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ABSTRACT

The academy and community: seeking authentic voices inside higher education

The research explores ‘community’ as perceived and experienced by academics associated
with one higher education institution. Focusing on the meaning and experience of community,
the research reveals living academic identities wrought by the concrete reality of experiencing
community in its various forms. ‘Authentic voices’ in this context means voices that are firmly
rooted in day-to-day lived experience and not abstract or institutionalised. The imperative for
the research lies in the quest to break free from the constraints of the calculative thinking that
pervades higher education. The dominant tone of the literature on academic community is
disconsolate but not despairing. The dominant language is that of professional practice and
values. The empirical dimensions of the research comprises a series of extended
conversations and focus groups with twelve academics and a heuristic analysis, channelled
through five themes, seeking the individual’s idea and experience of community and its
orientation to their status, their academic practice and their institution and environment. The
original contribution to knowledge is the revelation of the significance of value and values in
the meaning and experience of community and how these may be applied in a theoretical and
practical context when constructing and understanding community both as a concept, and as
lived experience. Value and values are brought together in a suggested new model (called the
‘infinity model’), a relational construct that signifies the formation and experience of
community through a continual or infinite dynamic between ‘value and validity’ (centred on
status and institution), and ‘values and virtue’ (centred on practice and elements of
community), realised through the nexus of individual or collective agency. The new model has
research and agentic potential as a framework for both investigating and realising the social

relations of the intellectual field.
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PREFACE

In 2005 | joined higher education from a charity chief executive role and worked as a middle
manager at the University of Greystone until 2014 when, according to a colleague, | ‘moved
over to the other side’, by securing a research fellowship at the same institution. The impetus
for the doctoral research emerged from my management role in community-university
engagement although the research ended up focusing more on community than engagement.
My experiential knowledge of community inside academia is not insubstantial and | am
fascinated by all aspects of community in a variety of settings, not just universities.
Problematising my experience of academia enabled me to be reflexive in my approach to the
research, in a way that enhances the theoretical understanding and conclusions presented in
this thesis. From the outset | explored interrelatedness and reflexivity, constructing the
subjective reality of the research, not by denying my worldview but by using it to deepen my
understanding of the phenomena | was researching — community inside a higher education
institution. This is perhaps why, at times, doing the research has felt like a bit like an out of
body experience, or rather what | imagined such an experience to feel like. Whilst | remained
physically a part of the community at Greystone, my consciousness became detached, helping
me to see it from a different angle. This was however, no psychic excursion but simply an
exchange about something that affects us all and something that | care about deeply:

community.
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Chapter 1
COMMUNITY, CONCEPTS AND SCHOLARLY CONTEXT

INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces the focus of the research, explains the conceptual framework, locates
the research within the existing body of knowledge on this topic by defining and constructing
the research object with reference to selected literature in the field, and introduces the
analytical framework. The voices of the research participants (the participants) are heard from
the outset, not only as research data but also via three fictional vignettes at the end of
Chapters Fours to Six. This is in keeping with Sparkes’ less ‘traditional’ approach, by writing a

story based on informal interviews in an amalgam of,

Partial happenings, fragmented memories, echoes of conversations, whispers in
corridors, fleeting glimpses of myriad reflections seen through broken glass, and
multiple layers of fiction and narrative imaginings. (Sparkes 2007)

The aim of the vignettes is to reveal elements of the participants’ lives within a fictional setting
that helps to describe something about their scenarios and stories. Zipin and Brennan
constructed a fictionalized story, a ‘morality tale’ from sites and incidents in their own working
lives at universities, and stories that academics tell one another. They suggest that ‘tales of
our fields — intimately personal yet illustrative of current conditions of our professional
practice...’ should be treated as a ‘telling kind of ‘data’ in the tradition of Bourdieu’s reflexive

sociology (Zipin and Brennan 2004).

1.1 THE FOCUS AND THE RESEARCH QUESTION

The research explores ‘community’ as perceived and experienced by the participants, twelve
academics associated with one higher education institution, the University of Greystone. The
research does not set out to define or explain community per se. It sets out to explore the
meaning and experience of community from the perspective of the participants — that
meaning and experience is the research object. The overarching research question is

therefore,

‘How do academics conceive of and relate to the idea of ‘community’?’



Community is understood, realised and lived in different ways. The research involved pilot
data gathering via a life-writing workshop followed by the main data gathering, a series of
extended conversations and two focus groups. None of the twelve were involved in the pilot

study.

1.1.1 Exploring perspectives on community

My initial intention was to conduct research on community-university engagement in the
context of my professional role, and not on the experience of community itself. Whilst | was
interested in the perspective of individuals, the questions tended to focus on organisational
issues. The pilot data then opened a more in depth exploration of the topic from the
perspective of individuals. The following descriptions of ‘community’ were given by the

workshop participants (all staff at Greystone) —

Network, school, public, healthcare, responsibility, village, care in the, unity,
belonging, exclusion; you can feel quite excluded. (terms identified by the participants
in a facilitated discussion)

Community, its virtues trip so easily off the tongue..any one person has multiple
identities...community is a set of complex inter-connected networks, it's not
concentric circles. (workshop participant)

From the beginning, | looked at the topic from the inside out; that is, always seeking what it
means from the perspective of those who were inside the institution. When invited to talk
about their idea and experience of community, all the participants decided to focus on
Greystone rather than anywhere else, although they did occasionally refer to experiences of
community outside the institution. More often, they referred to others who are not members
of Greystone but whom they considered to be a part of their research or teaching community.
This was indicated by aspects of their academic practice, which may be categorised as
community-university engagement such as involving patients in research and involving service
users in undergraduate teaching. Of the twelve participants, all had been involved in
community-university engagement in some form or other as defined by the National
Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE). And the participants do talk about their
ideas and views on university-community engagement as they relate to their perceptions of

community.
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Being connected to or being a part of the university community, the status and strength of
those connections and indeed the durability of the community itself proved to be an important
dimension for all who participated in this research. In examining morale in university life
through a review of existing literature and his own surveys of university communities, Watson,
who views universities as ‘membership organisations’, acknowledges the complex and

contradictory nature of higher education,

The culture of higher education and the mesh of psychological contracts, or ‘deals’
that it involves make much of the current discourse about happiness and unhappiness
in contemporary life look simplistic and banal. (Watson 2009 p3)

He says that working in higher education is at the same time hugely frustrating and immensely
satisfying and asks whether there is a ‘quantum of happiness’ without which universities
cannot survive as successful communities. He cites the sense of efficacy, of purposive
engagement, of satisfaction and of feeling valued, a member of the HE community; it is about

groups and connections (Watson 2009 p136, Watson 2014).

In the first chapter of his edited collection on, ‘Academic Community: Discourse or Discord?’
Barnett describes the notion as a ‘quaint idea of the past’ and offers three different
interpretations of the forms of academic community and its loss, saying that they are
conceptually and empirically separate from each other; we can imagine any one being present
independently of the others. They are, Community as a discourse or language (a loss of
community being felt in a new kind of inability to communicate within the academic world);
Community as institutional interaction (a loss of community being evident in academic
institutions) and Community as a function of the student experience (a loss of community
being apparent in the student body). Barnett asserts that talk of loss of academic community

is not new and that it,

Breaks out when there is a marked distinction between the interests of the academic
world on the one hand and the perceptions of the academics of the demands of the
wider world upon them. It marks a sense of threat or diminished authority on the part
of the academics. It is an indication that the academics feel the need to re-identify
what it is they have in common and to reassert their distinctive identity in and
contribution to society. Concerns over academic community turn out, then, to be a
symptom of that community’s weakened position in society. A community or group
does not worry over its inner connections and identities when it is flourishing and
when its constituent parts are confident. (Barnett 1994 p10)

11



The research explores the idea and experience of community at a time when autonomy in the
field of higher education is weak. It utilises Bourdieu’s conceptual approach (see ‘The
Conceptual Framework’ below), in an attempt to link, “lived experience’ to broader
managerial shifts in governance... evaluating the impacts on staff identities and relations.’
(Zipin and Brennan 2004 p32) It identifies different perspectives on community and the
relationship between those perspectives. It examines how individuals describe their idea and
experience of community and how that description compares with the institutional narrative
(or doxa) on community. For example, why talk of ‘values’ may be important and how the
notion of values may be ultimately exploited in the interest of sustaining a particular

interpretation or view of community, which may or may not be dominant.

1.1.2. Exploring authentic voices

Henkel cautions against a tradition in higher education literature, strongly informed by
idealism and essentialism which leads to the neglect of reality of academic working lives in
favour of overemphasized abstract epistemologies (Henkel 2000 p22). This research aims to
reveal living academic identities wrought by the concrete reality of experiencing community in
its various forms. | was drawn towards the need to find the ‘authentic’ voices of academics in
higher education; a need prompted by the sense that in my professional role at Greystone, |
was not altogether hearing them because | was too close to the official or institutional
narrative on community. ‘Authentic’ in this context means voices that are not abstract or
institutionalised but honest, sincere and firmly rooted in the day-to-day lived experience. To
find these authentic voices, | needed to converse with academics at a more individual level. In
his Epilogue for Walker and Nixon’s collection entitled, ‘Reclaiming Universities from a
Runaway World’, Barnett reflects on the possibility of the authentic university. He concludes
that authenticity becomes possible precisely where authenticity is threatened; it is won in a
milieu of inauthenticity, and that, ‘authenticity has to be fashioned, chiselled out and crafted.

It is not there willing to be taken.’ (Barnett in Walker and Nixon 2004 p206)

A crucial question for Cribb and Gewirtz in their critical analysis of the ‘hollowed out’
university, is whether there is still the possibility of realising some ‘authentic’ conception of
what the university as a distinctive organisation can and should be... and what it can and

should mean, to be an academic in a contemporary UK university,

12



Unless such alternative routes are explored, it seems possible that universities without
an ethical centre and telos could degenerate not only into sites of superficiality or
emptiness but also into sites of corruption. (Cribb and Gewirtz 2012 italics in original)

Citing Nixon’s defence of the virtues of university life and the role of the university as a civic
space devoted to independent and rigorous critique, they assert that in order to avoid such
theorisations as being, ‘no more than internal academic conversation’, we need to foster
organisational change that is designed to embody, model and encourage the realisation of
such social and civic ends. Nixon himself, on the ‘virtuous university’, argues for the possibility
of an authentic dialogue that is predicated upon shared values. That is, in the daily discourse
of university life, those who hold in common some notion of the thoughtful, examined life talk
to one another on the assumption that trust is, ‘at least a possibility’, ‘Trust can exist in spite of
radical disagreement, given a shared assumption that the thoughtful, examined life is a life

worth living.” (Nixon 2008 p37)

This research investigates aspects of that examined life.

1.1.3 The heuristic value of an insider perspective

From the outset | was an insider researcher in a position closely related to the research topic.
This enabled me to use my practical knowledge and experience of the subject to inform the
research including the creation of the analytical framework (see below) and the coding
structure described in Chapter Two, which | used to conduct the final data analysis. Bourdieu

considers the implications for those who choose to research their own field,

In choosing to study the social world in which we are involved, we are obliged to
confront, in dramatized form as it were, a certain number of fundamental
epistemological problems, all related to the question of the difference between
practical knowledge and scholarly knowledge, and particularly to the special
difficulties involved first in breaking with inside experience and then reconstituting
knowledge that has been obtained by the means of this break. (Bourdieu 1988 p1)

My involvement at Greystone gave me a specific and practical orientation to the research
object. For example, | contributed to Greystone’s official narrative and policy on community-
university engagement and in doing so, may have influenced the environment within which
the participants experienced aspects of community inside the university by contributing to the
doxic experience of the social world (see the section on ‘Habitus’ below for an explanation of

doxa and the doxic experience). The break that Bourdieu is advocating may be achieved by
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the exercise of epistemic reflexivity, a notion discussed below. It is in the reconstitution, or
coming together, where the heuristic value of my insider perspective is realised. That is, the
exercise of bringing together my existing practical knowledge of the research object and my
newly formed scholarly knowledge gained in doing this research whilst at the same time

acknowledging my proximity to what is being researched. According to May and Perry,

The link between knowledge produced by social scientific work and practice occurs in
terms of rendering intelligible the constitution of our actions and those conditions that
appear to be impediments to our understandings and aspirations. (May and Perry
2011 p106)

Wenger uses the term ‘knowledge brokers’ to describe people who can introduce elements of
one practice into another. Brokers are able to make new connections across communities of
practice and can open new possibilities for meaning. He describes the activity of brokering as
complex. It involves processes of translation, coordination and alignment between

perspectives (Wenger 1998 p109).

1.2 THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

This section introduces and explains the chosen conceptual framework. An introduction to the
underlying principles is followed by a discussion of Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology and an

examination of its key theoretical instruments.

Notions of interrelatedness, reflexivity and authenticity informed a methodological approach
which draws upon Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology and relevant concepts of identity such as
those utilised by Taylor and Henkel (Taylor 1999, Henkel 2000). Taylor sees identity as a social
and cultural achievement and in exploring the concept of academic identity, he defines what
he calls a ‘cosmopolitan’ identity which embraces ‘indexes of the self’ and a version of ‘self-
shaping’ whereby academics have to learn to work with two ‘publics’, the general community
and the disciplinary community. They live by two sets of rules, the public set of which provides
a more universal ‘cosmopolitan’ image or identity. He says this is not a unitary construct and
can be thought of in terms of levels of layers or symbols which reflect the diversity in the
meanings attached to the term ‘academic’ and the relative uniformity at the cosmopolitan
level (Taylor 1999). Henkel, who takes an ‘actor-structure’ approach within a ‘communitarian
perspective’ (a philosophy which embraces paradoxical and mutually reinforcing ideas

enabling identity to be represented as a social as well as an individual construct) describes

14



individual academics as ‘engaging in dialogues and argument with the ideas and theories of

their communities...” (Henkel 2000 p22)

These perspectives provide an ‘analytic lens’ through which it may be seen how to embed
individual academic perspectives in their careers, day-to-day lives and in the broader
structures of the field; that is, their own institution and the sector (Zipin and Brennan 2004
p19). Gee explores identity more broadly (not just academic identity) through a series of
analytical lenses that are rooted in sources of power derived from nature, within institutions,
through interaction with ‘rational’ individuals and through affinity groups. He emphasises the
role of interpretative systems (e.g. people’s different views of nature, norms, traditions and
rules of institutions) that are used to recognise identity and discusses the modern need for
recognition whereby individuals ‘must win recognition for them through exchange with
others.” (Gee 2000 p113) Identity is clearly a social as well as an individual construct; it
incorporates the dynamic between, as Henkel describes, ‘individuality and the collective, past
and present’ (Henkel 2000 p17). The analytical framework introduced towards the end of this
chapter, is informed by the distinctions that these perspectives offer between the individual,

the collective and the institutional.

This section turns to the key instruments of Bourdieu’s sociology that this research aims to
employ (field, habitus and capital). Whilst they are considered in turn, in order to be
understood, field, habitus and capital need to be interpreted methodologically as relational
concepts. That is, they are not utilised or understood in isolation. Agency, social relations and
reproduction, and epistemic reflexivity are also discussed, as they all are brought together in

the analytical framework.

