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Abstract 

The English higher education sector has become the focus of intensified policy attention in recent 
years. The late 1990s saw a move away from the state-funded model of higher education with the 
introduction of student fees. In the new system, students covered the cost of fees through income 
contingent repayment loans. Between 2010 and 2019 a number of policy documents argued for 
systematic change. In 2012, fees rose significantly from £3,225 to £9,000. This rise followed the 
proposals from the 2010 review of higher education funding called, Securing a sustainable future for 
higher education: an independent review of higher education and student finance (Browne, 2010). 
The proposals from this document are viewed as a demarcation point in the policy environment 
which inculcates competitive differentiation into the sector. The significant rise in fees, along with 
explicit policies on competition, was aimed at disrupting the sector. In 2017, the Higher Education 
and Research Act altered the architecture of the university sector through the establishment of the 
Office for Students as the new regulatory and funding body. Throughout these policy documents a 
discussion arose around the quality of teaching in English universities. This culminated in the 
implementation of the Teaching Excellence Framework in 2017. This thesis explores policy 
discourses on teaching quality in English universities through the analysis of six significant policy 
texts. I have analysed the texts in order to answer the research questions which are: how is teaching 
excellence represented as a policy object? and to what extent and in what ways does the policy 
discourse privilege an ideological agenda? I have used both critical discourse analysis and critical 
policy analysis as conceptual tools to inform my methodological approach. I carried out the research 
through a qualitative data analysis framework which is adapted from O’ Connell’s (2017) Analytical 
protocols for textual analysis.     
   

The key findings of the research are that the policy environment from 2010 to 2019 seeks to impose 
a neoliberal-informed structure on the English higher education system. The arguments for reform 
are located in a marketised conceptualisation of the university system. This conceptualisation does 
not allow for alternative conceptualisations of the sector and an economic argument is privileged in 
the policy discourse. In particular, the policy narrative seeks to establish a deficit discourse around 
teaching in the sector in order to substantiate claims for reform. Students are constructed as 
consumers in the policy data. This is a limited portrayal of students which circumscribes their 
learning in economic terms and ignores other potentially important impacts of university. Teaching 
excellence is presented as a lever for student choice in a competitive higher education sector. The 
Teaching Excellence Framework is used to validate and operationalise economic reforms in the 
sector; however, there is no negotiated understanding of excellence in higher education teaching 
and learning.   
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1.Introduction  

 
This thesis is centred on the policy environment for the English higher education sector between 

2010 and 2019. In the research I take a policy object-oriented approach to six significant policy 

documents. These documents propose important reforms to the funding and regulatory system 

under which universities in England operate. In 2010, the then Labour government in the UK 

commissioned an independent review of higher education funding and student finance which was 

chaired by Lord Browne of Madingley. The output of the review was a report entitled Securing a 

Sustainable Future for Higher Education (Browne, 2010). This review was a demarcation point in 

higher education policy and reform. This is known as the Brown Review. Following the Browne 

Review, in the period 2010 to 2019 five further influential policy documents were published. These 

documents proposed substantial alterations to the architecture of the English higher education and 

represented the most significant policy reforms in the sector for twenty – five years, following the 

1992 Further and Higher Education Act. In this thesis I show how, support for a neoliberal 

conceptualisation of the higher education sector in England lay at the heart of the reforms.  

Although the Browne Review (Browne, 2010) focussed on funding and student finance, the report 

began a policy discussion on the nature of teaching quality in English universities. This discussion 

centres on the relationship between teaching policy and the broader economic environment in 

which universities operate. This evolved from an embryonic point of discussion in the review of 

funding, to a prominent policy object through the development and implementation of a cross – 

sector assessment exercise which is the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF). The Teaching 

Excellence Framework sought to evaluate and rank teaching quality in English universities. This 

assessment exercise thus encapsulated neoliberal, free market concepts such as competition and 

value for money within its practices. In this thesis, I take a critical policy approach to the policy 

documents, through which I have investigated how policy represents teaching excellence in English 

higher education and how an ideological agenda underpins the policy discourse.  

I seek to address the following research questions: 

1. How is teaching excellence represented as a policy object? 
 
2. To what extent and in what ways does the policy discourse privilege an ideological agenda? 
 

 

To address these questions, I have analysed the discourse in policy from the Browne Review (2010) 

to the Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a), 

known as the Augar Report. This data set offers an opportunity to take an informed approach to 
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discourse development. McCaig’s (2018) policy mapping enables me to understand the contextual 

progress of the discourse. Ball (1993) and Tapper (2009) provide critiques of the forces of state 

power which influence my critical perspectives on the political regime which oversees the policies in 

the data set. This understanding, aligned with my conceptualisations of neoliberalism, have provided 

a framework for understanding policy discourse on teaching and learning in higher education. 

I have taken a critical policy analysis approach to the policy documents in the data set. Which are: 

• Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Education (Browne, 2010)  

• Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011)  

• Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice 
(BIS, 2016)  

• Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017)  

• Higher Education and Research Act (2017)  

• Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a)  
 

I have used critical policy analysis and critical discourse analysis as conceptual tools for the research. 

I have problematised the dominant discourses through the policy analysis (Fairclough, 2013). The 

analysis is informed by Young and Diem’s (2018) critical practices, which involve interrogating the 

policy documents in order to expose the complex realities of the policy discourse. I have identified 

teaching excellence as a policy object (Foucault, 1972; Sin, 2014).  Sin describes the object as a 

discrete preoccupation of the policy texts. I take teaching excellence as a discrete preoccupation 

through the Teaching Excellence Framework quality system. In order to conduct the research, I have 

operationalised O’Connell’s (2017), Analytical Protocols for Textual Analysis. This framework 

provides analytical perspectives with which to articulate the constituent parts of the policy object. O’ 

Connell (2017) takes an object-orientated approach to higher education research. From her work I 

have adapted the Analytical Protocols to develop a qualitative coding mechanism to investigate the 

discourse on teaching excellence. The data management tool, NVivo, has been used to facilitate the 

data analysis.  

  
This thesis consists of seven chapters. I begin with the introduction which outlines the research 

questions and data set. Then follows an overview of the context and rationale for the study in 

chapter 2. In this chapter, I will discuss neoliberalism and the extant literature in relation to 

neoliberalism in higher education. Following that, in chapter 3, I provide the detail of the policy 

documents under review for this thesis. In chapter 4 I will discuss the nature of universities in the 

current context, as well as funding and regulation and the concepts of quality and value. I will also 

focus on teaching excellence as a policy object in relation to the research focus. In chapter 5, I will 
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explain the methodological aspects of the research which are based in a critical policy analysis 

approach. I also describe the methods for data analysis and provide examples from the qualitative 

coding mechanism which I have applied to the data set. Chapter 6 presents the discussion and 

findings which have emerged from the data analysis. Finally, chapter 7 will discuss the key findings 

and address the research questions in light of the analysis. 
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2. Context and Rationale for the Study 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will explain how my professional practice initiated my academic investigation into 

higher education policy. I will describe how the demands of a competitive higher education sector 

impacted on local policy in the university which I worked in for a substantial part of my professional 

career and how this raised my awareness of the substantial changes which were being made across 

the sector. The main focus of the chapter is the concept of neoliberalism. Through reading the 

extant literature on higher education policy, it is impossible to ignore the importance of 

neoliberalism as an underpinning ideology for policy reform in English higher education. In section 

2.3 I will describe how neoliberalism has evolved to become a widespread influence on Western 

society. I will present how this influence is enacted in both political and economic policies and 

practices. In section 2.4 I have focussed closely on how neoliberalism has begun to exert influence 

on areas outside of the political and economic spheres. I have explained how neoliberal-informed 

policies and practices have become a significant part of the higher education policy research area. I 

argue that the concept exerts serious influence. Also, that it commodifies and revaluates areas of 

society which were previously protected from its influence and has the potential to cause harm to 

society.  

2.2 Rationale 

In this section I will explain how my professional practice has developed an awareness of wider 

higher education policies and practices and how my early research activities have influenced my 

focus in this thesis. 

 

This Doctorate in Education is borne out of personal, professional teaching experience in English 

higher education and academic enquiry into the policies which have shaped teaching and learning 

during my recent career. For thirteen years, until 2019, I was a Senior Lecturer, Academic Skills Tutor 

in the Business School of a large post-1992 university in the north of England. I supported students 

across five subject areas and consulted on teaching and assessment across the school. This was very 

much front-line work, dealing with the day to day realities of student progression and achievement 

with all the associated administration and teaching delivery. I was recruited to the school following 

European Union enlargement to support international students. My role grew with further 

expansion of overseas student recruitment, and I eventually taught on numerous undergraduate and 

postgraduate courses. I became involved in several strategic initiatives and led projects on teaching, 

learning and assessment.  
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During this period, the institution began to reform itself to conform to the changes that were 

occurring in the sector and compete with more research focussed universities. In 2013, the 

university initiated a policy that every academic should hold a PhD qualification. This was a 

traditional teaching led institution where many academic staff had come from professional 

backgrounds with the relevant professional qualifications at the time of recruitment. Doctoral 

qualifications were not an essential requirement for academic contracts. Up until this point, teaching 

practice had not been framed through a research-informed lens. Peer observations of teaching were 

carried out regularly and were, on the whole, satisfactory. This policy undermined professional 

practice, suggesting that an individual’s competence was under question if they did not hold a 

doctoral degree. This was despite the fact that their performance had been acknowledged to have 

been adequate to date. 

 

The policy was implemented in a draconian manner and many staff left through either voluntary 

redundancy or work-based stress related illness. Those who remained in post took up PhD study 

part-time, as I did. A minority of colleagues refused to do a doctorate, arguing that it was non-

contractual. These people were dismissed. In July 2021, a tribunal upheld the case for a member of 

academic staff and ruled that they be reinstated to post following unfair dismissal. For many in the 

sector it may seem untenable for academic staff not to hold a PhD, and this is a fair debate. 

However, I found myself involved in the professional reality of intense argument and pressure over 

the values of teaching and learning versus research in higher education. Through this change of 

direction, I began to question where teaching and learning was being positioned in the sector and 

how policy controlled and articulated the meaning of teaching and learning. I began the taught 

element of my doctorate in 2016. The three research papers which I wrote to fulfil the academic 

requirements of the course, offered me the opportunity to investigate and analyse the rhetorical 

questions that I had in my head whilst I was in practice. These papers formed the basis of my 

understandings of policy and policy enactment and the conceptualisations of the neoliberal ideology 

which informs recent policy discourses.  

 

Through my professional experience I have developed an awareness of the competitive nature of 

the higher education sector which has evolved over time. The Further and Higher Education Act 

(1992) allowed polytechnics to apply for university status. Prior to that there had been what was 

described as a ‘binary divide’ between polytechnics which were fundamentally vocational 

institutions and the more traditionally academic, research intensive, institutions. The Act sought to 

eliminate these binary divisions, but subsequent reforms have reinvigorated divisive practices (Khan 
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and Gabriel, 2018). In the policy reform period 2010 to 2019, successive governments have sought 

to reconfigure the sector through diverse types of structural alterations involving funding, quality 

assessment and diversification in degree awarding institutions. The purpose of the Securing a 

Sustainable Future for Higher Education or the Browne Review (2010), was to examine the funding 

of higher education and to propose new alternatives to the existing regime. As the title suggests, 

there were questions over the viability of the funding model of the time, which was based on a block 

grant. This was delivered through the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). The 

subject of funding has remained a substantial part of the policy discussion through to the Augar 

Report (2019). Funding in the sector is now more diversified than it was in 2010. It is competitive in 

terms of recruiting sufficient student numbers, international student income, research income and 

alternative funding streams such as intellectual property rights and enterprise generation.  

 

The Browne Review (2010) initiated a policy discussion on how universities are held to account for 

state funded investment. The Office for Students (OfS) was founded through the Higher Education 

and Research Act in 2017. The OfS combines the funding powers of the now defunct Higher 

Education Funding Council for England with new regulatory powers for the sector. The funding and 

regulatory framework is significantly altered through the reforms. Government policy has meant 

that the sector has moved away from the block grant for universities towards investment in 

universities through student contributions in the form of the income contingent repayment loans 

(ICR). The reforms have inculcated a risk–based approach to higher education governance. This is 

underpinned by an ethos of diversification and competition.  

 

Even though funding is diversified, the government has a substantial financial interest in universities 

through income contingent repayment loans. There are two substantial accountability mechanisms 

for universities, the Research Excellence Framework (REF) and the Teaching Excellence Framework 

(TEF).  The Research Excellence Framework was already in existence in 2010 but the Teaching 

Excellence Framework was implemented during the period under analysis. The TEF aims to evaluate 

the quality of teaching across the university sector through a metricised assessment exercise. In 

order to implement this, cross sector evaluations of teaching quality have been reconfigured 

through the policy arguments on the concept of excellence. These arguments are aligned with a 

marketised framework for policy and practice in the sector. Prior evaluations of teaching quality 

have been relegated downwards in order to make space for TEF assessments on excellence as 

described by policy.  
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Underpinning the policy reforms in this period, is the concept of neoliberalism. In the following two 

sections I will discuss neoliberalism as a key ideology in the policy discourses and how it relates to 

the higher education sector. 

 

2.3 Neoliberalism 

The policy agenda and reforms which I have analysed in this thesis promote a change in direction of 

higher education policy. Prior conceptualisations of higher education as a civic sector which serves 

as a public good agenda have been reconfigured through a marketised policy discourse. 

Marketisation in higher education has been presented as the key to financial efficiency and the 

provision of high-quality teaching. Marketised policies and practices are a manifestation of an 

ideological position which sites neoliberalism as a central influencing concept. In this section, I will 

interrogate the incremental evolution of the influence of neoliberalism in Western society. I will 

discuss the integral concept of freedom which speaks to the libertarian ideals which are 

promulgated by neoliberal conceptualisations of society. I will present the connection between the 

ideological position and the political policies and practices which are advocated in its name. I will 

then address the negative consequences of neoliberal policies and practices. Further to that, I 

discuss how neoliberalism has become manifest in areas outside of economic systems and how it 

has begun to influence other sectors of society, especially higher education. I present the manner in 

which neoliberalism is critiqued in an emerging higher education research environment and, finally, I 

argue that the concept may be amorphous at times, but that it has the potential to exert 

considerable influence and potential harm. 

Neoliberalism is critiqued as being conceptually ambiguous (Venugopal, 2015), however I 

understand neoliberalism as D. Harvey (2005) and Mudge (2008) conceive it here. They argue that 

neoliberalism is a political construct which locates economic practices at the centre of the workings 

of society. It is understood to be a liberating force with competition at its heart. In the higher 

education system, market mechanisms such as choice are advocated by a neoliberal framework. 

However, the state is not divorced from a higher education market. The role of the state, in its 

traditional sense, is diminished by the neoliberalist construct of society. D. Harvey states that the 

role of the state is to defend the proper functioning of the market and to instil ‘competitive logics’ 

(Peck and Tickell, 2002). Therefore, in higher education, systems are put in place to protect the 

financial investment on the part of individuals and the state, which in England occurs through 

income contingent repayment loans. Quality assurance systems such as the Teaching Excellence 

Framework are promoted in policy as systems which protect individual investment into higher 

education and safeguard the right of the student consumer. The imposition of a market in higher 
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education is problematic as I discuss in section 4.3. Essentially, however strong a neoliberalist 

intention might be to commodify higher education, there are inherent issues with the nature of 

education as a phenomenon which resist quantification and commodification and therefore restrict 

the extent to which a neoliberalist market can be imposed upon the sector.  A university education 

does not comply with traditional economic principles and practices, it’s value is not calculable in the 

same way as other products and services. Brown and Carasso (2013) and Tomlinson (2018) argue 

that at quasi–market has evolved in the sector. Taxpayer investment, through the income contingent 

repayment loans are integral to institutional viability and therefore regulation is necessary. In 

England regulation has increased rather than diminished through the powers of the Office for 

Students. 

Neoliberalism is often regarded as the driving force behind the policies analysed in this thesis. D. 

Harvey (2005) states that a convergence of global political occurrences pushed the neoliberal 

agenda forward in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In 1978 Deng Xiaoping began the opening up 

reforms in China which have led to the state supported capitalism which we see today in the Chinese 

political and economic system. In the United States of America, Paul Volcker took the lead at the 

Federal Reserve in 1979. This changed the direction of monetary policy. In May of the same year 

Margaret Thatcher was elected as Prime Minister in the United Kingdom (UK). Her manifesto 

pledges were to reinvigorate the economy, which was beset by inflation, and to control industry 

through reining in unionisation. In 1980 Ronald Reagan became President of the United States. He 

supported Volcker’s control of the Federal Reserve and moved towards a range of neoconservative 

policies which sought to curb worker’s rights, oversee a process of deregulation across industry, 

agriculture and resources extraction, as well as providing new freedoms to the financial sector. D. 

Harvey suggests that these global policy actors took a concept that had been in the background of 

political doctrine and promoted it as a ‘…central guiding principle of economic thought and 

management’ (p.2).  

Overall, he describes neoliberalism thus: 

Neoliberalism is in the first instance 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. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional 
framework appropriate to such practices. The state has to guarantee, for example, the quality 
and integrity of money. It must also set up those military, defence, police, and legal structures 
and functions required to secure private property rights and to guarantee, by force, if need 
be, the proper functioning of markets. Furthermore, if markets do not exist (in areas such as 
land, water, education, health care, social security, or environmental pollution) then they 
must be created, by state action if necessary. But beyond these tasks the state should not 
venture. State interventions in markets (once created) must be kept to a bare minimum 
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because, according to the theory, the state cannot possibly possess enough information to 
second-guess market signals (prices) and because powerful interest groups will inevitably 
distort and bias state interventions (particularly in democracies) for their own benefit (p.2). 
 

He also states that many other countries have adopted the doctrine, for example the newly re-

constructed sates born out of the old Union of Socialist Soviet Republic (USSR), and that it has 

acquired influence through those who advocate its implementation in important agencies such as 

the World Bank and World Trade Organization.  

On reading D. Harvey’s description of the philosophical understanding of neoliberalism there is an 

overwhelming sense of liberty and scope for unfettered actions which will provide personal 

advancement, whilst being secured by an underpinning of state apparatus. From a personal point of 

view, having lived through the 1970s and 1980s in England and having often visited the Eastern Bloc 

during the same period, I witnessed the difficulties associated with inflation and poor industrial 

relations in the UK. I also witnessed the political and economic oppression of the citizens of my 

native country Poland. A country which suffered from post war disappointment following the 

devastation and horrors of the Nazi invasion and subsequent occupation by the Soviets. From these 

experiences I can understand the lust for new liberating philosophies which undercut dominant 

oppressive regimes or economic systems which do not deliver reasonable stability to everyday life. 

From a political perspective neoliberalism offered a conceptual framework which reduced the 

necessity of government involvement (and associated costs) whilst offering the reassurance of the 

state control of quality measures. These are tantalisingly attractive attributes to both the public and 

government.  

So, it has become widespread, but adoption of the doctrine is not without negative consequences 

across society. D. Harvey (2005) maintains that neoliberalism plays to (and with) our sense of 

freedom. His example is the imposition of neoliberal policies by the US in Iraq following the second 

Gulf war in 2003. The US President Bush’s administration ordered the full privatisation of public 

enterprises, the opening of banks to foreign control and a raft of other detailed measures. The idea 

was that the policies, following the dictatorial regime of Saddam Hussain, would develop wealth 

creation and improve the situation of the Iraqi public. D. Harvey (2005) describes the concept of 

individual freedoms being guaranteed by the market as a ‘cardinal’ (p.7) feature of neoliberal 

philosophy. Mudge (2008), citing Furcade and Healy (2007), states that markets are conceived as a 

necessary condition to enable freedom in the neoliberalist context. However, opening up domestic 

state enterprises and functions to foreign access allows for the potential for external markets and 

states to potentially profit from internal capital. D. Harvey (2005) indicates that the neoliberal 

philosophy of freedom through market forces was used as a carpet-bagging exercise on the behalf of 
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the western power. He also argues that the process of neoliberal economic reform in many 

countries has served elites and high-income individuals, thus creating wider social inequalities, and 

so not enabling the ‘freedoms’ which are so central to the doctrine.  

Mudge (2008) argues that the doctrine is, ‘rooted in a moral project articulated in the language of 

economics’ (p.706), where the market is held sacred. She states that a failure to understand 

neoliberalism’s intersection with politics leads to a weak grasp of its potential impact and argues 

that the doctrine has three ‘faces’ or facets: intellectual, bureaucratic and political, they are outlined 

thus: 

(i) Neo-liberalism’s intellectual face is distinguished by (a) its Anglo-American- anchored 
transnationality; (b) its historical gestation within the institutions of welfare capitalism and the 
Cold War divide and (c) an unadulterated emphasis on the (disembedded) market as the source 
and arbiter of human freedoms. 

(ii) Its bureaucratic face is expressed in state policy: liberalization, deregulation, privatization, 
depoliticization and monetarism. This family of reforms is targeted at promoting unfettered 
competition by getting the state out of the businesses of ownership and getting politicians out of 
the business of dirigiste-style economic management. Neoliberal policies also aim to ‘desacralize’ 
institutions that had formerly been protected from the forces of private market competition, 
such as education and health care. 

(iii) Its political face is a new market-centric ‘politics’—struggles over political authority that share 
a particular ideological centre or, in other words, are underpinned by an unquestioned ‘common 
sense.’ On the elite level, neo- liberal politics is bounded by certain notions about the state’s 
responsibilities (to unleash market forces wherever possible) and the locus of state authority (to 
limit the reach of political decision-making). They also tend to be oriented towards certain 
constituencies (business, finance and white-collar professionals) over others (trade unions, 
especially) (pp.704-5). 

 

Interestingly she promotes the idea that the doctrine is multi-faceted allowing for deep penetration 

into public life and remarks that it stands out from other types of liberalism, in that it releases the 

concept of the market beyond economic constructs and elevates its importance to a level which 

transcends politics. She discusses the evangelical adherence to the neoliberal ideal by political 

organisations and individuals such as Central Democrat International and Margaret Thatcher. In 

bureaucratic terms, she states that neoliberal policy manifests itself as a combination of reforms 

underpinned by the ideology which sets the market ‘free,’ thus reducing the necessity for state 

ownership and allowing politicians to make space and step back from a ‘dirigiste-style’ (p.718) 

management of the economy. This allows for competition in areas of public life which had previously 

been considered to be shielded from the effects of market-based practices. This will be discussed in 

more detail in the section below. 
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2.4 Neoliberalism in Higher Education 

In this section I will highlight how neoliberalism has become the focus of a growing field of research 

which analyses the higher education sector. I will present the arguments from the literature which 

suggest that there has been a movement towards neoliberal-informed practices in universities.  

 

Higher education is a prime example of an area of public life which was previously shielded from 

neoliberal practices. Critical higher education studies is an emerging field, where much of the 

research focusses on the influence and impact of neoliberalism in the higher education sector 

(Morrish and Sauntson, 2019). Morrish and Sauntson (2019) identify the Browne Review (2010), as a 

demarcation point in the effects of neoliberalism in universities. They argue that since 2010, public 

institutions, including universities have ‘…cast themselves as simulacra of profit – making 

organisations’ (Morrish and Sauntson, 2019, p.2). They state that the free-market value system, 

which flows from neoliberalism, means that universities have prioritised competition over their 

functions and processes, which in turn has distorted the internal priorities of the institutions away 

from being critical spaces for contestation. In agreement with Deem et al., (2007), they further argue 

that managerialism, which has developed exponentially in universities and is regarded as the 

neoliberal arm of their functions, confines institutions through New Public Management (NPM) 

discourses and practices. Bottrell and Manathunga (2019) outline the influence of the new 

managerial elite in universities, stating that they are empowered to establish the institutional aims 

of the organisation and therefore, the operational direction. Aims, which are mainly based upon 

metricised forms of competition such as world rankings and market share. Hyatt, Shear and Wright 

(2015) describe neoliberal reforms as a ‘fantasy’ of unbridled competition in education. They state 

that universities, which initially were the objects of neoliberal restructuring, have subsequently 

become participants in these processes, through both discursive and material changes across the 

sector.  

 

Jones (2022) argues that politicians have advanced a public facing deficit discourse around higher 

education, one which is supported by the media. The discourse characterises universities as 

‘problematic’ institutions in contemporary English society. Constructing universities in this way 

serves to justify policy based, market style interventions. Higher education reforms, which are 

fundamentally based in the free market rationale for funding, have meant that universities have 

navigated towards and complied with marketplace behaviours. Jones (2022) says that university 

leaders misjudged the intentions of higher education reform, stating that they understood them to 
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be a reasonable framework for a modern sector, rather than a policy framework which evokes a 

divide and rule agenda by government. 

 

Peck and Tickell (2002) state that there has been a ‘…deliberate extension of competitive logics and 

privatized management into hitherto relatively socialized spheres’ (p.396). Shaikh (2005) argues that 

the neoliberalist, free trade doctrine presents markets as ‘optimal and self-regulating social 

structures’, (p.41) postulating that if they are allowed to proliferate in an unfettered manner, they 

would create full employment and thus wealth creation. Globalisation would transfer this wealth 

through the extension of neoliberal policies. Where unemployment or economic crises occur, they 

are blamed on the fact that markets have been held back through union labour movements, state 

intervention or other cultural practices. Livesey (2019) argues that neoliberalism ‘…objectifies us 

under discursive and practical regimes in which we are the units used and counted to assess our 

productive capacity under capitalist economics…’ (2019, p.98) or, in citing Brown (2015) the 

‘economization’ of all things, including those hitherto excluded from the economic sphere of 

influence such as education. She also cites Hall and Lamont (2013) who state that neoliberalism has 

created new ‘scripts’ of personhood focused on individuality and productivity. Livesey’s argument 

extends further, stating that neoliberalism is founded in existing ‘patterns of domination’ (p.101) 

specifically heteronormative, racialised, gendered, disablist forms of power. Levidow (2005) sums up 

the impact of the neoliberal cascade in this way:  

…today’s neoliberal project undoes past collective gains, privatises public goods, uses state 
expenditure to subsidise profits, weakens national regulations, removes trade barriers, and so 
intensifies global market competition. By fragmenting people into individual vendors and 
purchasers, neoliberalism imposes greater exploitation upon human and natural resources 
(p.156). 

Venugopal (2015) in his critique of neoliberalism, argues that as an ontological construct it is ill-

defined which leads to problematic attributions of the concept across the social sciences. He states 

that it has been stretched so far from its economic, ideological foundations that it has become 

dubitable or incoherent. He is derisory about social science research, stating that the term 

‘neoliberalism’ has become a useful label or ‘rhetorical device’ (p.183) which is applied to, 

‘…explorations of the material world by non-economists, clustered together by a shared signifier 

that thematically links them to a broader set of morally devolved referents about markets, 

economics, subjectivities, state authority, globalization or neo-colonialism’ (p.183). Stephen Ball 

(2012) is in partial agreement, in that the term ‘neoliberalism’ has the potential to become what he 

describes as a ‘detached signifier’ (p.18), citing Shamir (2008), he argues that it is often displayed in 

incoherent and contradictory practices based on a conceptualisation of the market as the purveyor 
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of all things. However, Ball argues that neoliberalism now underlies the commodification of 

academic practice and that it is omnipresent as a construct.  

2.5 Conclusion 

To conclude, I became interested in the impact of higher education policy through my professional 

experience. I observed the influence of competition in the university sector through a local policy in 

the post–1992 university where I worked. I witnessed the devaluation of teaching practice at close 

hand. This aroused an academic curiosity in me as to the nature of policy. As a university lecturer, 

policy can seem very distant from day-to-day practice. However, through the research for this 

Doctorate I began to investigate how policy controls and articulates the meaning of teaching and 

learning in higher education. I have expanded this initial professional, contextual experience to 

formulate the research focus for this study. 

Through my academic research, I became acutely aware of the influence of neoliberalism as an 

underpinning ideology for policy reform in English higher education. It has been integral to this 

project to take a critical view of neoliberalism as an ideological construct. Much of the literature 

offers clear historical outlines of the nascent origin of the concept and its evolution through political 

and economic practices and through christio-democratic philosophies in the global north, with the 

United States of America in a dominant ideological position (D. Harvey, 2005; Shaikh, 2005). There is 

a consensus that neoliberalism commodifies and revaluates areas of society previously protected 

from economic structural reform (Leviow, 2005; Mudge, 2008; Ball, 2012) and that some view this as 

harmful to the public (D. Harvey, 2005; Leviow, 2005). Despite Venugopal’s (2015) critique that the 

doctrine is used inadequately in social science research, there is a predomination of scholars who 

utilise the construct to explain and interrogate current political and educational research (Leviow, 

2005; Mudge, 2008; Ball, 2012; Morrish and Sauntson, 2019). Mudge’s explanation of the ‘faces’ of 

neoliberalism is an enticing description of the manner in which the doctrine permeates through 

policy via the transmutable facets of intellectualism, bureaucracy and politics. And D. Harvey’s 

(2005) argument that the concept of freedom is manipulated to suggest liberty but creates coercion 

is convincing. Between both the philosophical intent and the practical implementation it would be 

impossible to decry the influence (albeit possibly incoherent at times) of the conceptual impact on 

social science research and in the case of this study, educational policy in higher education. 
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3. Higher Education Policy 

 3.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an outline of the policy documents which I have used to investigate teaching 

excellence as a policy object in higher education and the policy environment of the sector from 2010 

to 2019. Universities in England have been pressured by political reforms which have altered the 

regulatory and funding structures for the sector. The number and breadth of policy documents in 

the data set, attest to this. I have used a critical policy analysis approach to teaching excellence as a 

policy object for the focus of the discourses in higher education policy. This approach will be 

discussed in detail in the Methodology chapter. Sin (2014) argues that a policy object is a means of 

identifying a central entity which is the focus of policy making and discussion. It is what she 

describes as a ‘preoccupation’ of policy. Davies and Lindvig (2021) argue that through using Sin’s 

policy object-orientated approach, researchers can analyse how the focus is received and 

negotiated.  Through my analysis I seek to identify how teaching excellence is represented in policy. 

