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Why are new discourses needed?

“Lamentable teaching must be 
driven out of our system.” 

Jo Johnson, 09.09.15

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-education-fulfilling-our-potential

“Teaching has been by far the 
weakest aspect of English HE.”

David Willetts, 18.06.15

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/david-willetts-what-i-did-was-in-the-
interests-of-young-people

“Significant funding is allocated through the REF to universities who deliver high quality 
research. There is no mechanism in place to reward teaching. Some rebalancing of the 
pull between teaching and research is undoubtedly required.” 

Teaching at the Heart of the System (p.12), Jo Johnson, 01.07.15
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/teaching-at-the-heart-of-the-system

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-education-fulfilling-our-potential
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/david-willetts-what-i-did-was-in-the-interests-of-young-people
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/teaching-at-the-heart-of-the-system


“The TEF will increase 
students’ understanding of 
what they are getting for their 
money and improve the value 
they derive from their 
investment. 

Those providers that do 
well will attract more student 
applications and will be able to 
raise fees in line with inflation. 

The additional income 
can be reinvested in the 
quality of teaching and allow 
providers to expand so that 
they can teach more 
students.” (p.19)

Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student 
Choice (HE Green Paper, 06.11.15)

excellent 
teaching

higher 
fees

more 
resources 

for 
teaching



Three levels of  TEF Assessment
Gold

Silver

Bronze

Lord Lucas: 

“The idea of gold, silver and bronze is a 
ranking system for turkeys. How on earth can we 
reduce our great universities to the colour of an 
award?” 

https://www.theyworkforyou.com/lords/?id=2016-12-06b.700.0

https://www.theyworkforyou.com/lords/?id=2016-12-06b.700.0


Dominant logic of ‘excellence’

Drawing on Paul Ashwin’s myths of ‘excellence’ 

• excellence can and must be captured 

so that funding can be transparently distributed

• excellence must always be made public 

so that informed choices can be made

• all this talk of excellence makes everyone even more excellent 

so that non-excellent individuals can become excellent



Can teaching quality be 
accurately measured? 

Where’s the evidence that 
Higher Education teaching is 
so poor?

How much will this all cost?
Why ‘reward’ students at universities that 
are best at teaching with higher fees?Can Higher Education 

really be reduced to 
‘value for money’?

https://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Debates?searchTerm=Higher%20Education%20and%20Research%20Bill

House of Lords

Lord Stevenson: 

“I gather that the Bill may have broken all records for the 
number of amendments tabled during its passage.” (04.04.17)

https://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Debates?searchTerm=Higher Education and Research Bill


Where’s the evidence that 
Higher Education teaching is 
so poor?

https://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Debates?searchTerm=Higher%20Education%20and%20Research%20Bill

House of Lords

“Over one third of undergraduates in England believe their 
course represents ‘very poor’ or ‘poor’ value for money.” (p.12)

“Three in ten students think that the academic experience of 
HE is poor value.” (p.43)

https://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Debates?searchTerm=Higher Education and Research Bill


‘Value for money’  
from Robbins to the 2016 HE White Paper
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"Success as a Knowledge Economy" (2016)

"Fulfilling Our Potential" (2015)

"Students at the Heart of the System" (2011)

Dearing Report (1997)

Robbins Report (1963)

All mentions

Mentions relating to
students

Jones, Steven, Katy Vigurs and Diane Harris (2016) 
“Conceptualisations of value-for-money among graduates at English universities before and after the 2012 rise in fees.” 

Conference paper, British Educational Research Association, 15.09.16.



‘Value for money’ 
Source One: Student Academic Experience 
Survey 

(Higher Education Policy Institute and the Higher Education 
Academy, 2016)

“This decline is likely to be partly explained by 
the fact that students are incurring much larger 
debts than in the past even though universities’ 
teaching income has not increased 
commensurately.”

Source Two: A Degree of Value

(Which? 2014)

“Overall we found 68% of undergraduates who 
were paying higher fees, and 81% who paid 
lower fees under the previous system, thought 
that their university experience was good value 
for money.”



Public discourses of ‘value-for-money’



Can teaching quality be 
accurately measured? 