1.2.1 Field

Under the heading of ‘Invisible structures and their effects’ in ‘On Television’, Bourdieu defines

field as,

A structured social space, a field of forces, a force field. It contains people who
dominate and people who are dominated. Constant, permanent relationships of
inequality operate inside this space, which at the same time becomes a space in which
the various actors struggle for the transformation or preservation of the field.
(Bourdieu 1998 p40-41)
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The social cosmos is described by Bourdieu as being made up of a number of relatively
autonomous social microcosms, ‘spaces of objective relations that are the site of a logic and a
necessity that are specific and irreducible to those that regulate other fields.” (Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1992 p97) A given field for example, artistic, religious or economic, will have its
own specific logics and may be compared to a game. In analytical terms, Bourdieu describes a

field as,

A network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions. These
positions are objectively defined, in their existence and in the determinations they
impose upon their occupants, agents or institutions, by their present and potential
situation (situs) in the structure of the distribution of species of power (or capital)
whose possession commands access to the specific points that are at stake in the field,
as well as by their objective relation to other positions (domination, subordination,
homology, etc.). (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992 p97)

This is illustrated by Bourdieu’s ‘analysis of correspondences’, a way of representing the
phenomena he is researching which he uses in several publications. For example, in ‘Homo
Academicus’, Bourdieu’s study of the field of French higher education, attributes held by
academics (e.g. social origin, cultural capital — membership of administrative committees) are
plotted graphically in order to illustrate clusters, oppositions and variations (Bourdieu 1988).
Maton points to the limitations of this approach, describing it as a form of sociological
reductionism, which reduces position-taking to epiphenomena of the play of positions within a
field. The danger is that the study itself obscures structuring influences (Maton 2005). This
research attempts to avoid this. It does not, in a ‘Homo Academicus’ sense, describe in great
detail the structure of the field or indeed, Greystone (the institution) but observations are
made about structural influences and positions are explored, analysed and presented with the
intent of rendering individual trajectories. Whilst structural relations are important therefore,
this research applies the notion of field in a way that enables the interpretation of what

Crossley calls, ‘concrete interactions and bonds’. (Crossley 2011)

For at least two generations the field of higher education sector has been pounded by
resurgent tides of intricate and complex forces that have resulted in, ‘substantial shifts in the
norms of the field” (Zipin and Brennan 2004 p22); a profusion of governmental initiatives
driven by the national economic and skills agenda; the utilisation of research by government in
policy-making; the commodification of knowledge, the dawn of the ‘knowledge ‘economy’ and
the marketisation of the sector; the decline of cognitive authority in the context of the

‘scientification’ of society; expansion and massification of higher education; and the

16



ascendancy of a ‘new management’ with a business and social reform discourse and an audit
culture that is focused on delivering a corporate organisational mission that meets both
governmental and societal expectations. An exploration of the many forces is beyond the
limits of this research though some are relevant to the experience of academic community
such as the ascendency of a ‘new management’ and an audit culture focused on delivering a

corporate organisational mission.

Whilst it is Bourdieu who described the scientific field as a, ‘separate world, apart, where a
most specific logic is at work.” (a field of forces, of struggles, a space of competition (Bourdieu
1991 p6)), the lack of autonomy is generally accepted today. The higher education sector (in
the UK and elsewhere) is different from the time that Bourdieu was writing. In 1991, Bourdieu

wrote about the notion of a,

Relatively autonomous field, endowed with a history and, if you will, a memory of its
own... the order of symbolic representations... the totality of objectified cultural
resources, produced by history as it accumulates in the form of books, articles,
documents, instruments and institutions... presents itself as an autonomous world.
(Bourdieu 1991 p12)

Watson says it is foolhardy to try and capture a holistic view of the modern university though
his own attempt at providing what may be described as the long view, via a geological analysis,
is informative. He sees the history of the sector as ‘strata’ and outlines the main layers as six
distinct phrases; specialist communities; national and regional institutions serving post-
industrial society; public ‘systems of HE’; curriculum and institutional innovation; blurred
boundaries and the ‘dual sector’; the ‘for profit’ sector (Watson 2014 ). Taking Watson’s layer
of ‘specialist communities’ as perhaps the most relevant to the topic of this research, he
describes the early foundations of universities in late medieval times such as Oxford,
Cambridge and Paris, and emphasises Stephen Lay’s observation that their distinguishing
feature was the presumption of independence from state authority, creating conditions of

‘autonomy.’ (Watson 2014 p2)

It is stated above that autonomy does not come without the social conditions of autonomy;
and these conditions cannot be obtained on an individual basis. It is the autonomy of the field
of higher education which Maton contends will be determined by the way in which actors in
higher education negotiate forces such as marketization which he says, ‘increasingly forces

academics to pay ritual obeisance to both the two rival gods of culture and economy.’
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According to Maton, autonomy is central to understanding the value of Bourdieu’s
conceptualization of fields (Maton 2005 p701 & 702). Kerr, in updating his publication on the
uses of the university, states that further integration into society spells further disintegration
within the campus, ‘External societal pressures sharpen the challenge for academic leaders to
maintain their own sense of direction and their own sense of values.” (Kerr 2001 p222) Whilst
Becher investigated ‘academic tribes and territories’ from an ‘internalist’ perspective, he
provides an insightful analysis of ‘The Wider Context’ and refers to the sense of isolation, of
the ivory tower, as more illusory than real, citing Barnett who has maintained that higher
education in the modern world is, ‘inescapably bound into its host society.” (Becher 1989)
Tight also claimed that the academic community, ever since its medieval origins, has been,

‘intimately connected with its host society.” (Tight 1988 p102)

According to Watson, there have been some, ‘rapid and probably irreversible developments in
university autonomy’ since the 2008 crash. Watson, who has written extensively about the
role of universities in society, claims that universities are ‘more comfortable fulfilling a major
role within civil society than as instruments of state policy’. Those that align themselves too

closely with state leadership have come to undermine their cores values (Watson 2014).

What is also undermined is the capacity for universities to act as a ‘civic space’, a ‘unique civic
space within which to address questions of moral purpose’ (Nixon 2008). In setting out to
reclaim a ‘viable and workable’ notion of a good society (‘the goodness of which lies in part in
the virtues of our academic institutions and the academic practice they sustain’), Nixon
describes universities as becoming increasingly dominated by a language of ‘cost-efficiency,
value for money, productivity, effectiveness, outcome-delivery, target-setting, and auditing.’
He says, it is not just a different way of talking about the same thing (that is, learning) but that

it radically alters what is being talked about (Nixon 2008 p11).

Bourdieu concludes that in established fields of high autonomy, “revolutions” are generated
within the fields themselves; ‘the field becomes the site of a permanent revolution’ (Bourdieu
1991 p3). As autonomy in the field of higher education is currently weak (especially compared
with the higher education field observed by Bourdieu), it is unlikely that the field will become a
site of permanent revolution in the way that Bourdieu describes. As the field of higher
education yields to other fields (in particular, the economic field), university autonomy is

damaged. The question is, therefore, how can the university once again become, ‘the one
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place where we can, indeed must, ask awkward questions about why we do what we do.’

(Nixon 2008 p6)

One possible answer is through research such as this that not only salvages spaces for a
deliberative discourse but also has the potential for bringing about change through a critical
discourse that asserts reflexive engagement. The intention is not to over-claim the
significance of the project but to recognise it as an opportunity to raise a ‘discursive
consciousness’ (May and Perry 2011 p43) through which the actors may reflect upon their idea
and experience of community. The research explores the phenomena primarily at an
individual level and the comment on authentic voices above is, therefore couched accordingly.
However, the research does also consider sectoral issues for the field of higher education but
only as they relate to the environment (or ‘professional sector’ - (Zipin and Brennan 2004 p21))
within which the participants experience community. It is the relationship between the
individual and the environment to which the discussion now turns as the instrument of

‘habitus’ is examined.

1.2.2 Habitus

According to Bourdieu,

The, ‘structures constitutive of a particular type of environment (e.g. the material
conditions of existence characteristic of a class condition) produce habitus, systems of
durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as
structuring structures.” (Bourdieu 1972 p72 italics in original)

Habitus is derived, therefore, from the synchronicity of the conscious (agency) in the form of
dispositions and actions and the unconscious (environment) in the form of the putative
material conditions that make up the everyday world. The process of synchronicity is not
mechanistic or knowingly deterministic. Rather, the formation of habitus as a structure is,
‘orchestrated without being the product of the orchestrating action of a conductor.” (Bourdieu

1972 p72)

This, as Reay says, ‘fits in well with the complex messiness of the real world’. Reay perceives
habitus as first and foremost a conceptual tool, to be used in empirical research rather than an
idea to be debated in texts — it has to be apprehended interpretively. While it is important to

view individuals as ‘activity engaged’ in creating their social worlds, Bourdieu’s method
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emphasises the way in which the structure of those worlds is already predefined; habitus is
therefore a means of viewing structure as occurring within small-scale interactions and activity
within large-scale settings and itself, has a duality as both collective and individual which

creates conceptual difficulties (Reay 2004).

This research does indeed engage with the notion of habitus interpretively, as the nature and
meaning of the participants’ idea and experience of community is explored through a heuristic
analysis. It is observed above that when invited to talk about their idea and experience of
community, all the participants decided to focus on Greystone rather than anywhere else. For
this reason, and because all the participants are academics, habitus as it relates to the features
and characteristics of interactions and activity within academia (and specifically, the University

of Greystone), is the conceptual core of this research.

In the context of ‘Homo Academicus’, habitus governs the response of academics under

specific historical and social conditions determined by the field,

Everything leads us to believe that an initial or subsequent orientation towards
positions of temporal power depends on the dispositions of the habitus and on
opportunities — to which these dispositions themselves contribute through
anticipation and the effect of the ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ — of attaining the only
officially recognised objectives in the field, that is, scientific success and specifically
intellectual prestige. (Bourdieu 1988 p99)

Bourdieu describes the relationship between habitus and disposition,

A habitus, understood as a system of lasting, transposable disposition which,
integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions,
appreciations and actions and makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified
tasks. (Bourdieu 1972 p82-83 italics in original)

Disposition is intrinsic, it takes the form of feelings and emotions and can be fragile, strong or
indifferent. It is the ‘cultivated disposition inscribed in the body schema and in schemes of
thought which enables the agent to engender all practices.” Recently, Reay explores the
potential of habitus to, ‘provide a window on the psychosocial’ and to include ‘affective
dispositions’ (Reay 2015). The acknowledgement of disposition does not necessarily mean
that practices can be predicted or that practices are controlled or determined by habitus. As
Bourdieu states, the agents, ‘remain in command’. They have an, ‘infinity of practices adapted

to endlessly changing situations.” (Bourdieu 1972 p80)

20



This raises the question of the extent to which the idea and experience of community for the
participants in the form of dispositions and practises, manifests itself as a material construct of
community inside academia that is normalised. Bourdieu refers to the production of a
‘commonsense world’, to the homogeneity of habitus which causes practices and works to be
immediately intelligible and foreseeable, and hence taken for granted; the ‘harmonization of
agents’ experiences and the continuous reinforcement that each of them receives from the
expression, individual or collective (in festivals, for example), improvised or programmed
(commonplaces, sayings), of similar or identical experiences (Bourdieu 1972). That
reinforcement is assisted by a ‘sense of limits’ or ‘sense of reality’ explained by Bourdieu as

‘doxic’ experience whereby the instruments of knowledge of the social world,

Contribute to the reproduction of the social world by producing immediate adherence to the
world, seen as self-evident and undisputed, of which they are the product and of which they
reproduce the structures in a transformed form. (Bourdieu 1972 p164)

The concept of doxa, as utilised by Bourdieu, denotes,

The relationship of immediate adherence that is established in practice between
habitus and the field to which it is attuned, the pre-verbal taken-for-granted of the
world that flows from practical sense.” (Bourdieu 1990 p68)

It is the belief in the game and its stakes (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992 p98). For example,
Mann in her study of alienation in the learning community, describes a ‘dynamic of
compliance’ which pulls teachers and learners towards a ‘surface form of harmony.” (Mann
2005) The notion of the reproduction and normalisation of community is discussed below
under, ‘Social relations and reproduction’. The notion of complicity in relation to doxic

experience is explored in Chapter Seven.

1.2.3 Capital

According to Bourdieu, capital makes the ‘games of society... something other than simple
games of chance offering at every moment the possibility of a miracle.” The structure of the
distribution and possession of different types of capital therefore, determines the inherent
social structure of the social world. The possession of capital and its mobilisation determines
the agents’ social position, influences practices and affects the reproduction of capital itself.
Whilst contending that economic capital is at the root of all other forms of capital, Bourdieu

takes the concept beyond the confines of economic theory,
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It is in fact impossible to account for the structure and functioning of the social world
unless one reintroduces capital in all its forms and not solely in the one form
recognised by economic theory. (Bourdieu 1986)

By ‘all its forms’, Bourdieu is referring to symbolic capital that is socially produced in the field —
social and cultural capital as well as economic. Social capital essentially refers to social
networks or relations and economic capital to material possessions or monetary wealth.
Cultural capital is a notion that, according to Bourdieu, initially presented itself to him in the
course of research as a theoretical hypothesis which made it possible to explain the unequal
scholastic achievement of children originating from the different social classes (Bourdieu
1986). His research on taste in French society (published in ‘Distinction’), explored the
relationship between cultural practices, educational capital and social origin (Bourdieu 1984).

In 1986 Bourdieu explained ‘The Forms of Capital’ including cultural capital which,

Can exist in three forms: in the embodied state, i.e., in the form of long-lasing
dispositions of the mind and body; in the objectified state, in the form of cultural
goods (pictures, books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc.), which are the trace
or realization of theories or critiques of these theories, problematic, etc.; and in the
institutionalized state, a form of objectification which must be set apart because as
will be seen in the case of educational qualifications, it confers entirely original
properties on the cultural capital which it is presumed to guarantee. (Bourdieu 1986)

These expressions of cultural capital, defined by Bourdieu are incorporated cultural capital,

objectified cultural capital and institutionalised cultural capital.

In ‘Homo Academicus’, Bourdieu distinguished between two forms of cultural capital, or
power. Academic power is, ‘founded principally on control of the instruments of reproduction
of the professional body’ and scientific power is ‘scientific prestige measured through the
recognition accorded by the scientific field.” (Bourdieu 1988 p78-79) For example, he collected
information on a random sample (N=405) of university professors for a series of ‘indicators’
that included specific capitals; the capital of academic power; the capital of scientific power;
the capital of scientific prestige; the capital of intellectual renown and the capital of political or
economic power (Bourdieu 1988 p40). It is acknowledged above that Bourdieu viewed the
scientific field as a space of competition. He described the scientific field as a field whose
structure is defined by, ‘the continuous distribution of the specific capital possessed, at the

given moment, by various agents or institutions operative in the field.” Agents or institutions

22



work at ‘valorising their own capital.” (Bourdieu 1991 p6-7) In academia, capital is commodity

and it is power.