It is the object of my inquiry (Morley, 2003). I have used a critical policy analysis approach to draw 

out how policy-makers frame and discuss teaching quality in English higher education and how it is 

situated within wider discourses, in particular the discourse around the ideological agenda. I have 

analysed the policy discourse from Browne (2010) to the Independent panel report to the Review of 

Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a), known as the Augar Report. In this chapter I will 

present a summary of each policy document. This data set offers an opportunity to take an informed 

approach to discourse development which has been influenced by McCaig’s (2018) policy mapping 

research and Ball (1993) and Tapper’s (2009) critiques of the forces of state power. These insights 

will be addressed in more detail in the Methodology chapter. The full set of policy documents are 

listed below.  

• Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Education (Browne, 2010)  

• Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011)  

• Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice 
(BIS, 2016)  

• Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017)  

• Higher Education and Research Act (2017)  

• Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a)  

 
The data set for this thesis represents all of the publicly available policy documents relating to 

English higher education in the research period. It should be noted that the scope and purpose of 

each document is not uniform in its function. Both Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher 

Education (Browne, 2010) the Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and 
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Funding (DfE, 2019a) are reviews of the higher education sector at the time. Lord Browne and Dr 

Philip Augar were invited to lead expert panels to form an assessment and evaluation of the 

university sector by the government. There are no direct conditions imposed upon the sector 

through these reviews. Governments are at liberty to take up recommendations or not as the case 

maybe. Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and  

Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 

2016) are both texts known as white papers, these are policy documents produced by the 

government of the time to set out proposals for future legislation. The Teaching Excellence and 

Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) is the technical document which outlines 

how the Teaching Excellence Framework functions in practice across the university sector. It 

provides the detailed operationalisation of the Framework so that universities can engage with its 

parameters and complete a full submission. The Higher Education and Research Act (2017) is an Act 

of Parliament. This creates new law or changes exiting law, is approved by Parliament and creates 

what is known as Statue Law in the UK.  I will now comment on each of the policy documents in 

turn. 
 

 

3.2 Policy Documents 

3.2.1 Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Education  

Contemporary iterations of higher education policy are founded in the Dearing Report (1997) which 

asserted a range of widening participation strategies across the sector and importantly introduced 

the idea of cost sharing for university degrees. In 1998 the Labour government abolished the student 

maintenance grant system and introduced £1000 student fees through the justification that 

graduates are generally shown to be higher wage earners during their working lives. This was an 

ideological mould-breaker which began to erode the idea of fully state supported higher education. 

Since Dearing, higher education policy has built on the premise that the graduate stakeholder 

contributes financially to university degrees, through the underlying reasoning that not all people go 

to university and that graduates benefit from an uplift (premium) in wage earning compared to non-

graduate peers. Following the Higher Education Act (2004), fees in England rose to £3,000 in 2006. In 

November 2009, the Labour government instigated an Independent Review of Higher Education 

Funding and Student Finance. This became known as the Browne Review and was published in 

October 2010. A general election in May of that year brought in a coalition government held 

between the Conservative Party and Liberal Democrats. The most significant outcome of the review 

was the rise in fees from £3,225 to £9,000. This is a point of demarcation or a ‘paradigm shift’ (Singh 

Banwait and Hancock, 2021) in terms of higher education policy. Mc Caig (2018) identifies 2010 as 
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the starting point of a period which inculcates ‘competitive differentiation’ into the sector. The 

significant rise in fees, along with an explicit and pronounced policies on competition, which 

included potential new providers of higher education qualifications, was aimed at disrupting the 

sector.   

The Browne Review was chaired by Lord Browne of Madingley, former chief executive of British 

Petroleum. It was commissioned by Lord Mandelson (Labour) the former Secretary of State for Trade 

and Industry, the government department responsible for universities at the time. Lord Mandelson 

tasked the review with examining the balance of contributions to universities by taxpayers, students, 

graduates and employers. The review had three main aims: to increase participation, improve 

quality and to create a sustainable long-term future for higher education. Browne (2010) argued that 

public funding in higher education was unsustainable in view of the 2007/8 financial crisis, and that 

competitor countries were investing in their university sectors more substantially than the UK, also 

that widening participation carried substantial financial demands. There were concerns that 

competitor countries were producing more graduates, at a higher level despite the review stating 

that the UK has a disproportionate number of world–leading universities. Critically, the review 

argued that the benefits of a university degree to individuals were 50% higher than the ‘public 

benefits’ (Browne, 2010, p.21). This is based on an OECD report which only measured graduate 

earnings without contrasting data on the wider, more elusive, in terms of measurement, public 

benefits. The report stated that as graduates benefit from the 50% uplift or premium, they should 

contribute to the system which enhances their earning potential. It acknowledged that there should 

be continued public investment in higher education but sought to diversify funding streams and, in 

so doing, the public purse would be released from what Browne (2010) perceived to be a burden.  

The report cites teaching quality as the ‘foundation upon which the reputation and value of our 

higher education system rests’ (Browne, 2010, p.2). It argues that students should be able to make 

informed choices of where and what to study and that, ‘competition generally raises quality’ (p.2). 

There is an unguarded statement of intent where teaching quality is linked explicitly to competition 

across the university sector. 

HEIs actively compete for well informed, discerning students, on the basis of price and teaching 
quality, improving provision cross the whole sector, within a framework that guarantees 
minimum standards. Our proposals are designed to create genuine competition for students 
between HEIs, of a kind which cannot take place under the current system. There will be more 
investment available for the HEIs that are able to convince students that it is worthwhile. This is 
in our view a surer way to drive up quality than any attempt at central planning. To safeguard this 
approach, we recommend that the Higher Education Council enforces baseline standards of 
quality; and that students receive high quality information to help them choose the HEI and 
courses which best matches their aspirations. 
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This policy document forms the basis of the discourse on teaching quality which develops through 
the subsequent texts. The texts are described in date order in the following sections. 

 

3.2.2 Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System 

Following on from the recommendations of the Browne Review (2010), the Coalition government 

published the White paper Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011), with its 

intentions for future legislation in higher education. This document overtly calls for less government 

funding into universities and more accountability towards students and the taxpayer. The paper 

focuses on three main aims: firstly, financial sustainability, secondly, improving the student 

experience with a particular focus on teaching assessment and feedback and thirdly, social mobility. 

The marketisation agenda is explicit where the forward states that, ‘Higher education is a successful 

public-private partnership’ (BIS Willets and Cable, 2011). It discusses alternative providers in detail 

for the first time, arguing that universities should make themselves ‘attractive’ to potential students 

and employers. This is justified by the purchase decision - making of students, stating that, ‘Putting 

financial power into the hands of learners makes student choice meaningful’ (BIS Willets and Cable, 

2011, p.5). This was to be enabled by student contributions to higher education through income 

contingent repayment loans and removing the numbers cap on students with AAB or equivalent 

grades, therefore making universities compete for the most able applicants. The paper also discusses 

the removal of the regulatory barriers in the sector which became manifest in the subsequent 

abolition of the Higher Education Funding Council for England and the establishment of the Office 

for Students in HERA (2017). 

3.2.3 Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student 

Choice 

In 2015 a general election ended the coalition government. There has been a Conservative 

Government up until the time of writing in February 2023. In their 2010 election manifesto, The 

Liberal Democrats had pledged to end student tuition fees. During their administration, they 

reneged on this through pressure from Conservative counterparts in government. Following a full 

majority vote, the Conservative government was able to advance their policy intentions without pull-

back from coalition ministers in place. In 2016 a further White paper was published: Success as a 

Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016), presented by 

the Minister of State for Universities and Science, Jo Johnson. This paper fully embedded the policy 

strategy of addressing a perceived deficit in teaching quality through detailed proposals for the 

Teaching Excellence Framework. It consolidated the arguments for the income contingent 
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repayment loans and removing the cap on student numbers. It stated that, ‘Higher education 

continues to be a sound financial and personal investment’ (p.7) but it crucially argues that reform 

has not gone far enough to produce the envisaged potential of the sector, ‘as an engine of social 

mobility, a driver of economic growth and cornerstone of our cultural landscape’ (p.7). The executive 

summary cites various levels of dissatisfaction across the sector. It references access issues, variation 

in the graduate premium, a lack of flexibility in the curriculum and teaching quality. These issues are 

attributed to insufficient competition and a lack of informed choice. 

 
This paper introduces the policy of a risk-based regulatory framework as identified by McCaig (2018). 

This is operationalised by streamlining the regulatory architecture through the expressed intention 

to establish two new bodies, the Office for Students and UK Research and Innovation (UKRI). The 

Office for Students is described as a market regulator with a customer focus remit. The Teaching 

Excellence Framework is introduced in this document to support the risk-based market 

environment, it is developed as a signal for purchase decision making by students. 

 

3.2.4 Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification 

Further to Success as a Knowledge Economy Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice 

(BIS, 2016), the government published its directives on the operationalisation of teaching excellence 

as a policy object in the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 

2017). This document instructs universities on the procedure and implementation of the TEF. The 

specification states that the Framework has been introduced as a way of: 

 
• Better informing students’ choices about what and where to study 

• Raising esteem for teaching   

• Recognising and rewarding excellent teaching   

• Better meeting the needs of employers, business, industry and the professions (DfE, 2017, 
p.7) 
 

Building on the previous policy papers, the specification document outlines the minimum eligibility 

requirements and pre-requisites for entry to the Teaching Excellence Framework. It presents the 

details of the assessment framework, benchmarking data, descriptors and decision-making criteria. 

This is a step change in practice in universities, bringing in a new assessment regime with a primary 

focus on the assumed quality of teaching. These include data collection and the completion of a 

‘provider statement’, a narrative submission which justifies the application for the grading of Gold, 

Silver or Bronze award in the final outcome. This policy document consolidates previous iterations 

into solid, practical, implementable procedures, or as Sin (2014) describes an ‘enacted ontology’ that 
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is what the policy object becomes further to enactment. It required institutions to direct their efforts 

towards a myriad of criteria. For universities to complete the exercise, it is necessary to deploy 

significant resources in order to fulfil the specification tasks.  

There is no single definition of teaching excellence, the specification defines excellence in broad 
terms as below: 

 
Figure 1. Adapted from TEF Assessment Criteria (DfE, 2017, p.23) 

These broad definitions are measured through a number of metrics, including the National Student 

Survey (NSS), Destination of Leavers of Higher Education (DLHE) and Longitudinal Education 

Outcomes (LEO).  

These broad definitions and evaluative methods are integral to our understanding of how the 

government perceives teaching excellence as a policy object in that they construct the policy object 

through the distinctive features above.  

 

3.2.5 Higher Education and Research Act  

The Higher Education and Research Act (2017) received Royal assent in April 2017. It was the first 

major regulatory reforming instrument for higher education sector in a 25-year period after the 

1992 Further and Higher Education Act and is the legislative culmination of the policy agenda which 

began in Browne in 2010. The act removed funding powers from Higher Education Funding Council 

for England. It brought into law the creation of the Office for Students and UK Research and 

Innovation. UK Research and Innovation replaces the work of the UK’s research councils.  

The act clarified the regulatory and funding powers of the Office for Students. The Office for 

Students is invested with the capacity to allow or retract degree awarding powers to higher 

education institutions. It was tasked with establishing a register of English higher education 

providers. Section 25 of the Act establishes the Teaching Excellence Framework in primary legislation 
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(HERA, 2017). The OfS is empowered to make arrangements for assessing the quality of teaching in 

universities. It is also has powers to monitor the financial sustainability of higher education 

institutions and improve their efficiency. The statutory duties of the OfS are described laid out in the 

Act in Section 2.1. 

Section 2.1:  

1. In performing it functions the OfS must have regard to –  

a. the need to protect the institutional autonomy of English higher education providers 

 b. the need to promote quality, and greater choice and opportunities for students, in the 
provision of higher education by English higher education providers  

c. the need to encourage competition between English higher education providers in connection 
with the provision of higher education where that competition is in the interests of students and 
employers, while also having regard to the benefits for students and employers resulting from 
collaboration between such providers,  

d. the need to promote value for money in the provision of higher education by English higher 
education providers,  

e. the need to promote equality of opportunity in connection with access to and participation in 
higher education provided by English higher education providers,  

f. the need to use the OfS’s resources in an efficient, effective and economic way, and 

 g. so far as relevant, the principles of best regulatory practice including the principles that 
regulatory activities should be–  

i. transparent, accountable, proportionate and consistent, and  

ii. targeted only at cases where action is needed 

 

3.2.6 Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding  

The final text interrogated in this thesis is the Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 

Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a), known as the Augar Report. Following Browne (2010), this is 

the most recent assessment of higher education funding within the inclusion period. The report was 

commissioned by the Conservative Prime Minister of the time, Theresa May. There was concern 

around the level of student debt in the income contingent repayment loan book and the ability of 

graduates to service their loans. By the end of March 2021 student debt was valued at £161 billion 

and is forecast to rise to half a trillion pounds by 2043 (The Guardian, 2022). The review examines 

tertiary education and so includes further and higher education. The terms of reference for the 

review states that the government has developed a sector with new strengths including the 

establishment of the Office for Students and the Teaching Excellence Framework but that there is 

still work to be done to create a funding system that ‘works for students and taxpayers’ (DfE, 2018, 
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p.1). This is despite the reprogramming of the sector through the previous policy texts and 

ultimately through the Higher Education and Research Act (2017). The most high-profile 

recommendation from the Report was to reduce the full-time undergraduate fee cap to £7,500, 

which caused consternation in the university sector over a loss of income. This has not been 

implemented. Commentators suggest that this is because the Treasury is unwilling to bridge the gap 

between the lower and higher fee cap (Hillman, 2020).  

 

3.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the content of each of the policy documents in the data 

set. It has also described the context of each document in political terms and the interconnected 

nature of policy development. Each text has its own focus, aims and objectives, however a 

recognisable strain of policy discourse run through the data set. Policy discourses are analysed 

through the methodological processes which I describe in chapter 5.  

The Browne Review (2010) had a remit to evaluate the sustainability of higher education funding 

and student finance. It created a demarcation point in higher education policy through the increase 

of student fees from £3,225 to £9,000 per academic year. In this policy document, a debate begins to 

be articulated on competitive differentiation through arguments to sustain students’ personal 

investment in university courses over state funding. The Review also begins the policy discussion on 

teaching quality in the sector. Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) 

increases the focus on competitive differentiation through removing the cap on students with AAB or 

equivalent and a concrete discussion around introducing alternative providers with degree awarding 

powers into the sector. Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & 

Student Choice (BIS, 2016) follows the election of a full Conservative government. This allowed for 

the pursuit of the policy agenda without having to consider political arguments from the party’s 

power–sharing counterparts, the Liberal Democrats. The policy document strategically addressed 

teaching quality in the sector through detailed proposals for the Teaching Excellence Framework. It 

consolidated many of the arguments for reform from previous policy papers. It also initiated the 

structural reform of the sector by proposing to establish the Office for Students and UK Research and 

Innovation. The Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) is a 

technical document which outlines the compliance criteria for the TEF. It describes eligibility 

requirements and the full assessment process. The Higher Education and Research Act (2017) 

enshrined in law the structural changes which were proposed and advanced through the previous 

four documents. It is highly significant in that it is the most important legislative instrument in the 

sector for twenty-five years. It fully established the Office for Students and UK Research and 
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Innovation. It changed the regulatory and funding system for the sector through its legislative 

capacity. Finally, in 2018 another review of funding was instigated by the government. The 

Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a) analysed the 

issue of student debt through the income contingent repayment loans. The policy which was 

promoted so heavily through the Browne Review (2010) was questioned by the incumbent Prime 

Minister, Teresa May because of concerns over the government's liability for the loan book. This 

review had a broader scope than previous reviews and policy documents, in that it concentrated on 

both further and higher education. It advocated for a more strategic role for further education and 

sought to diversify funding away from the higher education sector.  

These documents represent a period of very intense policy activity within a nine–year timescale. The 

sector is under close scrutiny from government through these policy papers. From the Browne 

Review in 2010 through to the Augar Report in 2019, universities were the object of targeted and 

decisive policy initiatives which sought to reconfigure previous conceptualisations of higher 

education process and practices. This was achieved through reform in the funding and regulatory 

structures which become fully embedded in the Higher Education and Research Act (2017). Each 

policy document had its own purpose and content but as a whole they formed the political 

revaluation and formulation of the English higher education system between 2010 and 2019.  
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4. Universities as Policy Objects 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will discuss how of universities are conceptualised as institutions. I will discuss the 

differences between a marketised, neoliberal understanding of universities as opposed to the public 

good conceptualisation. I will then discuss the concept of ‘value for money’ as it a key element of the 

policy argument located within the policy discourse. In section 4.4 I will focus on the way in which 

competitive policies lead to a process of gaming across the sector. Following that I turn to teaching 

excellence as a policy object. I will explain the evolution of the Teaching Excellence Framework and 

how it relates to the already established Research Excellence Framework which measures the quality 

of research outputs across the sector. I will discuss the concepts of quality and excellence as defined 

by the Teaching Excellence framework. Finally, I proceed to discuss the critiques of measures of 

teaching excellence as defined by the Teaching Excellence Framework. 

 

4.2 How Universities are Conceptualised 

In this section I will discuss how universities are conceptualised through policy. I will argue that there 

has been a movement away from the public good formation of universities as institutions. This 

conceptualisation was located in the post-war policies of the 1948 Education Act and the 1963 

Higher Education Report, chaired by Lord Robbins. More recent policies have begun to implement 

marketised principles into the regulatory framework. The critical scholars which I have cited here, 

evaluate the contrast between the public good conceptualisation of universities and the demands of 

a marketised sector. 

Universities are defined in practice through policy. In the UK, the Higher Education and Research Act, 

2017, lays out the regulatory framework for the sector. The Office for Students is the regulatory and 

funding body which was established through the Act. The Act has enshrined a risk-based approach to 

the sector, as noted by McCaig, (2018) and a value for money objective through the terms of 

reference for the Office for Students (DfE, 2018). In his 2012 book ‘What are Universities for?’ Stefan 

Collini investigates the policy approaches which narrowly define higher education institutions in 

terms of the proposed values. He argues that there is a more fundamental or elemental value which 

cannot be captured in the post 2010 policy agenda, and that this has become suppressed through 

the dominant discourse in policy and the reticence of institutions to assert an alternative narrative 

to the neoliberal, marketised discourse (and practices) which dominate. He states: 
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Major universities are complex organisms, fostering an extraordinary variety of intellectual, 
scientific and cultural activity, and the significance and value of much that goes on within 
them cannot be restricted to a single national framework or to the present generation. They 
have become an important medium – perhaps the single most important institutional medium 
– for conserving, understanding, extending, and handing on to subsequent generations the 
intellectual, scientific, and artistic heritage of mankind. In thinking about the conditions 
necessary for their flourishing, we should not, therefore, take too short-term or too purely 
local a view (p.199).  

It is easily argued that the ‘ivory-tower’ concept of universities is outmoded and outdated, having no 

relational connection with modern society. Universities have moved far beyond stereotypes 

portrayed in the popular literature in novels such as Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (although 

the elite institutions maintain many of the associated affectations). But Collini (2012) is not arguing 

for the outmoded conceptualisation. It is agreed that universities have evolved to provide important 

teaching and research offering the benefits stated above, but in this work and later, in Speaking of 

Universities (Collini, 2017), he attempts to reassert an argument for the essential societal benefits 

which universities offer in the face of the barrage of the dominant policy discourse. 

Holmwood (2011) argues that while policy-makers interrogate the conceptualisations of the ‘public’ 

and society (often with contradictory messaging) there is no equivalent analysis of the role of the 

market. This is a significant point, in H. Harvey (2017) I argued that marketisation of higher 

education had been accepted unquestionably by policy-makers, with an assumption that private 

goods are as valuable as public goods or improve them through the perceived efficiencies which the 

market provides. Holmwood, referring to Dewey’s 1972 book, The Public and Its Problems, states 

that the market is eclipsing the public: 

… according to Dewey, the idea of a political realm in which the public expresses its democratic 
will is already severely compromised by the liberal distrust of ‘group’, or collective, actions and 
the idea that it is only the market that can properly express the general interest (p. 21). 

Holmwood supports Dewey’s notion of the theory of the public and makes the relationship between 

academic institutions and the concept. The university is a crucial entity, one that serves the public 

and holds social justice as part of its core functions. If universities refute this and adopt a corporate 

stance, they forfeit their position in society, or ‘…any pretension to a social mission other than being 

at service to whoever paid’ (Holmwood, 2011, p.26). Jon Nixon (2017) outlines the growing 

inequalities in society and, like Livesey (2019), states that inequalities grow through the 

reproduction of privilege in higher education. He points to the number of privately educated 

students attending the more ‘desirable’ universities which frequently sit at the top of league tables. 

Nixon argues that the UK has become accustomed (perhaps inured) to inequality and, citing Judt 

(2009), proposes that there is a ‘consensual silence’ over inequities that are rooted in the process of 

privatisation. Privatisation has bewitched successive governments; he describes it as a ‘cult’ which, 
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‘… presents itself as an enlightenment project: an exit route from the dark cave of unknowing’ 

(Nixon, 2017, p.62). Smyth (2017) states that the market has been embraced as the ‘…total arbiter of 

all human activity, including most disturbingly, the organization of all matters to do with universities’ 

(p.154). This suggestion of enlightenment in a complex world of globalised competitiveness and (at 

the time of writing), fearsome public health scares, may provide an answer as to why the market is 

so little critiqued by government. The evangelical promotion of market values in society and higher 

education offers policy-makers a discourse which is underpinned by an ideological set of values that 

are relatively clear and quantifiable, allowing for simplistic messaging to the public on the value of 

higher education. 

We might well ask where the resistance has been in institutions if the dominant conceptualisation of 

the sector is so potentially damaging. In H. Harvey (2017) I identified the subjugation of the role of 

the individual academic through analyses of policy. Ball’s (2015) discussion of policy enactment 

argues that individuals go through a process of ‘complementarity and conflict’ (p.4). Policies may not 

align with an individual’s ethical stance, but pragmatism wins through, allowing the dominant model 

to coerce them into conformity.  

The current framework of global educational reform and the necessarian logics of standards and 

competition is fertile ground within which to explore ‘complementarity and conflict’. A 

consequence of continual animation and calculation is for some teachers and researchers a 

growing sense of ontological insecurity; both a loss of a sense of meaning in what we do, and of 

what is worthwhile and important in what we do. Here we find ourselves ‘other’ to ourselves. 

The ‘meanings’ of what we do and what we are and what we do are irreconcilable. (Ball, 2015, p. 

5) 

He further argues that: 

It is within this paradox that the idea of resistance, or perhaps more appropriately refusal, 

becomes a central aspect in the analysis of power relations and the struggle to produce identity 

and meaning within the structural and discursive limitations of everyday practice. […] Refusing 

the practices of reform and their freedoms and the subject positions of ‘good’ teaching or 

‘impactful’ research is different from past struggles. For now, it also encompasses resisting our 

own practices, it is about confronting oneself at the centre of our discomforts. Subjectivity itself 

becomes a site of struggle. Although modernist, collective forms of struggle continue to be 

important (p 5). 
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Peterson (2019) agrees that neoliberal policies have impacted upon academic practice stating that 

they have had a corrosive effect through the dominance of mechanisms of control such as the 

National Student Survey (NSS), the Research Excellence Framework (REF), the Teaching Excellence 

Framework (TEF), and rankings. He further argues that the casualisation and precarity of academic 

contracts are ‘insidious manifestations’ (p. 262) of policy. Touching on Ball’s complementarity and 

conflict, Peterson says that many academics have become part of the policy logic (maybe 

unintentionally) through the enforcement of managerialist practices and that academics do not 

respond ‘mechanically’ in practice. He cites Shore and Davidson’s (2014) descriptions of complicity 

being either, conscious, unwitting, or coercive, stating that the policy impact is complex and can 

adopt a variety of forms. For Cruickshank (2019) the prioritisation of economic freedom in English 

higher education has suppressed the ability of student and academic stakeholders to develop a 

dialogical response to authority, potentially reducing them to ‘…passive conforming subjects…’ 

(p.351). 

Pitt and Mewburn (2016) in their analyses of academic job descriptions, state that there is an 

expectation that academics become ‘super-heroes’ and that they are constructed in the data as 

individuals who are ‘…everything to everyone…’ (p.9). Peterson (2019) highlights the contradictions 

which arise, arguing that there is a highly problematic tension through the fact that anxiety and 

precarity have become features of academic life. These features suppress virtues such as kindness 

and compassion but at the same time they evoke a greater need for compassion in the institution as 

academic colleagues feel pressured by the professional environment and their self-esteem becomes 

eroded (Winter, 2009; Morrish, 2021). As a practitioner in higher education, I have witnessed this 

phenomenon to the detriment of many colleagues. Peterson (2019) suggests that academics should 

focus on mutual concern and compassion to counteract the neoliberalist features of contemporary 

higher education such as ‘excessive’ individualism, competitiveness and accountability.  

The counter discourse to the neoliberalist narration of policy, sustains an overarching sense of 

injustice in both the social and academic domains. The argument that neoliberalism objectifies us as 

consumers, through incorporating the economization of higher education and reproducing 

inequitable models of power, verges on the sinister. We have seen little resistance in the sector due 

to the corrosive nature of mechanisms of control. However, at the time of writing, members of the 

University and Colleges Union are striking on a ‘Four Fights’ (UCU, 2021) dispute with employers 

around low pay, casualisation, excessive workloads and inequality. It is yet to be determined if this 

action will empower academic staff in the resistance which has been identified as problematic 

through the commentators above. 
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In H. Harvey (2017) I argued that there has been an erosion of the concept of higher education as a 

public good through a process of marketisation. Following World War II, the Education Act of 1948 

identified the need for a more inclusive education system in the UK and funding of general and 

higher education was expanded. Subsequently the right to education became enshrined in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which was adopted by the United Nations General 

Assembly (UN). Higher education expansion occurred through the 1963 Higher Education Report 

under the chairmanship of Lord Robbins. The report encapsulated the notion of the wider social 

benefits of higher education in section 28. 

But we believe that it is a proper function of higher education, as of education in schools, to 
provide in partnership with the family that background of culture and social habit upon which a 
healthy society depends (Lord Robbins, 1963).  

The report acknowledges the personal, individual benefits which are gained from a university level 

education but also notes the ‘fundamental’ (p.7) spill-over, benefits to society. Universities create 

and share knowledge throughout society and across the globe. This is what distinguishes higher 

education institutions from other educational institutions (Marginson, 2011; Collini, 2012). Nixon 

(2011) describes the public good derived from higher education as something that supersedes the 

‘aggregate’ of individual benefits, something that offers a more universal commitment to ‘social 

justice and equality’ (p 2). Peercy and Svenson (2016) argue, through their analysis of UN and World 

Bank reports, that higher education contributes to equitable human development. In my analysis, I 

noted the significant shift in ideologies from the Robbins Report in 1963 to the Higher Education and 

Research Act (2017), where the marketisation ideology which is promoted in policy today overwrites 

the notion of higher education as a public good.  

The tension which inherently exists between the two contrasting ideologies has been much debated 

in the literature, as we have seen an incremental policy shift from the post-war conception of higher 

education to the current quasi - marketised sector (Brown and Curasso, 2013). The discourse 

beginning with Browne (2010) to HERA (2017) and Augar (DfE, 2019a), as analysed in this thesis, 

develops a narrative previously unseen in higher education policy in England. As policy has 

progressed so has the greater debate around the fundamental understandings of what a university 

education provides to individuals and the nation as a whole. With this debate comes scrutiny over 

university functions and processes; funding and significantly teaching and learning.  
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4.3 Discourses of Value for Money 

In this section I will analyse the discourses of value for money. This is aligned with the policy 

discussions on the funding of higher education which are initiated in the Browne Review (2010). I 

will argue that as state funding has declined, the concept of the student as a financial stakeholder 

has risen. This has been used to advance the value for money discourse in policy.  Opposing 

perspectives from the policy argument, suggest that evaluating the integral value of a university 

education is difficult to establish and that the commodification of higher education is problematic. 

There has been a substantial increase in university student numbers following the widening 

participation agenda of the 1990s and the incorporation of the polytechnics in the 1992 Further and 

Higher Education Act. However public spending has not increased in line with new demands in the 

system. From 1989 to 1997 there was a drop of 36% in funding per student (Browne, 2010). As a 

result, policy-makers have sought methods of justification for significantly depleting government 

funding of higher education. The Browne Review (2010) states that it considered delivery methods 

of state funding but was not able to identify a ‘robust’ method of distribution. It went on to say that 

students are best placed to make judgements about what they want to gain from a degree 

qualification and that competition will be inculcated into the system. It was also argued that in light 

of the 2007/8 financial crisis, public funding was increasingly unsustainable. It pointed out that as 

individual graduates benefit from a 50% uplift (premium) in overall average earnings they should 

personally contribute to the system which enables this. The review acknowledges that there should 

be continued investment in higher education but looks to diversify the funding streams, releasing 

the public purse from what Browne perceives as a burden. Browne goes on to suggest that the 

financial reorganisation would enhance the ability of potential graduates to make more informed 

choices regarding higher education, would enable further widening participation, and improve 

quality in the sector. These three principles would be supported by offering more choice within the 

system, effectively creating a competitive market in the university sector. 

