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How far did academic values, academic self perceptions and identifications and academic agendas shift in the face of the political and institutional transformations of the last quarter of the 20th century? In short, how far did policy change permeate academic identities? 

Empirical base of the study on which I am drawing: 7 disciplines; 11 institutions (4 new; 7 old); 300 interviews carried out between 1995 and 1997. It is important to reiterate that in our selection of disciplines for the study, our purpose was to investigate the a fortiori cases, that is of traditional disciplines. If we detected changes in academic identities as far as they were concerned, that would indicate that more substantial changes were occurring across the sector. 

Assumptions: Concepts of identity are at the heart of traditional beliefs about the values and workings of higher education. Not only has academic work provided the conditions for strong identities, but also the building of individual identities has been central to the dynamic of academic organisation in the Western world. Traditional academic reward systems are based on individuation and reputation within self-regulating knowledge communities. The understanding of identity used here is drawn primarily from communitarianism. This embodies an actor/ structure perspective, within which it is possible to see academics as both distinctive individuals and embedded in the communities of primary importance to them, that is first the discipline and secondly the university. These communities can be seen as shaping individual identities, for example, in the myths, knowledge traditions and formative relationships that inform the language and memories of the academics represented in this study. At the same time, they can be understood as providing, in Bleiklie’s terms, the ‘normative space’ in which individuals make their own choices as they pursue the ‘project’ of identity. The balance between or combination of the two functions of community varies in individual cases and is, in part, a matter of the characteristics of their significant communities.

Such concepts and theories of identity provide insights into the stabilities at the core of academia, in the production, reproduction and negotiation of conceptions of knowledge and programmes of work over time within relatively bounded institutions. These stabilities make it hard to change academic values and practices by the imposition of new purposes and structures from different policy and cultural arenas.

In this paper I shall:

· analyse how the interactions between individual, discipline and institution have changed as a result of policy changes;

· consider how changes have impinged on academic identities, focusing on values; academic self perceptions and self esteem; academic agendas and practices; 

· identify what strategies academics have used to sustain their identities and give some pointers as to how robust those strategies might be. 

The individual-discipline- institution dynamic: the shifting balance of power

A key consequence of policy change was that higher education institutions assumed greater importance, to some extent as mediators of government policies, but equally importantly as managers of the new policy environment, of which markets were an increasingly important feature. Institutions’ need for income generation was a dominant influence. They had rapidly to transform themselves into organisations that could manage complexity and maintain competitiveness. Most assumed (in advance or retrospectively) the model prescribed for them by Jarratt: the corporate enterprise. 

Institutions now began to redefine what were matters for departmental/ disciplinary self-regulation. Academic policy-making, extending to such matters as research development curriculum organisation, quality assurance was increasingly a function of the centre, even if in collaboration with departments. Universities varied as to how far they demonstrated a belief that institutional well being depended upon the ambition, creativity and achievements of departments and individuals. 

The quality of academic work had now to be continually demonstrated in explicit and transparent performance. Even the most prestigious of disciplines could no longer take for granted their authority or even their security in the institution. Departments and individual academics could find themselves the targets for change in professional practice. Moreover, the change agents might not be fellow academics but administrators or other purveyors of what academics generally regarded as generic and relatively low level knowledge (e.g. pedagogy!). 

There was a powerful sense among academics that theirs was no longer the monopoly or even the dominant culture. They were competing with the cultures of the market, of managerialism and of bureaucracy. This had severe implications for their control and use of time. But also the infiltration of new cultures was threatening to reconstitute their normative space. 

As institutions sought to create a more flexible academic labour force, conditions of employment had become more insecure and more competitive. Differences of status and power between academics had sharpened and become more explicit in differential contracts and levels of remuneration. Some had been proletarianised, some had become quasi-entrepreneurs. Most felt they were now in a competitive labour market, in which it was possible for some to use academic reputation in bargaining for substantially advantageous pay and conditions of work. An academic in his first job in a new university, with as yet little leverage on the market, was candid about the ambiguities of his responses. The incorporation of market forces and a performance related culture into higher education had made him uncomfortable. However, he had himself used his publication record to negotiate an increment to his pay. The market culture had, therefore, entered into his relationship with the university. Within this frame, his publications had given him some power. 