The focus of this research is on community in the context of academia. The definitions of
cultural capital as applied in ‘Homo Academicus’ are not, however, sufficient for exploring
attributes that relate to the idea and experience of community, even in academia. This is
because the notion of community for this research has broader connotations in that it relates
strongly to what Nixon describes as, ‘intrinsic goods’, or a ‘particular value-orientation’ (Nixon
2008 p28-29). This is not to ignore the relevance of scientific prestige but to employ an
extended conception of capital that reflects ethical values and possibly has a greater relevance
to the motivation of the individual. Bourdieu himself states that the holders of cultural capital
are, ‘defending not only their assets but also something like their mental integrity.” (Bourdieu

1989 p6)

And so what might this form of cultural capital look like in the context of this research? How
might it take a symbolic form that applies in the specific setting of a university? As the main
data gathering for this research progressed, changes and conditions that the participants were
experiencing which affected their idea and experience of community were increasingly
revealed; for example, changes to their roles at the university and in one case, leaving the
university altogether. Reflection on these changes and the different situations that the
participants had faced during the research encounter and in previous years during their time
at the university, raised the question as to whether ‘community’ itself could possibly be
construed as a form of cultural capital, maybe in a diffuse or symbolic form, depending on its

manifestation and how it is mobilised.

In order to explore cultural capital as ‘community’ in this context, it was necessary to engage
with the data at a deeper level. The aim was to operationalise the concept of habitus, treat it
as both method and theory and ascertain in particular its relationship with capital (Reay 2004
p439). The participants, at different times before and during the research encounter, were in
different situations and positions, with variable dispositions expressed and embodied in their
discourse and actions. It is these that were explored through the coding and analysis of the
data, moving from the second analysis where the voices of the participants were anonymised,
back to the specific voices in the final analysis, getting to know them again as individuals rather

than as a group (the coding structure is explained in Chapter Two).
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The aim of the analysis in this research therefore, was to identify expressions and dimensions
of cultural capital and examine what it is that gives its value or worth to the individual (the
participant or agent), particularly as they relate to other members of the academic
community, to the community itself and to their institution (Chapters Four to Seven focus on
the data and analysis). The aim was not to explore the transmission of cultural capital as in
‘Distinction” whereby Bourdieu ascertains the combined effects of cultural transmission by the
family and cultural transmission by the school; it is not about the ‘entitlement effect’. It is
however, about the balance sheet — what is valued, acquired and mobilised — how
‘community’ is realised, or converted, in the positions, actions and dispositions of the
participants. Signifiers of ‘community’ as cultural capital are identified in relation to these

definitions:

As incorporated cultural capital in academia, community may exist as, for example, a sense of
belonging. The presence or absence of a sense of belonging may be determined by the agent’s
habitus, which is to some extent formed of their disposition generated by the interplay
between their idea and elements of community, their status (particularly in relation to the
university), their academic practice and their institution and environment. Reay utilised the
concept of ‘emotional capital’ to encompass the emotional dimensions of lived experience and
as stated above, is now focusing on the utility of habitus as a conceptual tool for exploring the

psychosocial (Reay 2000, Reay 2015).

As objectified cultural capital in academia, community may exist as, for example, access to or
ownership of laboratory facilities, and even a laboratory team (people as artefacts of
objectified cultural capital) and membership of networks or access to communities that
contribute to research and teaching (the latter could perhaps be construed as a form of social
capital but in this context it is treated as an entity). The presence or absence of objectified
cultural capital such as access to laboratory facilities may be determined by the agent’s success
or failure in securing research awards, which are used to fund research projects. There is no

guarantee it will continue as research awards expire and new awards must be secured.

As institutionalised cultural capital in academia, community may exist as, for example,
academic status and length of time at the institution. The presence or absence of particular
forms of status are determined by the institution which not only provides employment but
also bestows titles and awards on the individual which in turn affects their position the

community. Temporary status or no formal status at all may affect not only the agent’s
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disposition but also their place in the community and how other members of the community

behave towards them.

1.2.4 Agency

The introduction to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus above asserts that social conditions are
internalised by individuals who are actively engaged in creating their social world. Habitus
reconciles the individual as agent and their environment without restricting the possibility of

agency itself,

The concept of habitus — long outmoded despite a number of occasional usages — was
the best one to signify that desire to escape from the philosophy of consciousness
without annulling the agent in its true role of practical operator of constructions of the
real. (Bourdieu 1996 p180)

Agents are ‘independent, yet objectively orchestrated, cognitive machines’ (Bourdieu 1989
pl), and agency, being idiosyncratic, is the thinking and action of individual agents. But whilst
agency is distinctive or unique, it is still a social construct. With intricate and complex
properties, agency is diffuse and influenced by conditions of the social world such as the
agent’s own position in the field and by the social conditions of habitus derived from
interactions with other agents (significant or otherwise), by homogenised systems, spatial
structures and events. In ‘Homo Academicus’, Bourdieu explains what he means by ‘socialized

agents’ and stipulates that

We need to escape the mechanist vision which would reduce agents to simple
particles swept up in a magnetic field, by reintroducing not rational subjects working
to fulfil their preferences as far as circumstances permit, but socialized agents who,
although biologically individuated, are endowed with transindividual dispositions, and
therefore tend to generate practices which are objectively orchestrated and more or
less adapted to objective requirements, that is irreducible either to the structural
forces of the field, or to individual dispositions. (Bourdieu 1988 p149-150)

Whilst agency is devised and enacted in specific social milieus, which determine the conditions
for action, it also involves reflexivity. In ‘The Rules of Art’, Bourdieu explains that the

strategies of agents,

Depend on the position these agents occupy in the structure of the field (that is to say,
in the structure of the distribution of specific capital) or the recognition,
institutionalized or not, which is granted to them by their competitor-peers and by the
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public as a whole, and which influences their perception of the possibles of the field
and their ‘choice’ of those they will try to make into reality or produce.” (Bourdieu
1996 p206)

Realising reflexivity through agency involves making choices about actions that are influenced
by position in the field, habitus and the possession of capital and also by engaging with
perceptions and self-awareness. As Bourdieu states, agents (people) do not operate in a

vacuum,

Agents are not pure creators, who invest in a vacuum, ex nihilo, but rather that they
are, so to speak, actualizers who translate into action socially instituted possibilities;
these potentialities in fact exist as such only for agents endowed with the socially
constituted dispositions that predispose them to perceive those potentialities as such
and to realize them. (Bourdieu 1991 p10-11 italics in original)

Nixon, who says there is no escape from the deepening reflexivity of late modern society, coins
the term, ‘moral agency’ to describe a way of engaging with the world, informed by Arendt’s
notions of representative thinking and right action and an understanding of the historic
mission of the university to, ‘uphold the values of the thoughtful, examined life.” (Nixon 2008
p36) He sees universities as a space within which, ‘people from widely different backgrounds
and beliefs are able to insist upon thoughtfulness as a necessary condition of their own and
others’ moral agency.’ (Nixon 2008 p37) Nixon also addresses the issue of autonomy which he
categorises as a virtue, asserting that it is not synonymous with self-interest nor can it be
collapsed into ‘collective’ autonomy without risking its own integrity; it is, ‘poised between
two opposing forces: that of self-interest and of collective interest.” He describes autonomy as
the ‘virtuous mean’ between these competing polarities (Nixon 2008 p101). This tension
between the individual and the collective is pertinent to the consideration of community in

this research and it is ever present.

The potential for the realisation of agency may also be present in other ways. For example,
Rolfe, in echoing Bourdieu’s ‘community of unconsciousness’ (Bourdieu 1972, Bourdieu 2004),
offers freedom (and possibly happiness) to the agent via a parallel existence in his ‘paraversity’
with its ‘organic, fluid, rhizomatic, evolving community of Thought’ in which the ‘values-based’
researcher and lecturer have the ‘freedom to be good.” (Rolfe 2013) Freedom is exercised by a
‘community of critical friends committed to the process of thinking together’. Rolfe focuses on
the practice of scholarship (specifically the essay and the seminar) as a vehicle for enjoying this

freedom and indeed, the participants in this research appear to be attempting (with some
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success) to realise their sense of community through their academic practice (see Chapter Six

on ‘Academic Practice’).

1.2.5 Social relations and reproduction

As explained above, the research does not set out to define or explain community per se. It is
about the meaning and experience of community from the perspective of the participants. It
is helpful, however, to briefly consider the notion of community itself as relational entity, using
what Bourdieu terms as the ‘relational mode of thinking.” (Bourdieu 1989 p16) For the
purpose of this research, community is taken to be a relational phenomenon created and
reproduced through the propinquity and interplay of actions, dispositions and structure.
Wacquant, in setting out the major features of Bourdieu’s sociology of class, describes his
approach as ‘relational, agnostic, and synthetic. For Bourdieu, the stuff of social reality, and

thus the basis for heterogeneity and inequality, consists of relations.” (Wacquant 2013)

The intention is not to objectify the research object here (the concept of the idea and
experience of academic community as an object of study is used below as the device for
reviewing selected literature) but to explain the significance of relations in the reproduction of
social conditions, through employing Bourdieu’s epistemological tools described above.
Relations are critical to the interpretation and understanding of the object (which, as a
reminder, is academics’ idea and experience of community) — its creation and its reproduction.
Bourdieu states, for example that habitus is, ‘the basis of strategies of reproduction that tend
to maintain separations, distances, and relations of order(ing), hence concurring in practice
(although not consciously or deliberately) in reproducing the entire system of differences
constitutive of the social order.” (Bourdieu 1989 p3) Bourdieu sets out the formula as

‘[(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice.” (Bourdieu 1984 p95)

Phenomenalogically, the relative position of, and linkages between, features of the object as
defined using the instruments of field, habitus, capital and agency, serve to create an
understanding of it as a relational whole, as a social and structural entity. Chapters Four to
Seven set out a reading and analysis of the research data, identifying signifiers of the idea and
experience of community as expressions and dimensions of cultural capital. The analysis
provided in these chapters aims to ascertain what it is that gives the cultural capital its value,
how it affects the agent’s habitus, disposition and position in the field and what the

relationship between these mean for the construction and reproduction of the (relational)
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whole; the relational whole being the idea and experience of community, and possibly the
academic community itself. Included is the influence of the research encounter itself, for as a

participant observed the research is actually helping to create communities,

This research project | would say is doing that by getting people to reflect on it, to talk
about it, to think about what you mean by community. It’s creating communities, it’s
creating a sense of what that is, it’s creating bonds. (Ben, a contract researcher who
became a lecturer C2p37)

Bourdieu states,

What is at stake in the social world is no inert and interchangeable particles of matter,
but agents who, being both discernable and endowed with the ability to discern,
perform the innumerable operations of ordination through which the social order is
continuously reproduced and transformed. (Bourdieu 1989 p2)

The research also attempts to move beyond the constraints of phenomenological knowledge
and of objectivism, to countenance the presuppositions inherent in the position of the
observer and their relation to the object of study. This is another relationship to consider. By
exercising epistemic reflexivity in this research and exploring the researcher’s relationship with
the research object, the underlying implications of the position of the researcher are revealed

and accounted for in the ultimate knowledge claim.

1.2.6 Social relations, structure and agency

Bourdieu also states that the structure of the university field, ‘reflects the structure of the field
of power, whilst its own activity of selection and indoctrination contributes to the
reproduction of that structure.” (Bourdieu 1988 p40) The relationship between structure and
social reproduction is relevant here, though often contested. In the case of the relationship
between structure and agency, for example, Crossley is of the opinion that there is actually
nothing to resolve, ‘agency and structure are effectively co-existing aspects of the social world
which assume greater or lesser salience in different contexts.” (Crossley 2011 p5) This is

helpful in that one does not discount the other. And according to Nixon,

Human flourishing and well-being are always a matter of both structure and agency:
structure without the notion of human agency topples over into determinism; agency
without a notion of institutional structure teeters towards romantic voluntarism.
(Nixon 2008 p114)
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Perhaps it is more a question of what is dominant, when and in what context. According to

Taylor, a developed understanding of the underlife of higher education can

Highlight more clearly the ways in which action is implicit in structure, how structures
are perceived, socially reconstructed and responded to in variegated ways. The
ideologies, beliefs, assumptions, values, principles, tastes and the taken-for-granted
recurrent behaviours stemming from them, which comprise culture, are not easily
disposable. In fact they are remarkably durable, and this durability stems from their
social rather than individual character. (Taylor 1999 p152)

Barnett, in acknowledging the existence of structure, or structures in the contemporary
university, concludes that the space for an academic community to be an academic community
is shrinking and that structure as such may tend to obtrude into the human relationships of a

community. There is too much structure. (Barnett 2004 p204)

Agency, in the context of this research, is focused on the idea and experience of community
from an individual perspective. As explained above, agents (individuals) employ strategies that
are influenced by position and disposition and by their relationship with structural factors.
McNamara, who has researched nursing academic identities, states that agents will act both to
increase their volume of capital and to ensure that the species of capital on which their
position depends remains or becomes the pre-eminent marker of status in their field. Their
ability to do this depends on the structure of the field, their specific location within this
structure, and on the personal, social and career trajectories by which they have arrived in the
field (McNamara 2009 p1573). Bourdieu stated that the strategies of agents in the scientific

field depend upon their, ‘leaning’, which may be,

Toward (scientific and social) subversion, or toward conservation, by the specific
interests associated with possession of a more or less important volume of various
kinds of specific capital, which are both engaged in and engendered by the game.
(Bourdieu 1991 p7)

The conservation and reproduction of community is at the heart of this research. For

Bourdieu, the ‘struggles’,

Remain determined by the structure to the extent that scientific strategies — which are
always socially overdetermined, at least in their effects — depend on the volume of
capital possessed and therefore on the differential position within this structure and
on the representation of the present and future of the field associated with this
position. (Bourdieu 1991 p7)
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And in his view, they make little difference,

| have never overlooked the contradictions and the conflicts of which the academic
field is the site and which are at the very root of the ongoing changes through which it
perpetuates itself — and remains more unchanged than may appear at first sight’
Bourdieu on ‘Homo Academicus. (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992 p89)

1.2.7 Epistemic reflexivity through reflexive sociology

For the purpose of this research, epistemic reflexivity is the transcendence of the partial
perspective with the aim of legitimising a knowledge claim made as a result of academic
inquiry. Academic research attempts to transcend partiality as a way of asserting authority.
As Bourdieu states, ‘All objectivist knowledge contains a claim to legitimate domination’.

Bourdieu acknowledges the ‘theoretician’s claim to an ‘absolute viewpoint’ and declares,

The unanalysed element in every theoretical analysis (whether subjectivist or
objectivist) is the theorist’s subjective relation to the social world and the objective
(social) relation presupposed by this subjective relation. (Bourdieu 1992 pp28 & 29)

The transcendence through reflexive sociology does not however, involve denying the position
of the researcher. Rather, it involves embracing it but in a way that recognises and allows for
the researcher’s subjective reality and does not compromise the legitimacy of the knowledge

claim (Maton 2003, Maton 2005).