In my early analyses of policy (H. Harvey, 2017), the concept of value for money was identified in the 

discourse across some of the policy texts which are interrogated in this study. Value is such an 

esoteric concept that to reduce it to a transactional benefit where money is traded for education is 

to lose much of the nuanced implications inherent in the notion. In 1997 the Dearing report 

introduced the idea of cost sharing for higher education degrees, the government of the time 

introduced £1000 university fees. The justification for an up-front charge (rather than taxing 

graduates at a higher rate) was that graduates in general are shown to be higher wage earners 

during their working lives and that contributions could be made at an early point in their life cycles. 

This was an ideological mould breaker which began to erode the idea of fully state supported higher 
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education. Since 1997 policies have built on this concept of the student stakeholder contributing 

financially to higher education, reasoning that not all people go to university and that being a 

graduate makes individuals wealthier overall in comparison to those who do not, as exemplified by 

Gary Becker’s Human Capital theory (Becker, 1994; Teixeira; 2014).  

This argument proliferates in the policy discourses and serves the ideological, neoliberal assertions 

reasonably well. It is a simple, tangible message. What it lacks however is transparency and context. 

The foreword of the White Paper Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011), 

states: ‘Putting financial power into the hands of learners makes student choice meaningful’ (BIS, 

2011, p. 5). Debunking these policy assertions has been the work of many contributors to the 

debate, significantly Molesworth et al., (2010), Collini, (2012), Brown and Carasso, (2013), 

McGettigan, (2013), and others cited here. Tomlinson (2018) articulates how problematic the 

concept of value is in what he describes as a ‘measured market’ where key performance indicators 

present as signals to influence student choice. According to Tomlinson (2018), value and 

consumption are problematic because pricing is not a true indicator of value and pricing can be 

manipulated. A university education is not a one-off purchase, it is not possible to evaluate quality in 

the same way as purchasing products or more simple services (Brown & Carasso, 2013; 

McGettingan, 2013). As a commodity, a higher education degree is a post-experience good, so its 

value is not fully calculable at the time of purchase. Framing higher education as a private good 

against a public good and further a positional good, offering private advantages such as the graduate 

premium through higher future earnings, is problematic as thousands of competing graduates will 

both possess and seek to utilise the same types of goods in the employment market. Tomlinson 

(2018) further argues that the use of indicators through, research rankings, student satisfaction data, 

teaching quality or graduate employment outcomes, in the measured market, develop 

performativity practices and eventual gaming of the system. He states (echoing my earlier 

comments on complementarity and conflict) that institutions are. ’…caught between competing and 

contemporaneous value systems: between the residual logics of traditional scholastic endeavour 

and disciplinary affiliation and the more enterprising, managerially facing practices of the new 

academic capitalist order’ (p.722-3). Finally, Tomlinson (2018) agrees with Brown and Carasso (2013) 

that framing institutions against their market value leads to a trap because there is an assumption 

that there is a strong element of neutrality. The current state of play is essentially a quasi-market of 

higher education, still controlled and underwritten by government, without the free-market 

deregulation that would be necessary for the positional market to exist. 
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4.4 Universities Gaming the Higher Education System  

In this section I will discuss how a competitive higher education sector leads to performativity and to 

institutions gaming the system. The state has created market conditions for universities through 

legislation (HERA, 2017). Explicit policy intentions with concrete directives such as the Teaching 

Excellence Framework, actuate competition in English universities. The policy discourses encourage 

competition as a beneficial practice.  Scholars argue that the neoliberal techniques of marketisation 

have been adopted unquestioningly by policy-makers and competition is viewed as ‘an independent 

force’ (Naidoo, 2016, p.2), or an autonomous entity which acts in favour of beneficial conditions in 

the market, the only projected outcomes being augmentation of choice, standards and quality. 

Naidoo (2016) suggests that there is an almost magical belief that competition will solve any 

problems that universities face. She argues that competition has become fetishized across the 

sector.  

Striving for evidence of teaching excellence, as defined by the TEF, through competitive practices, 

induces performativity in institutions. It is not possible for all universities to achieve excellence. 

Excellence is an elusive concept, which, by definition, cannot exist in all spaces. It is amorphous and 

the pursuit of excellence, as defined by policy, may well be fruitless (Hong and Sullivan, 2013; Shore 

and Wright, 2021). The Teaching Excellence Framework aims to promote those institutions which 

are assessed to be excellent in teaching terms against those who are not. This competition is sited in 

the higher education sector’s market economy, leaving universities deemed to be less than excellent 

in potentially precarious circumstances in terms of student recruitment and income. Excellence is 

promoted as a market signal for students’ purchase decision making, i.e., choosing which university 

to attend. University league tables, such as the Times Higher Education University Rankings and QS 

World University Rankings, publicly position higher education institutions in rankings from high to 

low, mirroring the market conditions and influencing student choice, thereby reinforcing the policy 

discourse, and rendering universities servile to political agendas (Shore and Wright, 2021). It is 

important to note that rankings seek to quantify both the superiority and inferiority of institutions 

(Locke, 2018). 

Naidoo et al. (2011) argue that although the consumerist mechanisms in the higher education 

market are assumed to raise the quality of teaching. The pressure to comply with a system wide 

assessment mechanism such as the TEF, may lead to risk averse practices and instrumental 

behaviour on the part of academics and university administrators, in order to comply with the 

normative values of students positioned as consumers. The outcomes of assessment exercises such 

as the Teaching Excellence Framework, as well as survey instruments and associated metrics, such as 

the National Student Survey, can be viewed as performance measurement practices in the sector. 
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Graf et. al. (2017), argue that performance measurement leads to gaming, that is, adapting 

behaviours to achieve desired outcomes. In their study of research scientists, they identified gaming 

performance in public management as a form of ‘tunnel vision or’ ‘measure fixation’ (p.755) 

encouraging universities to ‘conform and perform’ (Locke, 2018, p. 81). Universities are driven by an 

idealised version of themselves, encapsulated in global ranking tables, obtainable for only those ‘at 

the top’, and utterly unobtainable for some institutions. Lim and Muellerleile (2020) argue that 

rankings are constructed through political policy and are performative, in that they create the 

conditions for actions located in the fixation of measurement. They also argue that rankings make 

the university a market object for students. However, policy creates the market conditions, and it is 

within the policy framework that ranking organisations and other associated management and 

marketing Edu-businesses can proliferate and assert influence in the sector. The policy discourse 

suggests that, through compliance with assessment exercises for research and teaching, a level 

playing field exists, which supports dynamic agency amongst institutions, allowing them to move 

assuredly to the top of the league. But in a system of high/low rankings this is not possible, and 

many individual institutions are constrained by a number of factors which inhibit this idealised 

process. Shore and Wright (2021) argue that in fact, performance management regimes inculcate 

unattainable targets which can be used to both discipline and punish. 

Part of the TEF’s broad definition of teaching quality are employability outcomes, as measured by 

the Student Outcomes and Learning Gain (SO) criteria. The Teaching Excellence and Student 

Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) uses the Destination of Leavers from Higher 

Education survey (DLHE) (HESA, 2023) to provide metric data for graduate earnings six months post 

university. This links graduate earnings directly to evaluations of teaching excellence as a policy 

object. It underpins the discourse on the graduate premium and hypothetically offers a tangible 

result of the value for money of a university degree. In Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching 

Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016) The Minister of State, Jo Johnson, argues 

that there is a skills shortage in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) areas and 

that 20% of graduates are in non – professional roles over three years after graduating. He 

acknowledges that the graduate premium is substantial, but he says that there is a large variation in 

graduate outcomes between providers. It must be acknowledged that employability and graduate 

outcomes are very important to individuals. However, there is no acknowledgement in policy of the 

part the economy or industry play in the employment market and yet there is a discourse of derision 

(Ball, 2012) on the ability of university courses to educate the population to serve these sectors. This 

policy narrative creates a causal link between what occurs in a university classroom, in perhaps year 

one of university degree, to a student’s potential earnings and implicitly their potential lack of 
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earnings years later, an example of how inferiority is quantified in the metrics. However, there are a 

plethora of contextual influences which impact upon graduate outcomes. Societal structural 

inequalities which affect an individual’s educational prospects do not lie exclusively in the hands of 

universities.  

There is an assumption in the policy argument that teaching quality is linked to employability 

outcomes and that those courses which do not deliver high earning potential are without value or at 

least bad value for money. The employment market is responsible for wage earning potential in all 

sectors apart from public services such as the National Health Service and Schools. Wages are not 

controlled by government and are subject to fluctuation within and across industry sectors and 

market conditions. We see from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA, 2018) data below that 

graduates in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects can command 

higher wages and that graduates in creative arts and design command relatively low earnings. 

 

Figure 2. Median Salary of UK domiciled full - time graduates (HESA, 2018). 

At the time of writing, several universities have moved to close arts subject courses under pressure 

from government to focus on ‘high-value’ courses (OfS, 2022a), i.e., those that provide high 
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projected wage outcomes. The University and Colleges Union have criticised this as an act of 

‘…reckless academic vandalism…’ (UCU, 2021) and an inevitable consequence of the focus on 

courses perceived to offer strong graduate employability outcomes (McKie, 2021). This instrumental 

focus on earning power over the wider benefits of a broad curriculum in universities, ignores the 

potential for intellectual investigation beyond what serves the economy. It also, neglects 

opportunities for interdisciplinary research, which the independent review of university research 

funding by Lord Nicholas Stern (Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2016), 

identified as essential to addressing modern complex problems posed by global social, economic, 

ecological and political challenges. This creates a paradoxical environment where we have graduates 

who are constructed as high value individuals, serving a modern competitive economy but who are 

not necessarily endowed with sufficient educative breadth to advance knowledge in our complex 

contemporary environment. Overall, the competitive environment, advanced by policy, encourages 

performativity leading to the enhancement of courses which are valued from the extrinsic 

definitions of fitness for purpose and value for money (Cheng, 2016), whilst leading to the 

devastation of courses which do not conform to these value judgements but have the potential to 

contribute to modern society as much as the higher valued subject areas. 

 
4.5 Teaching Excellence as a Policy Object  

In this section I will analyse how the Teaching Excellence Framework has evolved in the sector and 

how policy-makers argued for its implementation. I will present how the TEF seeks to evaluate 

teaching quality. I will then discuss the academic perspectives on the notions of quality and 

excellence. 

Following the implementation of the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in universities in the 1980s 

and early 1990s and the subsequent incarnation, the Research Excellence Framework (REF), which 

measures aspects of quality in research, focus has turned towards the assessment of teaching in the 

sector. There were two aspects to the original debate on teaching and teaching quality. The first was 

from teaching focussed staff and institutions which did not see themselves represented in the 

research agenda of the REF. Research was seen to be privileged in quality terms (Skelton, 2005; 

Gunn, 2018). However, the Research Excellence Framework, as an assessment exercise was, and is, 

heavily debated, in line with some of the arguments Turner (2011) makes in terms of classifying 

quality. The original Research Assessment Exercise created a set of output criteria for research 

activity which was connected to changes in the funding mechanisms from the Research Councils. The 

RAE represented a shift in focus from, collegial, subject focussed academic research, to a collective 

competition for resources (Henkel, 2000). It was criticised for a subjective scrutinization process 
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where the units of assessment for measuring output were too narrow and did not allow for the 

variety of methods and approaches used in academic research (Whitchurch, 2013; Olssen, 2016).  

The second aspect comes from a policy perspective, where successive governments, following the 

Browne Review (2010), identified teaching quality and excellence as a new cross- sector 

benchmarking opportunity to support sector reforms. In 2013, the former Minister of State for 

Universities and Science (2010 – 2014), Lord Willets, explained the government’s rationale for 

addressing the teaching/research imbalance. He argued that the funding structures implemented 

through the RAE reforms meant that the ‘pendulum’ or focus of academic activity had swung too far 

in favour of research. In a pamphlet for the Social Market Foundation (Willets, 2013), Willets argues 

that as funding had begun to follow the student through university via student loans, it was 

necessary to strengthen incentives to focus on teaching. He also argues that expansion in the sector 

and relaxed controls on student recruitment meant that information was necessary to give 

prospective students the data they needed to make what is described as ‘meaningful comparisons 

on costs, courses and employability’ (Willets, 2014, p.36). 

The discourses on teaching quality have evolved through policy as can be seen in the analyses of this 

thesis, but the culmination of policy directives on teaching excellence was the implementation of the 

2017 Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework (TEF). Fundamentally the TEF (like the 

REF for research) seeks to identify and rank the quality of teaching in higher education. For the TEF, 

teaching excellence is defined broadly to include: teaching quality, the learning environment, and 

student outcomes and learning gain (DfE, 2017). Through the TEF, policy-makers sought to coalesce 

a range of source metrics around the idea of good quality teaching, significantly, the National 

Student Survey (NSS), Destination of Leavers of Higher Education (DLHE) and Longitudinal Education 

Outcomes (LEO). Dependent upon the results of these data sources and a narrative submission to 

the TEF assessment panel, universities are awarded, Gold, Silver or Bronze status for their teaching 

excellence.  

The Office for Students (2023) presents the reasoning for the Teaching Excellence Framework on its 

website. 

Why is the TEF is important? 

It is important that all students, whatever their background, can have confidence that they will 
receive a high-quality higher education and positive outcomes. 

The TEF encourages universities and colleges to deliver excellent teaching and learning for all 
their students and, if they don't, this will affect their ability to achieve the highest ratings. 
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The TEF ratings create an incentive to improve by putting a spotlight on the quality of a provider's 
courses, influencing providers' reputations and informing student choice.  

Students are encouraged to use TEF ratings – which provide a clear signal of a provider's 
excellence – as useful context to the range of more detailed information they will want to 
consider when deciding what and where to study (OfS, 2023). 

These justifications echo the earlier intentions of policy-makers such as Lord Willets. The 

implementation of the TEF can be seen in the context of an increase in accountability measures 

which follow on from the Research Excellence Framework. And, also in the context of increased 

marketisation of higher education, which encourages competition (Deem and Baird, 2019). This 

competitive force is stated explicitly in the OfS information above. 

Discussions on teaching quality in universities have become a political focus of policy. It is a pull 

factor in student recruitment and satisfaction surveys and through policy initiatives has become a 

market signal for students’ investment in university education. The ephemeral notion of quality is 

discussed in the literature and policy. Concepts of quality in higher education are contested and are 

often argued from two main perspectives (Howie, 2002; Gibbs, 2011; Giroux, 2011; Turner, 2011). 

The first perspective is that of the instrumental, where a good quality education serves an extrinsic 

purpose. Second there is a more liberal conception, from an intrinsic viewpoint, where education 

serves personal development and critical autonomy. Filippakou (2011) asks whether the concept of 

quality in higher education is ideologically positioned. She argues that ideology is an elusive concept 

and suggests that we view it through the impact it has on discourses rather than attempting to 

define it in isolation. Citing McLellan (1986) she states that ideology is part of the ‘signs and systems’ 

of power and where they are present, there are conflicts between social issues which relate directly 

to the debates on quality in higher education. When power is exerted from a certain ideological 

position it can, ‘…influence the ways in which the meaning of higher education is interpreted, and 

perhaps defined, by limiting other interested parties’ power to influence the debate’ (p.17). She 

illustrates this through the example of the employability agenda in higher education which is used as 

a means of connecting university education to the economy or the ‘economization’ as previously 

stated. If the ideologically framed discourse is sufficiently dominant it can ‘…construct modes of 

thinking and, in effect, naturalise a systematic set of values’ (p.17).  

Apple (1995) defines the types of bureaucratic models which are applied to education such as the 

Teaching Excellence Framework as ‘ethical constructs’ (p.16) and that bureaucratic 

institutionalisation should be regarded as ‘cultural power relations’ (p.16). Howie (2002) states that 

claims about quality in higher education tend to over promise and under deliver, given that quality is 

so reliant upon the nature of individual institutions. She explains the various definitions of the 
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concept of quality from Plato to the modern day. She accepts, that the term has been absorbed into 

the discourse of auditing regimes which now exist in the sector. Turner (2011) agrees that the 

meaning of the word quality has changed significantly from a concept of an inherent property or 

characteristic to a quantity or level of excellence. He writes: 

The idea that the quality of a library can be reduced to a number between 1 and 5, 
or that an educational establishment can be placed 309th in a world ranking is so 
absurd that it would not demand a moment’s further thought, were it not for the 
fact that you can pick up a newspaper, or surf the Internet, and find that is precisely 
what is being done, in all apparent seriousness (p.5). 

 

Turner (2011) states that it is necessary to recognise that learning contexts are complex and self-

regulating and that they should be ‘…nurtured in ways that are not captured in metaphors of 

delivery and the application of external standards’ (p.103). Cheng (2016) argues that there are two 

widely used definitions of quality in the sector – fitness for purpose and value for money. Echoing 

Turner (2011), she states that these terms are applied incorrectly to higher education as they were 

ostensibly practical constructs created for economic purposes and that they ignore the 

transformative, emancipatory nature of education. They are nonetheless important, and their usage 

cannot be escaped either in the discourse or in practice. Hoecht (2006) argues that the principles of 

accountability, transparency and fairness should not be problematic for academics but that the 

current audit-based quality regimes do not really embed the principles and can be perceived as 

more utilitarian methods of control.  

The teaching excellence debate sits square in the middle of the contested nature of quality as a 

concept. Grifoll in his contribution The Concept of Excellence in Higher Education (Brusoni et al., 

2014) discusses how complicated it is to define concepts of quality and excellence. He states that 

excellence is contextually defined and that whoever is defining the term forms the associated logic 

and therefore outcomes. He goes on to sharply articulate the debate, staking out the positionality of 

contextually defined concepts of excellence. 

A second interesting point is about the existence of excellence itself. Excellence can be a 
tangible reality, a permanent movement, or just a horizon. In other words, excellence can be a 
certain combination of inputs and outputs (even measured in quantities), a culture in the use 
of inputs and cyclical progress for better outputs (ethos), or a list of expected targets 
(achieved or not). When excellence is considered as a tangible reality, the question of 
definition focuses on the boundaries of excellence. In many different fields, the term 
excellence has been traditionally linked to a distinction of quality which is unusually good and 
surpasses ordinary or threshold standards; but is it possible to expand those limits in order to 
find a definition of excellence for all? Regarding excellence, when is exclusivity considered 
appropriate and when is inclusivity preferred? Another question involving the definition of 
excellence is about the compatibility of different definitions for the same unit of analysis. A 
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good example can be found in the process of globalisation of societies and how global and 
local perspectives on excellence can be combined (p.21). 

 

The TEF sets a Gold, Silver and Bronze ranking system. There are debates on how boundaries such as 

these are arrived at. There is much discussion in the extant literature on the relative merits of the 

use of metrics to evaluate teaching quality. Institutions are perceived to have altered their practices 

in light of the implementation of the NSS in 2005 despite a view that it is a ‘blunt’ instrument 

(Williams and Mindano, 2015). It is argued that student evaluations of teaching through metric data 

lack nuance and situational relevance (Hammonds et al., 2016). That metric-based evaluations do 

not necessarily lead to the identification of teaching excellence (Brusoni et al., 2014) and that 

measures such as these suggest students take a more instrumental approach to learning (Frankham, 

2015). It is also suggested that their existence encourages punitive behaviour amongst senior 

managers and that individual academics have become marginalised in the dominant narrative of 

deficit in teaching excellence (Sabri, 2010; Frankham, 2015).  

Ashwin (2021) argues that as a system-wide assessment mechanism, the Teaching Excellence 

Framework fails to support teaching excellence in the sector as there is no agreed definition of what 

teaching excellence actually is and that the government has failed to provide suitable structures to 

debate the nature of excellence. He refers to Deem and Baird (2019) who suggest that the TEF 

metrics should be read as indicators rather than measurements. Many argue that quantitative 

metrics contribute to the neoliberal conceptualisation of higher education (Collini, 2012; Brown and 

Curasso 2013; McGettigan, 2013). They are characterised by Holligan and Shah (2017) as a ‘trojan 

horse’ for the capitalist agenda that validates students’ instrumental attitudes to learning in higher 

education and devalues higher education as a public good. Barkas et al. (2017) suggest that the 

metrics utilised in the Teaching Excellence Framework seek to measure ‘…two competing ideological 

views of higher education in Society’ (p.807), the private versus public good perspectives, ending in 

what they define as a ‘…confusing and contradictory discourse’. Ashwin (2021) cites Goodhart’s law 

(1984) which states that when measures become performance indicators, they become poor 

measures of performance based upon the fact that those who are being measured carry out 

behaviours which seek to game the system. This is highly pertinent when measuring units of 

assessment which are subject to change such as teaching. O’Leary and Wood (2019) state that as a 

system - wide assessment mechanism, the TEF has reduced the notion of teaching excellence to 

‘…an exercise in hyper-accountability and contrived certification’ (p.130) or ‘…manufactured 

manifestations of excellence…’ (p.136). Cruickshank (2019) argues that the audit culture, as 

exemplified in the Teaching Excellence Framework, has sought to ‘re-engineer’ (p.351) English higher 
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education through the practices of a neoliberalist agenda, where both students and academics are 

expected to adapt to the needs of the corporate knowledge economy. 

These critical analyses of teaching excellence as a policy object take up an almost uniform position. 

The constructs used by policy-makers to define teaching excellence in the TEF are decried as 

instrumental accountability mechanisms rather than reliable indicators of quality. And, importantly, 

that the measures are underpinned by a neoliberal agenda. This agenda seeks to modify teaching in 

higher education in the image of the market-based form of perceived quality. 

4.6 Conclusion 

To sum up, universities in England are defined in practice through the regulatory architecture. The 

policy documents which I analyse in this thesis have brought into being a new structure which is 

defined in the Higher Education and Research Act (2017). The Office for Students controls both 

funding and regulation in the sector. The Act and consequently the OfS, enshrines a competitive, 

risk–based conceptualisation of higher education in law. This marketised conceptualisation of a 

sector whose primary cause is education and research is critiqued by many scholars. It is argued that 

constructing universities as objects which serve the market provides a very narrow definition of their 

raison d’être (Collini, 2012; 2017). Holmwood (2011) and Collini (2012) state that a narrow, 

marketised definition of universities disassociates them from their relationship with the public. 

Universities serve the wider public through their teaching and research activities. A neoliberal – 

formed higher education market reduces their capacity to serve the public good. The public good 

argument for universities has been eroded through the neoliberal policies which have been in the 

implemented since 2010. The policy environment is challenging because it has assumed a neoliberal 

stance. It has been adopted by policy-makers without any significant debate over the virtues of 

marketisation versus the potential negative consequences. The economic focus of the policy 

environment assumes that private goods are as valuable as public goods leading to a potential drive 

towards inequalities. As universities focus on their competitive practices, they side-line their civic, 

social mission (Holmwood, 2011; Nixon, 2011). 

The policy environment from 2010 to 2019 has sought to justify economic practices across the 

university sector. Lord Browne was tasked with reviewing funding and student finance in 2010. The 

Review described the reduction in state funding for universities and argues that funding at past levels 

was unsustainable due to the impact of the 2007/8 financial crisis. Browne (2010) focussed attention 

on students as consumers in order to support the argument that the graduate premium privileges 

individuals financially. This leads to a policy discourse on the value for money provided by higher 

education institutions. The value for money argument in sited in the marketised sector. It speaks to 
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competition and monetisation of an educative product. It serves to erode the public good argument. 

It ignores the differences between a market for products and simple services over a university 

education which cannot be realistically quantified in the same way. In creating market conditions for 

the sector, institutions are encouraged to conform and perform (Locke,2018). Rankings and 

assessment mechanisms which are constructed in higher education policy, re-focus institutional 

practices towards a fixation of measurement and performance (Lim and Muellerleile, 2020). There is 

an assumption that individual institutions operate in a fair market which provides a level playing field 

for competition. However, this cannot be possible if rankings position universities from first to last in 

terms of quality. The performance management regimes which are a consequence of the marketised 

sector produce unattainable targets for some institutions and as Shore and Wright (2021) state, serve 

to both discipline and punish universities in the public realm. 

Academic staff find themselves in a predicament where they are constrained by practices which they 

would like to contest but are coerced into conformity (Ball, 2015; Peterson, 2019). A policy 

environment which prioritises economic freedom has the effect of objectifying institutions as 

competitive organisations where stakeholders such as academic staff and students become 

conforming subjects (Crucikshank, 2019). This has led to little resistance in the sector to the 

overriding policy environment and therefore enabling a continuation of the policies and practices 

which are critiqued by the scholars cited here.  

In section 4.5 I have outlined how the Teaching Excellence Framework became the focus of higher 

education policy following the implementation of the Research Excellence Framework. There is a 

substantive body of literature which questions notions of quality and excellence in education terms. 

Several scholars argue that policy debates on quality are ideologically positioned (Apple, 1995; 

Filippakou, 2011; Turner, 2011). They also argue that exerting power from an ideologically informed 

position can both influence and limit the debate on teaching quality, and indeed supress dissenting 

voices (Filippakou, 2011). The main thrust of much of the literature cited here is that it is very 

difficult to definitively define the concepts of quality and excellence. It is therefore problematic when 

the government seeks to measure teaching excellence through standardised metrics. The policy-led 

practices of measurement have been applied to the higher education sector but are derived from 

economic practices. They do not translate across the environments well as they ignore the unique, 

transformative nature of education (Cheng, 2016). Grifoll explores the amorphous nature of the 

concept of excellence and reinforces the argument that measurement is potentially impossible given 

the variety of contexts in a globalised society. The metric-based measurements used by the Teaching 

Excellence Framework are critiqued in that they alter institutional behaviours and do not represent a 

valid assessment of teaching quality (Brusoni et al., 2014; Williams and Mindano, 2015; Ashwin, 
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2021). The Teaching Excellence Framework and its associated measurement techniques are 

considered to be manifestations of an ideological, political agenda, where concepts of excellence are 

manufactured to support an audit culture which serves a neoliberal framework of practice in the 

sector (Cruickshank, 2019; O’Leary and Wood, 2019). 

Having examined the ideological perspectives which influence the 2010 to 2019 policy environment 

and explained in detail, the substantive contents of each policy document, I will now turn to the 

methodological practices which I employed. The following chapter will explain the conceptual 

background to my approach and how I have analysed the data. 
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5. Methodology 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents my methodological approach to the research. I have taken a critical policy 

analysis (CPA) approach to the textual data. Critical policy analysis requires the researcher to 

problematise the dominant discourses in policy and to investigate the emergent issues within a 

contextual framework (Fairclough, 2013). It is influenced by critical discourse analysis. This chapter 

provides an overview of how both critical policy analysis and critical discourse analysis form the 

conceptual background to my methodological approach to the data. I have utilised O’Connell’s 

(2017) Analytical protocols for textual analysis (APfTA) to interrogate the six policy texts in the data 

set.  

The salient information of the policy documents was outlined in chapter 3. In this chapter, I will 

demonstrate how I have mirrored O’Connell’s object-orientated approach to policy analysis through 

focussing on teaching excellence as a policy object. I will explain I how I have carried out the analysis, 

through a coding mechanism derived from the analytical protocols and how the qualitative data 

management tool, NVivo, was used to support the method. Section 5.2 provides a review of the key 

concepts and practices formulated through critical policy analysis. Section 5.3 will present how 

discourses develop through policy and the meaning of policy as text in the research context. In 

section 5.4 I will explain how I have employed the critical policy analysis approach to analyse the 

data set. I describe this process of analysis in 5.4.1 and will present examples of coded data. In 

section 5.5 I outline the ethical considerations for the thesis and resented my personal, ontological 

and epistemological position in the research process. 

 
5.2 Critical Policy Analysis 

This section discusses the two conceptual areas of critical policy analysis and critical discourse 

analysis. Here, I interrogate the nature of discourse and how it can be identified in policy texts. In its 

broadest sense public policy can be understood to be: ‘…a term that can refer to different 

phenomena from the whole range of legal and administrative activities in a given policy field or 

subfield to concrete policy targets or […] distinctive instruments’ Knill and Tosun (2012, p.7). 

Anderson (2014) cited in Berkovich (2021), states that public policy is a process by which political 

actors address a public problem. Trowler (2002) argues, that this perspective suggests that policy is a 

a rational - purposive course of action which addresses an area of concern through a stated goal or 

objective. The implication is that matters of concern can be unproblematically identified and 

articulated. He argues that this is inadequate in terms of policy analysis, in that it overlooks the 
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‘messiness’ of policy making. However, it offers governments a procedure where they can envisage, 

‘that there are levers to pull’ (p.7) to effect change, so as to fix the target problem. In the case of this 

research, higher education policy articulates a perceived deficit in teaching quality in English higher 

education institutions. The policies analysed here, address this area of concern, on the part of policy-

makers, through argumentation which begins with a rationale for fiscal efficiency in the sector and 

progresses towards a large-scale assessment exercise in the form of the Teaching Excellence 

Framework. This is implemented to fix the target problem. However, through a critical policy 

analysis approach, I problematise the assumptions on the part of policy-makers, that teaching 

quality is as deficient in universities as policy-makers claim.  

I seek to understand how teaching excellence is represented as a policy object and how the 

discourse supports an ideological agenda. I have employed O’Connell’s Analytical protocols for 

textual analysis (APfTA) to analyse the policy discourse. The protocols are informed by a trans – 

disciplinary conceptualisation of activity systems theory (AST) as defined by EngestrÖm, and critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) as outlined below. I understand discourse to be the language of expression 

(both verbal and non-verbal) around a phenomenon, event, theme or practice. It is manifest in a 

variety of text types: oral, written, and visual; basically, any format through which the discourse can 

be communicated. It is the narration of the discussion and arguments surrounding a particular 

theme. I have selected the policy documents described in Chapter 3, surrounding teaching 

excellence as a policy object, as they are the main discursive vehicles which prosecute the public 

policy argument on teaching quality in English higher education. 

