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“Right or wrong, the customer is always right.” 
(Marshall Field, 1905) 
The marketisation of higher education, are students consumers?

Caitlin Littlejohns 

T
his report investigates the impact of marketisation and consumerism within the post compulsory education and training sector. The examination of which encompasses both student and academic standpoints underpinned by contemporaenous research and statistics. 

Have students always been consumers?
Since the introduction of tuition fees the UK government has defined students as ‘customers.’ Although lecturers widely disregard this approach, higher education institutions are having to cope with increasing pressures of marketisation which demand competitiveness, efficiency and consumer satisfaction. Correspondingly, students are recognising this consumer identity and are beginning to “demand more from the higher education sector than ever before” (Bunce et al, p.1958). The increasing commercial pressures upon HEIs are not entirely contemporary, the governments Dearing Report of 1997 (Dearing 1997) observed “students as the principle customers of universities” (Bunce et al, p.1959). Most recently, this consumer approach has strengthened with the introduction of the National Student Survey (NSS) and “the inclusion of students and universities under the Consumer Rights Act (2015)” (Bunce et al, p.1959).

Embarking on a university degree is a huge investment. With debt comes great concern, not to mention a want of value for money. However, it is worrying that we so frequently discuss and regard higher education in financial terms. Could it be argued that the frequency of this subject matter alone is shaping our learners into customers? (Matthews, 2018).

Presently, the empiric evidence of students expressing consumerist approaches to learning is limited. The research available is mainly anecdotal. This includes, growing feelings of entitlement amongst students due to paying for a service, fostering a rise in complaints to the Office of the Independent Adjudicators. Also, reports that students demands of universities services are far greater than seen in previous years. In addition, staff note that “students are behaving more like ‘customers’ in their demands“ (Bunce et al, p.1959). It is believed that students are more career-minded and choose degrees based upon “clear employment prospects and higher salaries (such as STEM – Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics subjects)” (Bunce et al, p.1960).
What do students think?
The Office for Students has considered students views on value for money within the regulatory framework for higher education. Over recent years it is clear that students are becoming increasingly concerned about this issue. Although of concern, the meaning of ‘value’ and ‘value for money’ in post compulsory education is controversial. Some argue that it is solely rooted in the quality of a student’s experience, whilst others believe in outcomes such as ‘graduate premium’. 

In 2018, a group of student unions conducted some research surrounding students views on ‘value for money’ from the student perspective. Research outlined that students are unclear and worried about the value for money they receive in terms of extra external charges and tuition fees. The findings were that:

“only 38% of students think that their tuition fee for their course represents good value for money, and the percentage is similar (39%) when we look at students’ perception of the other fees and costs incurred during their studies.” (Cox, 2018)
The survey also highlighted that students are vexed about where the funding goes regardless of whether they have a loan or not. On top of this are concerns surrounding efficiency, transparency and cross subsidy. In terms of cross subsidy, findings were that students are uncomfortable with their tuition fees funding other courses teaching, management costs, and areas of research unrelated to their own. It is of no surprise that students would prefer their fees to directly impact upon their chosen course as opposed to other academic subjects. Research demonstrated that not knowing where fees go or being able to compare the expenditure is the biggest issue that fails students as consumers. OFS propose that consideration in developing this transparency in a way that makes sense to students but also highlights inefficiencies and encourages providers to seek better value for their consumers. (Cox, 2018)

The Office of the Independent Adjudicator (OIA) has seen rising numbers of complaints from students related to service issues including “the quality of teaching, supervision and facilities” (Turner, 2020) over recent years. In 2019, 29 per cent of complaints involved these service issues and hit a record high. OIA investigates students concerns and awards “penalties such as fines to universities where they find in the student’s favour” (Turner, 2020). The supervisory body cited that students becoming more aware of their consumer rights has accelerated the number of complaints. Often times it is noted that students contact OIA upon exhausting “their own university’s internal appeal process” (Turner, 2020).

Statistics 
Last year’s student academic experience survey of more than 14,000 full time undergraduates from the Higher Education Policy Institute and Advance HE outlined students increasing perception on value-for-money at university. (Hillman, 2018) For the second consecutive year perceptions have improved, some key findings include:

· 41% of students perceive ‘good’ or ‘very good’ value from their course. Whilst 29% of students perceive ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’ value. 

· Perceptions of value for money differ according to a student’s characteristics. Scottish students have relatively high positive perceptions (63%) whereas international students have seemingly low positive perceptions (37%) However, the recent changes to funding for students in Wales has “not yet had any material impact on perceptions of value for money” (Hillman, 2018).

· The primary positive perception of value for students is the quality of teaching they receive at 64% The main factor of students who perceive poorer value is tuition fees at 62%   


· 59% of students noted that their experience surpassed previous expectations and felt their course offered the “right level of challenge.” Students who noted a worse experience than expected (35%) took responsibility for not putting in enough effort. 