You cannot ignore the fact that, as May and Perry stress, knowledge production is a social
activity (May and Perry 2011 p36). The way to achieving epistemic reflexivity lies in attending
to the subjective relation between the research, the researcher and the social world; that
social world includes the academy itself (in this instance the University of Greystone, the site
of the research and a part of the higher education sector). A ‘genuine epistemology’ is
relational and for Bourdieu is built on a knowledge of the social conditions within which
research functions. He says, ‘a superb questionnaire, a splendid body of hypotheses, a
magnificent protocol of observation that do not include the practical conditions of their
realisation are void and worthless’, and employs the term, ‘scientific realism’ to denote an
approach to research through which the ‘instruments of reflexivity’ may be ‘collectively

mastered and collectively realised.’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992 pp178 & 183)
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Archer acknowledges what she perceives as Bourdieu’s concession to the ‘possibility of
reflexivity, as an option open to certain agents’; in particular, in the context of sociology and
his study of members of a scientific field. In stating that this concession left his theorising ‘far
short of recognising the necessity of reflexivity’ for social life and life in society, Archer
concludes that Bourdieu’s realisation of reflexivity in academia is presented as necessarily
being a collective enterprise which can develop amongst those whose job it is to critique one
another’s ideas. She says it follows that this necessary condition for consciously correcting
one’s dispositions will be lacking for the vast majority of people — academia being ‘a world

apart.” (Archer 2007 Loc 590 of 5133 italics in original)

This research examines what it is that possibly makes academia a ‘world apart’, if indeed it is, a
community as perceived and experienced by those who occupy positions within the academia
itself. The aim is to avoid what May and Perry call the ‘fallacy of internalism that plagues
reflexivity’ whereby ways of seeing and modes of constructing objects as if they were bounded
within particular communities, as opposed to being bound up with what is viewed and the
conditions under which they are viewed. (May and Perry 2011 p55) This underpins the
selection of Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology as the conceptual framework for this research. As
May and Perry state, Bourdieu was, ‘at his best, most consistent and most provocative’ on the
topic of endogenous reflexivity within the social scientific community. (May and Perry 2011

p109)

Field is a useful theoretical tool for examining the reflexive tension between individual and
structural issues in the context of acquiring a knowledge claim that is not undermined by
normative assumptions about the significance of the field. Bourdieu addresses this through
what he terms as a ‘third-order knowledge’ moving through a ‘second break’, beyond the
constraints of phenomenological knowledge (‘the unquestioning apprehension of the social
world which, by definition, does not reflect on itself and excludes the question of the
conditions of its own possibility’) and beyond the constraints of objectivism (analysis that
‘merely defines the limits of its validity by establishing the particular conditions within which it

is possible’). (Bourdieu 1972) He states that,

Social science must not only, as objectivism would have it, break with native
experience and the native representation of that experience, but also, by a second
break, call into question the presuppositions inherent in the position of the ‘objective’
observer who, seeking to interpret practices, tends to bring into the object the
principles of his relation to the object. (Bourdieu 1992 p27)
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Bourdieu’s ‘scientific reflexivity’ includes the epistemic and existential benefits of what he
terms as ‘participant objectivation’; that is, ‘the objectivation of the subject of objectivation, of
the analysing subject — in short, of the researcher herself,’ and describes the practice as,
‘idiosyncratic personal experiences methodically subjected to sociological control constitute
irreplaceable analytic resources... mobilising one’s social past through self-socio-analysis...’
(Bourdieu 2003). It seems unthinkable to Bourdieu that a sociologist could not be aware of
how their own discipline works, how it is positioned in the field and what this means for their

knowledge claim,

How could the sociologist possibly not know that the field of sociology itself functions
according to the laws that govern the functioning of every scientific field? (Bourdieu
1991 p24-25)

Bourdieu appears to view sociology as a discipline that is better placed than any other to

achieve true epistemic reflexivity,

A social science, armed with a scientific knowledge of its social determinations
constitutes the strongest weapon against ‘normal science’ and against positivist self-
confidence, which represents the most formidable social obstacle to the progress of
science. (Bourdieu 1988 p31 italics in original)

Clegg, in exploring what we mean by field in relation to research in higher education, suggests
that in analysing the field of higher education, and in understanding it as a field (or fields), we
are also striving to become certain sorts of ‘corporate agents’ (as defined by Archer) in that we

think that researching into higher education matters,

Research into higher education should be critical and alert to its social purposes, but it
can only do so if it recognises the structuring influences of the field of higher
education. (Clegg 2012 p677)

Clegg encourages us to be less introspective, and more challenging in our research questions,
in terms of what matters in higher education. The intention of this research, which could
perhaps be classified as ‘internalist’, is to be ‘critical and alert’. It is for the reader to judge

whether or not this was achieved.

My position in relation to the field is assessed through the integrated sub-theme of, ‘The

researcher and the return gaze’ (see below). Like Barnett’s declaration of his belief in ‘the

university’ (Barnett 2012), my stance is that the idea and experience of community matters in
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higher education. This does not mean that the structural influences of the field of higher
education are ignored and that challenging questions are avoided; it does mean, however, that
from the outset, my position is acknowledged. If epistemic reflexivity is indeed achieved, it
can lead to, ‘a comprehensive and reflexive objectivism that opens up a liberating collective
self-analysis.” (Bourdieu 1991 p4) Such a self-analysis may be the very sort of collective action
that Archer describes as occurring in the ‘world apart’ of academia though it is difficult to see
the extent to which such reflexivity may be achieved in a field currently lacks autonomy in

relation to other fields.

13 THE SCHOLARLY CONTEXT

This section locates the research within the scholarly context by defining and constructing the
object of study (the object), and helps to explain the contribution of the research to the
existing body of knowledge. It is informed by a literature review that assesses aspects of the
academic profession and identity and the historical and policy context of relations between
the individual academic, the university and the wider policy landscape. The literature on the
topic of identity is prolific and wide-ranging. In seeking relevant publications, bibliographic
searches focused not only the topic of identity but also the role of the academic in society and
issues around values and working conditions in academia. In addition to the electronic
databases and physical collections, the Research into Higher Education Abstracts published by
the Society for Research into higher Education, provided invaluable information on papers

from the latest periodicals in the field.

There is a strong tradition of UK authors who have occupied management positions in the field
and this is reflected in their writing, which tends to be philosophical and reflective in its
approach; these authors include Barnett, Nixon, Scott and Watson. Others are more
empirically grounded such as Henkel and Clegg although, like Macfarlane who has written
extensively about integrity, they are also reflective. Few singularly address the question of the
idea and experience of academic community. The research, therefore, draws upon a range of
empirical and interpretive texts that cover relevant aspects of the academic habitus such as
academic identity, academic practice, and the management of universities. The research
methods utilised in the empirically based texts that were read included interviews
(unstructured, semi-structured and structured), questionnaires and surveys, desk analyses,
observation (participant and non-participant), narrative inquiry, and ethno and auto-

ethnographic inquiry.
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The research is joining a broad conversation about academic community, a conversation that,
despite Watson’s accusation of a lack of scholarly self-knowledge, has quietly persisted in
response to increasing pressures on and within the field over the past twenty or more years.
Certain texts have already been brought into the discussion above, as they relate to the
justification of the research focus and the conceptual framework of Bourdieu’s reflexive
sociology. The aim in this section is to synthesise and combine aspects of the literature as they

relate to defining and building the idea and experience of academic community — the object.

1.3.1 Defining the object

Harking back?

As declared above, the research does not set out to explain academic community per se. It is
useful, however, to consider how academic community as a notion and an experience is
portrayed in the current literature. Doing so helps to reveal specific characteristics of the
object and to expand on the scholarly context. Contributors to Barnett’s 1994 publication on
’Academic community: Discourse or Discord?’ for example, reflect on aspects of its meaning.
Scott refers to an assumption that there was once a ‘golden time’ in which there was a
common culture, a shared discourse and refutes the claim that there once existed an organic
academic community which has now splintered into ‘uncomprehending fragments’, saying
there is very little evidence, empirical or anecdotal, to support it (Scott 1994 p26). Finnegan
reflects on what we mean by recovering ‘academic community’ and refers to a more open
concept of community ‘without walls’ that moves away from the earlier model of academic
community defined by, ‘physical contiguity, long-term commitment over years, and exclusive
full-time membership.” (Finnegan 1994 p187) (Extending perhaps, the Mertonian norm of
‘communalism’ whereby the substantive findings of science, ‘are a product of social

collaboration and are assigned to the community.” (Merton 1973 p273))

Barnett himself, ten years on (in a publication on ‘reclaiming universities from a runaway
world’), reflects on a sense of loss over the idea of the university and the changing
relationships between the university and wider society which in turn brings alterations in the
practices found within the university, stating, ‘the very idea of ‘within the university’, of there
being a kind of enclosed space that is the university’s, is now suspect as the boundaries
between universities and the wider society are breached.” (Barnett 2004 p195) Watson, an

advocate of university-community engagement, in referring to the ‘rich legacy’ of community
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interest in university foundation, questions where the university sits in relation to civil society,
‘is it a microcosm; an entirely autonomous agent; a service agency; or a social sorting device?’
(Watson 2007 p115) As Watson acknowledges, the story is more fine-grained and complex
than it first appears and members of universities have to live in a number of, ‘interesting and
overlapping worlds which provide locations, contracts, and trade, and a wider community of

knowledge exchange and use.” (Watson 2014 xxix & p63)

Tribes and territories

Becher, writing about interdisciplinarity and community, describes a ‘subterranean sense of
community which is there to be unearthed.” (Becher 1994 p70) This follows his earlier
assertion elsewhere that the ‘tribes of academe’ define their own identities and defend their
own ‘patches of intellectual ground’ to exclude what he calls ‘illegal immigrants’. The
mechanisms of doing so include both structural features (membership and constitution) and
cultural elements such as morals and rules of conduct, and linguistic and symbolic forms of
communication (Becher 1989). Becher (and Trowler) later makes the distinction between the
social aspects of knowledge communities and the epistemological properties of knowledge
forms — the social and the cognitive — academic tribes and the territories they inhabit (Becher
and Trowler 2001 p28). Trowler, in 2009, notes the cognitive or epistemological characteristic
of disciplinary cultures and then moves beyond the ‘epistemological essentialism’ of Becher as
a vehicle for conceptualizing the territories of academic practice, stating that ‘The fractures
within them become very apparent when the analyst steps out of the helicopter, as do the
similarities between them.” (Trowler 2009 p183) Mann cites Derrida’s understanding of
community as something that has ‘an inside and an outside.” (Caputo 1997 p108) The word
‘community’ can presuppose the idea of exclusion and as Mann says, ‘belonging and sharing in
common imply not belonging and sharing in common.” (Mann 2005 my italics) What it is like
to be to feel excluded from the tribe? The depiction of the academic tribe is further
guestioned by Trowler, as he acknowledges a tendency to see academic practices as operating
in a bubble, stating, ‘In reality, universities and individual departments are open, natural

systems, not the ivory towers of legend.” (Trowler 2012 p29)

Corporatisation

Peters, who takes Readings as his lead (Readings writes about the university in ruins - see

below under ‘Constructing the object’) declares the institutional transformation of the modern
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university, which now functions, ‘as one more bureaucratic system among others harnessed in
the service of national competitiveness in the global economy (the ‘post-historical university’)
(Peters 2004 p80). Globalization and corporatization in education go hand in hand according
to Blum and Ullman who say that the emphasis is now, ‘less of community and equity, and
rather more on individual advancement.” (Blum and Ullman 2012 p368) The movement away
from ‘structural collegiality and self-regulatory academic communities’ towards corporate,
bureaucratic and explicit management approaches is also noted by Dowling-Hetherington in
her case study of decision-making process and faculty participation in Ireland (Dowling-
Hetherington 2013). Kligyte and Barrie reflect on the dominant fantasy of collegiality, an
unattainable collegiality ideal in binary opposition to management that ultimately disguises
the contingent nature of the relationship between academics and management and serves to
solidify and reproduce the status quo. (Kligyte and Barrie 2014 p166) Lucas also cites the
dominance of the corporate model for describing managerial relations, stating that there is
very little supporting evidence for the collegial ideal in relation to research planning and
management, ‘The experiences of many academics within these institutions points more to a

hard-edged corporate model.” (Lucas 2006 p169)

Citizenship

Focusing on the notion of academic citizenship, Macfarlane concludes that the collegiality of
faculty life has been replaced by, ‘a less communal and more isolated existence.” (Macfarlane
2007 p26) This is supported by Bolden, Gosling et al who explored the preoccupations of
academics as citizens rather than employees, managers or individuals and found there was not
a strong sense of citizenship and community across the sector as a whole (Bolden, Gosling et
al. 2014 p762). Morgan and Havergal ask if academic citizenship is ‘under strain’ as they
observe rising individualism and a role, the performance of which is pressured by ‘invisible’
duties and activities such as external examining, evaluating for funding bodies, peer review,
participation in committee meetings and appointment panels, public engagement and others.
Macfarlene is quoted as describing academic citizenship as the ‘glue that keeps academics
working’. (Morgan and Havergal 2015 p34) Much earlier, Tight had signalled a ‘cultural shift’
undergone by the academic community, caused by what he terms as the ‘facts of life’; firstly,
that the academic community is content to contribute to UK Inc. and secondly, the
fragmentation of the academic community into discrete disciplinary sub-cultures which had,
‘precisely the effect of reducing the internal sense of community across academic fields.” (Tight

1988 p102)
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Identity and identities

Peters goes on to contemplate the potential of, ‘knowledge cultures’, based on shared
epistemic practices, embodying culturally preferred ways of doing things, often developed
over many generations. He poses, as a ‘single governing idea’ the Wittgensteinian notion of a,
‘constellation based on family resemblances.” (Peters 2004 p80) Barnett and Di Napoli
describe not to a constellation but a ‘patchwork of communities of identity’ that are not fixed
but continually in the process of construction and reconstruction as the nature of academic
identity is both contested and subject to a, ‘dynamic, if complex process.” (Barnett and Di
Napoli 2008 p6) Ylijoki and Ursin, in compiling ‘identity constructions embedded in nine
narratives’ of academic roles in Finnish higher education (resistance, loss, overload, job
insecurity, success, mobility, change-agency, work-life balance and bystander) acknowledge
that academic identity has never formed a unified and monolithic entity and say it has been
differentiated foremost by disciplinary communities and also by institutional settings, that
differentiation having multiplied under managerial and structural transformations in the

university environment (Ylijoki and Ursin 2013 p1147).

Kerr emphasised the idea of a pluralistic institution, an institution with several purposes,

It constituted no single, unified community... The multiversity has a ‘strung-along type
of unity, with its lack of devotion to any single faith and its lack of concentration on
any single function, with a condition of cohesion at best or coexistence at next best or
contingency at least. (Kerr 2001 p104-105)

Winter describes ‘a collection of communities’ rather than a homogenous group united by
corporate values and goals in the context of universities characterised by multiple or hybrid
identities and stresses the importance of generative conversation as a, ‘necessary first step
towards promoting a multi-vocal institutional identity.” (Winter 2009) Conversation, or
‘talking’, is suggested by Heinrich as contributing to a sense of belonging amongst academics,
helping them to, ‘find their home for teaching, among others with related teaching

responsibilities.” (Heinrich 2013 p468)

Writing about the decline of the university in South Africa, Waghid poses the notion of an
academic ‘community of thinking’, stating that if the staff can justify their association with a
particular action, it does the work of a community of thinking by rendering and evaluating a

reason for action. Waghid aims to avoid an instrumentalist definition of the community of
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thinking by coupling the notion with an ‘epistemological journey’ that is more attentive to,
‘unimagined possibilities, unexpected encounters, and perhaps the lucky find.” (Waghid 2012
p77) This is similar to Rolfe’s ‘paraversity’ with its ‘organic, fluid, rhizomatic, evolving
community of Thought.” (Rolfe 2013) (See section on ‘Agency’ above) Whitchurch uses the
concept of third space to denote communities in higher education that are characterised by
integrated, semi-autonomous and independent spaces in which individuals inhabit different
roles and identities. This space, unlike Rolfe’s paraversity, accommodates ‘less boundaried’
forms of professional identity beyond the traditional academic/non-academic division.