Discourse can be understood as a ‘communicative event’ (van Dijk, 1997, p.2) and language is used 

within a complex social reality. Fairclough (2013) argues that social realities do not exist in a vacuum 

and that there are always, ‘…representations, construals, conceptualizations or theories of them…’ 

(p. 178). Critical discourse analysis promotes the interrogation of discourse. It moves beyond simple 

description and searches for explanations of the complex realities, ‘by showing them to be effects of 

structures or mechanisms or forces which the analyst postulates and whose reality s/he seeks to test 

out’ (Fairclough, 2013, p.178), and thus provides a method of investigating, ‘…power, legitimacy and 

governance at the foreground of public action’ (Durnova, et al., 2016, p.39). The manner in which 

discourse is presented shapes our understandings of a topic. Discourse constructs the phenomenon, 

event, theme or practice within its communicative parameters (Foucault 1972; Ball; 1993, 

Fairclough, 2001). Ball engages with Foucault’s (1977) analyses stating that,  

Discourses are about what can be said, and thought, but also about who can speak, when, where 
and with what authority. Discourses embody the meaning and use of propositions and words. 
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Thus, certain possibilities for thought are constructed. Words are ordered and combined in 
particular ways and other combinations are displaced or excluded (p.14). 

Ball (1993) has further argued that our subject positions are constructed ‘for us’ in policy and that 

the discourse can become a ‘process of subjugation’ (p.14). Following Foucault, he states that 

discourse encapsulates a ‘regime of truth’ which suppresses discordant voices and even limits the 

articulation of opposition through parameters set up in the discourse, ‘We may only be able to 

conceive of the possibilities of response in and through the language and vocabulary which the 

discourse makes available to us’ (p.15). There is a consequential argument that some voices become 

dominant and are therefore conceived to be authoritative, overriding others and rendering them 

insignificant. Ball (1993) acknowledges that modern society involves complex, contradictory, and 

antagonistic discourses which often lack rational argument, something that has become apparent 

through the more recent explosion of social media platforms such as Twitter. However, he calls 

policy scholars to arms in order to utilise his perspectives on education policy discourse when 

undertaking analyses. 

Foucault (1972) conceptualises the information which is given prominence within the discourse as 

discursive formations. He also identified the objects under discussion, or the foci of the policy, 

stating that discursive formations construct the objects within the discourse. Sin (2014, p.435) 

describes a policy object in education as the ‘…discrete preoccupation(s) of a policy text (e.g., a new 

governance regime, a quality system, or new degrees)’. Policies can be interpreted as 

representations of knowledge and power, and discourse, the language which is used to legitimise 

the process (Codd, 1998; Ball, et al., 2011). Given these perspectives, I have taken teaching 

excellence as the discrete preoccupation of the policy environment between 2010 and 2019, as 

described by Sin (2014). This was embedded in the Teaching Excellence Framework as a new quality 

system. Foucault, Fairclough, and Ball underpin the critical discourse approach which is embedded in 

O’Connell’s Analytical protocols for textual analysis, which I have operationalised for the critical 

policy analysis. These conceptualisations of discourse enable a critical policy analysis-informed 

analysis, in that they support the interrogative method, where we can move from a surface level 

reading of texts to a critical investigation of underlying influences and structures. I do not 

unquestioningly accept, that teaching quality in English higher education is as deficient as the policy 

argument asserts, nor that the proposed, market–informed policies are fully legitimate mechanisms 

which will resolve the perceived object-orientated problem. In this research, I seek to understand 

how policy represents teaching excellence through an analysis of the discursive constructs used in 

the data. 
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In terms of critical policy analysis, Taylor’s (1997) and Young and Diem’s (2018) discussions on 

methodologies in educational policy analysis describe how the approach has evolved from a 

traditional policy science approach to a more critical one. Policy science, sited within a positivist 

paradigm is associated with relational, epistemological and methodological practices, it centres 

more often on method than on inquiry. Taylor (1997) states that much of the literature on this 

methodology is, “…managerialist, technicist and uncritical in approach…” (p.23). Young and Diem 

(2018) state that traditional approaches are rationally driven, focus on change and reform as a linear 

process and propose that research can, identify, evaluate and resolve policy problems. They also 

state that overall, this approach is, “theoretically narrow” (p.81). This narrow focus has led to 

frustration amongst influential policy scholars such as Ball and Apple who, assert the role of 

concepts of power and ideology in the policy process leading to the more critical frameworks we see 

today. Grace (1995; 2000) and Taylor (1997) advocate approaches which are borne out of the social 

science traditions and utilise “qualitative and illuminative techniques” (Ozaga, 1987, cited in, Taylor, 

1997 p.24), rather than the more process driven approaches. Grace (1995) argues that contextual 

issues should be evaluated through a perspective that is led by both the historical and contemporary 

ideologies and power relations which affect the subject of the research. Diem, et al., (2014) concur, 

stating that critical theories in policy analysis in education can,   

  
…facilitate the exploration of policy roots and processes; how policies presented as reality are 
often political rhetoric; how knowledge, power, and resources are distributed inequitably; 
how educational programs and policies, regardless of intent, reproduce stratified social 
relations; how schools institutionalize those with whom they come into contact; and how 
individuals react (e.g. resistance or acquiescence) to such social and institutional forces (p. 
1073).   
  

Young and Diem (2018) argue that advocates of critical policy analysis (CPA) “take little at face 

value” (p.82) and that researchers have certain common critical practices:   

  

1. CPA interrogates the roots and development of educational policy.   
2. CPA probes the difference between policy rhetoric and practiced reality.  
3. CPA examines the distribution of power, resources, and knowledge and the creation of 
“winners” and “losers.”  
4. CPA scrutinizes the complex systems and environments in which policy is made and 
implemented.  
5. CPA explores social stratification and the impact of policy on relationships of privilege and 
inequality.  
6. CPA is interested in the nature of resistance to or engagement in policy by members of 
historically underrepresented groups.   
(Young and Diem, 2018, p. 82)  
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These overarching critical policy analysis practices encompass a broad range of analyses and foci. In 

this thesis, I have interrogated the manner in which teaching excellence is represented as a policy 

object. Through data analysis, I am able to identify the roots and development of the object as 

argued through the policy discourse. O’Connell’s Analytical protocols for textual analysis present a 

framework which has allowed me to target CPA-orientated probes into the difference between 

rhetoric and practice and the distribution of power, resources and knowledge. 

 

Young and Diem (2018) state that critical policy analysis is significantly linked to theoretical 

considerations which are drawn from a range of disciplines across the social sciences and 

humanities. They also argue that theory and method are influenced by the paradigm within which 

the researcher works. My research is situated in the relativist, interpretive (hermeneutic) and 

qualitative tradition. I occupy this position from an ontological and epistemological perspective. In 

my undergraduate dissertation and MA by Research I enquired into the sociolinguistic realities of 

non-native speakers of English. Coming from a background of bilingualism, I am acutely aware of the 

relativist and interpretive nature of the lived experience. I have previously investigated how 

language and culturally defined discourses, shape our understandings of the world, where some 

voices are privileged over others. Ball (1993) argues that possibilities for thought are constructed 

through discourse. In a bilingual lived experience, this is mediated through a secondary or 

alternative dimension of close cultural comparisons and linguistic variations and interpretations. This 

is the underpinning world view which guides my work (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). The hermeneutic 

tradition is based on interpreting meaningful interactions. Language in predicated upon interaction 

with others, so at an early stage of my research activities, I reached the conclusion that qualitative 

methodologies provide the best fit (Hammersley, 2008; Punch, 2009) for the investigations which I 

carry out.  I conclude, from my own lived experience and from prior research that this is a relativistic 

world not one with an absolutist, external reality (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017). The 

alignment between fundamental conceptualisations of the world and the practice of research is 

described thus by Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2004, p 13):  

  
When we move from idea to data and then to interpretation during research design we are 
reminded of the important links between epistemology, theory, and method and how the 
choices made during research design both reflect and constitute a researcher’s 
epistemological position, theoretical framework and use of methods of inquiry. Accordingly, 
research design can be viewed as the practical manifestation of these philosophical and 
theoretical considerations.  

  
This methodological approach fits with my position as an educator undertaking a Professional 

Doctorate in Education, where I have investigated and analysed the contextual policy environment 
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of my professional practice. Critical policy analysis provokes a non-acceptance of preceding 

positivist, policy science approaches, in favour of a qualitative, illuminative one, that interrogates 

both language and meaning, interpreted through the lens of the critical researcher. A critical policy 

analysis approach to this research project, has facilitated the alignment between my ontological and 

epistemological conceptualisations of the world.  

 

5.3 UK Contemporary Higher Education Policy 

In this section I will discuss how higher education policy and policy discourses can be analysed.  Colin 

McCaig’s work shows how discourses can develop through a longitudinal data set such as the one I 

have chosen for this thesis. McCaig (2018) mapped the discourse on the risk-based marketisation of 

English higher education from the ‘genesis’ of the widening participation phenomenon of the late 

1980s and the incorporation of polytechnics, through to the Higher Education and Research Act 

(2017). His view is that the policy discourse is not strategically defined like some deterministic 

economic plan as we have seen in states such as the old Union of Soviet Socialist Republics or China 

today. Instead, he argues that there is an incremental evolution of policies which occur in light of the 

politics of the day, not as part of a designated, linear process. This resonates with Tapper’s (2009) 

argument that realpolitik pushes the agenda more than ideology. McCaig (2018) provides a useful 

stage map of the discourse which helps to delineate and contextualise the policy agenda for this 

study.  

 

Stage Time frame Theme Discourse 

1 1986 -1992 efficiency and 
accountability 

Centralisation versus 
autonomy 

2 1992-2000 diversity Centralisation versus 
autonomy 

3 2000-2010 differentiation Marketisation 
 

4 2010 - 2015 Competitive 
differentiation 

Emerging market 

5 2015 onwards Competitive 
differentiation 

Risk and exit 

 

Figure 3. Risk–based discourse stage map, adapted from McCaig (2018, pp.127 – 144). 
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We can see from this that a development of the discourse moved through the stages of political 

interventions and reforms which affected the sector from the late 1980s moving from a big 

government stage to a much more fully developed stage of marketisation with risk and even 

exclusion (exit) from the sector being embedded in the discourse. Although this shift has taken time 

to evolve, it is important to note that it has not really retracted or stalled over a significant period of 

time and that successive governments have taken up the mantle of the marketisation agenda in 

order to fulfil policy directives. Although McCaig (2018) says that there has been some shapeshifting 

in the discourse on the journey, it seems to have evolved from an embryonic concept to a fully 

formed political construct which underpins the dialectic in higher education policy.  

In The Governance of British Higher Education: The Struggle for Policy Control (2009), Tapper has also 

taken a longitudinal approach to the discourse. He states that the economic ideology of higher 

education has been sustained through political support and that across the political spectrum there 

has been ‘…powerful backing for the idea of higher education as an economic resource’ (p.5). He 

argues that analyses of the relationship between higher education and policy are interesting 

because higher education, ‘…resides on the very boundary of state and society…’ (p.225), that 

universities are,  

…supposedly autonomous institutions engaged in teaching and research on terms determined by 
their academic members but heavily dependent upon the public purse. Furthermore, there is the 
acceptance of an obligation to fulfil national needs and a recognition of the fact that both the 
understanding of those needs and the means by which they should be fulfilled will be shaped 
politically (p.225). 

Tapper focusses on the interaction of political and bureaucratic forces of state power. In doing so he 

acknowledges the complex relationship between the concepts of power and policymaking, 

describing them as ‘slippery’ (p.229). He says that policy aims may be separate from distinct policy 

directives, but that implementation gives ‘concrete meaning’ (p.229) to policy goals. In effect the 

tangible, executable policies deliver the less tangible political power messages of government. He 

argues that it is impossible to understand the meaning of a policy goal without knowing how it will 

be implemented.  

Stephen Ball (1993) discussed the nature of policy as text and policy as discourse in What is Policy? 

Text, Trajectories and Toolboxes. He argued that there is an ‘ad hocery’ (p.11) in the policy 

formulation process and that policy is rarely the work of a single author or creator and that the texts 

are,  

…not necessarily clear or closed or complete. [They] are the product of compromises at various 
stages (at points of initial influence, in the micropolitics of legislative formulation, in the 
parliamentary process and in the politics and micropolitics of interest group articulation. (p.11).  
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Ball remarked that policy also evolves through the actors involved in creating it, described as ‘key 

interpreters,’ (Secretaries of State, for example) and through the issues affecting the state at the 

time. According to Ball, the physical texts of the type analysed here are not created from a static 

point of invention but have, ‘interpretational and representational history’ (p.11). This is evident in 

McCaig’s analysis of the evolution of the discourse.  

 
5.4 Data Analysis 

In this section I will present how several scholars have developed frameworks for policy analysis 

which have been influenced by critical discourse analysis techniques. This type of framework 

provides a practicable tool for data analysis. I have analysed the policy documents in the data set 

through adapting O’Connell’s (2017) Analytical protocols for textual analysis (APfTA) to develop a 

qualitative coding scheme. I will explain how used the data management software NVivo to work 

with the textual data.  In section 5.4.1 I will give examples of quotations from the policy documents 

and show how they have been attributed to the coding scheme. Finally, I will discuss the ethical 

considerations for the thesis. 

A number of scholars such as, Bacchi (2009), Hyatt (2013) and O’Connell (2017) have developed 

frameworks for policy data analysis informed by conceptualisations of critical discourse analysis as 

discussed above. Hyatt (2013) argues that for researchers there is a need for practical approaches to 

the data analysis task which bring into focus the central theoretical theme of discourse as an 

analytical tool. Moving from an epistemological position, to implementing a method of inquiry is 

crucial to the research process. The challenge is to exercise our understandings of the underlying 

concepts, in relation to primary data. Hyatt (2013) draws on critical discourse analysis scholars and 

states that the aim is to, ‘uncover how authors of texts (seen as semiotic representations of social 

events) represent and construct the social world, institutions, identities, relationships and how these 

are shaped and characterised ideologically through relations of power’ (p.837). For researchers, the 

challenge is to find an appropriate and reliable tool to enable us to interrogate texts so that we can 

draw out our understandings of the discourse. 

Bacchi (2009), Hyatt (2013) and O’Connell (2017) have proposed practical frameworks for analysis. 

All three suggest analytical prompts with which to interrogate policy. Bacchi’s (2009) WPR – (what is 

the problem represented to be), the framework includes six hortatory questions, prompting the 

researcher to investigate the nature of proposed ‘problems’ in policy and how they are represented 

or constituted. She argues that there are often presuppositions or assumptions which underpin how 
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a problem is represented in policy, and that through interrogation we can identify the extent to 

which policy-makers shape and characterise issues. 

Hyatt (2013) and O’Connell (2017) also challenge the assumptions which are represented in policy 

through soliciting the researcher to challenge the language, substance and ideology which are 

presented in the discursive formations of the text. Hyatt’s (2013) frame is concerned with two 

elements, contextualising and deconstructing. He proposes an analysis of the policy drivers, 

justifications or warrants and modes of legitimation. All of these frameworks have critical discourse 

analysis at their core and offer practical manifestations of the theoretical considerations which 

critical discourse analysis and critical policy analysis demand. 

O’ Connell (2017) has informed my research practice through the object-orientated approach she 

applies to higher education research. In her 2017 paper, O’Connell analysed a policy text from the 

University Alliance on research excellence in higher education. This work analysed how the 

deployment of metrics, associated with research excellence, both shape and define the policy 

object. I have drawn on this work to analyse a broader data set. To undertake her analysis, O’Connell 

developed the Analytical protocols for textual analysis (APfTA) through a trans–disciplinary 

conceptualisation of activity systems theory (AST) as defined by EngestrÖm and critical discourse 

analysis. Activity systems theory is founded in object-orientated conceptualisations of human 

activity. EngestrÖm’s triangle model of activity describes how an individual’s relationship with the 

environment is mediated by their community (Blunden, 2016). O’ Connell cites EngestrÖm’s (2002) 

characterisation of the object as the ‘problem space’ at which an activity is directed. Although 

influenced by EngestrÖm’s thinking and application of the model, O’Connell argued that discourse is 

not sufficiently foregrounded as an analytical tool. Her response is the amalgamation of both activity 

systems theory and critical discourse analysis. She conjoins activity systems theory perspectives on 

large-scale, complexities of work and human activity with the manner in which critical discourse 

analysis seeks to explore how language constructs social reality. This has provided a “…fine - grained 

analysis of policy deliberation and a broader methodological apparatus with which to study 

discourse and activity” (O’Connell, 2017, p.11).  

Broadly, the analytical protocols ask what the object is and how is it constructed in policy? What 

forms of argument are put forward to legitimise the policy and which actors are identified and either 

foregrounded or backgrounded by policy. Considering this object-orientated approach, I have 

identified teaching excellence as the ‘problem space’ in relation to my professional practice and 

contemporary higher education policy. As stated previously, it is an object which evolves out of the 

funding agenda and therefore not all of the textual data focusses uniquely on teaching excellence as 
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a policy object. There are environmental policy factors which have contributed to its development 

and implementation through the Teaching Excellence Framework as described in chapter 4. 

In introducing the APfTA, O’Connell states that the framework can be used to facilitate analysis of 

representation of an activity, and further, to provide a critical discourse-informed analysis, through 

interrogation of the forms of dialogicality and intertextuality, between and within any given texts. 

She explains that: 

For example, the extent to which the text is responding to previous texts (or anticipating 

future texts) and the extent to which the text displays a unified, authoritative voice or 

represents multiple voices can be indicative of subject positioning within social and power 

relations (O’Connell, 20127, p.15). 

From a methodological perspective the APfTA have informed my approach to the critical policy 

analysis described by Young and Diem (2018). The framework provides analytical perspectives with 

which to articulate the constituent parts of the policy object. It has enabled me to identify and 

analyse any contradictions and tensions which may lie within texts and to identify those discourses 

are foregrounded in the data.  

In practice, the data set for this thesis is made up of six policy documents, consisting of 650 pages of 

textual data. The context and purpose of the policy documents included in the data set are explained 

in detail in Chapter 3. As stated, the Browne Review (2010) can be viewed as a point of demarcation 

in contemporary higher education policy and is therefore used as the starting point for the inclusion 

criteria for this thesis. The Augar Report (DfE, 2019a) is the last publicly available policy document in 

the research period 2010 to 2019. For the purposes of this study, the formation of the policy agenda, 

in relation to teaching excellence as policy object lies in the texts listed below. This data set 

represents all of the publicly available policy documents relating to English higher education in the 

research period. 

To manually manage such a large data set would be laborious and potentially inefficient. I used the 

qualitative data analysis package NVivo as a data management tool for the six reference files:  

• Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Education (Browne, 2010)  

• Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011)  

• Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice 
(BIS, 2016)  

• Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017)  

• Higher Education and Research Act (2017)  

• Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a)  
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All primary data texts fulfil the following inclusion criteria in that they are: 

1. Directly relevant to government activity in relation to higher education in England 

2. Published by the government of the United Kingdom 

3. Describe or propose policy reform  
4. Publicly available 
5. Focus on either funding linked to teaching and learning and/or teaching excellence as a 

policy object 
 
This data was retrieved from https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk; this is the electronic database 

for the UK Government Digital Service. The service is managed by the Cabinet Office, the office of 

the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. It is the primary method of data storage of publicly 

available documents for policy information via the website GOV.UK, the official web presence of the 

United Kingdom government.  

Each document was downloaded in PDF format and uploaded to NVivo. Data is managed within 

NVivo so that information can be cross referenced efficiently, it has tools for linking themes and text 

across multiple sources. This is a complex activity (Bazeley and Richards, 2000). NVivo’s functions 

allow for the management of search strategies, storing search results, documenting decision making, 

and actions carried out during the project and syntheses of concepts and findings (Houghton et al., 

2017). NVivo also provides the facility to carry out word frequency queries and text search queries. 

These can be used to identify possible themes or the most frequently used words in a text or data 

set. I carried out a word frequency analysis to map the word ‘excellence’ in the policy discourse. I 

also used the text search query for the word ‘choice’ to illustrate the importance and relevance of 

these words in the discourse. As an electronic resource, NVivo has significant benefits over manual 

manipulation of data. It does not, however replace the operational conceptualisations and 

behaviours of the researcher. It is an enablement tool.  

The Analytical protocols for textual analysis (O’Connell, 2017) provided an overarching framework 

from which I developed qualitative codes in order to analyse the full data set. I carried this out 

through a two-stage process, which enabled me to form sufficiently deep readings of each text. 

Coding is a key structural operation in qualitative research. It offers an order of analysis based upon 

similarities within and across texts through a method of decontextualising and recontextualising 

(Maxwell and Chimel, 2014; Williams and Moser, 2019.) Raw data is dissected into new, potentially 

illuminating categories which enable cross-examination and interrogation for research purposes. 

This can then be cross referenced with other coding data or the original policy text.  

The Analytical protocols for textual analysis (O’Connell, 2017) ask what references are made as an 

indication of anticipated practice. My data set revolves around proposed changes in the funding 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
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model, the regulatory architecture and the measurement of teaching quality. I interpreted 

anticipated practice to mean: what are the stated expectations of policy of practice in the sector in 

the context of the policy agenda? I used this phrase as an overarching theme when coding. I 

subsequently refined this as described below. The second main theme, which I adapt for my analysis 

is ’informational prominence.’ O’Connell (2017) asks which discourse topics and themes are given 

informational prominence? I used this phrase to identify the dominant discourse and how it is 

presented in the textual data. I take prominence to mean foregrounded and promoted through the 

language of the texts. O’Connell also asks which social actors are given prominence/backgrounded 

and what rules and norms are expressed? In the case or rules and norms, O’Connell cites Fairclough 

(2013) stating that he identifies three main types: existential (those that exist), propositional (what 

can or will be the case) and value (what is good/desirable). 

I undertook a first level coding analysis in order to familiarise myself with the breadth and depth of 

the data and to begin to elicit first order understandings of the discourse. In NVivo codes are 

described as ‘nodes’. Nodes can be categorised through a hierarchy of ‘parent’ and ‘child’ nodes. So 

information can be ascribed to a parent node and that node can be further disaggregated by 

ascribing data within it to a child code. To do this I aggregated the criteria from the APfTA into three 

main thematic areas. This provided the names of the codes for the parent nodes. They were:  

1. Anticipated practice  

2. Informational prominence  

3. Actors: backgrounded/foregrounded 

These can be broadly understood through the following questions through which I addressed the 

texts in order to attribute data to relevant codes: 

1. How does policy construe practices in the sector in relation to teaching quality?  

2. What is the dominant discourse? 
 

3. Which actors are identified and given prominence or backgrounded through the policy 
argument?  

A second level analysis employed a more detailed coding structure (Deterding and Waters, 2021). 

Sub – codes, or child nodes, were applied to the main coding themes, ‘Anticipated Practice’ and 

‘Informational Prominence,’ using the finer details from the analytical protocols. The code 

‘Anticipated Practice was divided into three sub-codes: ‘Existing,’ ‘Propositional’ and ‘Value’ as 

expressed by O’Connell. This deeper analysis sought to uncover how the policy object is presented 

through the norms expressed in policy, either through what is described as existing practices in the 

sector or proposed practices. Further, I interrogated how policy describes what is perceived to be 
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valued or what is good or desirable. I understand value to be the practices which policy presents as 

worthy of inclusion in the proposed changes, because they adhere to the value system constructed 

in the dominant economic argument. 

So as to more deeply analyse how the object is constructed and presented in the data, I 

disaggregated the code ‘Informational Prominence’ into two sub–themed codes: ‘Argumentation’ 

and ‘Analytical Tools.’ These codes enabled me to analyse the data through identifying how policy 

utilises logic and argumentation to legitimise claims throughout the discourse. O’ Connell (2017) 

describes analytical tools in the APfTA, as either practicable, such as financial analyses, benchmarks 

or rankings or other conceptual tools. This code was used to identify which tools are used in the 

discourse and how they might shape the object. Below are examples of data attributed to each code. 

 

5.4.1 Examples of Codes from the Data 

Anticipated practice: Existing  

 

Data for this code was attributed to how policy-makers describe the practices of the time. The 

examples below, demonstrate how the practices are considered by policy-makers to be ineffectual in 

terms of teaching quality and insufficient in terms of graduate outcomes. This type of example 

supports the deficit narrative which develops throughout the discourse. 

 

This data should be seen in the context that institutions continue to receive a large block 

grant through HEFCE. They get this year on year regardless of what students think about the 

quality of teaching. And, because the demand for student places exceeds the numbers of 

places that are available, institutions do not have to compete as hard as they might to 

recruit students. The combination of these factors means that the incentives for institutions 

to improve the student experience are limited (Browne, 2010, p.23). 

 

This section of text argues that the block grant is allocated, without qualification, in terms of student 

satisfaction, suggesting that this is problematic. The grant was legitimately allocated according to 

the criteria of the time. Browne (2010) makes an assumption that student satisfaction data should 

be part of the allocation criteria without presenting evidence to support the claim. The text decries 

and is dismissive of current practice but does not offer any form of negotiated future practice. This 

section also takes competition as the default mechanism for recruiting students. This was not the 

position in 2010. The phrase ‘as hard as they might’ implies that competitive practices are already in 

existence and that some universities are failing students through poor practice. There is a lexical 

sleight of hand at play here which is manifest throughout the policy discourse. The textual data often 

presupposes the beneficial elements of marketised practices and uses this to reflect negatively on 
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practice which does not conform to this position, even though it is considered to be legitimate 

across the sector at the time.  

 

Anticipated practice: Propositional  

 

In this example of proposed practice, attributed from Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching 

Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016), the data demonstrates how the regulatory 

environment will change in line with the policy discourse. 

 

The regulatory environment needs to reflect these fundamental changes. HEFCE’s purpose, 
role and powers have become outdated, and have led to the anomalous situation whereby 
alternative providers are part of a separate regulatory system operated directly by BIS. The 
need for a new regulator and updated regulatory system has been recognised by Universities 
UK in their February 2015, and the Higher Education Commission, an independent policy 
commentator, in their 2013 publication. As recognised by the Competition and Markets 
Authority, the particular characteristics of the higher education sector mean that 
proportionate regulation is needed to protect the interests of students, employers, and 
taxpayers. We need a single regulatory system appropriate for all providers, and to stop 
treating institutions differently based on incumbency and corporate form (BIS, 2016, p.15)  

 
 

Policy-makers have sought to disrupt the sector by introducing alternative providers in order to 

inculcate competition to the sector. HEFCE was not responsible for introducing new providers to the 

sector but is characterised as a hindrance to good governance in this excerpt. Policy-makers then go 

on to propose a new regulatory environment based upon the diversified make – up of provision. This 

is an enormous shift in practice built on quite a slight argument in this example. 

 

Anticipated practice: Value 

 

For the purposes of this research, value is construed as what is perceived to be good or desirable in 

policy. Much of the discourse is framed in terms of the economic argument for efficiency as these 

examples show. The first is taken from Student at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and the second 

from the Higher Education and Research Act (2017). We can see the development of the discourse 

from early policy papers through to legislation. The Act describes explicitly how value for money and 

economic efficiency have become enshrined in the higher education legal environment.  

 

There is room for further efficiency savings and institutions should be looking at ways they 
can save money and so reduce the cost passed on to students. HEFCE and the sector have 
done valuable work to date in promoting efficiencies in areas like procurement, shared 
services and the use of e-market places but there is scope to do more and more radically 
(BIS, 2011, p. 6) 
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In performing its functions, the OfS must have regard to— 

(d) the need to promote value for money in the provision of higher education by English 
higher education providers,  
(f) the need to use the OfS’s resources in an efficient, effective and economic way (HERA, 
2017) 

 
In Student at the Heart of the System, the text demonstrates how policy-makers attribute cost saving 

to what is perceived to be good practice. This is based in the argument for student loans and the 

graduate premium. At this relatively early stage of the policy formation, the discourse aggressively 

promotes economic efficiency stating that quite a lot has already been achieved, and that the work 

to date has been ‘valuable’. However valuable these efficiencies maybe, they are construed as 

inadequate through a demand for even more cost saving, which it is argued, should be achieved 

through radical change. In the Higher Education and Research Act (2017) the Office for Students is 

established in law. This is the funding and regulatory body for the university sector, it has supreme, 

legalised control over practice. It is the dominant institution which enacts government policy in 

terms of higher education. The Act demonstrates how the economic argument is translated into 

practice by stating that the Office for Students should promote value for money in its core activities 

and should consider the economically efficient deployment of resources. The text uses the phrase 

‘the need’ at the beginning of each statement. This indicates the level of value with which the 

economic argument is imbued in policy. It goes beyond what is desirable. It is encapsulated in this 

phrase as both necessary and obligatory and as such will be reflected in the policies and practices of 

the OfS. It therefore exerts control over the sector based on the assumption for the need to 

promote value for money. 

 

Informational prominence  

 

Argumentation  

 

Here I identified the forms of argument which are put forward to legitimise policy. These are often 

located in the marketised framework which policy promotes. Much of the language used represents 

marketised concepts and practices and this in turn binds the argument to the neoliberal approach to 

reform in the sector. This language circumscribes the narrative, positioning the values and practices 

of the market at the forefront of the policy discourse. In chapter 6 I will describe how the policy 

discourse evolves from the Browne Review’s original proposals for reform locating teaching 

excellence and consequently the TEF in the economic argument. As this argument develops, there 

are numerous examples of how competition is constructed to improve quality in the sector, such as 

in the examples below from Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & 
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Student Choice (BIS, 2016). 