For others the problem was expressed in terms of becoming part of a management culture, in which economy, efficiency and value for money were central values. 'There was a huge psychological loss when the English department became a cost centre in the Arts Budget Centre.... I don't know what Leavis would have made of this. For all his faults, he had this sense of reading books as being at the cutting edge of being human... This is what I want to do and I believe there is a huge value in doing it. The changes in the ambience and the culture don't invalidate it but it has become more difficult.' (mid-career English academic, pre-1992 university) 

The growing importance of output or performance criteria affected priorities and influenced modes of working and the values that informed them (CF Strathern 1997). A sociologist in mid-career felt that motives for collaboration with colleagues had changed from intrinsic interest to potential output. ‘Now the pre-thought is, ''Would we able to publish something on this somewhere?'' ‘. 

An English scholar considered that they were both using more time on their work and using it differently. In doing so, they were, almost unconsciously, changing how they defined the nature of academic work. There was a decline in informal ‘collective academic endeavour’, such as reading groups, making ‘spaces for political and theoretical discussion’ and going to inaugural lectures in other parts of the university. One reason was less time but also that ‘part of it is mentality; you are very conscious that …. you are not funded for those sorts of things. And they are not included in any sense of what your work really is.’ 

At the same time, academic work and academic relations were bureaucratised. Academics experienced a shift in their relationships with administrators in which they spent significant time meeting, as they felt, administrative needs, rather than the reverse. Increased interactions with the institution were, for the most part, experienced by academics as limiting their control of the working environment, reducing their status and shifting their own use of time from the academic to the administrative. 

As a physicist in an old university noted, again, it was not just a matter of the erosion of academic time. It is ‘also a matter of attitude and atmosphere.. There is a feeling that one is being manipulated by …. administrators, required to provide statistics, make cases for all sorts of things that you should not be asked to do… [There is] an implication that you are… not an independent professional who can exercise judgement about these things without having to justify them to an administrator’ (pp2). 

Greater stress on data recording, on procedures and systems, and on the formal appraisal of academic work meant that this work was more open to scrutiny by administrators as well as by senior academic management and academics’ own heads of department. This can be understood as a form of the ‘visualisation of work’ (Bleiklie et al.2000). Academic work, when ‘visualised’, ‘becomes accessible to administrators and academic leaders who may evaluate academic efforts and act upon the information "from a distance" without any specialist knowledge about it’ (ibid.)

Power relations between the institution and the department changed and were potentially less stable. Departments were more dependent on the institution for their well being, more open to intervention on the part of senior academic management, and, again, more open to internal as well as external scrutiny. The implications were differential: the balance of exchange relationships with the institution of strong departments with potential to generate resources, to enhance institutional reputation might well remain with the department.

Departmental and subject group reputation and competitiveness became more important, inside and outside the institution. Across the disciplinary spectrum, research was a public and collective matter (as it had not been for academics in the humanities and social sciences, nor even always for scientists), and no longer a private concern of the individual and the discipline. Recruitment to departments was geared to maximising research performance and income. Departments began to be pressed by their institutions to consolidate round certain sub-disciplines and research areas rather than aiming at coverage of the subject for teaching purposes. In the social sciences research funding policies increased institutional pressures for collective research. TQA (subject review) criteria and methods put a premium on coherence, collective reflection and collaborative action. Self-evaluation exercises could create new levels of understanding and mutual interest in a department. 

However, developments stimulated by external evaluation were not all towards solidarity and community. Departments differed in the importance they attached to these and to equality in the allocation of work. There were more quasi-hierarchical forms of relationship in some departments (e.g. designations as directors of research) and more transparent inequalities. Work was more formally organised and individual performance more formally evaluated. Traditional, often implicitly evolved, divisions of labour and individual exchange relationships, taking account of individual preferences, strengths and weaknesses, and departmental needs for multiple roles, were superseded. In a climate of more explicit and more uniform criteria of performance, departmental climates became more intolerant of the ‘unproductive’ and individuals were more careful and instrumental about the use of their time. 

The overall implications for the relative influence of institutions and disciplines were quite complex. Institutions had more power to shape the lives, relationships and self-perceptions of academics, while at the same time they might be more distanced from them and so weaker forces for identification. Indeed, they could become targets for opposition and a means by which academics consolidated their sense of professional identity through differentiation from the management of the institution. 