· Since 2015 universities have increased timetabled contact hours (13.4 hours to 13.9 hours) and decreased independent study time (15.2 hours to 13.8).

· According to the academic experience survey the most popular option for improving student satisfaction (63%) was “more detail on why the mark was awarded.”

(Hillman, 2018)

Where does my money go? 
“24% of students do not feel that they were informed about how much everything would cost as a student” (Cox, 2018) The primary aspects of which are costs of books, extracurricular activities and accommodation. Findings show that the higher education institutions need to rethink how they effectively prepare students for the entire costs involved as a student. Students have a wide perception of what constitutes as value for money. This includes the whole charges that are incurred. Both inputs and the outcomes, what is and isn’t included as a part of their fee. Evidently “fees fund more than just tuition” (Cox, 2018). The OFS survey proposed that in order for students to comprehend these costs they require knowledge of the “expenditure on academic services, non-academic services, and cross subsidies” (Cox, 2018).

Marketisation and increasing university fees to blame?
(The perils of treating students as customers)
The student as consumer approach is said to have potential advantages for education as it involves “a shift in power from provider to consumer” (Bunce et al, p.1959). Accordingly, HEIs quality service and standards are expected to improve because as ‘customers’ students have “control over expectations and evaluate services by their capacity to fulfil their demands.” (Bunce et al, p.1959). For instance, lecturers may feel obliged to be ever more accessible and more respondent to student issues and demands. 
Nevertheless, this consumerist approach could be detrimental to institutions who do not believe their teaching is solely a product or service. They argue that consumerism creates a “conservative status quo mentality; for what is there left to learn, when you already know it in order to demand it?” (Bunce et al, p.1959).
Another potential risk is academic standards, for example a student with a consumerist attitude may favour popular lecturers over rigorous ones. As a result, rigorous lectures may feel compelled to “dumb-down academic content for the sake of gaining high ratings of customer ‘satisfaction’” (Bunce et al, p.1959).

An additional concern of this attitude is that it fosters a culture in which students respond passively to learning. Students as consumers become less engaged in the process of learning and lack responsibility for generating their own knowledge. Instead, they merely “seek to ‘have a degree’ rather than ‘be learners’” (Bunce et al, p.1959).
Scholars argue that “that intensifying marketisation heightens the potential for consumer satisfactions and frustrations in HE that are profoundly narcissistic in character”(Nixon et al, p.2). It is thought that this could be the crux of damage to learning as a result of increasing marketisation. 

In the UK, institutions face huge competition in attracting students. To succeed it is not unusual for institutions  to spend vast amounts of money on promotion and marketing tools and constructing modern aesthetically pleasing campuses in an attempt to increase student numbers. (Nixon et al, p.3)

The increasing audit culture in HE declares to institutions that the most important factors in education are measurable outputs. Surely this sense of formality is “devaluing the university as an independent space for thinking” (Nixon et al, p.3). Henceforth, league table positions are either “celebrated (or cause mild panic)” (Nixon et al, p.3) for academics. 

“Marketisation enshrines the satisfaction of the sovereign student as a legitimate and central imperative of the HEI” (Nixon et al, p.3). This can be challenging for lecturers as it demands they are responsive to student’s needs, wants and desires. Instead of encouraging challenge, struggle and problem solving in their learners they succumb to emphasising simplistic outcomes to what was traditionally part of a student’s individual transformative experience. What was once a “three-cornered conversation between students, tutors and the object of enquiry” (Nixon et al, p.3) has since become a formulaic student satisfaction scoring system, nowadays used to monitor staff performance. Lecturers are having to consider not only their teaching but how a student body may respond to their “teaching style and substance, to shrug off grade-grubbing, to retain students and prioritise their contentment” (Nixon et al, p.4). Is this truly a fair expectancy of our academics?