 
Competition between providers in any market incentivises them to raise their game, offering 
consumers a greater choice of more innovative and better quality products and services at lower 
cost. Higher education is no exception (BIS, 2016, p.8). 
 
Information, particularly on price and quality, is critical if the higher education market is to 
perform properly (BIS, 2016, p.11). 

 
This linguistic prominence becomes embedded in the argument for reform of regulatory 

environment for the sector. In discussing proposals for the remit of the Office for Students on page 

16, the text states that it will be, ‘a consumer focused market regulator’ this follows through to the 

Higher Education and Research Act (2017) as is evident in the examples above. 

 

In chapter 6, I will illustrate how the policy discourse acknowledges positive facets of university 

provision at the time, which are not necessarily linked to the economic argument but then swiftly 

turn towards a deficit narrative to support the policy agenda. These semantic twists are identified 

through this code. An example of this is in Browne (2010) where the text states that the UK has a 

disproportionate number of the world-leading universities, stating that, ‘The historic strength and 

openness of our higher education system has contributed to Britain’s cultural and intellectual life, as 

well as its role in the world’ (p.15). However, almost immediately this standing is challenged in the 

text through commenting on the UK’s global competitive position and a potential threat general 

living standards if the competitive edge is not maintained. Where positive acknowledgement of 

practice in the sector is stated, it is usually tempered by negative implications of the extant 

practices. 

 

Analytical Tools 

 

O’ Connell (2017) conceives benchmarks or rankings as analytical tools which can shape the policy 

object. In my data, a significant analytical tool is the Teaching Excellence Framework. The examples 

below are taken from the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification 

(2017).  

 
Metrics  
a. The TEF will draw on currently available, nationally collected data, to provide panellists 

and assessors with a common set of metrics that relate to each of the aspects of teaching 
excellence. These metrics will be considered by panellists and assessors alongside the 
evidence contained in a provider submission to inform their judgements  
 

The assessment criteria are set out in table 2. Panellists and assessors will use evidence from 
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the core and split metrics, supplemented by additional evidence and supplementary metrics, 
to assess performance against the criteria to determine a provider’s TEF rating. The criteria 
have been designed to allow recognition of diverse forms of excellence and to avoid 
constraining innovation (DfE, 2017, p. 30).  
 

The TEF relies upon national benchmarking metrics to formulate baseline assessment criteria for TEF 

outcomes. These measurements are based in the NSS, HESA and LEO data. They both define and 

constrain what is considered to be teaching excellence in the English higher education sector. The 

examples above show how the policy object is constructed in the data through tools which are 

defined by policy. The metrics set the expectations for assessors which they follow through to 

provide an excellence rating in the form of the Bronze, Silver, or Gold award. As stated in Chapter 3, 

the type of metrics shown here are essentially practical constructs which were created for economic 

purposes (Cheng, 2016). They ignore the transformative nature of education and circumscribe 

excellence through a contextually defined definition based in neoliberal logic (Brusoni et al., 2014). 

 
Actors 

 

This code was employed to analyse how stakeholder groups or institutions identified in the data 

were constructed either positively or negatively in the discourse and therefore foregrounded or 

backgrounded by policy. In the main, the data foregrounds students through describing their 

historical access to higher education and positioning them as consumers of university education. 

They are described as agents of choice, which in turn facilitates the competitive policy agenda. 

Through the data, this narrative becomes entwined with the policy discourse on teaching excellence 

as a policy object, as can be seen in the examples below. 

 

There should be more investment in higher education – but institutions will have to convince 
students of the benefits of investing more. We have made the case that investment in higher 
education should increase; the decision on whether this case is convincing will rest with 
students. The rationale for seeking private contributions to the cost of higher education is 
strong and widely accepted. Previous reforms failed to deliver a real increase in private 
contributions for higher education. Especially with public resources now limited, new 
investment will have to come from those who directly benefit from higher education.  
This is an important choice, so it is vital that it is in the hands of the students who will be 
asked to pay more (Browne, 2010, p. 24) 
 
 
Quality assessment provides a foundation that ensures providers offer a high- quality 
student academic experience, deliver good student outcomes, and protect the interests of 
their students. It also delivers assurances about the integrity of degree standards to ensure 
that the value and reputation of UK degrees is safeguarded (DfE, 2017, p. 9) 
 
The TEF will incentivise excellent teaching and provide better information for students to 
support them in making informed choices. Quality assessment and the TEF will therefore 
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work together to promote, support and reward continuous improvement and better student 
outcomes. (DfE, 2017, p. 9) 
 

Browne has positioned students as consumers early in the policy narrative. Here the link between 

investment and choice on the part of the student is made explicit. The policy narrative portrays them 

as the arbiters of value for money in order to support funding reform. The discourse foregrounds 

students as free-will subjects of discretionary power who both direct and reinforce the policy 

agenda. The policy narrative builds on the students as consumer trope, evolving through Higher 

Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and Success as a Knowledge Economy: 

Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016). Teaching excellence as a policy 

object also evolves through these texts. Students are attached to the policy object through their 

positioning as arbiters of value and quality as the excerpts from Teaching Excellence and Student 

Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) describe. 

 

As an institution, the Office of Students is foregrounded heavily through its inception as a new 

regulatory body and the outline of its general duties in the Higher Education and Research Act 

(2017). This in turn backgrounds the HEFCE and the QAA as it supersedes their roles. In 2010, the 

Browne Review argued for wholesale reform across the sector and the beginnings of the student as 

consumer narrative became embedded in the policy discourse. In the example below, Browne moots 

the first proposal for structural reform, which evolved into the creation of the Office for Students. 

This is achieved through arguing that current institutions are not fit for purpose. In this coded 

section, Browne refers to the new regulatory body as ‘the council,’ a generic term for what would 

eventually become the OfS. In a subsequent code from the Higher Education and Research Act 

(2017) we see the abolition of HEFCE in favour of the Office for Students. Browne also begins the 

deficit narrative around universities who are perceived to be competitive enough. Whilst students 

are foregrounded as the agents of competition, universities which do not fulfil the role of the 

idealised, highly marketised, neoliberal, institution are described as failures. The ultimate 

consequence of this perceived inability to comply with the policy agenda is for universities to close 

or be taken over. 

 

The Council will monitor the effects of competition and ensure it is meeting the interests of 
students. In our proposals, institutions will face increased competition. They will compete 
for students, and they will set different charges. They may also face competition from new 
providers of higher education and, if they fail to meet students’ aspirations for learning, they 
might ultimately close or be taken over. There will be a role for the HE Council in regulating 
this competition, to ensure that it delivers positive outcomes for students and taxpayers 
(Browne 2010, p.49) 
Higher Education Funding Council for England: The Higher Education Funding Council for 
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England ceases to exist (HERA, 2017). 

 

 

Within the policy object, the main discreet group which is discussed in the data is the TEF Panel 

which is the decision-making body responsible for recommending the final TEF ratings awards at 

Bronze, Silver, or Gold level. Their remit, roles and responsibilities are covered in detail in Teaching 

Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017).  As a newly created entity, 

the Panel has significant power over the market position of institutions through their analysis of 

benchmarking data and individual providers’ narrative submissions. Their evaluations support the 

government’s logic that teaching excellence can be judged within prescribed boundaries.  

 

When analysing policy, it is important to think about which groups of stakeholders are made 

prominent and which are rendered less visible. To do this, I coded the different kinds of actors in the 

policy. This allowed me to map their policy prominence throughout the period. The group which is 

marginalised most significantly in the data is academic teaching staff. The policy object is framed 

around the levels of teaching quality in English universities, yet it is difficult to identify any significant 

textual references to teaching as a professional practice, academic development or contractual roles 

and responsibilities. Two of the main purposes of the Teaching Excellence Framework are raising 

esteem for teaching and recognising and rewarding excellent teaching (DfE, 2017). However, there is 

no discussion in the policy discourse on how this will be achieved through the activities of those who 

are involved in class teaching delivery. Teaching as an activity is assessed directly in the TEF through 

metrics based in the NSS, specifically the questions on teaching on my course, assessment and 

feedback and academic support. In the justification for the TEF in Success as a Knowledge Economy: 

Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016), teaching is described as the ‘poor 

cousin of research’ (p.12) the text argues that the REF had skewed incentives and led to a relative 

decline in the status of teaching as an activity. Given this stated need for equality of standing and 

expectations of quality based in cross sector benchmarked data, it might be reasonable to expect 

some discussion of models of pedagogical practice and engagement with professional teaching staff, 

particularly in the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017), 

where the assessment criteria are set out. This policy document does not discuss pursuance of 

teaching excellence as a career in English Universities. It does not describe recruitment strategies for 

teaching staff, expected qualifications, performance development and review or curriculum 

management. These elements are integral to good quality teaching delivery. This treatment of 

academic teaching staff in the policy discourse is stark in its omission. Through their exclusion, it 

demonstrates that policy-makers do not consider academic staff to be active participants in the 

policy agenda.  
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Although I didn’t use the codes as a basis for quantitative analysis, this qualitative coding activity has 

enabled me to undertake a systematic approach to data analysis. I have been able to disaggregate 

the stated policy narrative through attributing sections of the policy texts to the coding structure. 

This, in turn, has allowed me to interrogate how teaching excellence as a policy object is presented 

in the data and how an ideological agenda is privileged in the discourse. O’ Connell’s Analytical 

protocols fulfil the requirement for an operable method with which to interrogate documentary 

policy texts. I mirror her object-orientated approach whilst analysing a substantial data set. Through 

this, I have been able to amalgamate my ontological and epistemological position with concrete 

methodological activities. My understandings of critical discourse analysis and critical policy analysis 

have underpinned my research practice and have been implemented through the method of inquiry 

described here. 

 

5.5 Ethical Considerations 

The ethical considerations for this thesis lie in the credibility of the research process and the 

reflexive nature of the researcher’s position. There is a tension between my stance on neoliberalism 

which is located in the socio-political realities of my professional practice and the objective analysis I 

have carried out through the critical policy work which I have undertaken here. This thesis is 

purposefully sited in the higher education sector which has been my professional home since 2006. 

Professional Doctorates are unusual in that they are specifically located in practice. This positioning 

allows for both significant professional insights but also provides space for potential bias. As a 

researcher/practitioner I am part of the research world, and, as such cannot be completely objective 

(Cohen et al., 2018). The documentary analysis research process means that there is no direct 

potential harm to human participants in this thesis. Consequently, matters of privacy and 

confidentiality do not impinge on the process. The documentary data is publicly available, traceable 

through open access databases and without financial benefit (Bakker, 2018). They are not password 

protected and can be freely downloaded to personal storage systems.  

The ethical considerations I have faced during the process have been associated with my individual 

professional concerns in relation to university reform in recent years and how I interrogate the 

documentary evidence in light of this. Aydın-Düzgit and Rumelili (2018) argue that in critical 

approaches such as the one taken here, the researcher is not assumed to be fully objective, that the 

critical stance presupposes a certain political position and that they, as the person actioning the 

process, cannot exist independently of the discursive context.  



65 
 

The Analytical Protocols for Textual analysis have provided a framework with which to undertake a 

rigorous critical policy analysis and to place a level of objective distance between my internal 

perspective on higher education policy and the data set analysed here. I have already stated my 

ontological and epistemological position. This research accords with my philosophical position and 

agency as an academic and researcher (Sikes, 2006). Sikes argues that personal identities are not 

unitary, so although I have professional concerns relating to the neoliberal policy agenda in higher 

education, I seek to interrogate the data with the rigour of textual analysis informed by the critical 

policy analysis approach, in order to deliberate on the influence of ideology upon policy. Employing 

the Analytical Protocols for Textual Analysis has supported the reliability of my study, in that it was 

utilised previously in a similar study with an object-orientated approach to higher education and is 

replicable with alternative data sets (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). 

 
 

5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed critical policy analysis and critical discourse analysis as conceptual tools 

with which to approach policy. I seek to understand how teaching excellence is represented as a 

policy object and how the policy discourse supports an ideological agenda. I have taken a critical 

policy analysis approach to the data set, where I have problematised the assumptions which are 

demonstrated in the policy texts. The data set for this thesis represents the main discursive vehicles 

for the policy discourse in the English higher education sector from 2010 to 2019. With this data set, 

I have applied my understandings of critical discourse and policy analysis. I have approached the 

textual information, as Young and Diem (2018) suggest, by taking little at face value and interrogating 

what is written in order to expose the complex realities of the policy discourse (Fairclough, 2013). My 

approach analysed what is written about universities in the policy documents and how universities 

are presented as institutions. Also, how the policy narrative presents communicative parameters 

which frame policies and practices in the sector. I have analysed the political, policy 

conceptualisations of teaching and learning in higher education and how policy- makers seek to re-

configure English Higher Education through the reform agenda. 

In order to carry out this research I have been influenced by McCaig (2018) and Tapper (2009) who 

present the interrelatedness of the political environment with the policy discourse. I regard the 

important discussions presented by Foucault (1972), Ball (1993) and Fairclough (2013) on the nature 

of discourse and how it can be represented through structures and mechanisms which are promoted 

by the policy narrative to be central to my understanding of my critical approach to the research. 

Foucault (1972) and Sin (2014) have helped me to develop an awareness of how a policy object can 
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be constructed in textual data. This has prompted me to apply an interrogative process to the policy 

documents. I do not accept the policy arguments unquestioningly. I seek to reveal the discursive 

constructs which form the policy discourse in the textual data. I have applied O’Connell’s (2017) 

Analytical protocols for textual analysis as a practical tool for data analysis. This is informed by critical 

discourse analysis and so has provided a mechanism to move from conceptual understandings to 

methodological practice. O’Connell’s work has supported my object-orientated approach to data 

analysis. As an overarching framework the Analytical protocols for textual analysis enabled me to 

develop a set of qualitative codes which I have applied to all of the policy documents in the data set. 

This was done through the data analysis package NVivo. This practice has enabled me to manage the 

substantial textual data in the policy documents and provided an organisational approach to data 

management. I have presented examples of codes from the data. This information forms the basis for 

my findings and discussion as presented in the following chapter. 

 

To sum up, this chapter, provides a rationale for the critical policy analysis approach which I have 

chosen to undertake for this research project. Teaching excellence as a policy object, is constructed 

through the policy discourse. In order to interrogate the policy discourse, it is necessary to have a 

mastery of both the conceptual understandings of discourse and the practical methodological tools 

available for data analysis. I have utilised O’ Connell’s (2017) Analytical protocols for textual analysis 

to provide a mechanism for probing the six policy texts in the data set. This has satisfied the 

challenge of moving from an epistemological position, to implementing a method of inquiry which is 

crucial to the research process. This process has enabled me to action how I problematise the 

dominant discourse around teaching excellence and delivered a practicable method of data analysis. 

In the following chapter I will present the discussion and findings from the research. 
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6. Discussion and Findings 

6.1 Introduction - Policy Aims and Key Arguments 

This chapter presents the findings from the data analysis carried out across the full data set. The 

coding scheme which I have used to analyse the six documents has allowed me to draw out key 

themes and discourses. As I read each text for the first level of analysis and began to attribute lexical 

chunks to the main codes of Anticipated practice, Informational prominence and Actors: 

backgrounded/foregrounded, I began to formulate a holistic understanding of how the policy 

narrative progresses through the textual information. I have been influenced by McCaig’s (2018) 

policy mapping work and through scrutiny of the texts, I have mapped the stated aims, key 

arguments and recommendations or outcomes for each policy document. These are presented in 

the table below. This analysis has enabled me to consolidate the breadth and depth of a large 

amount of textual data and to evaluate the evolution of some of the key discourses which are 

presented in this chapter. 
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Figure 4. Policy Summary Table. 
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This summary demonstrates how the policy discourse has evolved from the Browne Review 

(Browne, 2010) through to the Augar Report (DfE, 2019a). Browne begins a deficit narrative which is 

described in this chapter in section 6.2. The Review initiates the economic argument which will be 

discussed in 6.3. Subsequent policy texts; Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 

2011) and Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice 

(BIS, 2016) build on Browne’s argument for the university sector to contribute to the UK’s 

competitive edge. We can also see, in these two documents, the emergence of the Teaching 

Excellence Framework as a policy initiative.  The Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes 

Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) consolidates the arguments around teaching excellence as a 

policy object, through delivering the aims of the previous policy papers in its implementation of the 

TEF across the sector. In 2010, the Browne Review mooted the idea of a single regulatory and 

funding body, this proposal is fulfilled through the Higher Education and Research Act, 2017. This is a 

radical overhaul of the regulatory architecture of higher education. The act is underpinned by 

marketised concepts and practices. These concepts and practices permeate both funding and 

regulation of the sector through the legislative instrument. Finally, the Independent panel report to 

the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a), upholds the economic argument in its 

aims but argues that competitive polices have only been partially successful in delivering the high – 

skilled sector required for the nation. Other sections in this chapter discuss how the policy discourse 

presents the concepts of choice and excellence. In 6.4 I will discuss how choice is presented in policy 

and how it is embedded in the economic argument. Section 6.5 focuses on the policy object, 

teaching excellence. Finally, section 6.7 discusses how policy presents excellence as a concept and 

how the discourse evolves through the policy texts. 

 

This thesis identifies the set of conceptual, ideological and rhetorical levers with which policy sets 

out to accomplish an ideological agenda. In 2010, Lord Browne was tasked with reviewing the 

funding mechanisms for higher education. The final report concluded that public spending should be 

reduced, and private contributions should be enhanced. It maintains the interest of government and 

the taxpayer through strategic arguments in support of the graduate premium and regulation to 

protect any public spending interest. This set the pace for the reforms which follow: the 

implementation of the Teaching Excellence Framework, the establishment of UK Research and 

Innovation and the Office for Students. These reforms are located in a new risk-based environment, 

through the OfS. The regulator has the legal ability to endow degree awarding powers to new 

providers, thus creating more competitive differentiation in the sector which ultimately presents the 
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threat of exit from the higher education market McCaig (2018).  The premise for the reorganisation 

of the sector is economic savings through relinquishment of government funding. Following Browne 

(2010), the ambition to reduce taxpayer contributions to the sector was accepted by policy-makers. 

However, delivering these ground–breaking reforms to a sector that was internationally recognised 

as successful in its current state, was a challenge. There was no public outcry at the terrible state of 

teaching and learning in universities at the time. Both those involved directly in higher education 

and the public would need to be convinced of the perceived validity of the reforms. Higher 

Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and Success as a Knowledge Economy: 

Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016) sought to elaborate on the core 

economic agenda whilst reconfiguring the sector into a market–led environment. Policy-makers 

required instruments with which to validate and operationalise the economic reforms. Systematic 

argumentation is employed by policy to underwrite the aims which are summarised in the table 

above. 

 
From the data analysis on existing practice, it became apparent that the policy documents presented 

a dissatisfaction with how current activities in the sector fell short of anticipated behaviours. The 

analysis provided examples of how policy-makers acknowledge the global standing of UK higher 

education but swiftly move towards a rationalisation for the necessity to change the funding model. 

Examples from Browne (2010), Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and 

Success as a Knowledge Economy (BIS,2016) are shown below. In Browne there is praise for the 

impressive number of globally leading institutions in the UK but almost immediately cites 

international investment in higher education as an existential threat to the UK’s competitive edge. 

 

England has an internationally respected system of higher education. There are now a record 
number of people enrolled, studying an increasingly varied range of subjects at a diverse set of 
higher education institutions (‘HEIs’). Graduates go on to higher paid jobs and add to the nation’s 
strength in the global knowledge-based economy. For a nation of our scale, we possess a 
disproportionate number of the best performing HEIs in the world, including three of the top ten.  

However, our competitive edge is being challenged by advances made elsewhere. Other 
countries are increasing investment in their HEIs and educating more people to higher standards 
Browne, 2010, p.2) 
 

Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) takes a similar approach, praising 

the sector’s global reputation but then immediately stating that the success is not sufficient. 

Our university sector has a proud history and a world-class reputation, attracting students from 
across the world. Higher education is a successful public-private partnership: Government 
funding and institutional autonomy.  
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This White Paper builds on that record, while doing more than ever to put students in the driving 
seat. We want to see more investment, greater diversity and less centralised control. But, in 
return, we want the sector to become more accountable to students, as well as to the taxpayer 
(BIS, 2011, p.2). 
 

This quotation describes the higher education sector as a ‘successful’ public-private partnership but 

insists that this reputational standing does not fulfil the policy aims of greater investment, diversity 

and less centralisation. It probes the idea of students as consumers by placing them metaphorically 

in the ‘driving seat.’ It is interesting to note that despite the call for less centralisation this has in fact 

not happened across the sector. 

 
Further, Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice 

(BIS, 2016) heaps great praise on universities as exceptionally valuable assets to the economy and 

society as a whole. It then states that the sector is not fulfilling its potential despite the 

extraordinary global success cited in the same paragraph. 

 
Our universities rank among our most valuable national assets, underpinning both a strong 
economy and a flourishing society. Powerhouses of intellectual and social capital, they create the 
knowledge, capability and expertise that drive competitiveness and nurture the values that 
sustain our open democracy. […] If we are to continue to succeed as a knowledge economy, 
however, we cannot stand still, nor take for granted our universities’ enviable global reputation 
and position at the top of league tables. We must ensure that the system is also fulfilling its 
potential and delivering good value for students, for employers and for the taxpayers who 
underwrite it (BIS, 2016, p. 5) 
 

In each text, these brief introductory paragraphs swiftly divert our attention from the substantial 

existing qualities of the sector towards the policy agenda which cites the perceived deficits of lack of 

competition, too much centralised control and poor value for money. There is an absence of any 

substantial discussion on how to harness the existing qualities and valuable contributions made by 

higher education. These three policy documents have more narrative persuasive texts in comparison 

to the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) and HERA 

(2017) which serve to implement the instruments and structures which are subsequently developed. 

Following the structural changes that occur through HERA (2017) and the policies analysed here, The 

Augar Report (DfE, 2019a) is charged with making an assessment against the government’s terms of 

reference and to make judgements on whether the sector is:   

 
… accessible to all, supported by a funding system that provides value for money and works for 
students and taxpayers, incentivises choice and competition … and encourages the development of 
the skills that we need as a country (DfE, 2018). 
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In its introduction to the section on Higher Education it describes a conciliatory and indeed positive 

view of universities and their purpose in society.  

 
Many universities […] make a considerable civic contribution. They are torch carriers for their 
community’s economic, cultural, social and environmental development, often in partnership 
with their local authorities and local businesses (DfE, 2019a, p.64) 

 
The Report acknowledges the purpose and function of universities, lauding their research activities 

and states that the sector has broadly fulfilled the objectives of the terms of reference, arguing that 

expansion of the sector in England has been successful. However, it soon turns to further 

deficiencies identified through the review. 

However, as is true of any market, there are deficiencies both at system-wide and at institutional 
level. We raise our concerns about ‘the other 50 per cent’ elsewhere in this report but believe 
that even amongst the 50 per cent attending university, the rising tide has not lifted all the boats. 
A minority – but a significant minority – of university students are left stranded with poor 
earnings and mounting “debt”. This has personal consequences for those whose expectations 
have been disappointed and economic consequences for the state that foots the bill (DfE, 2019a, 
p.65).  

There is a persistent down-playing of success in the sector in favour of critiques which are value-

laden from the ideological position which informs the policy texts. We see here, the progressive 

nature of neoliberal argument instigated in the Browne Review. The aim of each subsequent policy 

builds on the fundamental argument that higher education does not fully serve a competitive 

economy. The public good argument for universities is ignored in Browne (2010), not through a 

direct attack on the concept but through the aggressive assertion of market principles. The 

quotations above show the brief regard which is paid to success in the sector allowing space for the 

policy assertions which are necessary to install the intended reforms.   

 
 

6.2 Policy Presents a Deficit Narrative 

During the data analysis process, there were often intersections between data attributed to one 

code or another, as the policy narrative often interweaves discussions on practice with what is 

perceived to be good or desirable. This was particularly relevant to the data attributed to the codes, 

‘Anticipated Practice: value’ and ‘Informational Prominence: argumentation’. It was through this 

analysis that I identified an apparent trickery in the policy discourse, which in one turn praises 

universities for their globally recognised reputations, built on what are presumably government 

approved practices of the time. These then turn to biting critiques of practice which contradict the 

praise which is imparted earlier. It is a sort of ‘rubbing out’ of the good in favour of negative rhetoric. 

In both Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and Success as a 
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Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016) the discourse 

of derision (Ball, 2012) is evident as policy-makers develop an invective on the lack of quality in 

teaching, thus opening up a space to be filled with a response which appears to deliver a resolution 

to the perceived inadequacies. Basically, the texts are talking down higher education teaching in 

order to talk up assessment mechanisms which are linked to the neoliberal market philosophies. 

Chapter two of Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System, Well-informed students 

driving teaching excellence (BIS,2011), bases the policy argument on the gap above the 82% 

satisfaction rate previously noted in Browne (2010) and the mean student workload by subject. The 

text seemingly puts forward a concurrent argument that variation in class contact hours are a matter 

of concern but that there is no, single, right measure for successful academic outcomes on any one 

course. It is a confused statement, based on data which is not suitably substantial enough to support 

a large-scale assessment exercise such as the Teaching Excellence Framework in order to redress the 

stated problem.  

 

The executive summary to Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & 

Student Choice (BIS, 2016) lauds university teaching in the sector stating that: 

Higher education in the UK enjoys a world-class reputation, with globally renowned teaching and 

cutting-edge research and innovation. We have maintained our position as a world leader, with 

continuing success in education exports in the face of increasing international competition (p.7) 

However, it continues with a description of the financial pressures of a sector which has moved from 

universities awarding degrees to a small number of ‘elite’ students to the more recent acceptance of 

widening participation and increased student numbers. The argument to suggest that teaching 

quality must improve is firmly rooted in the desire by government to support financial sustainability 

outside of the block grant of state funding. The document states that: ‘The quality of teaching should 

be among the key drivers of a prospective student’s investment’ (p.43). The text argues that over 

60% of students are dissatisfied with some elements of their course, with a third of these (therefore 

only 20% of the total) attributing this to concerns of teaching quality. These data are cited from the 

Higher Education Policy Institute’s (2015) Student Academic Experience Survey, a report which has a 

headline statistic of 87% student satisfaction with their course. The policy narrative uses these 

examples to indicate that there is an under - acknowledged dissatisfaction with teaching quality in 

the sector and that students are left wanting without formal measurements on which to base their 

choices in the competitive system. At the same time Ministers used opportunities outside policy 

formation to decry teaching standards in higher education. In 2015, the then Universities Minister, 

Jo Johnson, described teaching quality in universities as ‘lamentable’ (Adams, 2015) at the 
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Universities UK conference, arguing that poor teaching was damaging the reputation of British 

higher education. In a speech in 2016, the former Minister of State for Universities and Science 

(2010 – 2014), Lord Willets, suggested that the new funding structures supported by the income 

contingent repayment loans removed universities’ ‘alibi’ for poor quality teaching (Havergal, 2016) 

through increasing income. He insinuated that universities had been avoiding complaints or critiques 

of teaching quality, as though institutions in the sector had been purposefully delivering low quality 

teaching whilst presenting a veneer of good quality teaching.  

 

Whilst acknowledging that improvements can always be made to teaching and learning 

environments and practices, it is difficult to reconcile the specific indicators of areas of weakness 

cited in these policy documents, against the overall satisfaction demonstrated through a world-class 

reputation for higher education provision and some of the data cited here.  

 

6.3 The Economic Argument 

The analysis of the data indicates how the economic argument is embedded and privileged in the 

policy narrative. The coding attributed to ‘Informational Prominence: argumentation and analytical 

tools’ reveals how policy-makers seek to legitimise claims that the higher education sector should 

serve the economy above all else. This is formulated early on the data set through the Browne 

Review (2010). The policy text argues that the sector has the potential to de-stabilise England’s well-

established global competitive edge. Essentially threatening economic demise through a potentially 

weak sector. Once this position is initiated, we see the discourse unfold through the subsequent key 

arguments. We also see the evolution of teaching excellence as a policy object, which is rooted in 

the neoliberal boundaries of the texts. Teaching excellence, and the TEF as a structural instrument, 

are constructed through the development of the discourse of competition. Competition is 

propounded as the solution to the funding deficit. The discourse assumes an ever-virtuous circle of 

growth, competition, value for money and quality where each element instructs, promotes and 

improves the other. Teaching excellence becomes a lever for competition. In policy terms it both 

measures and incentivises competitive behaviours leading to agility, economic effectiveness and 

evidence of value for money.  

 

Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System explicitly builds on recommendations from 

the Browne Review (2010). The opening chapter entitled, Sustainable and fair funding states,   

We have world-class research universities as well as universities which are excellent in other ways 
such as through their contribution to their local economy or the opportunities they provide for 
mature students. They are not part of the public sector and their staff are not public sector 
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employees. They depend, however, on grants from the Exchequer and with these have come an 
ever more intrusive burden of regulation… (BIS, 2011, p.14)  
 

This quotation acknowledges elements of excellence in the sector but immediately diverts attention 

towards what the text argues to be the burdensome nature of university funding. It seeks to 

segregate universities, in the minds of the public, from the state by stating that they are not part of 

the public sector. The text then describes state funding as a tie to ‘intrusive’ regulation. The 

language is exclusive. There is no attempt to asset frame the world – class research or other types of 

excellence that are described in this quotation. The text implies that there has been some sort of 

sharp practice on the part of universities where they have claimed public funding despite being 

outside the public sector and despite the fact that university funding regimes of the time were 

transparent and open to public scrutiny.    

 
It is in this policy paper that students are fully constructed as the arbiters of quality in the sector. 
 