Institutional changes also had significance for the interaction between academics and the discipline. It could be said to have become more localised and tangible, as the department, or sometimes the subject group, became a more significant mediator or embodiment of the discipline. In so far as teaching was given a higher profile than before in the lives of academics, departments and degree programmes became more important forces in the development of academic agendas. 

The increased importance of the local base of the discipline did not, however, mean that cosmopolitan relationships with the more diffuse invisible colleges mattered less. The RAE, in particular, together with a more competitive academic labour market, stimulated more publication, more conferences, more academic networks and inter-institutional connections, at least among those who had not regarded themselves as leaders in their fields. 

Implications for academic identities

Roles and identities 

We have argued that academic identities are a complex and heterogeneous mix of individual and community values, commitment to particular forms of knowledge or epistemological frameworks and a sense of worth or self esteem. They are worked out predominantly in the roles and tasks of research, teaching, administration and, increasingly frequently, management. 

Academics in pre-1992 universities assumed that being an academic meant combining research, teaching and administration, though most put the emphasis on research and/ or teaching. The identity of some senior staff across the sector was centred in their teaching role. This was more common in post-1992 universities, whose history was bound up in teaching, but it was also a feature of the older universities. 

Young staff in new universities might see themselves primarily as researchers, while some of their older colleagues were seeking to develop or strengthen a research profile. However, disciplinary identities were key variables across the sector, as far as the relationship between research and identity was concerned. While most scientists had chosen a university career because it would afford them the best conditions to pursue their research, even if they also enjoyed teaching, those in other disciplines in the study were more likely to place value on the combination of research and teaching. For some the integration of these activities was central to their identity. 

Becoming a manager was now also a recognised component of the academic career trajectory, an alternative or additional source of achievement and self-esteem for some, although for others an unwanted obligation and not something they wished to be identified with. ('If I had wanted to run a business, I would have become a businessman. I didn't become an academic physicist to do this. I am probably not well suited for it.’ Most academics who were managers were in the process of working out what it meant to them. Many saw it as important to their sense of identity to hang on to their discipline-based work. 

One of the most persistent themes in this study is that academic working lives continued to be centred in their discipline, whether they saw themselves primarily as researchers, teachers, managers or a combination of more than one of those. This generalisation held across the disciplines in the study, although it was weakest in English. It also seemed to be remarkably robust in the face of drives towards multi-disciplinary teaching and research. 

Some academics, particularly in the context of their educational responsibilities, explicitly saw sustaining the discipline as an end in itself. They wanted to ensure that the understanding it afforded and the qualities that it represented, intellectual, and sometimes social and moral, were passed on. Many academic values were embedded in concepts of the discipline and often expressed in a language shared by members of the discipline. 

Amongst other generic academic values, the most prominent was academic freedom. [This meant more than one thing. In part it meant being free to choose one’s own research agenda and to follow it through. This was most explicitly discussed by those who felt this freedom to be under threat, that is by scientists outside the highest performing institutions, and by academics in a wider range of disciplines in some post-1992 universities. In the narratives of other academics it still seemed to be assumed in their accounts of their research and scholarship. It was strongly connected with individuation, recognition in the discipline and the importance of a sense of intellectual continuity and coherence in research agendas. 

Academic freedom also meant being trusted and being given the space to manage the pattern of one’s own working life and to determine one’s own priorities. For some, it was a matter of quality of life for themselves and their families and perhaps the main reward of an academic career. However, for many it also had a collective significance. Underlying many of the interviews were more basic assumptions: that individual freedom was a function of academic control of the professional arena of teaching and research, that these were the conditions they needed to do work and therefore the conditions in which their academic identity was grounded.] 

Specific policies and academic identities

How did policy changes affect academic identities? In some respects they reinforced them. Changes in research education policies meant that aspiring academics would receive a stronger and more systematic general grounding in their disciplines. They retained the opportunity to carry out research of their own and support in that process still centred on the individual student-supervisor relationship but these were now more likely to follow on from a Master’s programme or a fourth undergraduate year. 

Research selectivity policies meant that there would be continued pressure to acquire a reputation in their field by publication and other forms of self-presentation and focused connection in the discipline. However, they could also be said to be expressing and revitalising a myth of profound personal and political importance for academic professional identities, that research was a central and continuing part of them. This was a myth that had no longer reflected the reality of the profession before the institutionalisation of the RAE (Fulton 1997). 