Can Higher Education 
really be reduced to 
‘value for money’?

https://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Debates?searchTerm=Higher%20Education%20and%20Research%20Bill

House of Lords

https://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Debates?searchTerm=Higher Education and Research Bill


“Nearly half of institutions have changed their degree 

algorithms to ensure that their students are not 

disadvantaged compared to those in other institutions” 

(HEA, 2015)
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/universityeducation/10180093/Universities-fix-results-in-race-for-firsts.html

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/half-universities-have-made-changes-degree-algorithms

University % first class 
1980

% first class 
2010

Cambridge 13% 23%

Warwick 3% 23%

Exeter 4% 19%

Can ‘excellence’ in HE teaching be accurately measured? 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/universityeducation/10180093/Universities-fix-results-in-race-for-firsts.html
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/half-universities-have-made-changes-degree-algorithms


• Teaching on my course 

• Assessment and feedback 

• Academic support 

• Non-continuation

• Employment or further study

• Highly skilled-employment or further study



• Teaching on my course 

• Assessment and feedback 

• Academic support 

Summary of criticisms 
of the NSS

1. Non-continuants don’t complete the 
survey (census, not sample)

2. The survey is conducted at the wrong 
time.

3. Students can’t compare their degree to 
any other degree.

4. There’s too much focus on Question 22.

5. The survey punishes innovation and 
rewards unchallenging content.

6. Game-playing distorts results.



Lord Lipsey:

“The evidence is unequivocal: the NSS is 
statistical garbage.” 

http://cdbu.org.uk/why-the-nss-is-garbage/

“There’s an irony in government wanting a more 
changeable, commercially-minded HE sector, and at the same 
time wanting more of a top-down say in the details of how it 
operates.”

Paul Temple, Institute of Education

https://ioelondonblog.wordpress.com/2015/11/11/he-green-paper-feeding-industry-with-a-pipeline-of-graduates/

Can ‘excellence’ in HE teaching be accurately measured? 

http://cdbu.org.uk/why-the-nss-is-garbage/
https://ioelondonblog.wordpress.com/2015/11/11/he-green-paper-feeding-industry-with-a-pipeline-of-graduates/


Can ‘excellence’ in HE teaching be accurately measured? 
(average scores for each NSS question type, 2005-2013)

Proportion of 

students “yea-

saying” in the 

NSS: 

2005 – 1.0%

2014 – 6.1%

(HEFCE 2014, p. 9 and 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/

news/nss-yea-saying-may-be-due-
image-conscious-universities )

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/nss-yea-saying-may-be-due-image-conscious-universities


Men: 

“knowledgeable” 
“awesome”
“hilarious” 
“brilliant”

Results for a search of 
"genius“ per million words 
of text (corpus: 14,000,000 
million student reviews on 
RateMyProfessor.com)

http://benschmidt.org/profGender/

Can ‘excellence’ in HE 
teaching be accurately 
measured? 

Women:

“nice”
“available”
“bossy”
“helpful”

http://benschmidt.org/profGender/


Method: 

• Online course: 43 students; 4 x discussion groups.

• A female instructor leads two of the groups;  a male instructor leads the other two.

• The female instructor tells one of her online discussion groups that she is male; the male instructor tells one of his 
online groups that he is female. 

Result:

“We found that the instructor whom students thought was male received higher ratings, regardless of 
whether the instructor was actually male or female. There was no difference between the ratings of the actual male 
and female instructors. 

Classwork was graded and returned to students at the same time by both instructors. But the instructor 
students thought was male was given a 4.35 rating out of 5. The instructor students thought was female got a 3.55 
rating.”

MacNell, Driscoll & Hunt (2015) “What’s in a Name: Exposing 
Gender Bias in Student Ratings of Teaching” Innovative Higher 

Education, Volume 40, Issue 4, pp 291-303
https://news.ncsu.edu/2014/12/macnell-gender-2014/

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10755-014-9313-4
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/womens-blog/2015/feb/13/female-academics-huge-sexist-bias-students

Can ‘excellence’ in HE 
teaching be accurately 
measured? 

http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/womens-blog/2015/feb/13/female-academics-huge-sexist-bias-students
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/womens-blog/2015/feb/13/female-academics-huge-sexist-bias-students
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/womens-blog/2015/feb/13/female-academics-huge-sexist-bias-students


What’s potentially 
useful about NSS 
metrics?

HEFCE 2014



What’s potentially 
useful about NSS 
metrics?

HEFCE 2014

“White students 
consistently achieve 
higher degree 
outcomes. In all, 72%
of White students 
who entered with 
BBB gained a first or 
upper second. This 
compares with 56%
for Asian students, 
and 53% for Black 
students, entering 
with the same A-
level grades.”