 

The Coalition is taking a bold approach to reform which places students at the heart of the 
system. We inherited an enormous deficit which created significant spending pressures. We 
could have responded by reducing student numbers or the level of spending per student. But this 
would have deprived people of the opportunity to go to university or jeopardised the quality of 
their education. Instead our proposals for graduate contributions mean that good institutions will 
be well funded into the future, if they respond to student choices. They must focus on the quality 
of the academic experience and the efficiency with which it is provided (BIS, 2011, p. 14) 

 
However, the argument is not based upon understandings of pedagogical practice in English 

universities or public debate on teaching and learning, it is existentially rooted in the funding 

agenda. This quotation takes a lexical leap from placing students at the heart of the system to the 

funding deficit in one sentence. It follows with possible solutions to the funding dilemma; either cap 

student numbers further or reduce public spending but these are rejected in favour of graduate 

contributions.  

 

In 2010 in the UK the Coalition government implemented a raft of Austerity measures in public 

finances in response to the 2007/8 banking crisis. The political discourse of the time supported the 

Austerity agenda and the Coalition ‘…presented itself as a government formed in response to a 

national emergency’, (Cummins and Gomez-Ciriano, 2021, p.104). The government argued that 

public spending should be reduced to cover the budget deficit associated with underwriting the 

banking sector. This policy led to significant cuts in public spending, further than even the notorious 

cuts which the Conservative government, led by Mrs Thatcher in the 1980s, had put into place. It is 

within this context that we can view the discourse on university funding. At the time there was a 

general political discourse around cost - saving, abstemiousness and retrenchment from the country 
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‘…living beyond our means’ as Prime Minister, David Cameron stated in a speech on the economy in 

2010 (Cameron, 2010). This discourse served to justify the fiscal policy.  

 

The Austerity agenda has been a controversial one, and the argument has been rejected in many 

quarters. Scholars such as Cummins and Gomez-Ciriano, (2021) argue that although the government 

positioned itself as the nation’s financial saviour with no option but to act in–line with the austerity 

agenda, in fact the policy was a method of realigning the economy away from the welfare state. 

They state that the banking crisis served to legitimise reform in favour of neoliberal policies which 

see the dominance of the market at the expense of the state. The consequences of public sector cuts 

based in austerity policies are well documented in the areas of health and social care. In the case of 

health, Hiam and Dorling (2022) state that austerity has inflicted great misery on the UK’s population 

with life expectancy in decline for poorer groups in society and infant mortality on the rise. Cummins 

and Gomez-Ciriano, (2021) comment on social care in light of the UN’s Special Rapporteur on 

extreme poverty and human rights visit to the UK in 2018. The Rapporteur notes that child poverty 

has increased since austerity measures were put in place and that the costs of the policy have 

impacted disproportionately on disadvantaged groups. Barak Obama, former President of the United 

States of America from January 2009 to January 2017, in his book A Promised Land (2020) cited in 

the Independent newspaper, writes on David Cameron’s policies,  

Cameron hewed closely to free-market orthodoxy, having promised voters that his platform of 

deficit reduction and cuts to government services—along with regulatory reform and expanded 

trade—would usher in a new era of British competitiveness. Instead, predictably, the British 

economy would fall deeper into a recession (Woodcock, 2020). 

It is with this background of economic justifications for the reduction in public spending on 

traditionally state supported sectors, such as health and education, that the policy discourse in the 

data set can be viewed more critically.  

 

In the citation above from Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011), there is 

no comment on the possibility that increasing public spending to cover the deficit could widen 

access and uphold quality in higher education. The text then focusses on the notional power 

invested in students as consumers, arguing that they will have the volition and freedom to choose to 

study at universities delivering high quality experiences. This immediately implies that there will be 

institutions which will fail to do so and therefore efficiencies will be created. We see here the 

discursive tools used by policy-makers to convince the public of the validity of proposed reforms. 

Through the analysis of actors’ subject positions we see that argumentation is used to formulate the 
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lionisation of the student consumer and the demonisation of public spending on higher education 

goes in hand with this. Once this foundational argument is in place, seemingly logical extrapolations 

can be made. Teaching excellence, specifically the TEF, as a policy object originates in this 

argumentation. Once it is accepted that students ‘buy’ on quality, it becomes necessary to measure 

quality in order to identify the ‘good institutions’ cited in this text.  

 
The libertarian policy arguments are stymied by the requirement for regulatory control of the sector. 

It would be possible to have a completely unregulated, privatised higher education system and 

often, in analysing the policy texts, there is a sense that this is an ideal outcome of reform. However, 

taxpayer investment in the sector, albeit reduced, remains fundamental to institutional viability and 

the government underwrites the student loan book, so the interests of the wider population have to 

be taken into account. High levels of regulation sit uncomfortably with the free – market economy 

approach. Policy-makers find themselves in a contradictory predicament through the necessity to 

protect the taxpayer’s liability in the income contingent repayment loans and uphold the vision of 

consumer choice on the basis of quality. Consequently, if quality is to be an indicator of choice, it 

must be independently verified so that it provides a market signal to the consumer. The quasi-

market phenomenon does not allow for the abdication from regulatory control by government. 

Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016) 

addresses this contradiction by introducing the risk-based approach to regulation through the 

introduction of the Office for Students which replaces former funding and regulatory bodies. The 

risk-based approach allows for diversity of education providers in the sector, thus delivering choice 

of provision for students. The argument continues to be sustained from the economic perspective, 

citing students’ ‘investment’ decisions as the reasoning for choosing a particular university or course. 

 
The two most important decisions for a prospective higher education student are what course of 
study they choose, and at which institution. These decisions are significant factors in determining 
a student’s future life and career success, so it is crucial that they represent sound investments. 
We need to make sure that students have access to the best possible information to make 
choices about what they study, and the benefits that they can expect to gain from those choices 
(BIS, 2016, p.43). 

 
The document then goes on to present the initial rationale for a mechanism which identifies quality 
levels across the sector.  
 

Information, particularly on price and quality, is critical if the higher education market is to 
perform properly. Without it, providers cannot fully and accurately advertise their offerings, and 
students cannot make informed decisions. But there is currently little pressure on providers to 
differentiate themselves in this way. This is a cause for concern as poor decisions by the student 
as to which course and institution to attend can prove costly not just for them but for the 
broader economy and the taxpayer. The market needs to be re-oriented and regulated 
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proportionately - with an explicit primary focus on the needs of students, to give them choices 
about where they want to study, as well as what and how. This Government has therefore 
chosen to put choice for students at the heart of its higher education reform strategy (BIS, 2016, 
p.11). 

 
 
As can be seen here (highlighted in bold), the language is determinedly orientated towards the 

marketised framework and saturated with vocabulary from the business sector. As in Browne (2010), 

a rhetorical sleight of hand is used to imply that there is an explicit threat to the taxpayer, stating 

that, what policy-makers perceive to be ‘poor’ decisions could be costly to the ‘broader economy’.  

 

Despite the consistent arguments, made in the policy documents, for the graduate premium and the 

relationship between individual investment in higher education on the part of students, there are 

significant citations referring to the wider public, where the policy texts attempt to establish a vision 

of a precarious economy formed through an inadequately performing market and poor quality 

control.  

 

Fearmongering is a useful tactic here. It has the potential to spark the interest of the general public 

who would not normally have any involvement in higher education, through suggesting that 

taxpayer money could be used to undermine economic performance. It also has the benefit of 

reinforcing the government’s role in regulation. It is antithetical to the public good argument which 

contends that the wider benefits of higher education are positive and uphold a secure economic and 

cultural society. It fails to interrogate consequences of alternatives to the risk–based system and 

does not seek to identify the potential pitfalls of imposing market values on the sector. The 

discourse places the government, through the soon to be established OfS, as the protector of 

students’ individual investment and taxpayers’ contributions to the sector. There is no deliberation 

on the suitability of the market as a mechanism for the regulatory architecture. It is accepted 

unquestionably and is backed up through systematic reinforcement in all of the policy texts. Through 

the economic argument it is possible to develop new concepts and practices which are aligned with 

the economic policy discourse and can be targeted to support the marketised agenda across the 

sector. This feeds into the idea of choice as a market signal of quality and teaching excellence as a 

policy object as discussed below. 
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6.4 How Choice is Presented by Policy 

Once the argument for students as consumers of high-quality education is established, a conceptual 

space is opened up for instruments which serve choice and decision-making in the market. The 

policy mantra is that choice drives up quality. Choice relies on differentiation and differentiation 

must be evident to consumers. The policy argument is that demonstrating good quality teaching 

supports competitive edge. The argument that competition is the purveyor of quality enhancement 

is a message that is forcibly presented in Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, 

Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016).  

 

Competition between providers in any market incentivises them to raise their game, offering 
consumers a greater choice of more innovative and better quality products and services at lower 
cost. Higher education is no exception.  

There is no compelling reason for incumbents to be protected from high quality competition. We 
want a globally competitive market that supports diversity, where anyone who demonstrates they 
have the potential to offer excellent teaching and clears our high quality bar can compete on a 
level playing field. If we place too much emphasis on whether a provider has a long established 
track record, this by definition will favour incumbents, and risks shutting out high quality and 
credible new institutions.  

 
There are strong arguments to encourage greater competition between high quality new and 
existing providers in the HE sector. Graduates are central to our prosperity and success as a 
knowledge economy, and higher education is a key export sector (BIS, 2016, p.8). 

 
 
Notwithstanding the earlier discussion on concepts of quality in this thesis, quality as a factor in 

competition analysis has been critiqued as both fluid and subjective. A 2013 OECD report brought 

together contributions from globally competitive countries and regions including the European 

Union, United States of America, Japan and the UK. The report states that employing the concept of 

quality as a measure of competitiveness is undermined by its subjective nature.  

 
The partially subjective, perception-dependant aspect of the concept of quality creates 
difficulties in terms of identifying and measuring relevant quality attributes for the purposes of 
competition analysis. Although certain quality metrics can be measured and compared with little 
difficulty, others will vary in terms of how they are perceived by different consumers and are 
conditioned by essentially immeasurable subjective preference factors. Thus, while it may be 
possible to describe these preferences on the basis of empirical market research, it is 
considerably more difficult to quantify and compare levels of product quality in such 
circumstances (OECD, 2013, p.6) 

 
Policy-makers adopt a market stance on quality as a signal for competitive performance but do not 

engage with the extant arguments on the suitability of it as an indicator of market success. They 
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choose instead to present a selective argument for competition and choice. The pursuance of 

indicators of quality is driven forward despite any potential fallibility of assessment exercises. The 

manifestation of this approach is the Teaching Excellence Framework with teaching excellence as a 

policy object at its core as illustrated in this example. 

 
Robust, comparable information about the quality of teaching – and the components that 
contribute to it – is not currently available. The information that students need can be hard to 
find, inconsistent and inadequate, making it hard to form a coherent picture of where excellence 
can be found within and between different higher education providers. […] That is why this 
Government will introduce the TEF, and for the first time bring sector-wide rigour to the 
assessment of teaching excellence (BIS, 2016, p.43) 
 
 

The image below shows a section taken from a text search query carried out in NVivo from Success 

as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016). This 

illustrates the concordances for the word ‘choice’, through a ‘wordtree’ image. The text search 

query generates a list of instances in which a particular word occurs in a corpus of writing, with the 

context also provided. This information can be presented in a visualised format known as a 

‘wordtree’. This visualisation demonstrates how ‘choice’ is linked to the main concepts of 

competition, quality and improvement. It also shows how it is presented and manipulated in 

language across the policy discourse.  
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Figure 5. Choice wordtree. 
 

Choice is presented as the linchpin for quality enhancement in the university sector. The policy text 

utilises the idea to underpin the competitive environment and deliver the market signals of quality 

to the student consumer. This visualisation of a text search query demonstrates how powerfully this 

message is asserted across the policy document. In this image we can see that choice is linked to the 

dissemination of information, competition, teaching excellence, graduate earnings, transparency, 

efficiency, regulation and funding. There is no area of the sector or sectoral reform from which the 

concept of choice is excluded; it saturates the discourse. Through this saturation, policy-makers have 

invested the idea of choice in the higher education market with significant power so that it can 

continue to advance the implementation of the Teaching Excellence Framework as a vehicle for to 

determine the market position of individual universities. The text search query above illustrates how 

this technique can be used to influence and control the public’s perception of policy (Maisuria and 

Cole, 2017). There is no space for enhanced debate. Policy-makers present simplistic solutions to 

complex problems based in the neoliberal ethos without recourse to alternative debates.  

 

This analysis demonstrates the manipulation of discursive tools to support the argumentation for a 

marketised higher education sector in England. From the Policy Summary Table there is evidence to 
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show that the neoliberal concerns of policy-makers directly inform the argument for a 

competitiveness and the construction of students as consumers of quality education. This is based in 

the evolution of the discourse on financial efficiencies. The Browne Review (2010) was instrumental 

in laying the foundations for a new policy discussion which places the free-market framework at the 

centre of higher education policy. The narrative develops through subsequent policy texts and is 

augmented by stringent assertions that the market will resolve the perceived funding deficit. 

Rhetorical tools both support the assertive nature of the argument and serve to imply jeopardy to 

the wider public in the case that the intended reforms are not carried out. The policy texts assume 

the superiority of competitiveness as a feature of structural reform in the sector whilst ignoring 

critical appraisal of this assertion. The assumption that competition is the purveyor of quality 

provides a conceptual and real space for instruments and indeed legislation (HERA, 2017) to re-

configure the sector in favour of a neoliberal agenda. The key arguments fail to interrogate the 

intrinsic qualities of a successful sector or methods with which extant qualities could be harnessed 

to develop evaluations of teaching and learning. The policy texts override the notion that a 

university education is a public good, arguing that it should serve the individual and the economy 

above all else. Once this position is laid out there is opportunity to capitalise on the ‘spaces’ which 

are constructed through the argument. This enables the formation of the student as a consumer 

who purchases an education product, and who by extension, will drive up quality in the sector. 

Policy fails to acknowledge that quality as a method of measurement for competitive edge is 

questionable. It lionises the student consumer whilst demonising public spending. It threatens the 

public with economic dysfunction if the reforms are not carried out. This discourse forms the 

rationale for teaching excellence as a policy object and the Teaching Excellence Framework which 

will be discussed below. 

 

6.5 How Teaching Excellence as a Policy Object is Presented 

Teaching excellence as a policy object is presented most explicitly in the Teaching Excellence and 

Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) which will be discussed in more detail in 

6.5.1. Teaching excellence as a policy object began in its embryonic stage in the Browne Review 

(2010). The discourse on teaching quality evolves from relatively incidental comments in Browne on 

funding, to portraying it as fully formed agent of the sustainability of universities in the sector 

through the introduction of the TEF in 2017. This has been identified through the coding analysis 

‘Anticipated Practice: propositional’. Through policy, teaching excellence is simultaneously linked to 

funding, quality, value for money and the matter of student choice as a mechanism for sustaining 

the marketised philosophy in the discourse of governance.  
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Rather than create a bureaucratic and imperfect measure for quality, our proposals rely on 
student choice to drive up the quality of higher education. Students need access to high quality 
information, advice and guidance in order to make the best choices (Browne, 2010, p.28). 

 

The arguments in Browne (2010) begin to frame teaching quality as an indicator of the value of 

personal financial investment into higher education on the part of students, in alignment with the 

positioning of them as consumers. The review seeks to find methods and persuasive arguments to 

support the decline in state funding in order to justify the increase in student loans. Browne argues 

that as individual costs to students rise, expectations of teaching and learning also rise in parallel. 

The report derides a 2% increase in student satisfaction evidenced through the NSS, from 80% to 

82%, stating that it does not indicate a significant change in quality. It fails to acknowledge that 80% 

satisfaction is already a significantly high rate. It also argues that the funding though the block grant 

from HEFCE stifles competition and that universities receive funding regardless of the level of 

satisfaction, despite presenting evidence of quite healthy satisfaction rates at the time. Browne 

(2010) acknowledges that it would be very difficult to identify a single, valid and consistent measure 

of quality and so it evokes the theme of student choice, based upon their proposed agency as 

consumers in a new disaggregated HE marketplace. 

In our proposals, we are relying on student choice to drive up quality. Students will control a 

much larger proportion of the investment in higher education. They will decide where the 

funding should go; and institutions will compete to get it. As students will be paying more than in 

the current system, they will demand more in return (Browne, 2010, p.29). 

 

Building upon this argument, the review seeks to identify and present information which enhances 

the role of student choice through publishing data on student satisfaction with the standards of 

teaching at course level across the sector. This is a precursive step towards publishing the outcomes 

of the TEF, although the policy was not fully formed until Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching 

Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice was published in 2016. Initially the Teaching Excellence 

Framework was to be linked to funding levels. This did not come to fruition but the intention of 

competition as part of the risk-based approach is articulated here for the first time. 

Increasing competition for students will mean that institutions will have stronger incentives to 
focus on improving teaching quality. If they are not able to attract enough students, their funding 
will decrease (Browne, 2010, p.48). 

 

In introducing the TEF in 2016, BIS consolidates this by stating explicitly that it will indicate to 

students where the best quality teaching can be found and makes an explicit link to competition in 

the sector. 
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…this Government will introduce a Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF), to provide clear 
information to students about where the best provision can be found and to drive up the 
standard of teaching in all universities. The TEF will provide clear, understandable information to 
students about where teaching quality is outstanding. It will send powerful signals to prospective 
students and their future employers, and inform the competitive market (BIS, 2016, p. 13) 

 

 

This illustrates the unquestioning acceptance of market principles which was identified above and 

the idealisation of competitive practices as the answer to perceived university funding problems. 

This is linked to teaching quality and excellence as defined by the Teaching Excellence Framework. 

The same policy document states that a healthy, competitive market will include institutions that 

may well leave the sector through the risk-based structure, enshrined in legislation through HERA 

(2017).  

As well as ensuring the high quality of the sector, which is in the best interests of all students, we 

need to confront the possibility of some institutions choosing – or needing – to exit the market. 

This is a crucial part of a healthy, competitive and well-functioning market… (BIS, 2016, p.38). 

 

Teaching excellence is positioned in policy as a large – scale, achievable goal of any successful 

university. It is a vehicle for determining market positions of single institutions across the sector. 

Through the TEF, it becomes a device for quantifying students’ understanding of teaching quality, 

theoretically leading them to make fully informed choices as to where they should apply for their 

university courses. The Teaching Excellence Framework is an integral part of the risk–based 

structure, as it feeds into the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ narrative borne out of the rankings structures 

through the Gold, Silver and Bronze awards. In the policy agenda, there is potential jeopardy for any 

single institution. As cited above, failure to demonstrate teaching excellence could contribute to 

exclusion form the higher education sector. This high–stakes, competitive environment which is 

created through the remit of the Office for Students and legislated for in the Higher Education and 

Research Act (2017), intensifies the focus on teaching excellence. The Teaching Excellence 

Framework is a voluntary assessment exercise, but institutions are manoeuvred into compliance 

through the policy agenda. As discussed previously, the methods for defining excellence within the 

TEF are questionable, and not effectively discussed (Ashwin, 2021), yet universities are compelled to 

engage with the government’s conceptualisation of teaching excellence in order to ensure that they 

maintain their position as a viable institution.  
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6.5.1 How Excellence is Presented in Policy 

An analysis using the text search, word frequency function in NVivo shows how the discourse on 

teaching excellence evolves from Browne through to Success as a Knowledge Economy. The table 

below indicates the frequency of the usage of the words ‘quality’ and ‘excellence' or associated 

stemmed words such as ‘excellent’. The focus on quality grows exponentially from n90 citations in 

Browne to n181 in Success as a Knowledge Economy. We can also see that the term ‘excellence’ 

grows with the policy discourse through frequency of usage. The term is not cited in Browne (2010) 

but rises to n139 citation in Success as a Knowledge Economy. 

 

   

 Text Search Quality Excellence 
 

Policy Browne  90 
 
 

0 
 

 Students at the 
Heart of the 
System 
 

98 20 

 Success as a 
Knowledge 
Economy 

181 139 

 

Figure 6. Excellence word frequency analysis 

 

Despite the development of the discourse on excellence, it is not until the publication of the 

Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017), that a clear 

definition of the policy conceptualisation of excellence is given. The government views quality 

assessments as those that provide a foundation to the TEF, through determining the level of student 

academic experience, outcomes and protecting the interests of students. In England, these 

standards are set through the UK Quality Code for Higher Education (The Quality Assurance Agency 

for Higher Education, 2018), with variations in the devolved nations. In 2017 these quality 

assessments become a pre-requisite to entry to the Teaching Excellence Framework. The TEF was 

implemented with the stated aim of, ‘providing an additional judgement on performance above the 

baseline, in the area of teaching and learning quality’ (p.10). Fundamentally the government 

demotes already existing quality assessments in order to facilitate the Framework’s mechanism. The 

notion of ‘excellence’ is used to differentiate the two types of assessment strategies and practices. 

Teaching excellence is constructed to be superior to usual standards, rendering quality at baseline 

despite being previously construed as the highest example of good teaching and learning. Thus, 
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creating a new tier of aspirational attainment which feeds the competitive policy drivers. It allows 

for more rhetoric on ‘low’ quality teaching and student dissatisfaction and creates space for the 

discourse of derision. 

 

No single definition of excellence is presented rather a set of assessment criteria as can be viewed 
below.  
 

 

 

Figure 7. TEF Assessment criteria (DfE, 2017, p.25) 

The measurements of excellence are predicated on metric data which form the eligibility 

requirements for the TEF. These are benchmarked across the sector and form the initial hypothesis 

for the Bronze, Silver or Gold award. 
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Figure 8. TEF metrics aligned with aspects of quality (DfE, 2017, p.25) 

The Specification states that:  
 

Teaching quality is best considered in the context of students’ learning. The outcomes of 
students’ learning are determined by the quality of teaching they experience, the additional 
support for learning that is available and what the students themselves put into their studies, 
supported and facilitated by the provider (p. 24) 

 

There are some inherently problematic variables in the assessment criteria. First, teaching methods 

and environments are not consistent, as they change according to subject. Second, the quality of 

work or effort which any single student puts into their studies in not measured. The NSS as an 

evaluation tool focusses on the means by which students are taught not on how they learn. There is 

an assumption that students understand the curriculum and learn at equal pace and levels 

(Blackmore, 2009). Finally, significant emphasis is put on employment outcomes, which are very 

difficult to measure with certainty. For both student effort and employment outcomes, numerous 

external pressures can impact upon performance which are outside the control of the university. 

There is no recognition that employer practices can affect recruitment nor that there is 

discrimination in the labour market (Brooks, 2018). In addition, there is a lack of any substantial 

discussion of pedagogical practice and methodologies in the case of excellence. It would be 
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reasonable to expect some sort of analysis of how good teaching outcomes may be arrived at, given 

that they are so fundamental to the final assessments.  

Our understanding of teaching excellence from a policy discourse perspective is tied to choice as a 

facilitator of market competition, using TEF outcomes as a market signal for quality. The policy 

documents do not debate the concept of excellence, rather they assert that it can be identified, 

measured and ranked through a broad range of assessments. The voice of students is positioned 

over all others, mandating their perceptions of teaching and learning with the authority to 

determine how excellence manifests itself in the sector. Browne (2010) pushes the argument for 

quality improvement through the threat of international competition but at the same time states 

that teaching in English universities is recognised as good. No evidence is presented to show that 

international competition is impacting upon the satisfaction data with teaching and learning.  

Higher education in England has a reputation for high quality. Student satisfaction is high, high 
enough that England is one of the few countries in the world that feels able to survey students 
and publish the results. 

 But the system should not be complacent about quality. Student satisfaction has not improved 
significantly in recent years. Our competitor countries are investing more in quality and 
introducing other reforms. So, we have considered how to sharpen the incentives for quality in 
our higher education system (Browne, 2010, p. 29). 

In its conclusion, the report states that the following benefit will deliver improvements to the sector. 

It aligns student choice with price and teaching quality and describes the students who engage with 

the process as ‘discerning’, but there is no evidence from policy that students had not been 

discerning to date. 

Quality: Institutions actively compete for well informed, discerning students, on the basis of price 
and teaching quality, improving provision across the whole sector, within a framework that 
guarantees minimum standards (Browne, 2010, p.56). 

Similarly in Students at the Heart of the System 

 

We want to put students at the heart of the system. Students are best placed to make the 
judgment about what they want to get from participating in higher education. We have looked 
carefully at the scope to distribute funding by some objective metric of quality; but there is no 
robust way to do this and we doubt whether the choices of a central funding body should be put 
before those of students. In our proposals, there will be more student places across the system as 
a whole. Relevant institutions will be able to expand faster to meet student demand; others will 
have to raise their game to respond. Students will be better informed about the range of options 
available to them. Their choices will shape the landscape of higher education (BIS, 2011, p. 25) 
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Through the earlier policy documents, the articulations of the concepts of quality and excellence 

intertwine but they become more defined through the TEF descriptors in the Framework 

Specification. The Teaching Excellence Framework seeks to measure excellence in order to underpin 

the value for money argument in terms of students’ investment in higher education. Policy-makers 

acknowledge that both quality and excellence are intangible concepts and so argue that it is more 

effective to determine aspects of quality through creating indicators of excellence to inform student 

choice. I would suggest that there are inherent contradictions in attempting to both rank and 

measure excellence in teaching and learning. Firstly, without a single agreed definition of the term, 

interpretations from any perspective, be they from students, academics or politicians are open to 

interpretation and so it is difficult to fully comprehend what excellence embodies in its purest form. 

Secondly, excellence is usually considered to be a quality which surpasses all others. Grifoll (2014) 

asks if this is the case, then is it possible to expand the standard to establish a definition of 

excellence for all? The TEF attempts to do this and yet this contradicts the exclusive, higher order, 

nature of excellence. Prior to and during the publication of the policy documents analysed here, the 

higher education sector, including students, has not been involved in a debate on the nature of 

excellence in teaching and the government has not instigated any meaningful structures to facilitate 

a cross-sector discussion (Ashwin, 2021). The conceptualisation of excellence is fully constituted in 

policy terms, without negotiated consensus in the sector.  

An aspect of the discourse which is particularly problematic is the link between excellence and 

choice. Choice is positioned as the agent of competition from Browne (2010) to legislation in the 

form of HERA (2017). In establishing the OfS, HERA outlines two of the general duties to be: 

 b) the need to promote quality, and greater choice and opportunities for students, in the 

provision of higher education by English higher education providers, 

(c) the need to encourage competition between English higher education providers in connection 

with the provision of higher education where that competition is in the interests of students and 

employers, while also having regard to the benefits for students and employers resulting from 

collaboration between such providers, (HERA, c.29) 

 

The stated assumption that choice will drive up quality in university education is untested. Policy 

employs the dialectic of the market and superimposes it on higher education (Cheng, 2016). This is a 

discourse which is not representative of the sector’s distinctive activities. It is a reductionist 

argument which leads to the mass simplification of the complicated, nuanced, nature of education 

and of it as a post-experience good. As Brown and Carasso (2013) and (McGettingan) 2013, counter- 

argue, the higher education market is not comparable to the commodities market. The nature of 
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education is not represented in traditional market consumption practices. It is not possible to 

evaluate quality and value in the same way as when purchasing a simple product or service. Policy 

and indeed legislation promulgates, the argument for choice and yet the market is not the ’free’ 

market of other more tangible goods. It is heavily regulated through the OfS, still controlled by 

central government, forming a quasi-market (Brown and Curasso, 2013; Tomlinson 2018). It is far 

from deregulated, in fact systems such as the Teaching Excellence Framework contribute to the 

regulatory environment of the sector through the OfS’ mandate to support the risk-based system. 

The TEF is not compulsory, but Success as a Knowledge Economy encourages universities to take part 

and the competitive environment would see non – competitors marginalised.  

Choice as an argument for quality enhancement is problematic from the demand side. The discourse 

frames students as individuals who are at liberty to make completely free-will decisions based upon 

the indicators of quality delivered by assessments exercises such as the TEF. This is contested by 

Brooks, Byford and Sela (2016) who agree that there has been an unambiguous consumerist 

discourse around students. They argue that students do not necessarily conform to the projected 

model of behaviour and that the official information which is presented by universities is not 

necessarily received in a direct manner by students but mediated by social factors. Brooks further 

argues in a 2018 paper, that students are constructed as political subjects in policy but that they 

should not be mistaken for docile individuals who passively accept the consumerist persona 

attributed to them through the discourse. 

Students, as individuals, do not approach the decision-making process for university courses from a 

level playing field of equal opportunities and parity with all other applicants in terms of social capital 

and economic class. Students are members of society, vulnerable to the same economic and social 

advantages and disadvantages as all other adults. Their socio-economic position in life is likely to 

affect their approach to applying to some universities over others (Crawford et al., 2016). Mobility is 

not always an option for university applicants through family and caring responsibilities, as 

evidenced in the rise in the number of commuter students in recent years (Maguire and Morris, 

2018). For many, financial constraints are a significant consideration. In the academic year 2021 to 

2022, the maintenance loan for living costs is up to £9,488 for a student living away from home 

outside London (Gov.UK, 2022). Accommodation costs vary but would account for a considerable 

proportion of this amount before allowing for the general cost of living. The level of potential debt 

incurred through the income contingent repayment loans and concerns over the cost of living can be 

both troubling and uncomfortable, this applies more profoundly to less affluent young people 

(Sutton Trust, 2017, 2023; Hordósy, Clark and Vickers, 2018). There has been a growing poverty gap 
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in the UK, in the ten-year period to 2020 income inequality rose to record highs (ONS, 2021). These 

realities constrain choice, impact on decision making and sit in discord with the policy assertions. 