Meanwhile, the research assessment exercises were largely organised round disciplines, were based upon peer review and had strongly resisted a ‘drift of epistemic criteria’ (Elzinga 1985) towards economic instrumentalism. They reinforced disciplines in some new universities where they had been incorporated into larger administrative units. 

Research selectivity policies reflected a conception of knowledge centred upon public output within strict time frames, that was becoming embedded in higher education from the undergraduate degree onwards. It is an incremental model of knowledge development, based on an assumption that knowledge advances through structured and focused dialogue and interrogation through different forms of peer review, as distinct from internal reflection, integration and maturation or more diffuse forms of intellectual development and exchange. Definitions of ‘research active’ in output terms state that research undertaken for personal professional development or for the enhancement of teaching or to satisfy personal interest or curiosity is not in itself sufficient to be incorporated into a funding formula. Meanwhile, stricter time structures and later specialisation might also facilitate more flexibility in research agendas. The foundation of specialist research identities might not be laid down so firmly. 

Peer reviewers maintained strong control of the discrete research assessment exercises. But research selectivity policies were part of a wider agenda that contained some values in conflict with those of the peer communities. It was based upon managerialism and instrumental concepts of rationality and geared towards the production of knowledge that could be exploited for the benefit of the economy. 

The other major purpose of the agenda was to create a culture in which academic researchers and universities collaborated more closely with government and business in identifying future directions of research and in various stages of the production of knowledge and its conversion into marketable outcomes (OST 1993). In other words, the boundaries between academia, business and government would be loosened and reformulated. The policy agenda had shifted towards finding ways to encompass basic research and exploitable research within common rather than distinct frameworks for planning and action. 

One implication of these policies was that in the sciences, and to a lesser extent, the social sciences, the forces that separate research from teaching were strengthened. The most successful in attracting funding had not only to be the best scientists. They also had to find ways to generate a variety of projects within their main agenda that would attract different users. Time and energy were necessarily directed to these ends at the expense of teaching activities. 

These could all be seen as part of a process in which academic work was becoming more segmented and potentially new identities were emerging – e.g. of the research entrepreneur (loosening ties with the institution and department). Meanwhile, the differential distribution of rewards and reputations was becoming more explicit and inflexible. Research selectivity policies might have, in a sense, contributed towards a process of re-professionalising the profession. They also set in motion a process of re-stratification. The result was for some members of the profession a drastic loss of identity, as those categorised as ‘non-research active’ acquired a new, semi-public and undesirable status. 

New concepts of higher education: the transformation in the educational functions of universities brought with it clear challenges to academic values, self-esteem and conceptions of role. The massification of higher education meant predictable pressures towards the bureaucratisation of academic institutions. However, changes in numbers meant far more than problems of institutional size. They meant also changes in the composition, the experience and the preparedness of the student population for higher education. They accelerated dramatically the process in which academics were brought face to face with changing and multiple student cultures and changes in secondary education. 

Students had more obviously different agendas for higher education from those of academics. They were more overtly instrumental and were increasingly juggling with competing pressures, including financial insecurity and uncertain labour markets. But these factors did not mean that they could be perceived as a deviant interest group. They were in some ways more in tune with government policies than were academics. 

Academic strategies in the face of change 

In the face of these challenges to individual and collective identities, how did academics respond? Academic values and sense of identity based upon membership of and dialogue with disciplinary communities might have remained relatively stable. However, the boundaries between academia and other sectors of society had undoubtedly been permeated. Higher education and university-based research were increasingly seen as resources for society. Arenas of autonomous activity had to be justified. Academics were operating in a world where accountability, collaboration and negotiation with a range of interests were expected. 

We have identified a range of responses to change on the part of academics within narratives that divided between decline and loss and those where there was a stronger sense of control. These responses might be understood as more or less conscious strategies to conserve academic identities, collective and individual. 

A minority of academics in the most powerful institutions could afford effectively to ignore policy changes. There were also individual academics, particularly in the least powerful settings, who felt that the changes in values and agendas that were required of them were so great that they had to resist them or lose their identity (e.g. in settings where teaching had been downgraded and transformed). Collective resistance sometimes took the form of distortion – of new policies (e.g. TQA criteria)

More common conservation strategies were forms of subversion. E.g. departmental responses to modularisation policies: finding ways to resist the fragmentation of the syllabus and of accepted understandings of the learning process and to sustain the disciplinary agenda. Also overt compliance with perceived expectations but minimal actual change. 