(Whitchurch 2013)

The portrayal of academic community in the current literature as described above suggests a
complex and weathered terrain. There is clearly no one ‘academic community’ but multiple
assemblages that come together, mainly as epistemic communities, individuals connected by
cognitive affiliations and practice. The organic nature of these communities appears to be
diminishing in the face of structural forces such as managerialism and corporatisation although
a potential restoration of a community culture or sense of belonging through a generative

discourse, is observed.

From bad to good

Academic community may be experienced in different ways and an aim of this research is to
explore what that experience is for the participants. It may, for example, be experienced as an
ideology, and not always a positive one according to Barnett, whose three different
interpretations of the forms of academic community are described above under ‘Exploring
perspectives on community’. Barnett labelled academic community as a ‘pernicious ideology’,
along with entrepreneurialism, competition and quality, saying it is in its interests to convey
the impression that it is a community when its actual dispositions, and indeed, behaviours are
quite to the contrary; it can take a pernicious or a virtuous form. Bourdieu also uses the term,
‘pernicious’ when referring to his first-hand knowledge of the Ecole Normale Superieure
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992 p231). Barnett concludes however, that academic community
(unlike the other pernicious ideologies) could be turned into a virtuous ideology if effort is put
into bringing it about, and later refers to the potential of community and individualization

working hand in hand, as ‘parallel tracks.’ (Barnett 2003 p112)
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Barnett also contends that concerns about the loss of academic community and lack of, for
example, academic freedom are not just a matter of perceptions or expressions of self-interest
on the part of some academics and that to discount them as such would be to fail to take
seriously their collective significance. Seeking to recover what he terms as the general
principles of community, he describes these sensitivities as being indicative of a disjunction in

culture between the academic world and the wider society (Barnett 1994 p11).

This research, focusing on the idea and experience of the academic community (enclosed or
otherwise), discloses a disjuncture not between universities and society but between
individuals and their institution, although the separation does appear to be affected in part by
the lack of autonomy of the field of higher education (see discussion under ‘Field’ above). The
institution itself is weaker in relation to the field as it, in turn, is shaped by the dominant forces
of the field such as the marketization of the sector. It is however, stronger in relation to the
individuals who strive to retain their sense of agency. The relationship between individuals
and their institution clearly affects how individuals experience community(s). Individuals who
work in higher education institutions are affected in different ways; the homogenisation of
universities leads to the fragmentation of individual identities (Taylor 1999); discourses of
managerialism transmuted into the instrumentalisation of work, or ‘performativity’ (the need
for individuals to organise themselves in response to targets, indicators and evaluations)
provoke a range of individual responses including ‘fabrication’ and inauthentic practice (Ball
2003); a divergence between individual and institutional stories of academic work that leads to
‘hidden’ or ‘secret’ stories of academic identity, subversion (Henkel 2000) and even
disembodiment (Sparkes 2007, Churchman and King 2008). Taylor concluded that academics
are experiencing a form of Toffler’'s “future shock’; that institutional structures are ‘being
poured’ into academics’ work settings and, using Trowler’s analogy, he says that some
academics will learn to swim and others will drown (Trowler 1998, Taylor 1999). In this
environment, they cannot ignore their institution’s strategy as the level of interactions
between each academic and his/her own university is simultaneously higher and more
constraining (Musselin 2013 p28). Reflecting on Ball’s notion of performativity, Walker and
Nixon describe a need for individuals to ‘constantly remake and reinvent our biographies in
response to institutional requirements...” (Walker and Nixon 2004 p2) The individualisation,
detraditionalisation and globalisation of higher education, the rapid acceleration in the pace of
individualisation and this accelerating process highlights the importance of institutions whilst

posing a severe threat to their continuity and integrity. This in turn threatens the sense of
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institutional membership and belongingness, structured around notions of commonality and

sameness. (Walker and Nixon 2004 p3)

However, it is not all pessimistic. Harris, on rethinking academic identities in neo-liberal times,
believes the partnership culture, deregulation, and the blurring of the private/public sector,
are creating more fluidity and permeability of professional and institutional boundaries, at the
same time that performativity is encouraging fragmentation (Harris 2005 p428) Clegg
challenges Ball’s notion of performativity and, without claiming to generalize, concludes that
rather than being under threat, it appears that identities in academia are expanding and
proliferating (Clegg 2008). It has also been claimed that the objectification of accountability,
the erosion of the public ethic and its replacement by a business discourse, has seemingly
liberated individuals from the need to rely on personal motivation or professional ethics

(Nowotny, Scott et al. 2001).

The dominant tone of the literature on academic community is disconsolate but not
despairing. Bolden, Gosling et al identify six themes about the nature of academic life
including ‘citizenship and community’, and conclude that despite a rather pessimistic view of
the sector, ‘an undercurrent of genuine passion and commitment to the values and purposes
of HE' is revealed (Bolden, Gosling et al. 2014 p763). The dominant language is that of
professional practice and values. Kleijnen, Dolmans et al, in comparing staff conceptions of
guality management and organisational values, find that ‘flexible human relations’ values (e.g.
collaboration and togetherness) are preferred by senior academics but university departments
are failing to realise these (Kleijnen, Dolmans et al. 2014). Nixon observes that values saturate
practice, ‘without values practice becomes meaningless, devoid of agency and direction; and
without practice, values lack legitimacy and moral grounding.” (Nixon 2008 p42) Barnett
states, ‘Values that are characteristic of the university are, we may judge, deep in its academic
activities, embedded in its research and teaching. Yet, the university is changing.” (Barnett

2003 p123)

1.3.2 Constructing the object

Krejsler, who describes a research group as having its own secluded environment, states that

gaining an understanding of the specific features of lived university life requires painstaking

attention to the specificities of particular university landscapes and their genesis. (Krejsler
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2013 pl1165) The approach to constructing the object of this research also requires

painstaking attention and reflects the following interpretation by Bourdieu & Wacquant,

The construction of an object... is not something that is effected once and for all, with
one stroke, through some sort of inaugural theoretical act. The program of
observation and analysis through which it is effected is not a blue-print that you draw
up in advance, in the manner of an engineer. It is, rather, a protracted and exacting
task that is accomplished little by little, through a whole series of small rectifications
and amendments inspired by what is called le métier, the ‘know-how’, that is, by the
set of practical principles that orients choices at once minute and decisive. (Bourdieu
and Wacquant 1992 p227)

The pilot data gathering in this research (described in Chapter Two) led towards a clearer
construction of the object. Indeed, the process of construction itself became increasingly
conspicuous as the early data was used to formulate the analytical framework (see below), a
device used for objectifying the object. Bourdieu states that there is no escaping the work of

constructing the object, and the responsibility that this entails. His logic of research is,

An intermeshing of major or minor problems which force us to ask ourselves at every
moment what we are doing and permit us gradually to understand more fully what we
are seeking. (Bourdieu 1988 p7)

This is also the logic of my own professional practice wherever | have worked, in higher
education, in the voluntary & community sector and in local government. | constantly try to
understand more fully what | am doing and why and, according to Nixon who believes that
‘what distinguishes the university is its focus on the question of why we do what we do’, there
is no better place to do so than the context, and the subject of, this doctoral research. In my
practice | attempt to make new connections and to, as Wenger says brokers do, open new

possibilities for meaning (Wenger 1998 p109).

A dialogistic approach and symbolic interpretations

In a presentation at an SRHE (Society for Research into Higher Education) symposium on,
‘Structuring Knowledge: new visions of higher education’, Barnett made an entreaty for the
play of the imagination and for others to enter a dialogic community and to see their world as
he sees it; as a relational entity (Barnett presentation, ‘Head in the Clouds and Feet on the
Ground: Structuring Knowledge in an Age of Non-Structure’) (Education 2012). Biesta, at the

same symposium, reflected on a need for a more accurate account of what is going on in
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higher education. He called for a ‘non-epistemological’ approach that allows for the telling of
different stories other than the story of knowledge; stories about what it means to be an
academic or a researcher (Biesta presentation, ‘Knowledge? Look again! Asymmetry,
democracy and Higher Education’), and whilst Michael Young in his presentation called for a
differentiated epistemology rather than none at all (because then, ‘all we are left with is
meaning making’), he did acknowledge a need for ‘community’ and for people to feel a part of
something; a point that many of those present endorsed (Young presentation, ‘Why educators
must differentiate knowledge from experience’). As Gareth Williams (Institute of Education)
observed, we want it both ways; knowing how to be a member of the community and
extending community. How do we get the balance between structure and openness?

(Education 2012)

This debate is cognisant of the search for a structural definition of community and is
reminiscent of Hamilton’s Foreword to Cohen’s publication on community, where he describes

Cohen’s contribution as a way out of the impasse,

The issue to be faced in the study of community is not whether its structural limits
have withstood the onslaught of social change, but whether its members are able to
infuse its culture with vitality, and to construct a symbolic community which provides
meaning and identity.” (Hamilton in Cohen 1985 p10)

The participants in this research were invited to draw upon their own repository and reflect on
the meaning of community, to describe their idea and experience of community and to picture
it in some symbolic form. Some began by approaching the exercise as an intellectual
exploration of what is meant by community, at least in part. However, as the exchange went
on, particularly during the second meetings, and as the questions probed what community
means in relation to for example, their values and their sense of belonging, more idiosyncratic

reflections and stories emerged.

Henkel, on academic identity, adopts a ‘communitarian’ perspective in which individual
choices are to some extent shaped and structured by institutions and communities, and in
which individuals are understood as engaging in dialogue and argument with the ideas and
theories of their communities. The participants in this research reflected on such
dissimilarities. As Cohen concludes in ‘Symbolic construction of community’, people construct
community symbolically, ‘making it a resource and repository of meaning, and a referent of

their identity.” (Cohen 1985 p118)
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Mann suggests that we resist the idea of certainty contained in a consensus-based (or more
structured) view of community, ‘in order to maintain openness to the possibility that the
future might bring something which is as yet unimagined or unknown.” (Mann 2005) She
concludes that belonging or having a shared purpose is not at issue. Rather, what seems to be
at issue is the opening up of possibilities for expression (e.g. seeking understanding; making
explicit norms and assumptions in order to question and configure them more appropriately;
and voicing different experiences, histories and positions, and having these accounts
heard). Facilitating dialogue is more critical than establishing a sense of belonging, in the
quest for reducing alienation (Mann 2005). This research facilitates a dialogue about the
meaning and experience of the university community and provides therefore, the possibility
for expression about aspects of community. The empirical dimension, in which the dialogue
between the researcher and the participants occurs, is set out in the thesis under four key
themes; idea and elements of community, status, academic practice and institution and
environment, and one sub-theme, the researcher and the return gaze. An introduction to
these is provided under ‘The Analytical Framework’ below and they are fully explained in

Chapter Three.

This dialogistic approach to constructing the object is in keeping with Readings’ question about
the claim for an ideal community in the University where he argues that it is possible to think
the notion of community without recourse to notions of unity, consensus and communication.
The University becomes, ‘one site among others where the question of being together is
raised... the University is where thought takes place beside thought, where thinking is a shared
process without identity or unity. Thought beside itself perhaps.” (Readings 1997 pp 20 & 192

italics in original)

Taking responsibility

According to May and Perry, the process of constituting objects of social science discourse
results in a demarcation between ‘theoretical’ and ‘practical’ knowledge. However, to
consider endogenous reflexivity alone would not allow us to see the implications of this
separation and how it is that the social sciences are constitutive of social relations (see above
for a discussion of reflexivity through reflexive sociology). In order, therefore, to avoid the
‘one-way hermeneutic’ whereby social research is separated from social life, it is necessary to
breach what May and Perry describe as an ‘epistemic impermeability’ and ‘attend not only to

the endogenous but also to the referential dimensions of reflexivity if we are to unleash the
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potential in their meeting to inform practical actions within the lifeworld.” (May and Perry
2011 p92) What difference will this research make in the world, if any? The intention of the
research is to inform practical actions and not to conceive of the social world as ‘totality
intended for cognition alone, in which all interactions are reduced to symbolic exchanges’ but
to see the construction of the object as a, ‘practical activity oriented towards practical

functions.” (Bourdieu 1972 p96)

Constructing the object, as Bourdieu states, entails responsibility. This research is conducted
in the spirit of that responsibility and of Watson’s notion of ‘soft’ citizenship which entails ‘a
sense of loyalty; a balance of scepticism and trust; a commitment to progressive engagement
with wicked or intractable problems; and a presumption that knowledge can inform
responsible action.” (Watson 2014 p59) Watson believes that universities are distinctive in
that they, ‘deal in a non-dogmatic, open and experimental way with both ‘social memory’ and
‘social hope’.” (Watson 2014 p88) Nixon states that in the reflexivity lies the hope. ‘The hope
lies in the associative and civil structures that render academic practice durable and
sustainable and that define it historically and in terms of its moral ends and purposes.” (Nixon

2008 p143)

Focusing on values

Barnett calls for ‘responsible and yet poetic anarchy’ no less, ‘the imagination needs... to be
conditioned by appropriate values and principles. The imagination itself needs also to be
responsible.” (Barnett 2012 p203) As observed above, the dominant language of academics on
academic community is that of values. This research aims to break what Barnett calls the
‘conspiracy of silence’ about values that persists in universities; the ‘not-in-front-of-the-
children’ silence whereby any mention of values brings on sheer embarrassment.” He is
referring to academic values, which he names as tolerance, discursive freedom, respect for
persons and critical dialogue. In qualifying this assertion, he states that the silence is ‘over-
determined.” That is, there is collusion among many parties within and without the university
— academics and managers collude to ‘air brush’ values from their images of academic life
because adding value talk, ‘would simply add a level of complexity that promises no
resolution’. Barnett acknowledges the paradox of the university’s value positioning as the
university rarely stops to try to spell out the reasons that attest to its own values, ‘even though
the university declares itself on the side of reason’. Greystone’s Corporate Plan 2008-2012, for

example, declared, ‘the cohesion of our own community depends on parity of esteem and a
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sense of collegiality and mutual obligation.” (Plan 2, p4) Barnett declares that the university
has not carried through its own value framework to its logical conclusion: ‘it has truncated its
reason in relation to itself.” Under these circumstances, a discourse of values cannot gain a

hearing (Barnett 2003 p121-123 italics in original).