 

6.6 The Discursive Framing of Universities 

The discourses in the policy texts, shine a rhetorical light on universities in England which 

encompasses the classic tenets and assumptions of neoliberalism. These include a view of 

individuals as self–interested subjects, free-market economics with a commitment to laissez–faire 

and free trade (Olssen and Peters, 2005). Olssen and Peters comment on neoliberal 

governmentality, in light of Foucault (1991), stating that it is not simply an ideology but a ‘worked – 

out discourse containing theories and ideas that emerge in response to concrete problems’ (p.315). 

The policy documents show how policy-makers attempt to establish problems which could be 

construed as concrete in the public eye, for example higher education does not fully serve the 

economy or provide the best quality teaching. These are manufactured through the discursive 

sleight of hand shown in the textual data where the pejorative discourse outshines the positive 

narrative. In the documents, the government has deliberately avoided the opportunity to take an 

asset framing approach to higher education policy. This approach would have harnessed the positive 

aspects of higher education and potentially exploited them further in the reform agenda. However, 

this has been rejected in preference of implied peril through lack of competition and poor teaching 

quality.  

Policy-makers are aware that English universities are held in global high regard which they 

acknowledge in the examples earlier in this chapter. This is problematic for them as they seek to 

manoeuvre a new policy agenda into place. The English university system is consistently 

acknowledged as superior through global rankings, and it attracts substantial income in terms of 

international student fees (Lim, 2021). This would not be possible without international recognition 

for teaching and research. In light of this, it would appear contradictory for policy-makers to 

construct a full-blown deficit narrative of the higher education sector when it is patently successful 

in so many areas of practice and outcomes. My analysis indicates that in order to justify an argument 

for the reduction in state contributions and to establish the Teaching Excellence Framework, policy-

makers have sought to identify problems or weaknesses which allow for negative commentary. If the 

implicit assumptions of a neoliberal sector are the foundation for the policy agenda and these are 

overlayed onto a sector which previously had not been driven by these values, then it is quite 

feasible for the government to identify perceived gaps in higher education practice. There will be a 

mismatch, but these gaps are only acceptable if we are convinced by the underpinning assumptions. 
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Neoliberal policy-makers aim to impose a market in the higher education sector. However, they 

must overcome the fact that the sector is quite successful, so they target areas of perceived 

weakness and exaggerate them to support the economic argument. The examples from the data 

analysis demonstrate how the policy discourse cherry picks areas of concern such as competitive 

edge, international funding of other higher education sectors and isolated examples of student 

dissatisfaction to manipulate a wider deficit discourse. These deficits only exist because policy–

makers conceive higher education to be an agent of the neoliberal state. The policy texts 

acknowledge the importance of the sector but find it wanting in light of the ideological framing of 

universities as poorly formed institutions, who are not competitive enough and do not always 

deliver value for money to students in terms of teaching and learning. The policy documents have 

harnessed a neoliberal mandate which has been targeted at the higher education sector.  

Michael Apple (2017) states that the neoliberalist agenda is the foundation for the continuation of 

the dominant discourse. He argues that those who hold power and are committed to marketised 

solutions to educational problems, understand that if they can control the public’s way of thinking 

about education then it will benefit them directly. He says that ‘Dominant groups have actively 

engaged in a vast social/pedagogic process, one in which what counts as a good school, good 

knowledge, good teaching, a good student, and good learning are being radically transformed’ (p. 

149). This is evident in the policy data. Through the Teaching Excellence Framework policy-makers 

are re-configuring the public’s understanding of teaching quality in universities. The deficit discourse 

is a purposeful method of political influence, which is used to convince the public that universities 

display a glossy image of international success whilst concealing inadequacies. According to policy–

makers, these inadequacies have the potential to harm individual students as their personal 

investment may not be fully optimised and harm the country, through not serving the needs of the 

knowledge economy. Maisuria and Cole (2017) argue that the neoliberal agenda has become 

normalised in the narrative that defines higher education. They state that the discourse, ‘…both 

sways and perverts public opinion as to the purposes, functions and aims of HE’ (p.605). This is the 

aim of the policy discourse in the data set.  

The policy discourse seeks to sway public attention away from the public good conceptualisation of 

higher education towards the neoliberal construct that builds from 2010 onwards. Browne (2010) 

assumes a marketised sector is best for the economy as do the subsequent policy documents. The 

Browne Review is framed around economic growth. The sector of the time is characterized in the 

text as being mis-aligned with the country’s requirements for a successful future despite its excellent 

global standing. The text presents a contradictory argument for universities to become more 

inclusive and to better train graduates for economic sectors which support international economic 
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competitiveness. These are governmental aims which may be served by the universities but are 

constructed to uphold the whole economy and, through the eyes of policy–makers, provide a better 

society. Universities are not invested with the power to direct the national economic and industrial 

strategy. That is the role of government. Yet, the first principle which Browne proposes is that 

individual investment from students should grow based on the graduate premium (Browne, 2010, 

p.25). Fundamentally Browne argues that there is a national threat to the economy but that it is 

individual students who are responsible for addressing the threat to growth through personal 

investment in higher education. This aligns with the neoliberal argument of individuals as self – 

interested subjects who invest in a university degree for personal gain, but it does not comply with a 

national desire for wider public benefits through increased competition. The two threads of this 

argument are mutually contradictory. One asserts that there is a dominating imperative to build 

educative capacity for the good of the nation through mass participation and wider access to higher 

education. The other asserts that individuals who take part in this capacity building do so principally 

for individual gain. The latter undermines the headline argument for collective interests and national 

economic advancement.  

I would argue that my analysis of the discourse aligns with Wright’s (2011) analysis of school policies. 

Wright (2011) undertook an analysis of neoliberal discourse in school education in reform carried 

out by the UK Coalition government of the time. He states that the policy discourse portrayed a 

‘fantasy of empowerment’ (Wright, 2011, p. 284). Wright analysed policies which articulated 

freedom and empowerment for schools and parents but which, in fact, delivered highly centralised 

control over individual institutions. Parents were constructed in the policies as powerful consumers 

of education, offering them greater choice in where and how their children are taught. This policy 

led to contradictory outcomes. Firstly, the encouragement of individual powers for parents 

undermined the community nature of schools and their collective interests. Secondly, it adversely 

affected the relationship between parents, schools and local authorities. Browne (2010) presents a 

confusion of national interest, supposedly delivered through the self- serving nature of 

individualism, with a fantasy of empowerment delivered through choice as described in the data. In 

Browne’s rationale for increased choice, he argues that ‘Students are best placed to make the 

judgment about what they want to get from participating in higher education’ (Browne, 2010, p.25). 

This is substantially reiterated throughout the policy discourse. This narrative speaks explicitly to 

what Wright (2011) describes as ‘…selfish, individualistic values of market rationality… (p.285). Yet 

the stated aim of the policy text is to deliver targeted higher education directed at increasing 

national productivity as defined by OECD parameters (Browne, 2010, p.16). This is presented as a 

collective interest for the country and the wider good. The Review does not perceive any 
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contradiction between these two angles of the policy discourse and the argument continues through 

the policy documents.  

The Higher Education and Research Act brings into being the structural architecture for the sector 

which Browne (2010) initiates in his funding review. As an Act of Parliament, it does not have 

present the same type of discursive argument as the Browne Review, Higher Education: Students at 

the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011), Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social 

Mobility & Student Choice (BIS,2016) or even the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes 

Framework Specification (DfE, 2017). Linguistic variance notwithstanding it is a crucial element of the 

data set in terms of its significance. The Act has a remit to protect institutional autonomy, promote 

quality and choice, encourage competition, promote value for money, promote equality of 

opportunity, maintain efficient use of resources and account for best regulatory practice. It 

encapsulates the marketised policy discourse in a legal instrument. More than any other document 

in the data set, it exerts absolute power over the university sector in England. It is infused with the 

values of the policy discourse in the prior documents. It legislates for neoliberal reform. Both the 

Office for Students and United Kingdom Research and Innovation are established in the Act. It 

establishes the conditions under which universities will operate and outlines degree awarding 

powers. It addresses aspects of quality throughout. It controls the conditions under which the TEF is 

delivered through the OfS. In Section 25 of the Act, it allows for powers in the Office for Students to 

both underpin and seal the competitive higher education environment, 

25. Rating the quality of, and the standards applied to, higher education  

(1) The OfS may make arrangements for a scheme to give ratings— (a) to English higher 
education providers regarding the quality of, and the standards applied to, higher education 
that they provide where they apply for such a rating, (HERA, 2017). 
 

In section 47, it also provides for the risk and exit strategy for the competitive sector through 

empowering the OfS with the ability to revoke the grant of authorisation of taught awards. 

Once the Higher Education and Research Bill became law on the 27th of April 2017, opportunities to 

resist the reforms which began to evolve in the Browne Review (2010) were significantly diminished.  

 

In chapter 4 of this thesis, I discussed universities as policy objects, citing Collini, (2012; 2017) and 

Holmwood (2011). I argue that universities offer wider benefits to society than those proposed in 

the post - 2010 policy agenda. Holmwood (2011) states that if universities adhere to the 

marketisation agenda then they forfeit their position as crucial institutions which serve the public 

and hold social justice as part of their core functions. But Stephen Ball (2015) argues that the 
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neoliberal reform agenda has constrained academia through the ‘… structural and discursive 

limitations…’ (p.5) imposed on the sector. He states that resisting practices which are framed 

through the subject positions of ‘good’ teaching or carrying out ‘impactful’ research is an 

unprecedented battle, one that contests academics’ subjective selves. The type of rankings which 

are legislated for in the Higher Education and Research Act (2017) have been part of the sector’s 

structure for many years. Assessments such as the Teaching Excellence Framework, the Research 

Excellence Framework and the National Student Survey impact upon academic practice. They have a 

corrosive effect through mechanisms of control and there is the potential for academic staff to 

become passive subjects who conform to the dominant model of higher education (Cruickshank, 

2019). Universities have moved to conform with the competitive model of the sector and have 

become compliant with marketplace behaviours. Jones (2022) argues that the deficit discourse has 

had an influential effect on public perceptions of universities, allowing for justifications for the 

reform agenda and that university senior leadership teams misjudged the impact and intent of the 

policy structures. The discourse in the data in this thesis substantiates Jones’ discussion around the 

deficit discourse. I have illuminated numerous examples of how the policy discourse suppresses 

positive framing of universities as institutions which serve the wider good in favour of the free - 

market economics model of the higher education sector. The data points to a discursive regime that 

is saturated with the language of free – market economics (Livesey (2019). It frames universities as 

passive recipients of state funding who do not comply with demands of knowledge economy or 

global competition. This has acted as the rationale for the changes written in law in the Higher 

Education and Research Act (2017). 

 

The Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a), 

maintains the position of previous policy documents where it aims to ensure that value for money is 

protected, and choice and competition are incentivised. However, it argues for a broader ‘joined–up’ 

approach to post–compulsory education. It views the further education sector as an important 

contributor to the skills agenda and argues that funding should be diverted towards those 

institutions through a freeze in funding to higher education. Despite articulating a commitment to 

choice and competition, the narrative in the text is far more conciliatory towards higher education, 

stating that universities make a civic contribution to society, that they are ‘torch carriers’ for 

economic, cultural, social and environmental development (DfE, 2019a, p. 9). In contrast to the 

discourse in previous policy documents it states categorically that the neoliberal framework for the 

sector cannot fully serve the wider needs of the country. 
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Principle 7. Post-18 education cannot be left entirely to market forces.  

The idea of a market in tertiary education has been a defining characteristic of English policy 
since 1998. We believe that competition between providers has an important role to play in 
creating choice for students but that on its own it cannot deliver a full spectrum of social, 
economic and cultural benefits. With no steer from government, the outcome is likely to be 
haphazard (DfE, 2019, p.8). 
 

This policy text positions the market as part of the mix of post -18 structures but does not promote is 

as aggressively as previously seen in the data.  

Purpose of post-18 education 

Purpose: Promote citizens’ ability to realise their full potential, economically and more broadly.  

Post-18 education plays a central role in enabling social mobility and lifetime remunerative 
employment, and in realising wider benefits across the population. Higher levels of education are 
associated with wider participation in politics and civic affairs, and better physical and mental 
health. Education brings together people from different backgrounds, demonstrating the value of 
diverse voices and connecting learners with lifestyles that differ from their own (DfE, 2019a, p.15). 

It further states that the purpose of post – 18 education is to ‘…play a civic role in the regeneration, 

culture, sustainability and heritage of the communities in which they are based’ (p.17). The 

difference in tone is notable. The text takes a holistic, public good approach to the way in which 

tertiary education serves the nation. 

 

Overall, my analyses indicate that the policy discourse privileges a neoliberal agenda with 

universities conceived to be operatives of the neoliberal state. From this conceptualisation policy– 

makers construct a sector where practice is aligned with the ideological agenda. The aim is to 

impose a higher education marketplace. This is a circumscribed version of the sector, limited to the 

neoliberal constructs (Apple, 2017; Maisuria and Cole, 2017). In 2010, neoliberal policy–makers are 

faced with a successful sector, so they assert a narrative which exploits and exaggerates perceived 

areas of weakness. This positions universities so that they are viewed as institutions in need of 

reform in order to comply with the policy agenda. Universities are framed as deficient and in need of 

control and quality enhancement. The Higher Education and Research Act (2017) brings the 

arguments to fruition and creates a neoliberal infrastructure for the sector. There are counter- 

arguments to the dominance of marketisation in the Augar Report (DfE, 2019a) but they are not 

sufficiently prominent to prevent the sector from the influence of the neoliberal conceptualisations 

which run through the policy texts which are analysed in this thesis. 
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6.7 How Teaching Excellence is Framed 

We see in Figure 7, how the focus on the concept of excellence grows through the policy discourse. 

In Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) the policy text argues for a 

funding response to the financial crisis and identifies income contingent repayment loans as the 

answer. According to the policy-makers, this places individual students in an enhanced position of 

agency as it creates personal leverage through investment in university degrees. The economic 

argument, which is described in 6.3, initiates the formation of teaching excellence as an indicator of 

quality. In the policy framing, this speaks to students’ purchasing power in the marketplace and 

fulfils their discerning pursuit for value for money. Within the neoliberal construct of the sector, 

where competition is king and risk and exit are a reality (McCaig, 2018), this is a high–stakes 

requirement for individual universities. As such it requires significant resources and activity to supply 

the product to market. In the following two policy texts we see the groundswell of discourse around 

teaching excellence as a policy object, reaching a height in the Teaching Excellence and Student 

Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017). The policy discourse is a deluge of language which 

concentrates on competition and choice. Discussions on the nature of quality and specifically 

excellence are sparse and threadbare. 

At the same time teaching is framed negatively in the data. This is done in four key ways. Firstly, 

through critiquing extant quality assurance systems. Secondly by foregrounding student evaluations 

of teaching and avoiding discussions on good practice. Thirdly, by deficit framing universities as 

institutions which fail to drive economic growth. And finally, through an essentialist, marketised, 

view of teaching excellence as a policy object. In the policy discourse, it is as an instrument which 

serves choice and gives meaning to the value for money position, through students using their loans 

to choose courses in a differentiated market in terms of teaching quality. 

In chapter three of Students at the Heart of the System, entitled, ‘A better student experience and 

better qualified graduates’, the text deals with quality assurance. In the opening section of the 

chapter 3.15 (p.36), the current state of quality assurance is acknowledged as both highly regarded 

and globally influential but once again, the counter narrative is presented almost immediately. The 

text states that despite the influential standing of the UK’s quality assurance systems, they will have 

to change in light of the proposed reforms which are founded in the risk–based approach.  

In section 3.5 of the text entitled ‘Student engagement’, there is a brief discussion of elements of 

quality in teaching and learning in universities of the time. It focusses mainly on assessment 

methods for teaching quality such as the NSS or student evaluation of teaching surveys (SETs) in the 

United States. There is no debate on the shape or form of good quality teaching. It states that 
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module evaluations can inform a feedback loop on best practice in departments but there is no 

discussion about what good practice entails or how it is encouraged and developed across the 

sector. The text leans heavily towards how student evaluations of teaching have the potential to 

deliver continuous improvement of teaching quality and states explicitly that, ‘Such data collected 

and used in an open and transparent way can both support informed student choice and stimulate 

competition between peers’ (Bis, 2011, p.34). This is the beginning of embedding of the free–market 

assumption that competition drives up quality in the policy discourse. This argument is driven 

through much of the policy data which presents an emphatic and assured stance to support the 

positive effect of competition on teaching quality. This assumption is problematic, in that it is not 

appropriate to attribute aspects of quality as defined by market premises to education (Turner, 

2011; Cheng, 2016). This policy behaviour speaks to Naidoo’s (2016) perspective that policy–makers 

see neoliberal techniques of marketisation as an independent force which act in favour of beneficial 

conditions. Naidoo (2016) also argues that competition has become fetishized across the sector. This 

is substantiated in the way the policy narrative adheres to the competitive argument in favour of 

quality in order to provide a justification for the implementation of the Teaching Excellence 

Framework in subsequent policy texts. 

In Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 

2016) the stated aims of the policy document are to create a competitive higher education market, 

implement the risk–based regulatory structure and enhance teaching quality. This policy discourse 

robustly asserts the benefits of market forces for quality education in the sector. The text echoes the 

contradictory argument in Browne (2010) that personal investment in a university degree can serve 

the wider economy but suggests that this is yet to be fulfilled.  

Higher education continues to be a sound financial and personal investment with a wide range of 
societal benefits. But there is more to be done for our university system to fulfil its potential as an 
engine of social mobility, a driver of economic growth and cornerstone of our cultural landscape 
(BIS, 2016, p. 7). 

The deficit narrative is then drawn upon to describe how the sector is failing to serve the economy 

and wider society through insufficient access to higher education, a lack of innovation in course 

design, dissatisfaction with teaching quality, skills shortages in industry, and finally, variation in the 

graduate premium across providers and subject areas. This provides a pejorative and essentialist 

view of the sector focussing mainly on the problems and weaknesses instead of the strengths. Each 

of these points is both contestable and controversial. They deserve scrutiny in the policy argument 

but instead they are asserted with vigour and without any applied discussion as to the external 

context which would undoubtedly impact upon the sector and would have contributed to these 

issues. This policy document uses this rather long and diverse list of deficits to navigate the reader 
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towards a sharp and simplistic resolution to the problems. In response to the list of problems, the 

text states, ‘At the heart of this lies insufficient competition and a lack of informed choice’ (BIS, 

2016, p.8)  

 
Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016) 

begins the implementation of the TEF, and the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes 

Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) explains and directs how universities should carry out the 

assessment exercise. It is clear from the policy discourse and from the quotations in 7.4 that there is 

an assumption that competition will ensure enhanced quality in teaching and learning terms. 

Integral to this is the student consumer, the data suggests that students exist in a narrow construct 

as agents of choice as described in the quotation below.  

The changes we are making to higher education funding will in turn drive a more responsive 

system. To be successful, institutions will have to appeal to prospective students and be 

respected by employers. Putting financial power into the hands of learners makes student choice 

meaningful (BIS, 2011, p.5) 

This quotation encapsulates the policy discourse on students. It is explicit in arguing for competition 

between universities. It frames students in narrow, financial terms and seeks to define them in 

terms of their personal investment in higher education. It omits, other very important considerations 

such as academic interest, their personal academic and sociological history and their socio-economic 

context. Students are members of society with all of the nuance, contradictions and situational 

reality that that entails. They are not a divorced, discreet group of shoppers looking for the best deal 

in university degrees. This is particularly true as participation rates near 50%. The policy discourse 

portrays an imagined level playing - field for university applicants, where their student loans 

empower them to choose equally between the market positioned institutions which are identifiable 

as ‘excellent’ (or not as the case maybe) through the Teaching Excellence Framework. As Brooks, 

Byford and Sela (2016) and Brooks (2018) argue, the overarching consumerist discourse ignores how 

information is mediated by social factors which affect student choice. This portrayal of students as 

docile recipients of the consumerist persona which the discourse attributes to them ignores both the 

values and distinctiveness of individuals who do not correspond to this stereotype (Jones, 2022). It 

also sits uneasily with the financial realities of any individual applicant’s socio – economic position. 

As the Sutton Trust (2017) identifies, financial concerns apply more deeply to less affluent young 

people applying to university. Their social capital and economic class have a profound effect on 

which university they might choose to study at. I would argue that this a fantasy of empowerment 

constructed by policy–makers on the part of the student consumer (Wright, 2011). Pursuing 

students as consumers of university education is an essentialist conceptualisation of individuals who 
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take part in learning. Rather than empowerment, it reduces students to servile operatives of the 

market forces.  

Considering the economic inconsistencies which exists across society, I would suggest that many 

students are, in fact, experiencing a sense of converging vulnerability instead of empowerment. The 

Office for National Statistics has identified the growing poverty gap in the UK in the decade to 2020, 

with income inequality affecting record numbers of people. Students often have to balance the 

demands of part–time work and family life with their studies. Austerity measures, which have been 

implemented since 2010, have had adverse effects on health and social outcomes and life 

expectancy is in decline for poorer groups (Cummins and Gomez-Ciriano, 2021; Hiam and Dorling, 

2022). Jones (2022) categorically argues that the level playing field does not exist for university 

applicants. It is personal circumstances which have the most profound effect on being able to attend 

university, especially the more prestigious institutions. Citing the Sutton Trust (2019) he 

demonstrates that for children who have been eligible for free school meals, their chances as young 

adults to enter university is around 16 per cent. In contrast, a young person who has had access to a 

fee–paying school has a 96 per cent chance of attending university. Within this economic context, 

financial considerations will affect potential students’ perceptions of debt as a valid means of gaining 

a university degree. Poverty constrains choice and limits opportunity. If an individual student comes 

from the 16 per cent group of undergraduates studying university, their immediate financial security 

will be more profoundly felt than a young person from the more secure economic group.  

Where the policy discourse conceives the student consumer as one who has the volition to freely 

apply to their university of choice, it ignores the real socio-economic barriers to entry experienced 

by young people. This is where the fantasy of empowerment lies (Wright, 2011). The policy discourse 

has, as Hall and Lamont (2013) state, created a new ‘script’ of personhood based on individuality. 

This framing ignores the essence of the humans as social beings who figure as part of their families 

and communities and for whom, their personal contexts have a very real bearing on their behaviours 

and life choices. The neoliberal argument in the policy discourse asserts freedom of choice but, as 

with the level playing field, it is an imagined freedom, based on a circumscribed idealisation of the 

student consumer. The individual freedoms which are based on the libertarian ideas of free–market 

economics are not present for poorer socio-economic groups in England and therefore student 

choice is limited (D. Harvey, 2005). 

In the policy documents, teaching excellence is central to the argument that choice exists as an 

empowering force for students. The policy object is presented as an instrument which serves choice 

and gives meaning to the value for money position. According to policy–makers, choice is made 
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meaningful through students using their loans to choose courses in a differentiated market in terms 

of teaching quality (BIS, 2011). This is achieved through constructing a notion of excellence through 

the marketised lens of the policy discourse. In the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes 

Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) prior quality assessments are relegated downwards in order to 

enhance the impact of the new assessment exercise. This inserts a previously unspecified tier of 

market indicators of quality. The Teaching Excellence Framework is founded in cross–sector metric 

data which seeks to quantify and stratify levels of teaching quality. These strata of perceived quality, 

feed directly into the accountability and performativity agenda across the sector. The TEF serves the 

neoliberal reform process through the interrelated mechanisms or ‘technologies’ of the market, 

management and performance (Ball, 2016). It serves the differentiated higher education market as a 

purchase signaller.  

In the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) the 

complexity of the notion of excellence is acknowledged to some extent through the broad range of 

assessment criteria included in Teaching Quality, Learning Environment and Student Outcomes and 

Learning Gain and with the individual provider statements. The specification document states that 

teaching quality is best considered in the context of student learning and the focus on the National 

Student Survey as an evaluation tool supports this. I have argued that the National Student Survey is 

seen to be wanting as a mechanism for evaluating teaching quality. It lacks contextual relevance and 

does not necessarily lead to coherent evaluation of teaching excellence (Brusoni et al., 2014; 

Hammonds et al., 2016). The TEF is delivered through a student–consumer lens, emphasising the 

NSS and employment outcomes (which are used signify the potential of the graduate premium for 

individual students) these evaluation mechanisms are not surprising given the competitive agenda in 

which they sit.  

Whilst the policy discourse around the TEF and teaching excellence lionises the empowered 

student–consumer it ignores the positionality of academic staff who deliver the curriculum. The 

National Student Survey is a mechanism for evaluating teaching delivery across the sector but 

teaching professionals are marginalised in the policy texts. As stated, there is no debate on the 

shape or form of what good quality teaching might consist of, nor is there a debate around those 

who deliver the curriculum. An example of the policy discourse, which epitomises the narrative 

around teaching in the data, is presented in the executive summary of In Success as a Knowledge 

Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016, p.10), it states, 

For competition in the HE sector to deliver the best possible outcomes, students must be able to 
make informed choices. Universities provide an environment for deeper and wider learning, 
allowing for the development of analytical and creative thinking, objective inquiry and primary 
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research. But evidence suggests that for most students, the most important outcome of higher 
education is finding employment. The teaching students receive can transform their life chances, 
as demonstrated by the strong graduate premium, and low graduate unemployment rates. 

 

This quotation is virtually dismissive of the assets formed through a university education. They are 

only acknowledged in the essentialist argument for the graduate premium. In universities, the 

development of analytical and creative thinking, objective inquiry and primary research are 

facilitated by the interventions of over 220,000 academic staff teaching in the UK (HESA, 2022). Their 

professional practice is integral to concepts of teaching excellence, but their voice is silenced in the 

data. It is difficult to concede to an argument for teaching excellence in higher education without 

recourse to the contributions and evaluations of teaching staff. In 2010, Duna Sabri argued that 

individual academics are all but absent from the assumptive worlds of policy–makers. This is borne 

out in the policy documents, but it is a crucial omission leading to an ill–conceived and unbalanced 

construction of teaching excellence. The marginalisation of academic staff provides evidence for 

how little they are valued in policy. Ball (2016) states that neoliberal reforms have created an 

environment where traditional professionalism is no longer trusted to deliver what is required by 

the market conditions i.e., ‘profitability’ and competitiveness. He also states that the values of the 

system ‘…produce measurable teaching subjects, whose qualities are represented in categories of 

judgement’ (p.1056). Livesey (2019) agrees that neoliberal reform objectifies us as units who are 

evaluated in terms of productive capacity. The use of NSS and DLHE measurements in the Teaching 

Excellence Framework are examples of these assertions, so it can be assumed that Ball (2016) and 

Livesey (2019) are correct. If policy-makers invested confidence in academic teaching staff, they 

would have been included in the policy discourse. Negating the voice of teaching staff in the policy 

discourse is a useful contrivance. It does the opposite of what has been achieved through the 

saturation techniques which foreground the marketised discourse. It backgrounds the voice of 

teaching professionals, eliminating any potential dissent and positions them as subjects of the 

marketised superstructure of higher education.  

In relation to teaching and learning, in the Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 

Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a) universities are critiqued for spending student fee income on 

non-teaching activities. The review states that they spend a smaller proportion of income on 

teaching and more on non-teaching staff and non-staff costs than their counterparts overseas. On 

the Teaching Excellence Framework, the review supports the assessment exercise and argues for a 

continuation of measures of teaching quality. However, it cites concerns from the Royal Statistical 

Society on the use of metrics which form the baseline assessments in the TEF. Augar (2019) argues 

that there is a risk of gaming and questions the statistical validity of the of the metrics used (Graf et. 
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al. 2017; Locke, 2018). The text also states that there is some evidence that universities have re-

focused attention on teaching, but it questions the relatively low proportion of spending on direct 

teaching compared to other activities. On funding, it states that the rise in fees to £9,000 in 2012, 

boosted sector income to the highest real – term level in twenty – five years. However, the policy 

argument for individual students' investments in previous policy texts is undermined by evidence 

from the Institute for Fiscal Studies. The text shows that the average cost to government in student 

loan write - off due to the unpaid proportion of student loans is almost half of the additional fee 

income from UK and EU students. Augar comments on the personal investment discourse whilst 

discussing the IFS data thus, 

These are inevitably broad estimates, given the inherent difficulty of forecasting future earnings, 
but in our view shine a valuable and necessary light on the potential scale of taxpayer investment 
in a sector that appears at face value to be largely funded by individuals (p. 81) 

 

The term ‘face value’ is of significance here because the policy discourse to date has been that the 

individual investment in higher education has been absolute and serves to free the state from 

financial burdens. This citation contradicts this assertion. Nevertheless, the Report recommends that 

the principle of loans to cover the cost of fees should continue. For the first time in the data, the 

Augar Report address the inadequacies of maintenance loans for students and debt adversity for 

applicants to higher education from lower income households. It states that this group graduates 

with a greater debt than their more affluent peers as they are entitled to a higher level of loan. The 

text also comments on the assumption of parental contributions which is not available to all 

students. This policy document does not force the students as self – interested subjects argument 

seen previously in the data. It delivers a more appreciable economic impact to individual students.  

…the size of loans has an appreciable impact on prospective students’ perceptions of debt, 
particularly amongst the disadvantaged, and acts as a deterrent. More pertinently, a 
disadvantaged student who progresses to a high earning career will pay more for their education 
than a student from a more affluent background, purely as a consequence of the circumstances of 
their birth (p.191). 

This language is in sharp contrast to some of the argumentation on the notion of choice in the 

previous policy discourse. It disregards the neoliberal assumptions promoted in Browne (2010), 

Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and  

Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016).  

Ultimately, however the significant levels of university funding is perceived by Augar to divert 

resources away from the wider post–18 sector. It argues for a redistribution of funds across higher 

and further education to promote the skills teaching sector in further education. 
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Overall, the TEF as a sector - wide assessment exercise, requires a delivery system which is detailed 

in the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017). It is delivered 

at institutional level through New Public Management discourses and practices (Deem et al., 2007). 