Alternatively, departments might respond to quality assurance policies by compartmentalisation. Quality was re-framed in terms of, for example, bureaucratisation and thereby defined as essentially an administrative exercise. It could thus be seen as primarily the province of administrators or managers rather than of academics and separate from academic review and development. 

Working harder: unlikely to succeed on its own. It had evident limits and tended to ignore the ways in which new policies were reshaping the working environment and the longer-term implications. 

There were several examples of more creative forms of accommodation, strategies in which new policy agendas were incorporated into existing academic agendas, research and teaching. 

Academic accommodation of others’ agendas might well entail processes of interpretation akin to Latour’s concept of ‘translation’ (Latour 1987). An actor with one agenda persuades another with a different agenda that their interests, ‘what lie[s] in between actors and their goals’ (ibid.), are the same. 

The ambiguities that could accompany processes of accommodation were perhaps best illustrated by the negotiations between academics, institutions and external bodies of the more instrumental educational agendas being developed for undergraduate degrees. Thus departments might be persuaded that the development of transferable skills could be accommodated into discipline-based curricula without undermining their values or conceptions of knowledge and education. Alternatively, they might persuade others that discipline-based curricula could achieve their instrumental goals. 

However, accommodating new languages and new modes of managing higher education is not so much a final solution to the kind of problems faced by academics as a provisional strategy, the implications of which may be slow to emerge. It may be seen as a form of ‘constructive ambiguity.’ A strategy of accommodation may prove to be either one of accommodating [change] within existing frames of reference or accommodating to it. New languages and new modes of management may gradually be assimilated, leaving individuals and departments more in tune with, and able to adapt to, a changing environment but with their values, beliefs and agendas essentially undisturbed. They may, however, also exercise their own influence and create substantial long-term change in these and in how they are regulated. The longer-term outcomes are likely to be affected by broader collective changes among the relevant actors. 

A number of senior academics considered that the last two decades of the 20th century had seen a professionalisation of the academic profession. Their comments had broadly two different reference points. The first was that of the structures within which the foundations of specialist knowledge were established and the knowledge and skills required by recruits to the academic profession were determined and managed. Some academics, particularly in the humanities and the social sciences, felt that these had been strengthened. Changes had been initiated by external agendas of efficiency and value for money. Arguably, they were also needed to enable aspiring academics to manage internal developments, such as the explosion of knowledge and the proliferation of theories, methods and technologies of knowledge acquisition. These constituted growing challenges to research and educational functions. 

Secondly, senior academics were referring to broader cultural change in the profession that was most evident among junior colleagues. Most believed that there had been little change as far as the academic values of independence, integrity, intellectual rigour, enthusiasm for their job and commitment to the discipline were concerned, despite the decline in the status, power and economic rewards of the profession. The most common themes in the interviews on this subject were of a cultural change in tune with the new focus on rationalisation, performance measurement and explicit instrumentalism. Young academics were thought to have a more sophisticated understanding of the demands of an academic career and of the skills and knowledge required to be successful. They were also perceived as being more focused and efficient in the allocation of their time.

Our own analysis of interviews with recent recruits to the profession was broadly in line with these conclusions. Young academics were ambitious, determined and focused. They were well aware of the insecurity of their status. Although by no means all were on fixed term contracts, the great majority of them had experienced various forms of casualisation, some for periods of more than five years. They had, therefore, worked in a variety of institutions and therefore had a relatively wide experience of professional practice. They were much less likely than their seniors to have an exceptionalist view of their profession, in terms of what they ought to expect from society and vice versa. They took accountability for granted and, with it, the evaluation of performance against output criteria. 

They were more likely than their seniors to have incorporated theory and practices from pedagogy into their approach to teaching and to be content with responsibilities to develop transferable skills. They were not, however, tolerant of low standards of literacy and numeracy nor of instrumentalist attitudes on the part of students. 

A picture, therefore, emerges of a relatively adaptive profession. Those coming in were prepared to maintain individual and collective academic identities, in terms of chosen values, commitment to their own development as researchers and teachers well-embedded in their disciplines, and focused on acquiring a recognised place in it. At the same time, they were making their own analyses of the context in which they were operating and influencing their colleagues, as well as drawing on long-held values and traditions. However, capacities to sustain control of their identity project varied according to the capital built up by individuals, departments, disciplines and institutions in a system where stratification was more strongly entrenched than ever.
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