HEFCE: “Differences in 
Degree Outcomes” (2014)

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/
year/2014/201403/

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2014/201403/


Effectiveness of NSS Q1-21 to predict overall satisfaction (Q22) 

AM Langan, P Dunleavy, A Fielding (2013) “Applying Models to National Surveys of Undergraduate Science Students: What Affects Ratings of Satisfaction?”
Education Sciences 3 (2), 193-207

“The very term student satisfaction is an 
irrational one. Why? Because students need to 
be placed under intellectual pressure and 
challenged to experience the intensity of 
problem-solving. Such an engagement does 
not always lead to a happy experience.”

Frank Ferudi , Professor of Sociology, University of Kent

What’s potentially 
useful about NSS 
metrics?

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th



Are notions of teaching 
excellence predicted by 
students’ background 
characteristics?

Widening Participation background

“you’re on your own, really / no one checks on you / you 
have just to e-mail someone / I’m not really like that / I’m 
the first person in my family going to university so / am I 
supposed to e-mail about this? / do my classmates know 
already?”

Independent School background 

“they’re probably sick of me / all the 
times I’m knocking on their door 
asking questions”

Jones, Steven (2017) “Expectation vs Experience: might transition gaps predict undergraduate students’ outcome gaps?” 
Journal of Further and Higher Education.



Employability 
metrics



What’s most important to you as a student?

“Outcome measures are 
strongly influenced by a raft 
of variables that tell us 
nothing useful about 
institutional quality.”

Graham Gibbs 

Graduate Employability Data No Way To Measure Teaching Quality
https://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/blog/graduate-employability-data-

no-way-measure-teaching-quality

Employability 
metrics

https://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/blog/graduate-employability-data-no-way-measure-teaching-quality


People with a university or college degree…

• Are more likely to vote (OECD, 2012)

• Are less likely to be obese (Cutler & Lleras-Muney, 2010)

• Have better mental health (Feinstein et al., 2008)

• Have higher levels of trust and tolerance (Borgonovi & Miyamoto, 2010)

• Are less likely to commit crime (Sabates, 2007)

• Make ‘better’ parents (Feinstein & Duckworth, 2006)

• Drink less alcohol (Kuntsche et al., 2004)

• Are more inclined toward civic engagement and volunteering (Brand, 2010)

• Smoke less (Bynner et al., 2003)

• Be in better physical shape (Mandemakers & Monden, 2010)

• Live longer (OECD, 2012)

Employability 
metrics



Public discourses of the TEF
“Students are looking critically 
at what they get for their 
investment, and so must we, 
as a government, on behalf of 
taxpayers.”

Jo Johnson, Jan 2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/teaching-at-

the-heart-of-the-system

universities

governmentstudents

“Universities enjoy significant 
market power. The TEF is 
designed to strengthen the 
position of students and 
prospective students vis-à-vis 
these powerful institutions.”

Emran Mian, Nov 2015 
http://wonkhe.com/blogs/can-the-tef-survive-the-arguments-

made-against-it/

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/teaching-at-the-heart-of-the-system
http://wonkhe.com/blogs/can-the-tef-survive-the-arguments-made-against-it/


Public discourses of the TEF

“The watchword from 
management [became] 
‘Teaching, Teaching, Teaching.’ 

We would all have to teach 
more. Personal arrangements, 
flexible and part-time contracts 
were no longer in force. 

My agreement with the 
university was for 70 per cent 
research, 30 per cent teaching. 
But that was the past.”

Marina Warner
https://www.lrb.co.uk/v36/n17/marina-warner/diary

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v36/n17/marina-warner/diary


Which territories should 
we explore, and how?
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“The more we see research and 
teaching as separate, the more 
teaching will lose out.”

Paul Blackmore, KCL

http://www.hepi.ac.uk/2016/09/08/tackling-wicked-issues-prestige-
employment-outcomes-teaching-excellence-framework/

Metrics that matter:

- graduates’ long-term wellbeing?
- stimulation of intellectual curiosity?
- closure of outcome differentials? 
- students’ mental health? 
- civic and community engagement?

http://www.hepi.ac.uk/2016/09/08/tackling-wicked-issues-prestige-employment-outcomes-teaching-excellence-framework/
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Thank you

E-mail: sj@manchester.ac.uk

Twitter: @StevenJones_MCR

Blog: HEwatch.wordpress.com/


