and the Value it brings – the way 
out 



Definition of key concepts 

�  Identity:  
1.  “who a person is, or the qualities of a person or group that make them 

different from others” (Cambridge online dictionary) 
2.  “individual identity is constructed from social resources […] and, far from 

being unitary and pre-existent, the individual is a fragmented and 
ambiguous construction, dependent on context and relationships with 
others for its self-definition and meaning” (Ainsworth & Hardy 2005: 237)  

�  Critical: an explanatory critique aims “not only to identify false beliefs 
and the practices they inform but why those false beliefs are held” and 
to conceive alternatives that can alleviate or overcome social wrongs 
(Sayer 2009: 770) 

�  Neoliberalism: “a theory of political economic practices that 
proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating 
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 
framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets 
and free trade” (Harvey 2005: 2)  



The UK Higher Education context 

�  UK universities as institutions within the neo-liberal paradigm  

�  Academics (and their work) as commodities (Hall 1979; 
Kauppinen 2014)  

Data taken from University Funding Explained (2016) 



The UK Higher Education context 
Arts and Humanities Research Council Funding 

Assessment Criteria (2018: 29-30) 
�  the quality of the research process outlined, including: research agenda, 

participants, sustainability and appropriateness of methods to foster interactions  

�  the level of genuine collaboration proposed across boundaries and the value that 
this will add to the development of research in that area  

�   the significance and importance of the thematic area to be explored  

�  the extent to which the proposed activities will generate genuine and productive 
interaction across boundaries (e.g. disciplinary, conceptual, theoretical, 
methodological and/or international), including the potential for them to lead to 
advances in knowledge and understanding in the fields concerned and/or new high 
quality cross-disciplinary research projects  

�  the level of involvement from different organisations and interaction between 
participants (creative techniques for fostering interactions are welcomed).  



PhD researchers and identities – 
selection at source 

 

�  Merit, i.e. previous achievements based on the existing 
educational system 

�  Originality of the proposed research 

�  Potential impact of the proposed research 

�  Ability to self-fund through the process (with the exception of 
scholarship-funded PhDs) 



PhD researchers and identities – 
the institutional discourse 

A publication by the The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher 
Education (main accrediting body for HE in the UK) clearly 
states how things have changed in the last few years (QAA 
2015: 4): 

 
 

 

“Whereas until the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries the primary purpose of acquiring a doctorate in the 
UK was for entry to the academic profession, now this is just 
one of many options for doctoral graduates, who enter diverse 
jobs across all sectors, bringing their research skills to bear in 
their own professional context” 

 



PhD researchers and identities – 
the institutional discourse 

�  Case study: the Vitae Research Development Statement (CRAC: 
2010) 
�  Lexicon borrowed from the neoliberal discourse that has been used in the 

Irish HE context: knowledge-based society/economy, high capacity for 
innovation, human capital, innovative, competitive, enterprise, graduate 
premium, skills agenda (Holborow 2013: 236-238)  



PhD researchers and identities – 
the institutional discourse 



PhD researchers and identities – 
the institutional discourse 



PhD researchers and identities – 
the institutional discourse 



PhD researchers and identities – 
the institutional discourse 



Internationalisation and the 
“value” it brings – a critical view 

�  Extra funding for the universities - international fees are 
approximately three times higher than domestic ones – 
international students accounted for 42% of the UK 
postgraduate student population in 2017 (Higher Education 
Statistics Agency, 2017)  

�  Opportunity to form (convert?) individuals from less 
neoliberal (from a cultural, not necessarily economical, point 
of view) countries through institutional discourses 

�  Issues of linguistic and cultural imperialism (although 
opposing patterns can emerge, e.g. Holliday 2017) 



Internationalisation and the Value 
it brings – the way out 

�  Two socio-philosophical conceptions as the basis for change: 
�  Critical Realism (Roy Bhaskar) – i.e. the idea that things exist apart 

from our experience and knowledge of them and that the social world 
“depends upon human action for its existence and is ‘socially 
constructed’" (Fairclough, 2010: 4) 

�  Wabi-Sabi – “nothing lasts, nothing is finished, nothing is perfect”  

�  How can internationalisation be “used” to foster this change? 
�  Introduce pedagogies of cultural biography and storytelling (Caruana, 

2014) 
�  Encourage the dynamic intercultural relationship between institution 

and researchers (Holliday, 2017: 214) 
�  Critically engage with institutional discourses and suggest changes 

from within that promote resistance to Western-originated neoliberal 
ideologies and practices 



Conclusion 

�  UK higher educational provision works within a neoliberal 
paradigm and to a great extent, it fosters it 

�  The range of available identities within this context are 
limited in two ways: through selection “at source” and 
through institutional discourses 

�  The context, however, also creates space for opposition and 
resistance thanks to dynamic intercultural exchanges 

�  Notwithstanding serious issues connected to access to 
education (both from a domestic and international point of 
view), internationalisation can provide the intercultural force 
to challenge the dominant neoliberal discourse and conceive 
alternatives that can eventually also address the issue of 
access to education 



 

Grazie! 
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