As acknowledged under ‘Field’ above, the field of higher education lacks autonomy and is
weak. Values of a different kind, of the economic field for example, appear to be thriving.
Barnett himself said that the silence is supported by the corporate sector’s interest in the

sector,

Its values, in favour of profit, growth and market share, are not so much assumed as
imposed as a fait accompli... Interests in promoting knowledge and understanding are
being replaced by interests in generating income, personal advancement and sheer
survival. The new value structure is one of calculation and of profit and loss
understood generally... an ethics of the balance sheet. (Barnett 2003 p122&125 italics
in original)

This is supported by Roscoe’s assertion that we are shut into the panopticon of economics. All
economics is normative. It is inescapably bound up in the construction of the world that it
seeks to describe. Economic thinking, embedded in language and devices, constitutes us as
economic subjects; the assumptions upon which economic analysis are based are normalized.
(Roscoe 2014 p199) Bourdieu refers to the ‘scholastic illusion’ of economics, which remains
unchallenged, ‘because of the failure to consider the economic conditions of compliance with
the laws of the economic world, which the theory thus constitutes as the universal norm of
practices.” (Bourdieu 2000 p60) Harris wants to change the focus away from what she
describes as the disempowering elements of neo-liberal modes of governance and says, ‘We
need to find ways of exchanging ideas and ways of working within and across disciplines and
institutions which are underpinned by shared values and understandings about the moral
purpose of working in academia.’ (Harris 2005 p428) This topic is revisited in Chapter Eight in

a discussion on the value and values of academic community.

1.4 THE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

This section introduces and explains the analytical framework. Constructing a scientific object

requires breaking with empiricist passivity and building a model, tackling, ‘a very concrete

empirical case’, and yielding, ‘a coherent system of relations which can be put to the test.’

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992 p233) The purpose of the analytical framework in this
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research, therefore, is to help with that construction and with objectifying the object. It
provides both an illustration of the object and a schema for the final data analysis with which
to test the relations between the different characteristics and component parts of the object.

It presents the object as a diagram that is,

An abstract representation, deliberately constructed, like a map, to give a bird’s-eye
view, a point of view on the whole set of points from which ordinary agents (including
the sociologist and his reader, in their ordinary behaviour) see the social world.
(Bourdieu 1984 p163)

In considering the generative formula, Bourdieu states that the most rigorous analysis, ‘cannot
manifest all the possible coherence of the products of practical sense without at the same time
bringing to light the limits of this coherence.” (Bourdieu 1990 p210) And yet he extolls the
utility of generative models or diagrams by saying, ‘Probably the only way to give an account
of the practical coherence of practices and works is to construct generative models which
reproduce in their own terms the logic from which that coherence is generated...” (Bourdieu
1990 p92) Bourdieu used diagrams throughout his work. For example, the diagram of the
field of power according to Sentimental Education and the literary field at the end of the
nineteenth century in ‘The Rules of Art’ (Bourdieu 1996); a diagram to describe the space of
social positions in ‘Distinction’ (Bourdieu 1984) and a diagram to describe the space of the

faculties in ‘Homo Academicus’ (Bourdieu 1988).

In explaining his diagram of the space of social positions, Bourdieu does not claim that it aims
to be, ‘the crystal ball in which the alchemists claimed to see at a glance everything happening
in the world’. He also points to the disadvantages of diagrams; firstly, that they may
encourage readings which will, ‘reduce the homologies between systems of differences’ to,
‘direct, mechanical relationships between groups and properties’ and secondly, that they may
encourage the form of ‘voyeurism which is inherent in the objectivist intervention, putting the
sociologist in the role of the lame devil who takes off the roofs and reveals the secrets of
domestic life to his fascinated readers.” Despite these limitations, however, he sees diagrams
as ‘synoptic schema’, bringing together information from areas, which the usual classificatory
systems separate — ‘so much so that they make mere juxtaposition appear unthinkable or
scandalous’. Diagrams enable the reader to see potential relations, ‘making manifest the
relationships among all the properties and practices characteristic of a group.’(Bourdieu 1984

pl24)
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Using Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology as the conceptual approach, the analytical framework set
out below is derived from the first and second analysis of the early data (the research design
and analytical process is fully explained in Chapter Two). In particular, the first conversations,
the aide memoires, documents and the literature review (the findings of the literature review
as described above are interpreted as ‘data’). The aim is to give the object, ‘ a finite set of
pertinent properties, whose variations are associated with the variations of the phenomenon

observed’ (Bourdieu 1988 p9). The framework is set out below —

THE OBJECT - IDEA & EXPERIENCE OF ACADEMIC COMMUNITY

FIELD HABITUS AGENCY EPISTEMIC
The paradoxical: sites where individual Embedding institutional, The idiosyncratic: the unique REFLEXIVITY
perspectives are contested individual & collective actions perspective of individuals insider researcher
sector institutional actions perception subjective reality
university collective actions experience
policy individual disposition & actions identity
historical authenticity
AN /AN -~ NIl NGCEOREHINEIR R R NGHIANPIA E G NI TR\
SOCIAL RELATIONS & THIE RERPRODUICTION OfF EC )N
& mmunity as cultura) capifa/
INSTITUTION & ENVIRONMENT
The university & community munity as culturaj ¢, .
Documents & doxa Com Pita)

STATUS

Position

Career

Contractual matters
(,ol“““‘“i'y as culturaj <apity,
ACADEMIC PRACTICE
Discipline, research & teaching
Co‘“muni(y as cultura) ‘apira/
IDEA & ELEMENTS OF COMMUNITY
Idea of community
Community make-up
Experience of community
THE RESEARCHER &
THE RETURN GAZE

Members of the same institution
Professional role related to the object

lllustration 1: the analytical framework

The presence of field in the framework allows for a description and analysis of the object’s
social setting primarily at the institutional level (the University of Greystone) and also at a
sectoral level (higher education) as it affects the institutional perspective on community. Note
the proximity of the theme, ‘institution & environment’, firmly in field, as the conditions of the
field affects relations between the individual and their institution. It relates to the sector and
policy but also crosses into habitus as it can in turn affect the academic profession and

conditions for ‘small scale interactions’ (Reay 2004) within the academic community. ‘The
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university & community’ and ‘Documents & doxa’ include the formal institutional narrative, or
doxa on academic community as presented in official publications such as Greystone’s
Corporate Plan; these relate to institutional and collective actions as well as individual doxic
experience. They represent systemic or organizational representations of academic
community. Also included here are documents selected by the participants for discussion e.g.
research centre annual report and a small selection of historical papers (listed in Chapters

Two).

The presence of habitus in the framework allows for a way of connecting the individual
(including their disposition), the institution and their environment, of moving from the idea
and experience of academic community from an individual perspective as an idiosyncratic
notion through to the idea and experience of academic community in the context of
professional practice (‘academic practice’) and career (‘status’). Note that the themes,
‘academic practice’ and ‘status’ both traverse the permeable boundary between agency and

habitus as they involve institutional, collective and individual actions.

The presence of Agency in the framework allows for an interpretation of the object from an
individual perspective in both symbolic (as notions) and material forms (as compositions,
feelings and actions). Note the proximity of the theme, ‘idea & elements of community’,

situated firmly in the idiosyncratic, the unique perspective of individuals.

The presence of Epistemic Reflexivity in the framework allows for an acknowledgement of the
perspective that is my subjective reality as the researcher, as a member of the same institution
as the participants, and as someone who has occupied a professional role that relates to the
object. This includes the participants’ views of the researcher and is represented by the sub-

theme, ‘the researcher and the return gaze’.

The presence of social relations and the reproduction of community allows for the relationship
between the object’s distinctive components, which leads to the reproduction of academic
community as experienced by the members of that community. Note that all lines in the
framework are permeable. Social relations are key to the interpretation and understanding of
the object; aspects of ‘community’ are considered throughout. The analysis and interpretation
of all the framework components reveals positions that affect social relations and the

reproduction of community in this context.
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All components and their interpretation are fully discussed in Chapters Four to Seven which
focus on the four major themes that emerged from the first and second thematic analysis —
‘idea and elements of community’, ‘status’, ‘academic practice’, ‘institution and environment’.
The fifth, sub-theme, ‘the researcher & the return gaze’ is referenced as it relates to the other
themes. It does not contribute to the creation and conversion of community cultural capital to
the same extent as the others. The emergence and adoption of all the themes is explained in
Chapter Three where they are fully explained. The analytical framework as presented above is
converted into a final conceptual model, fully informed by the data analysis and the research

as a whole. That model is presented and explained in Chapter Eight.

15 SKETCH OF THE THESIS

Through eight chapters and eight appendices, the thesis shapes and builds a meticulous
narrative about the idea and experience of community inside one higher education institution.
Chapter One declares the research focus, introduces and explains the conceptual framework,
delivers an extended discussion of the literature as it relates to defining and constructing the
research object, and outlines the analytical framework, which forms the scaffolding for the
data analysis and the foundation of the final model. Chapter Two focuses on methodology and
the empirical dimension, describing the different phases of the project, explaining how and
why the research was carried out in the way that it was. Chapter Three provides more detail
about the research site and all the players, and introduces the key topics that emerged from
the final analysis in preparation for the more fine-grained examination presented in Chapters
Four to Seven. Those chapters focus on each key theme in turn; idea and elements of
community, status, academic practice and environment and institution. Chapter Eight lays out
the distinct characteristics of ‘community’ value and values (as derived from the overall
analysis) which form the basis of a conceptual model called the ‘Infinity Model’ that may, as
explained, have both research and agentic potential. Apart from the standard research
documentation and the headings from the second analysis, the appendices include an open
letter written by a group of unnamed scholars to the Vice-Chancellor, and extracts from a
research poster presented at the Society for Research into Higher Education Annual

Conference, 2012.
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1.6 CONCLUSION

This chapter introduced the focus of the research, explained the conceptual framework,
located the research within the existing body of knowledge on this topic by defining and
constructing the research object with reference to selected literature in the field, and
introduced the analytical framework. The answer to the question about the imperative for
the research at this particular time lies in the responsibility that is so readily accepted in the
process of construction of the object, as explained above. It is determined by the emphasis in
the current literature upon values and Barnett’s call for ‘responsible and yet poetic anarchy’,

and is approached with what Zipin and Brennan describe as ‘critical mindfulness’,

We seek to arouse a sense of the ethical necessity of raising our consciousness to take
more reflexively articulate looks at the usually subconscious layers or dispositional
tendency within our field. (Zipin and Brennan 2004 p32-33)

The limitations of the research are primarily twofold. Firstly, on generalisation: as with Clegg,
who in 2008 conducted open interviews with just thirteen academics, there is a need to resist
over-simple derivations from what might be seen as global trends e.g. that academic identities
are under threat. As Clegg states, studies of the academic habitus tend to be local and
contextual. She concludes that questions of identity are unlikely to be capable of being read
as macro-sociological analyses. Clegg’s own aim was not to generalise, even at the micro level
of the department or institution, but to, ‘theorise some of the possible ways in which the life-

world of academics is being experienced.’ (Clegg 2008)

Secondly, on the potential for stimulating collective action: whilst Archer appears to be giving
great credence to the prevalence of collective action when she concludes that reflexivity is
possible in academia as a collective enterprise, it has to be recognised that the situation is
complicated. The lack of reflexivity in higher education at an institutional level appears to
suggest that a collective enterprise of this sort is actually more unlikely than likely, even as the
findings of research such as this are shared. Barnett states that universities are faced with
‘supercomplexicity’ (Barnett 2000) and according to Henkel, agency is affected by the
‘paradoxes of academia and its organisation’; the policy changes that expose higher education
to influences which may be disturbing to the values and structures within which academic

identities have hitherto been sustained (Henkel 2000 p21).
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This does not, however stop us from caring. To care about our field not only as researchers,
but also as pro-active agents who value the ‘social good of the field’, is to remember that we
have agency to shift even the most seemingly intractable ‘necessities’. (Zipin and Brennan

2004 p32)

Being aware of the implications for the knowledge claim of my position as an insider
researcher (an issue further explored in Chapter Two) but not wanting to fall short of being
‘critical and alert’, it is perhaps important that the agential potential of this research is
acknowledged, limited though it may be. The opportunity to discover and to challenge is one

not to be missed.
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Chapter 2
THE EMPIRICAL DIMENSION

INTRODUCTION

Chapter One introduced the focus of the research, explained the conceptual framework,
located the research within the existing body of knowledge on this topic by defining and
constructing the research object with reference to selected literature in the field, and
introduced the analytical framework. This chapter revisits the research question and extends
the narrative to ways in which the empirical dimension has been framed and conducted. It
explains how the pilot data gathering led to the research question, the research design itself
and the rationale for the data analysis. It also identifies, describes and explores the
methodological challenges in relation to the research design and its execution, aiming to

‘make visible’ the hand behind the text (Watson 1994 S78).

The overarching research question is,

‘How do academics conceive of and relate to the idea of ‘community’?’

2.1 THE DATA COLLECTION

This section describes the pilot study purpose, origins and format, explains the sample
selection process for the main data gathering and describes the approach to the main data
gathering itself. The pilot data confirmed how subjective and diverse perspectives and
experiences of community and of university-community engagement can be amongst
individual academics; and, how important life stories are to defining community and defining

identity and culture, even within a professional setting.

2.1.1 The pilot study: purpose, origin and format

The purpose of the pilot study was to help determine the focus of the research question, not

to pilot any particular method, although the format, nature and subject area of the setting in

which the pilot study took place fitted in with the overall approach of this research in that it

involved participation and reflection.
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In 2005, a local author, working in collaboration with the BBC, approached the university to
see if anyone would be interested in delivering a workshop that explored people’s life stories.
Later, in my professional role, | commissioned a workshop exploring the meaning of research

and its role in society, involving five postgraduate researchers and five members of the public,

| would say that | wouldn’t put myself more in a university identity than | would in a
community identity. (postgraduate researcher) (McDaid 2009)

Following the success of that workshop, it was decided to offer it to all university staff as a part
of the staff training and development programme under the heading of community
engagement. The 2010 Workshop took place over a period of four weeks at a ‘neutral’ venue
close to Greystone. The activities included writing about first memories, about people who
had inspired or influenced the participants and about community-university engagement. The
exploration of shared experiences was deeply personal. In advance of the workshop, the
facilitators had expressed a desire for the participants to not know the ‘rank’ of their fellow
participants’ posts at the university. They said that they did not want anyone to feel inhibited
in any way. At the sessions name badges were not used, for the facilitators and the
participants. During the initial exercises described above, no-one mentioned which university
school or department they were from and only one person referred to their job in the context
of describing their motivation for attending the workshop in order to do something creative, as
they felt their job was not so. At the end of the first session still no-one knew each other’s job
roles. The only person who actually described their role was me. | introduced myself as a
researcher and told the group that | would be working as hard as everyone else, if not harder.
| thanked everyone for consenting to my presence. | participated fully in all the workshops and

wrote field notes at the end of each session.

2.1.2 Sample selection for main data collection: people

The main data collection comprised of a series of extended conversations with twelve
academics in one university (none of whom were involved in the pilot study), exploring their
idea of community. The twelfth participant was recruited late in the process for one
conversation, someone who was no longer at the institution but who had worked at a senior
level, as pro-vice chancellor a number of years ago. Not all the participants defined
themselves as ‘academics’, “...partly because I'm not a lecturer, | don’t regard myself as an

academic in some respects...” (Susan 1 C1p2) Although for the purpose of the research | would
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describe them all as such. There were also times when participants felt excluded from the
university community, particularly when faced with the end of their research contract and in
one case in particular, having had no formal status at all after completing a doctorate they left

the institution to take up a research fellowship elsewhere.