It is based in metricised forms of competition leading to potential institutional behaviour change in 

order to fulfil the desired outcomes of the Gold, Silver and Bronze ranking system (Bottrell, 2019). 

The competitive higher education market is defined in the policy documents and importantly, in law, 

in the Higher Education and Research Act (2017). The Teaching Excellence Framework ranks 

institutions. Performativity is an almost inevitable consequence of the type of accountability 

practices which cascade from a metricised form of competition which the TEF encapsulates. It is a 

policy–constructed mechanism to exert influence on universities to enact a competitive agenda. It 

manipulates the amorphous concept of excellence, which is ill-defined in the policy texts, to support 

the deficit discourse on teaching in higher education, which in turn supports the argument for a 

differentiated market. Excellence in and of itself is a chimera in the policy narrative, there is no 

agreed definition in the data. There is no entreat to universities to debate the nature of teaching 

excellence in higher education (Ashwin, 2021). For policy-makers it exists as a construct of extrinsic 

evaluations where the Teaching Excellence Framework imposes boundaries which define graded 

levels of accomplishment of excellence. Yet excellence is generally conceived as the superlative, 

transcendent aspect of quality which is not applicable to all.  

 

6.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented the findings of the research and discussed them in view of the key 

conceptual arguments cited in the literature. The data analysis has illuminated the key aims and 

arguments across the policy documents which have been presented through a table which 

summarises the salient details of each policy in the data set. This lays the foundation for my critiques 

of how the discourses have evolved from the Browne Review (Browne, 2010) through to the Augar 

Report (DfE, 2019). From my analyses, I have identified the Browne Review as the springboard for a 

policy discourse which holds the market at the centre of its ideological framing, and which seeks to 

impose this frame upon the policies and practices in the English higher education sector. This aligns 

with several commentators from the literature (Morrish and Sauntson, 2019).  

From my analysis of the policy texts, I have identified the following key findings. Overall, the policy 

environment from 2010 to 2019 seeks to impose a neoliberal-informed structure on the English 

higher education system. The arguments for reform in the policy narrative are located in a 

marketised conceptualisation of the university system. This conceptualisation does not allow for 
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alternative conceptualisations of the sector and an economic argument is privileged in the policy 

discourse. In particular, the policy narrative seeks to establish a deficit discourse around teaching in 

the sector in order to substantiate claims for reform. Students are constructed as consumers in the 

policy data. This is a limited portrayal of students which circumscribes their learning in economic 

terms and ignores other potentially important impacts of university. Teaching excellence is 

presented as a lever for student choice in a competitive higher education sector. The Teaching 

Excellence Framework is used to validate and operationalise economic reforms in the sector; 

however, there is no negotiated understanding of excellence in higher education teaching and 

learning.   

  

The Browne Review (2010) opened up an opportunity to narrate a deficit discourse around teaching 

and learning in the sector and to downplay the institutional assets which English universities provide. 

The deficit narrative was nascent in the Browne Review but grows through the policy texts as they 

build their sequential arguments. Browne proposed reforms to improve the financial sustainability of 

the sector. The Review harnessed the argument that individual students should contribute 

substantially to the funding of their university degrees as they receive personal financial gain from 

the graduate premium. It presents an unadulterated view of the students as a consumer. This 

scripted version of students is upheld throughout the policy discourse. Policy-makers conceive the 

sector to be one that serves the economy and they seek to identify a sector which conforms to this 

view. The deficit narrative undermines practice which fails to conform to the market led construction 

of practice in the sector and therefore the economic argument in privileged across the policy 

discourse. Discussions around teaching quality and specifically excellence, are harnessed by policy-

makers to construct a mechanism which serves a competitive environment. The Teaching Excellence 

Framework is a tangible instrument which encapsulates the competitive environment which is 

underpinned by the neoliberal ideology. However, there is no negotiated understanding of excellence 

in the sector and those who deliver teaching and learning are backgrounded in the policy 

documents. Their contributions do not appear as part of the marketised framing of the sector which 

therefore diminishes their positionality as professionals. In the following chapter I will discuss the 

significance of these findings in relation to the research questions. 
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7. Conclusion  

7.1 Concluding Comments 
 

To summarise this thesis has addressed the research questions which are: 

1. How is teaching excellence represented as a policy object?  

2. To what extent and in what ways does the policy discourse privilege an ideological agenda? 

 

At the beginning of this thesis, I interrogated the ideological construct of neoliberalism and its 

relationship with higher education policies and practices. This was prompted by my readings of the 

critical literature of the marketisation of higher education during the taught element of my 

Professional Doctorate in Education. I was already aware of neoliberal practices in areas outside of 

commercial activities such as in the National Health Service in England and education, particularly 

through the academisation of schools. However, I had not fully appreciated the connection between 

the ideological conceptualisation of the market and the practices which I had become aware of. The 

literature illuminated the ideological influence of neoliberalism in education reform and consequent 

practices. I found this to be enlightening. It provided a rationale for some of the changes to practice 

which were being implemented in my day-to-day professional activities which I felt were out of 

context in and educative environment. I became particularly interested in the work of Stephen Ball. 

Through him, I began to appreciate the way in which education can be manoeuvred by policy 

initiatives which are bound in ideological positioning.  

With this previous research in mind, I have identified how the neoliberal, ideological agenda has 

moved from a background political doctrine to an all-pervasive guiding principle for government 

policy which began in the late 1970s. An idealisation of neoliberalism presents a society where 

political economic practices are best advanced through an entrepreneurial approach, which 

prioritises markets and free trade (D. Harvey, 2005). In this conceptualisation, the state serves to 

defend neoliberal practices through creating an institutional framework which prioritises market 

functions but is distanced from day-to-day activity. Mudge (2008) argues that neoliberalism is multi- 

faceted through its intellectual, bureaucratic, and political facets and that these facets enable the 

ideology to penetrate and pervade in areas of public life which hitherto have been divorced from 

market principles. Higher education is a significant example of this. Therefore, there is an emerging 

research field which focuses mainly on the impact and influence of neoliberalism in the sector 

(Morrish and Sauntson, 2019). Scholars critique higher education institutional behaviours for 

acquiescing to neoliberal reforms and colluding in the economization of university education (Deem 

et al., 2007; Bottrell, 2019; Livesey, 2019). It is argued that there has been little resistance to the 
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neoliberal reform agenda given that the marketised model is inappropriate for the sector (Collini, 

2017). The dominance of the ideological position is acknowledged to be extremely powerful as it is 

exerted through policy. This leads to what Stephen Ball (2015) describes as complementarity and 

conflict, where academic staff are manoeuvred into neoliberal practices through the competitive 

framework but struggle internally with their ontological position as teachers and researchers. This 

can become a process of subjugation. I have used this conceptual background to support the analysis 

for this thesis. I have interrogated the discursive regimes of the policy agenda from 2010 to 2019 by 

addressing the two research questions above (Ball, 2012; Livesey, 2019).  

The period which began in 2010 with the Browne Review and ended with the Augar Report in 2019, 

was a time of intense policy activity for the higher education sector. The Browne Review was 

implemented by the Labour government which was in power from 1997 until 2010. However, the 

policy research period began with a coalition government which was elected in May 2010. This was 

held between the Conservative Party and the Liberal Democrats. In 2015, a general election ended 

the coalition government, and the Conservative party was returned to Parliament with a safe 

majority. The Conservative Party has remained in power for the duration of the writing period for this 

thesis. This has been a sustained period of right wing political influence in the policy environment. It 

has presented the opportunity to policy-makers to pursue the policy agenda over a largely 

uninterrupted period of power in government. My data analysis shows how the policy discourses 

evolve from the Browne Review (2010) through to the Act of Parliament (HERA, 2017) and beyond to 

the Augar Report (DfE, 2019a). It would be conjecture to state that a change in the ruling political 

class would have altered the course of the policy agenda. However, it is reasonable to assume that 

the incumbency and consequent influence, of one party over a twelve-year period has meant that 

there has been time to advance the reform objectives without significant political interruption. This 

uninterrupted period has provided a space to put forward the policy agenda as constructed in the 

documents in the data set for this thesis.  

The six policy documents in the represent the main discursive vehicles for the policy discourse in the 

English higher education sector from 2010 to 2019. The data set is a substantive body of policy text 

covering the period from 2010 when the Browne Review was published to 2019 with the publication 

of the Augar Report. This has been an intense period of policy activity. Higher education is under 

scrutiny through these documents. The review of higher education funding and student finance in 

2010, instigated a raft of policy reforms and a discourse which sites the market at the centre of 

higher education policies and practices. This provided a springboard for the subsequent policy 

documents to assert a policy agenda which reconfigured the architecture for the university sector 

and introduces the Teaching Excellence Framework. The reform agenda began with justifications in 



108 
 

Browne (201) to increase student fees from £3,225 to £9,000 per academic year. Browne (2010), 

Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011) and Success as a Knowledge 

Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016) promoted policies which 

supported the divestment of government funds form universities. They argued for personal 

investment on the part of the student. This was strategically entwined through the policy narrative 

with competitive differentiation in the sector. The Teaching Excellence Framework become a part of 

the strategic focus on competitive practices. It is fully articulated in the Teaching Excellence and 

Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017). The Higher Education and Research Act 

(2017) enshrined in law the structural changes which have been proposed and advanced through the 

previous four documents. The most significant changes were the move to create the Office for 

Students and UK Research and Innovation, which alter the regulatory and funding controls for the 

sector. Overall, the documents in this data set represent, targeted and decisive policy initiatives 

which seek to reconfigure previous conceptualisations of higher education process and practices. 

I have argued that the neoliberal policy agenda is challenging for the sector. It is pursued with vigour 

through the Higher Education and Research Act (2017) and the regulatory and funding powers of the 

Office for Students, this established a competitive, risk–based structure. It creates a 

conceptualisation of higher education where marketisation is at the core of institutional procedures. 

However, it is a narrow definition of what universities could be and are. It ignores the civic, social 

contributions which universities make to society. In section 4.3 I discussed the value for money 

argument which is present in the policy discourse. This is attached to the rationale for increasing 

student fees and the strategy to minimise government investment in the sector. In turn, students are 

framed as consumers as they contribute more of their personal finances into their university 

education. The value for money argument is located in a policy discourse which privileges the 

commodification of education. It provides a lever for the arguments around student choice and 

competition between institutions. It opens up a space for assessment exercises such as the Teaching 

Excellence Framework which incentivise competitive practices and performativity.  

I identified teaching excellence as a focus for this research because it is clearly related to my 

professional practice and had become a significant part of the policy agenda through the Teaching 

Excellence Framework. Teaching had been considered to be undervalued across the sector, whilst 

research was highly valued through the Research Excellence Framework. The policy argument is that 

the Teaching Excellence Framework was introduced to redress the balance. The Teaching Excellence 

Framework has been deployed to identify and rank teaching quality in the sector. The policy 

conceptualisation of quality is framed through the broad definitions described in the Teaching 

Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework Specification (DfE, 2017) which include: teaching 
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quality, the learning environment, and student outcomes and learning gain (Department for 

Education, 2017). The TEF, coalesces a range of source metrics around the idea of good quality 

teaching, significantly, the National Student Survey, Destination of Leavers of Higher Education and 

Longitudinal Education Outcomes. Universities are rate Gold, Silver or Bronze for teaching quality.  

However, neither quality nor excellence are discussed in the policy documents beyond them being 

identifiers of value for money and levers for student choice. A number of scholars have critiqued this 

instrumental judgement which is served upon both concepts by policy-makers (Apple, 1995; 

Filippakou, 2011; Turner, 2011). It is argued that quality and excellence are contextually defined and 

therefore difficult to measure through metricised instruments such as the National Student Survey. 

The critical debates on the nature of excellence as an appropriate unit of assessment for teaching 

and learning have indicated that it would be very complicated to develop a coherent definition of the 

term. In the policy documents, which I have analysed in this thesis, there is neither debate nor 

negotiation which aim to arrive at a consensual understanding of the concept of excellence. Critical 

scholars have argued instead that the construct of excellence portrayed in the policy texts through 

the Teaching Excellence Framework are in fact instrumental accountability mechanisms rather than 

reliable indicators of quality (O’Leary and Wood, 2019; Ashwin, 2021). 

 

I have taken a critical policy analysis approach to the data set, where I have problematised the 

assertion that teaching quality is deficient in English universities (Young and Diem, 2018). I have 

analysed how the policy discourses shape our understanding of teaching excellence as a policy 

object (Foucault 1972; Ball; 1993). The findings from this research project demonstrate how the 

policy environment aims to impose a neoliberal-informed structure on the English higher education 

system. I will now address the two research questions in relation to the findings from this thesis. I 

begin with the overarching policy discourses and the presentation of a neoliberal agenda. I then 

address the teaching excellence as a policy object in section 7.3.  

  

7.2 How Higher Education Policy Discourses Privilege a Neoliberal Agenda 

My analyses have identified policy discourses which foreground neoliberal formations of the higher 

education sector through a process of linguistic saturation and exaggeration techniques. The 

language throughout all of the policy documents is orientated towards a marketised framework. The 

vocabulary borrows from business sectors, as can been seen by the consistent mentions of 

competition, choice and value for money. It is a forceful, dominant discourse which promotes 

neoliberal practices and subjugates alternative narratives. As a concept neoliberalism presents a 

society where political economic practices are best advanced through an entrepreneurial approach, 
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which prioritises markets and free trade (D. Harvey, 2005). Within this conceptualisation, the state 

serves to defend neoliberal practices through creating an institutional framework which prioritises 

market functions but is distanced from day-to-day activity. In 2010, Browne made an opening 

position for a neoliberal policy approach which stated that a modern knowledge economy requires 

highly skilled employees in industrial sectors. The text argued that failure to provide these 

employees will lead to weakened comparative advantage in global trade. And so as a consequence, 

universities would have the potential to destabilise England’s well-established global competitive 

edge. This point opened the metaphorical doors for an argument which positioned the marketplace 

at the centre of policy. It draws the higher education sector into a neoliberal discourse, through the 

requirement to serve the wider economy. Browne constructed a version of higher education in the 

text, which both services and emulates the market and this is carried through subsequent policy 

texts. In the text higher education practices are immediately linked to neoliberal policy discourses 

which sites competition at the centre of all its functions. Competition is constructed as the solution 

to the funding deficit in universities. The discourse assumes an ever-virtuous circle of growth, 

competition, value for money and quality where each element instructs, promotes, and improves the 

other. Alternative constructs and models were not interrogated by policy-makers. Market values have 

been accepted as incontestably good for the workings of higher education and beyond (Holmwood, 

2011; Smyth, 2017).  

This dominant discourse is enabled by the deficit narrative which is systematically applied to 

universities in the policy texts. The discourse assumes a neoliberal position for the higher education 

sector based on individuals as self–interested subjects, free market economics and a commitment to 

laissez–faire and free trade (Olssen and Peters, 2005). In the policy texts, the sector is framed 

through a neoliberal lens and so policy-makers conceive higher education to be an arm of the 

neoliberal state. Thus, its aims and practices are constructed in policy, in alignment with this 

viewpoint. This is a circumscribed conceptualisation of a sector which had not previously been 

required to adhere to an internal market structure. The aim of policy-makers was to impose a higher 

education market. This was difficult because the sector has been quite successful, in response they 

targeted areas of perceived weakness and exaggerated them as described in section 6.6. The policy 

documents avoided asset framing universities and capitalising on the sector’s global reputation and 

successes. Whilst the market is foregrounded, negative critiques of the extant university system are 

deployed to illustrate how the sector is deficient in servicing the competitive economy and fails to 

deliver the required level of quality education. There is an implied sense of peril in the policy 

discourse. It suggests that the areas of perceived weakness have the potential to harm individual 

students, as their personal investment may not be fully optimised, and the country through not 
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serving the needs of the knowledge economy. This exaggeration augments the deficit discourse. The 

critiques serve to undermine universities in the public eye and uphold the policy arguments. They 

delegitimise universities’ social role. Through the critiques a pernicious, rather sinister discourse is 

created. It is quite sophisticated in its construction. The policy arguments give politicians the 

opportunity to carry on the deficit narrative in the wider media and through speeches as I describe 

in section 6.2. These critiques are an epistemological construct of the neoliberal framing. They exist 

in the eye of the neoliberal policy maker because of the circumscribed view that is attributed to the 

sector.  

 

7.3 How Teaching Excellence is Represented as a Policy Object 

Lord Browne’s review of funding in higher education was a demarcation point in terms of financial 

structures in the sector and the marketised policy discourse. Student fees had been introduced 

following the Dearing Report (1997), but the Browne Review (2010) moved student contributions in 

the form of loans to £9,000 up from £3,225 per academic year. This was a change in basic 

assumptions which refocused student finance onto the individual away from the state at a point in 

time which coincided with the election of the Coalition government (Singh Banwait and Hancock, 

2021). In the text, the fee rise is justified through a policy discourse which promoted the graduate 

premium over the public benefits of a university education. It shaped the argument for justification 

around competition and student choice. These arguments are linked to a strongly implied threat to 

society and the economy through a non-competitive higher education sector. Browne also begins the 

argument that teaching quality is perceived to be a market signal for the discerning student 

consumer. We see this develop and grow through the discourse on teaching quality and specifically 

‘excellence’ in Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Education (Browne, 2010) and Higher 

Education: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011). Browne, along with subsequent policy- 

makers required instruments with which to validate and operationalise the economic reforms and 

the Teaching Excellence Framework fulfilled this role.  

Discussions in the policy texts on teaching excellence are constructed through the discourse of 

competition. Competition is presented as a solution to the funding deficit and a justification for the 

rise in student fees. Teaching excellence evolved through a policy discourse as a symbol of 

competition and value for money. A system-wide assessment exercise such as the Teaching 

Excellence Framework has the perceived benefit of incentivising competitive behaviours leading to 

agility, economic effectiveness, and evidence of value for money. The Teaching Excellence Framework 

is a tangible instrument which underpins the policy discourse and encapsulates the metricised, 

neoliberal ideals and practices which are valued by policy-makers at an institutional level. It exerts 
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control throughout the sector through its ranking mechanisms. It is a concrete representation to 

students that choice, as defined by the neoliberal higher education market, is available through 

indicators of quality. Arguments for the Teaching Excellence Framework embody neoliberal notions 

of choice and freedom but in practice, the metricised competition which it delivers offers neither 

complete choice nor appreciable freedoms. Despite its highly developed structure which involves 

cross – sector benchmarking data, a narrative provider submission and assessment panel exercises, 

the Teaching Excellence Framework is problematic in that it prioritises measures of quality which 

ignore integral conceptual arguments around the notion of excellence (Brusoni et al., 2014). 

Excellence by nature is elusive and is not available to all who seek it. The Teaching Excellence 

Framework uses metric – based data to establish its initial assessment on any individual institution. 

This data has been heavily critiqued as an unreliable indicator of quality (Frankham, 2015; Williams 

and Mindano, 2015; Ashwin, 2021). There is no negotiated, agreed, definition of excellence in the 

sector. Policy-makers a have not provided suitable structures to interrogate the nature of teaching 

excellence and yet universities are expected to deliver and be ranked on their ability to provide 

excellent teaching. Fundamentally, the Teaching Excellence Framework contradicts the context 

dependent nature of excellence, whilst attempting to utilise the policy-framed definition to present a 

mechanism for students to use their loans to choose courses in a differentiated market. This is 

achieved through constructing a policy discourse which foregrounds competition and the student 

consumer construct whilst backgrounding the transformational nature of education and the 

positionality of academic staff who deliver the curriculum.  

In the justifications for the Teaching Excellence Framework, the student consumer is promoted as a 

self -interested subject of policy, who is at liberty to invest their student loans in any course based on 

the definitive indicators of quality which the Teaching Excellence Framework presents to applicants 

(Brooks, 2018). Choice is positioned as lever for competition as described in the Higher Education 

and Research Act (2017). There is an assumption that choice will drive up teaching quality. Figure 6 

illustrates how the concept of choice is saturated in the discourse particularly in Success as a 

Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice (BIS, 2016). It is 

presented as the linchpin for quality enhancement. In the text, it is used to underpin the competitive 

sector and deliver market signals of quality to students. This presentation and assumption ignore two 

significant realities which do not conform to the neoliberal construct of higher education. Firstly, it 

neglects the higher education sector’s distinctive qualities. It reduces a university education to a 

commodity rather than the complex variety of intellectual, scientific, and cultural endeavours that it 

is (Collini, 2012). It is not directly comparable to a market for physical products or other services 

(Brown and Curasso, 2013, Mc Gettigan, 2013). A university education supersedes the instrumental, 
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individual benefits which are to be gained from learning at degree level (Marginson, 2011; Collini, 

2012; Nixon, 2012; Peercy and Svenson, 2016). It is a post–experience good that cannot be 

quantified at the point of ‘purchase’ or application for a course.  

Secondly, scripting students as a homogenous group of one-dimensional consumers of higher 

education is unrealistic. The policy discourse objectifies them as Livesey (2019) described, through a 

discursive regime, where they are presented as units which are used and counted to assess their 

productive capacity. The discourse assumes that there is a level playing field upon which students 

begin their higher education academic journey and that £9,000 has the same economic value to all 

students whether they come from a wealthy or less privileged background. The influence of social 

and economic class is an integral part of the choices young people make before applying to university 

(Jones, 2022). Students are members of society and are susceptible to the vagaries of their social and 

economic status in society. Parity does not exist for all university applicants. The poverty gap has 

grown significantly in the UK during the period from 2010 to 2019 (ONS, 2021). Austerity measures 

have impacted heavily on poorer groups in society (Hiam and Dorling 2022). Incurring debt through 

the student loans and concerns over the cost of living can be troubling to less affluent young people 

(Sutton Trust, 2017; Pollard et al., 2019). The policy discourse does not account for students existing 

beyond the narrow construct of the policy-envisioned consumer.  

The choice–quality–competition mantra is aimed at a stereotyped version of students who are 

framed around their purchasing power. It is an essentialist view which evades any discussion on the 

true nature of students as social beings whose personal contexts have a significant bearing on their 

life choices. It relegates students to servile operatives of market forces over conceptualisations of 

engaged learners with academic interests. The policy argument is that choice will empower students 

and teaching excellence is presented as a market signal for choice in the diversified sector. The policy 

documents have assumed that competition will drive up quality. However, quality as a factor in 

competition analysis has been critiqued. It is a subjective and fluid and as such it is ‘essentially 

immeasurable’ OECD (2013, p.13.). The policy discourse avoids any discussion on the suitability of 

quality as an indicator of market success whilst assuming the superiority of competitiveness as a 

feature of structural reform in the sector. The assumption that competition is the purveyor of quality 

provides a conceptual and real space for instruments such as the Teaching Excellence Framework and 

legislation in the form of the Higher Education and Research Act (2017) which act to reconfigure the 

sector in favour of a neoliberal agenda. 

 
There have been three rounds of the Teaching Excellence Framework assessment exercise in the 

higher education sector, 2017, 2019 and, most recently March 2023, with ratings due in September. 
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Although the Teaching Excellence Framework has been conceived, advanced and implemented 

through policy, it was controversial from its inception. The intention by the Ministers of State, Jo 

Johnson, to link the Gold, Silver and Bronze awards to differentiated fees and thus deliver a 

differentiated market to students, was challenged by the House of Lords at the reading stage of the 

bill, that is a draft Act of Parliament. In the UK parliamentary process, both the House of Commons 

and House of Lords must agree on the text of a bill before it can become an act. The Lords succeeded 

in removing the section of the bill which stated that the link to fees should exist. They also 

questioned what they described as the “crude denomination, labelling and grading” of the gold, 

silver, and bronze ratings as cited by David Morris (2017). At the same time the Russel Group, which 

includes the UK’s most prestigious institutions, questioned the sector benchmarking. There were 

concerns over the use of the NSS as a benchmarking tool. The National Union of Students called on 

its members to boycott the NSS in 2016 as an act of resistance. In 2021 there was an independent 

review of the TEF lead by Dame Shirley Pearce. This involved a public consultation with a substantial 

number of universities and other associated organisation such as Advance HE which accredits the 

professional standards for teaching in higher education and Universities UK.  

The Department for Education commissioned an analysis of the call for consultation views, the 

results of which informed the review (DfE, 2019b).  The consultation responses state that although 

much of the sector was in favour of an assessment of teaching quality, institutions did not agree that 

the TEF was an adequate means of achieving this. Universities argued that the purpose of the TEF 

was to enhance provision over the policy argument for providing information to improve choice. 

Over half of respondents felt that the criteria in the TEF were not appropriate and 82% said that the 

metrics used were not the best proxies for measuring the criteria. Significantly these proxies were 

considered not to measure teaching quality. A key concern, by 64% of respondents was that the 

Gold, Silver and Bronze ratings did not capture the complexity of teaching in higher education. It was 

also felt that the design of the TEF disproportionately impacted on smaller providers, subjects that 

did not generate high paid employment and universities with diverse student populations. 

During the period 2017–19, pilot studies were conducted to evaluate the implementation of the TEF 

at subject level. The intention was to deliver more granular level information to students, but the 

argument was still located in the overall policy assertion of choice. The Russell Group took part in 

the pilot schemes. In December 2019 they published their concerns over the proposed 

implementation stating that the models which were tested were ‘...not capable of generating helpful 

information for prospective applicants or offering sufficient opportunities for institutions to 

demonstrate excellent teaching’ (Russell Group, 2019). Across the sector there were complaints that 

subject-level TEF involved a heavy administrative burden, estimated at an average cost of £57,000 
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compared to an average of £20,000 for provider level (DfE, 2021).  A full subject-level TEF has not 

been implemented. The pilots identified challenges with the scalability of the task as well as the 

distinct categorisations of the subjects taught. There are also evident issues with the relationship 

between subject-level and provider-level as there could be disparity between the ratings. 

Dame Shirley Pearce’s review concluded that:  

 

If there were a generally agreed definition of excellence in HE with tested metrics to assess it, 

our task would be relatively easy. But both nationally and internationally there are very varied 

views of what an excellent educational experience and environment should look like and no 

agreed metrics against which to assess performance (DfE, 2021, p.43) 

And stated that:  

The challenge for TEF is to be able to take the diversity of the sector into account, while at the 

same time making robust comparisons about performance to identify excellence wherever it 

occurs and to support enhancement of UK HE as a whole (DfE, 2021, p.43). 

 

The Office for Students launched a new version of the Framework for the 2023 submission (OfS, 

2022b). Following the independent review, the TEF is to be implemented on a four yearly basis and 

costs are to be limited. The Gold Silver and Bronze awards are to be kept with new additional 

category of ‘requires improvement’. The framework is structured to assess excellence from two 

aspects: student experience and student outcomes. This is a shift which derives directly from the 

review. Metric judgements are made through the NSS and OfS monitoring data. Sector 

benchmarking will continue. The benchmarks will be adjusted for employment outcomes in the 

regions. The provider submission has been expanded and there is an option for a student 

submission. The provider statement should include student voice. 

The review and comments from the sector articulate much of the discussion in the critical literature.  

The comments above reflect the argument that quality is contextually defined (Brusoni et al., 2014) 

and my analysis that there is no negotiated consensus on the nature of teaching quality in English 

higher education (Ashwin, 2021). The government has made some movement to accommodate the 

sector, mainly it would seem in light of the very complicated reality of trying to measure teaching 

excellence at subject level. This has caused the Office for Students to reflect on the practicability of 
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detailed, metricised measurements of quality. It has undermined the policy argument that 

excellence is measurable in the manner which is asserted through the policy discourse. 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

This thesis has investigated the English higher education policy environment from 2010 to 2019. A 

continuous period of political influence by the Conservative Party has brought into being the 

enactment of the policies analysed here. The Browne Review (2010) opened up a structural and 

ideological argument for reform in the sector. Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System 

(BIS, 2011) and Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student 

Choice (BIS, 2016) built on the nascent reforms which were articulated in Browne and began to 

construct a dominant policy discourse which privileged a neoliberal ideology and sought to subjugate 

alternative formations the higher education. Teaching excellence as a policy object became entwined 

with the political argument for funding reform and was operationalised through the Teaching 

Excellence Framework which is articulated in the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes 

Framework Specification (DfE, 2017). Through the policy discourse the Teaching Excellence 

Framework evolved into being as a lever for competition and value for money in the sector. It 

encapsulates the metricised, neoliberal ideals and practices which are valued by policy- makers. The 

neoliberal agenda became enshrined in law through The Higher Education and Research Act 

(2017), giving statutory powers to the Office for Students. The Independent panel report to the 

Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (DfE, 2019a) supported the fundamental discourse on 

choice and competition but argues that the competitive sector cannot serve the wider needs of 

society. 

Overall, these documents present dominant, neoliberal inspired, discourses which locate the market 

at the centre of the higher education sector in England. Analyses of the textual data have 

demonstrated that discursive formations are used to frame our understanding of higher education 

as a sector that should alter its practices to conform to a circumscribed, ideological agenda and that 

failure to do so has the potential to undermine the country's economic advantage. English higher 

education is greater than the policy prescribed version which is presented in the policy documents 

from 2010 to 2019. It appears that the purpose of the neoliberal reform agenda is to reduce 

universities to mercantile units of edu–provision. The reforms presented in this thesis delegitimise 

universities’ social role in society through constraint and pressure to conform. Neoliberalism as an 

ideology produces a myopic visualisation of the higher education sector when in fact the opposite is 

required. Universities are institutions which exist to advance knowledge. This is done through 
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exploration and ideas development in research functions and through the transformative nature of 

learning. These practices require legitimate freedom and structures which permit members of the 

academic community to resist dominant ideologies. 
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