Conversing with just twelve participants from the same institution enabled a more
contextualized and deeper understanding of their individual perspectives and actions. It was
also realistic in terms of capacity as for most of the research (except for the last eighteen
months) | was employed full-time in my professional role, albeit in the field which gave me
constant access to the phenomena. Early on it seemed that | was constantly on the alert for
data gathering possibilities and at times it seemed that too much of what | saw was relevant. |
was at risk of being overwhelmed. Potts, in his experience as an insider researcher found that
being continuously ‘on site’ did pose difficulties, such as never being able to completely
withdraw from the research setting (Potts 2008 p164). Mercer, an ‘insider’ researcher who
conducted a study of appraisal systems in two higher education institutions where she worked
as a lecturer, found it harder to tell where the research stops and the rest of life begins
(Mercer 2007 p6). At least the pilot data-gathering workshop provided a discrete setting as it
had a beginning and an end. Using the workshop for the pilot data collection could be
described as ‘an opportunistic research strategy’ as it did form a part of the project that | was
managing in my professional role. Such a strategy is advantageous, even beneficial (Riemer

1977).

This is the principle behind the recruitment of the research participants. Of the twelve
recruited, | had known seven directly in my professional role and all were involved with
community-university engagement in some form or other as broadly defined (see Chapter
One). (Skelton, who undertook a study of teacher identities in a ‘research-led’ university,
knew all his participants and referred to them as a ‘convenience’ or ‘opportunistic’ sample
(Skelton 2012)). This association did not appear to present any particular difficulties according
to the participants although assurance about anonymity needed to be reaffirmed for the

participant who had no formal status.

An ‘invitation’ to participate in the research, accompanied by a research information and
consent form (see Appendix A), was emailed to a number of selected individuals. Three
invitations did not result in recruitment; one was sent to a professor, a former head of school,

with whom | had had a very difficult meeting in my professional role two years earlier. The
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meeting was difficult, not because he rejected the notion that community-university
engagement was an activity that could potentially benefit the members of his school but
because of the way in which he had conducted the meeting. He was arrogant in his
demeanour and aggressive in his actions, throwing the materials that | had brought to the
meeting across the table towards me, as | got ready to depart the room at the end of our time
together. He did not respond to my invitation. Another professor, also a former head of
school, declined my invitation via a very polite response, stating that time did not permit her

to engage with the research. The third was to a lecturer who did not respond at all.

Clegg ‘chose’ people with different academic roles and at different levels in the formal
hierarchy; her choice was informed by a desire to talk to diverse individuals, not by any
concern with representativeness (Clegg 2008). Similarly, | was not concerned with
representativeness as such but | did aim to account for certain variables such discipline (both
Henkel and Becher stress the importance of discipline in academic working lives and stage of
career (Becher 1989, Henkel 2000). The sample was as follows; all names are fictitious and

their positions are as they were at the beginning of the research encounter —

Susan - contract researcher, post-doctoral — social scientist, faculty of health

Ben - contract researcher, post-doctoral — social scientist, faculty of science

Nicola - associate tutor, post-doctoral — social scientist, faculty of social science

Bryan - professor — emeritus, formerly head of research centre & formerly head of
school — social scientist, faculty of social science

Edward - professor, formerly head of school — social scientist, faculty of arts &
humanities

Tessa - professor, head of research group — scientist, faculty of health

Michael - professor, emeritus, formerly head of school & formerly pro-vice chancellor
— social scientist, faculty of social science

Jonathon - senior lecturer, academic director — social scientist, faculty of social science
Fiona - senior lecturer, centre director — social scientist, faculty of health

Tim - senior lecturer — scientist, faculty of science

Sandra - senior lecturer —scientist, faculty of science

Rosa - no contractual status, post-doctoral — social scientist, formerly faculty of arts &

humanities
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The process of ‘snowballing’ was not used as the sample was relatively small, unlike
Gunasekara who started with senior university executives and regional leaders (Gunasekara
2007). Churchman & King held a World Café with 21 participants at a European regional
conference on practice-based learning and set out to explore the ways that academic staff
made sense of changes to their work practices. The data was used to compose two stories;
Secret Story 1 — Academic Joy and Secret Story 2 — Academic Loss and Fear (Churchman and
King 2008). Robertson & Bond’s study of how academics experience teaching and research
and their interrelation was prompted by the publication of a New Zealand university
newsletter. Nine academics responded to the publication, all of whom were invited to
participate in interviews (Robertson and Bond 2001). Becher chose to interview academics in
elite institutions that were already viewed as ‘reasonably prestigious’ within their disciplinary
communities, stating that these members embodied the central value of the discipline, the
‘pacemakers’. In referring to the lessons learned in his research, Becher states that he took
into consideration in his research design of the need for respondents to span the full range of
age and experience which is not borne out by his clearly stated intention in his ‘points of
departure’ to focus on the more established members of the academic community. He
concludes that the expressed need for the full range of age and experience proved ‘relatively
insignificant’ when subjected to more detailed analysis, which did not uncover discrepancies in
perception or response across the category. He does, however, under the heading, ‘getting to
know the ropes’ state that his research indirectly confirms the efficiency of the ‘initiation’
process into academic life which takes place at the doctoral student stage though the research
students that he interviewed were nearly all in their final year and were already imbued with

the cultures of their chosen academic communities (Becher 1989).

2.1.3 Sample selection for main data collection: documents and institutional context

A number of selected institutional documents were interpreted in order to gain an
understanding of Greystone’s formal narrative identity and how in particular, the institution
officially portrays the notion of a university community. These contributed to the institutional
context of the phenomena and an interpretation is provided in Chapter Seven. It was not my
intention to assess the material goods or record keeping systems that are integral to the
organisation of everyday social life as suggested by Hammersley & Atkinson who warn that the
ethnographer ignores these at his or her peril (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007 p133). But

then, it was not so much a ‘documentary reality’ that | am aimed to construct but an
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impression of the institutional narrative on community, including specific examples that the

participants could respond to. The documents selected for interpretation are,

Consultation Draft Greystone Corporate Plan 2007-8 to 2011-12 (Plan 1)
Greystone Corporate Plan 2008-2012 (Plan 2)

Draft Greystone Corporate Plan 2012 — 2016 (Plan 3)

Greystone Corporate Plan 2012 — 2016 (Plan 4)

Greystone Corporate Plan 2012 — 2016 (designed version) (Plan 5)

Vice-Chancellor’s Inaugural Address, 1963

Vice-Chancellor’s letters to staff, September 2009 — December 2013

In addition to these documents, four of the participants selected a number to include in our
conversations. The latter aided the conversations and were not interpreted as the institutional
narrative. Edward, who was clearing through his office in preparation for retirement, provided
25 documents ranging from memorandums to minutes and including an open letter to the
Vice-Chancellor from ‘Humanist scholars’ (see Appendix B). Bryan chose to discuss the annual
report of the research centre that he had co-founded. Susan had brought along a newspaper
cutting of an article written by me that had been published in the regional press and Ben had
an academic publication which the researcher read in advance of the second conversation
(Rose, N The death of the social? Re-figuring the territory of government Economy and Society

25 3 August 1996: 327-356).

2.1.4 The main data collection

Twenty-three one-to-one conversations were conducted with individual participants and two
focus groups. The plan was for three conversations with each participant. The purpose of the
first was to inform an aide memoire which was used in the place of an interview schedule to
frame the second. The third conversation was to serve as an opportunity to confirm key
themes and potential conclusions. Documents chose by the participants were brought into the
discussion. The order of the data collection process was set out in the information and

consent form as follows -

Beginning: first conversations timed at 20 mins each

Write up transcripts

57



Draft aide memoires & check with research participants, gather documents selected
by participants

Middle: second conversations not time limited

Write up transcripts, identify themes from second conversation & send to participants
with any other documents selected

End: third conversations timed at 45 mins each

Write up transcripts, complete final analysis

The invitation to participate in the research was framed as broadly as possible to allow for this
relatively unstructured approach, introducing the subject area, and at the same time providing
a clear statement of expectation for all involved; that is, what | expected the participants to do
(e.g. how much time they may need to invest in the process) and what | committed to doing

myself).

The intention was to share the individual transcripts from the second conversation, in advance
of the third conversation. However, as explained below, | decided to conduct focus groups in
response to questions from the participants about what the others were saying and only one
participant, Rosa, ended up having a third conversation and that was because she was unable
to attend a focus group. | did share the transcripts from the first conversation along with a
draft aide memoire (see below). Table 1 below sets out how the participants were involved in

the data gathering —
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Participants Conversations Focus

Group
st | 2nd | 3"
Susan contract researcher, post-doctoral yes | yes | no | yes
Ben contract researcher, post-doctoral yes | yes | no | yes
Nicola associate tutor, post-doctoral yes | yes | no | yes

Bryan professor — emeritus, formerly head of research centre | yes | yes | no | yes

& formerly head of school

Edward professor, formerly head of school yes | yes | no | yes

Tessa professor, head of research group yes | yes | no | no

Michael professor, emeritus, formerly head of school & | yes | no | no | no

formerly pro-vice chancellor

Jonathon senior lecturer, academic director yes | yes | no | yes
Fiona senior lecturer, centre director yes | yes | no | yes
Tim senior lecturer yes | yes | no | no
Sandra senior lecturer yes | no | no | no
Rosa no contractual status, post-doctoral yes | yes |yes | no

Table 1: the participants and the data gathering

Drake and Heath used loosely structured interviews (as a means of potentially keeping their
roles as unobtrusive as possible), allowing the direction of the interview to be driven by the
participants’ agenda, within the overall framework of the inquiry (Drake and Heath 2008).
Hammersley & Atkinson described the process as ‘reflexive listening’, allowing discussion to
flow in a way that seems natural where at different points in the same interview the approach
may be non-directive or directive, depending on the function that the questioning is intended
to serve which is usually decided as the interview (or conversation) progresses (Hammersley
and Atkinson 2007). This process is reminiscent of grounded theory, though | would say my
approach is not strictly within that tradition; it was more deductive. Whilst my own stance
was less unobtrusive than theirs, my approach was more akin to that of Drake and Heath who
describe theirs as a ‘trail of discovery’ in the spirit of grounded theory, only | aimed to make it
a ‘shared’ trail of discovery in that certain parts of the research data were to some extent co-

constructed between myself and the research participants.
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The aide memoire

Platt describes her interviews as ‘exceedingly unstructured’ saying that they could resemble
participant observation rather than the traditional survey interview, and concludes that the
conventional distinctions between modes of data collection are not always useful. This
approach was adopted in the main data collection. The ‘aide memoire’ was, to some extent,
co-constructed with the research participants though essentially, | produced a draft for

feedback covered by the following text,

You'll see that I’'ve constructed the AM in a way that reflects our first conversation and
also sets out a range of questions for our second conversation that enable us to
further explore your perceptions of community. Please would you see if the AM is
acceptable to you? You might want to make some changes? (covering email to
participants)

In constructing the aide memoire, | transcribed the first conversation, devised questions with
selected quotations and sent them as a draft aide memoire to the research participant along
with a transcription. | also asked each participant if there were any institutional documents
that they would like to use and made suggestions if asked. Each aide memoire was therefore,
unique to the particular exchange although some questions were replicated and every one

contained the following introduction,

Extract from aide memoire —

Reminder of the research method: extended conversations as a shared trail of
discovery

The method includes an element of co-construction. Julie Worrall (my former name)
will converse with individual academics. That is, participate in a series of ‘extended
conversations’ with academics in one university, with a view to exploring their idea of
community, in such a way that will ‘make room’ for her own subjective reality in the
field. An ‘aide memoire’, jointly constructed by Julie Worrall and the research
participant, will be used to frame the second conversation instead of an interview
schedule or questionnaire. In addition, each participant will be asked to select any
institutional documents that they would like to use or refer to in the conversation.
Each aide memoire is, therefore, unique to the particular exchange.

Definition of an aide memoire -
[A thing, especially a book or document that helps you to remember something]
Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary

The second conversation is framed by the Aide Memoire
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The third conversation will provide an opportunity to interpret the data and reach
conclusions.

Phrases above such as, ‘co-construction’ and ‘subjective reality in the field’ are most likely to
be understood by the participants in this study who are academic researchers. These are not
phrases that | would have used if the research involved participants that were not familiar with
the language of research. Platt, on interviewing one’s peers, refers to equality and status
which implies reciprocity and symmetry in the relationship between an insider researcher and
their research participants and the challenges of providing a full account of the rationale and
purpose of the study to respondents without being intellectually condescending but not
inviting discussion of the study, rather than getting on with the interview (Platt 1981 p80).
Chapter One notes how a number of the participants initially approached the research topic as
an intellectual exercise. | also referred, in the original invitation, to the upgrade paper
(January 2011) for a fuller explanation and rationale of the research question, methodology

and methods, offering to send a copy on request. One participant responded by email saying,

| am in a data collection phase myself so can appreciate that you are trying to pin
down some participants!” (email from Susan to researcher 16" May 2011), and,

| would be interested to read your upgrade paper so that | can get a better idea of how
you are approaching this. Can you send a copy? (email from Susan to researcher 17"
May 2011)

Taking into account the context of the research and the invitation to include documents of the
participant’s choosing in the conversations (see above), this is not altogether surprising. Ben

responded to the draft aide memoire by saying,

This all looks fine to me - and | think you've done a good job of cutting across my
rather rambling responses. If | were to add anything to the AM it might be to try and
think a bit more about the ideas around communities of practice/interest that | was
talking about, and also about the idea of performativity. (email from Ben to researcher
11" July 2011)

Many of the questions in the aide memoires were accompanied by supporting quotes selected
from the first conversation transcript. These acted as a reminder of what was said in the first
conversation and enabled the dialogue to move on rather than dwell excessively on what had
been previously discussed. It was particularly useful in enabling the conversation to move on
to a deeper and more personal reflection. See Appendix C for a full list of the aide memoire

questions.
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The conversations

The research is of an ethnographic nature. Hammersley & Atkinson describe ethnographic
research as a set of methods not far removed from the means that we all use in everyday life
to make sense of our surroundings, of other people’s and even our own actions (Hammersley
and Atkinson 2007 p4). A conversation, for example, can be described as an exchange, a two-
way process, though as we are reminded, in research it can never be simply a conversation
because the ethnographer has a research agenda and must retain some control over the
proceedings (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007 p17); the ‘extended conversations’ that | had
were not, for example, entirely naturalistic. When interviewing her peers at an educational
institution, Platt used an ‘aide memoire’ to structure her interviews, explaining that one’s

peers are one’s equals in role-specific senses,

They share the same background knowledge and sub-cultural understandings, and
they are members of the same groups or communities. (Platt 1981 p76)

In assessing the social construction of interview data, Gunasekara refers to researcher
identities as ‘fluid and changing’. He took the individual academic as the focal point and,
similar to Clegg, utilised an interpretative perspective, placing emphasis on the meanings and
interpretations of the interviewees (Clegg asked her respondents to reflect on what is
important for their self-definitions; to dwell on the nature of the university ‘...through the lens

of their own meaning making.” (Clegg 2008 p324))

The conversations or one-to-one research encounters, took place between April 2011 and
October 2012 and all except two were conducted at Greystone. Rosa’s third conversation took
place at her new institution and Michael’s single conversation took place at his. Seven of the
twelve participants chose to have the conversations in their own office. There were 23 in

total, the shortest of which was 19.11 minutes and the longest, 103 minutes.

The focus groups

A number of participants asked (after the recording device had been switched off) what the

other participants were saying in the other conversations. | had not originally intended to

have focus groups and had not included these in the original research design. | considered

how they may possibly enhance the data gathering and decided that they would enable the
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participants to not only hear the perspectives of others and receive feedback on their own
ideas and thoughts but also to build upon the previous conversations with myself. The focus
groups took the place of the third conversation for all the participants though not all were able

to attend and Rosa had a third conversation as an alternative.

By introducing the focus groups, the intention was to build upon and enrich the insights gained
during the first and second conversations. The group was able to explore as a collective, the
individual perspectives. An initial analysis of the data from the individual conversations was
shared with the participants as a part of the preparation for the groups. A proposal to conduct

a focus group was emailed to the participants with an explanation saying,

| would like to propose that | invite all my participants to join a focus group after | have
transcribed their ‘second’ conversation. The focus group agenda will be informed by
all the conversations that | have had with those participants so far. Clearly, individual
anonymity will not be possible in this context though | would expect my participants to
agree to non-disclosure of each other’s identity before, during and after the process. |
can provide a consent form to that effect. In addition, | will anonymise any data that |
will use in the focus group scenario. (email to participants, February 2012)

Two focus groups were held in a venue off campus in a hired room at a voluntary organisation.
The first had four participants and the second had three. Names were not disclosed in

advance of the sessions.

Audio recording and transcription

The total recorded time for the conversations was 1,066.84 recorded minutes, or 17.78 hours.
The recorded time for the focus groups was 1.56.22 for focus group one and 1.11.26 for focus
group two. | transcribed the first conversations myself and | had the second conversations
professionally transcribed. | chose to do the first conversations in order to assist with the
drafting of the aide memoires. This task was manageable in that most (but not all) of the first
conversations were time limited (I had intended to limit them all to twenty minutes each but
this proved to be difficult in some cases). Using a transcriptionist for the second conversations
saved time — | was working full-time and my capacity was limited. The decision was, therefore,
purely pragmatic. When | received the draft transcripts, | listened again to the conversations
and made corrections. | had not intended to transcribe the focus groups and indeed, told the
participants that | would not be doing so. However, whilst listening to the audio recording was

useful, transcribing the individual voices of the participants was actually the best way to gain a
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better understanding of their contribution to the discussion. | therefore, recorded and
transcribed the individual voices in both focus groups. Throughout the analysis | invoked
Archer’s idea of the ‘inner-conversation’ and like Clegg, treated each transcript as unique; the
themes that emerged were not common categories but, ‘...areas of concern and the spaces in

which individual projects appeared to be being framed.’ (Clegg 2008 p133)

The total word count for the transcripts of the 23 conversations is 145,200 words.
The total word count for the focus group transcripts (the voices of the participants only) is

23,887.

2.2 ETHICAL MATTERS

This section explains the approach to seeking the formal ethical approval for the research,
explores the ethical issues associated with converting a professional activity into research
material and discusses the implications for confidentiality of the ‘political’ climate within which
the research took place. My own insider status may be described as a ‘continuum’, as
opposed to a ‘dichotomy’ (Mercer 2007), as | move between the professional activity and the

research.

2.2.1 The juxtaposition of professional and research roles

Ethical matters, particularly as they relate to my position as an insider researcher, were never
far away from my thoughts and are discussed briefly in Chapter One where the heuristic value
of my insider perspective is explained. In Chapter Three under the heading of, ‘The researcher
and the return gaze’, the participants’ views on this are outlined via their perspectives on
methodology, on position and potential disclosure and on the researcher’s professional
profile. It is stated above that the pilot data gathering in 2010 led to the research focus. The
pilot study focused on a workshop, which had originated as a BBC supported course designed
to help the participants’ use creative writing to tell their life stories (see above for a
description of the workshop). It also became a ‘test bed’ for thinking about and rehearsing

how to deal with ethical matters.

The application for the ethical approval of the pilot data gathering comprised a 6,400 word

paper and included a proposed research participant consent form described as a ‘Contributor

Contract’ along the lines of a standard BBC contract, agreed with the author (the main
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facilitator for the workshop). In response to feedback from the School’s Ethics Committee, this
contract was replaced with a more standard research information and consent form (see
Appendix D). The ‘Contributor Contract’ had referred to the professional aspect of the
workshop (the fact that it was being provided under the project | was managing) and
combining this aspect with seeking permission for involvement in doctoral research (including
my involvement in the course as a researcher), was not deemed appropriate by the Ethics
Committee. Indeed, on reflection it detracted attention from the purpose and only served to
confuse the prospective relationships that the workshop participants were to have with all

those involved.

| circulated the approved information and consent form to the prospective workshop
participants, all of whom consented to the research (it was stated that the observation would
only go ahead with the consent of all the participants). | declared my intention to use
participant observation and field notes and stated that | would not be recording the
proceedings or producing transcripts. | invited the prospective participants to contact me,
particularly if they had any concerns about my position as an, ‘insider researcher’. One
prospective participant stated that they were ‘a little unsure’ of my presence on the course,
that it would ‘become clearer on the course’ and that they will sign the consent form at the
first session. | discussed this with them and they appeared to be reassured. At the end of the
first session this participant further explained that the reason she was unsure about my
attendance was that she thought | was going to sit at the side of the room observing and
taking notes; she thought it was better that | was actually participating. She had understood
the research but it was not clear to her as to how | would actually go about attending the
workshop. Also, during a quiet moment at the first session, another participant asked how |
was conducting the research. | explained that my observation was unstructured, compared to
a more quantitative approach (this participant worked in the science faculty); that it was like

‘being there’ and observing what people said and did.

The participants could have been inhibited by my role in their organisation and like Potts, | did
stress that the research is independent of the University’s administration (Potts 2008 p160).
However, whether or not people have knowledge of social research, and whatever attitude
they take towards it, they will often be more concerned with what kind of person the
researcher is than with the research itself; they will want to know, for example, if the

ethnographer can be trusted (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007 p65). | answered any concerns
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that the workshop participants had about potential harm or exploitation though | must say,

there were very few.

Hammersley and Atkinson advise that whilst pilot research should be conducted if possible, it
is better to use a setting that will not be used for the main data collection (Hammersley and
Atkinson 2007 p30). Using this Workshop provided an opportunity to explore potential
settings for the main data collection and to further refine the approach to the key themes. |
did as Elliot suggests, used my intuition to inform what should be observed and what is
important (Elliot 2005). And | used the process to reflect on my own position in the research

including any biographical experiences that may influence the methods and data analysis.

Of course, the pilot data gathering took place within an organisation that already has a culture
of research and in this respect the participants were supportive. Drake and Heath certainly
found that the professional student felt both supported and encouraged when there was a
strong institutional culture of research-based practice (Drake and Heath 2008 p136). | still,
however, needed to be aware of potential resistance. Hammersley & Atkinson, in describing
ethnographic research in higher education, cite potential ‘acute’ problems of resistance where
the people being studied are academics, where the participants may be, or consider
themselves to be, very sophisticated in their knowledge of research methodology
(Hammersley and Atkinson 2007 p64). | did not find this to be the case in the pilot data

gathering.

In terms of the ethical matters, the pilot data gathering was relatively fleeting compared with
the main data gathering. It took place over a period of four weeks, it comprised a group
scenario throughout and | knew just one participant beforehand through my professional role.
The main data gathering took place over a period of 19 months, from April 2011 to October
2012 and involved a series of one-to-one conversations and two focus groups. Outlined above
is the approach to recruiting the twelve research participants, seven of whom were already
known to me in my professional role. The duration and depth of the main research
encounters resulted in greater exposure to the research for the participants, some of whom |
continued to work with in my professional role to July 2014 when | resigned from the
management post at Greystone in community-university engagement. There were times
when | was conscious of that extra dimension to my working relationship with individuals, a

dimension that needed to be accommodated and sometimes, hidden.
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2.2.2 Confidentiality in a ‘political’ climate

The issue of confidentiality and in particular, the anonymity of the research participants, was
challenging in this context from a participant’s perspective, for the pilot and to a greater
extent, the main data gathering. The Workshop involved the sharing of experiences and
personal memoires and was attended by academic staff, support staff and postgraduate
researchers. The facilitators were used to dealing with these issues, one of whom is a trained
counsellor. Confidentiality in relation to previous workshops was maintained through
anonymity at the request of the participants and | offered anonymity in the research.
However, as Potts had warned his respondents, while anonymity and confidentiality would be
offered, this would not necessarily mean that others could not accurately guess their identities
(Potts 2008 p162). This is a concern that | had for the participants involved in the main data
gathering. Drake and Heath conducted a small study in two universities and looked at the
challenges experienced by students taking Doctorates in Education who are attempting to
develop a critical research-based perspective on the workplace. Their conclusion that people
who work in education institutions operate in ‘intensely political climates’ concurs with my
own professional experience. In researching an area that relates to my professional role, | am
to a certain extent, positioned by what they describe as, ‘prevailing political ideologies’ and |
have remained very conscious of this, attempting to manage the issue carefully (Drake and
Heath 2008 p140). One participant from the main data gathering expressed concern about the
implications of both his and the researcher’s position as ‘insiders. He acknowledged the
prevailing climate at the institution, observing sensitivity at an institutional level about
corporate image (partly as a result of a major incident in November 2009, the consequences of
which exposed the institution to criticism worldwide) and the potential implications for those

pursuing research.

As Coupal concludes in her discussion on the regulation of practitioner research, the process of
conducting research is political and it can change the discourse within an organisation (Coupal
2005). Drake and Heath, on their own research, say it is their world too and they must live
with the consequences, as much their participants (Drake and Heath 2008 p131). And so
whilst | do not claim to be fundamentally changing the discourse on community at Greystone
through the research, it is important to acknowledge three key points. Firstly, that some of

the participants had a desire to change the culture of Greystone in relation to community.
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As a community, | mean | love Greystone for lots of different reasons but also find
Greystone quite frustrating at times and wish that there was a lot more community
feeling across the different faculties... | wish and | hope that things will change at
Greystone and that people like (vice-chancellor), and so on, will really make us feel
together because that’s never really happened | don’t think in the years that I've been
here and | have been here a long while. (Fiona C1p11)

Secondly, that the context of the Beacon for Public Engagement project and the higher
education policy drive on university community-university engagement cannot be ignored as
individuals and institutions are being strongly encouraged to think about ‘communities’ and to

build engagement into their day-to-day academic practice.

And thirdly, | cannot deny my philosophy or world view but | can use it to enhance my
understanding of the field in a way that is described by Elliot and Lukes in their examination of
the truthfulness and warrant of case studies, where they state that the situation of the
researcher cannot be discounted any more than that of the researched. They refer to the way
in which social science has cultivated a distancing from experience and valuing in order to
achieve objectivity, and conclude that the condition of our understanding is that we have
prejudices and any inquiry undertaken by us needs to be approached in the spirit of a
conversation with others (Elliot and Lukes 2008 p113). Bourdieu refers to the advantages
inherent in the relation of belonging which enable us to combine information gathered by the
objective techniques of scientific enquiry with the profound intuitions gained from personal
familiarity (Bourdieu 1988 p3). The approach that | took in the research design provided for a

more reflexive outlook.

2.2.3 Aninsider continuum: from ‘marginal native’ to research fellow

| needed to avoid the dangers of what has been described as ‘over-rapport that is, identifying
too closely with the participants’ perspectives and failing to treat them as problematic. The
term, ‘going native’ is often used to describe this scenario, though Sikes & Potts find the term
distasteful, describing it as having connotations with colonial attitudes and of researcher
superiority (Sikes and Potts 2008 p7). Potts described himself as ‘being native to begin with’,
saying that he had empathy with them and their organisation, enabling him to use
subjectivism and personal involvement to further his understanding of the academics and their
institutional contexts (Potts 2008 p167). The term ‘marginal native’ may be more appropriate
in my case as | am already constantly in the field (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007 p89). It also

accords with Mercer’s understanding of ‘insiderness’ and ‘outsiderness’ as a ‘continuum’
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(Mercer 2007 p3) and this is how | have chosen to present it in the thesis; my ‘insiderness’ is a
strand which does not dominate but nevertheless runs throughout. One of the participants

reflected on the term as,

An interesting juxtaposition of terms... it does hint at being on the borders of any
particular community | suppose... possibly looking in or dipping in and out, so it’s a
quite nice term. (Nicola C2p1-2)

| am a marginal native not only in the context of the research but also in the context of my
professional role. My researcher identity was increasingly recognised from 2012 as a
consequence of my contribution being costed into successful research council applications and
projects (as a manager and a postgraduate researcher) that have utilised my growing
understanding of university communities and community-university engagement. This
understanding is predicated not only on professional experience but also on the research. On
the professional side, my department was pleased to receive financial resources that have
been secured via my ‘hybrid’ status (manager and researcher) that helped to sustain my
management role, which was not supported with core university funding but by a subsidy from
another department. On the research side, | started to build my profile and had my own
‘people page’ which set out my research, and my professional credentials. | became more
comfortable with the term, ‘researcher practitioner’, used by a colleague at another university
in relation to myself in 2013. | still had a sense of both belonging and not belonging to either a
professional or academic peer group. This may be a distinct advantage. For example,
Whitchurch cites individuals who thrive in their ‘third space’ roles, which enable them to
operate utilise, ‘usefully loose’ organisational structures and relationships, creating a
constructive dynamic between interest groups and also in representing the university with
regional and national agencies. It also enables those to achieve a greater sense of
authenticity than if they had been in a mainstream role in which they felt constrained
(Whitchurch 2013 p91-92). In 2014, | resigned from the management role and | now work as a

part-time ‘research fellow’ for an externally funded project, based at Greystone.

One of the participants in this research asked if | felt inhibited by the university’s concept of

community,

| wondered whether... whether you feel inhibited by the university...whether you feel
that the Greystone concept of community actually marries with yours or whether you
feel that there are ways in which you can’t do or be as much as you would like... (Susan
to researcher C2p1)
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Susan was referring to community as portrayed in the university’s Corporate Plan. | had to
think carefully about my response, asking myself how | may answer honestly and at the same
time reduce the potential of influencing the research encounter. For example, | didn’t want
my experience of working at Greystone on the culture change objective through the Beacon
for Public Engagement Project brought into the frame. In the end, | chose to emphasise the
benefits of the research itself, ‘if | do have any inhibitions or have had in my professional role,
it’s through the research where those inhibitions are broken down a bit.” (Researcher to Susan

C2p1-2)

These issues highlight what may be construed as a tension for this research between the
conceptualization of ‘community’ as an object of research and the function of ‘community’ as
a policy instrument, which is employed by both Greystone and more broadly by those who

fund and govern the higher education sector.

2.3 BUILDING AND USING THE CODING FRAMEWORK

This section explains the construction and the utilisation of the coding framework in the data

analysis. Schostak described data analysis as a structuring process,

Through which data gets to be shaped into quasi-units for all practical, political and
ethical purposes. To imagine this ‘structurality’ is like trying to see the negative image
of the photograph when looking at the positive image. Without the negative, there
cannot be a positive. (Schostak 2006 p142)

The analysis was interpretive and reflexive. It was also characterized and influenced by the
shared activity at different stages of the process, largely at the first and second 