It has been noted that students are becoming preoccupied with consumerist qualities. For much of these students they perceive their degree as a gateway to a ‘better job’ and disregard the importance of the learning process and experience. Rather, they become wrapped up in how much a lecture costs to them per hour (apparently £35 according to one student interviewee) (Nixon et al, p.7). They prioritise self-enjoyment and personal desires over learning. Commercialisation of HE where the institution is seen as service provider and student as consumer allows students to dictate within their fundamental ‘consumer right’ what is and is not important to their education. 
Some scholars argue that a student-as-consumer approach encourages students to “front up to lecturers as “equals”’ rather than ‘a position of relative weakness: as child, subordinate, supplicant, initiate, rebel, or devotee’” (Nixon et al, p.7). However, in reality this is not always the case. Consumerist students prefer to adopt a passive role in the classroom and often heavily rely on a lecturer’s ability to provide them with an entertaining lesson. They prefer to be spoon-fed and challenge is unfavoured. Research finds that students believe tuition fees are “primarily a payment for lecture handouts, contact time and the degree certificate rather than their learning experience” (Nixon et al, p.7).
Where there is marketisation of higher education there are potential disadvantages to both educators and those in training. As we are aware, challenging students thinking and encouraging them outside of their comfort zones as well as presenting constructive, yet critical feedback are all important aspects of a quality learning experience. However, the pressures of attaining positive student evaluations could have an effect on how much lecturers choose to challenge their students. 
Similarly, if a student acts as a customer then it undoubtedly affects the way in which they learn. With a customer mindset a student will subconsciously shift the responsibility of their learning onto the lecturer, subsequently adopting a passive role within the learning environment. Although we are aware that within higher education students need to take responsibility and ownership over their learning. There have been numerous studies to support this and demonstrate that when learners become passive their grades suffer. 
When higher education institutions discuss their students as consumers surely they are contributing to the “us versus then divide” (Matthews, 2018). Doing so has the potential to influence the quality of learning and reduces it to a measure of customer satisfaction. Reports show that students who claim they had a good quality university experience was due to having “deeper, more meaningful interactions with lecturers in contrast to transactional relationships. They report having lecturers who care about them - who treat them as people” (Matthews, 2018).
Does this issue affect academic performance?
An article written by lectures examined the potential effects a student-as-consumer attitude has on academic performance. The study highlights that “higher consumer orientation was associated with lower academic performance” (Bunce et al, p.1960). Whilst expectation upon universities to provide value due to increase in tuition fees has its positives. The authors also stressed that “students also need to be aware that learning cannot be bought.” (Morgan, 2016). They believe it is the government’s responsibility to talk about the ‘value’ of higher education appropriately. The media nowadays narrows ‘value’ down to the financial transaction of degrees. It can be said that a short-sighted standpoint such as this encourages students to feel as though they are simply entitled to purchase their qualification. Consequently, this allows room for a “you teach me’ attitude rather than one that fosters effortful engagement with their chosen subject” (Morgan, 2016).

Ultimately, we question whether seeing students as ‘customers’ has benefits? Yes, if this means quality support and advice in order to help students make the most of their studies through good time management and informed choices. And no, if this means corruption of the teacher-student relationship, declining course standards, or subverting the reputation and integrity of institutions and lecturers’ capabilities.

It is evident that a student as consumer position heightens narcissistic satisfactions and dissatisfactions. This risks the quality of students learning on their own part as they subconsciously fail to appreciate the difference between themselves and the external world. Similarly, it endangers quality for academics as student-consumers attribute them to ‘knowing everything’. Disallowing room for unprecedented opportunities, exposing vulnerability or fostering respectful and trusting relationships required to allow HE “to be a public good with a moral duty” (Nixon et al, p.13).  As a result, student-consumers are more likely to form impractical expectations of their educational attainment and experience. “(‘if the university exists for me, I will – I should – get high marks’); unrealistic at least for the university that retains the core values, purposes and ideals of HE.” (Nixon et al, p.13)  
Lecturers may feel obliged to perform emotionally. For example, similar to the “fake smiles and managed emotional display appropriate to a service role” (Nixon et al, p.13). Some may feel failing to do so puts their profession at risk of exploitation. This could create further strain, as academics who suffer narcissistic student-consumer views grow yet are devalued in a culture in which “only what is countable is credible” (Nixon et al, p.13). Balancing this relationship has its challenges as it is shown that students want the care of lecturers yet at the same time need moments of self-accomplishment.

What does this mean for the reflective practitioner?
Perhaps it has become necessary that lecturers facilitate reflection on the students part within their teaching. It may well be that discussions surrounding reasoning for their enrolment on the course early on could help open minds about expression of expectations. This may invite a reconsideration of their experience and attainment. If a student is able to recognise that overly consumerist views could stunt their education, it may have positive outcomes. The hope of which would be to foster productive approaches that do not diminish the education process of critical thinking but stimulate motivation to learn through challenge. (Nixon et al, p.13)
Abbreviations 
HEI - Higher Education Institutions 
OIA - Office of the Independent Adjudicators
OFS – Office for Students
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Discussion
· What is your general opinion of marketisation and consumerism within higher education? Do you feel it has an impact? 
· Do you feel this issue is something that could impact upon you in future teaching? 
· Have you felt or experienced anything relating to this issue as a student or upon teaching within your placement setting?
· What do you think we need to do in order to ensure that rising marketisation doesn’t outweigh the teaching and learning experience? 
· Do you think this issue has positive attributes? If so, what do you think?
· Do you think the coronavirus pandemic will have an effect on this issue? How will students and academics deal with this? (recruiting students, maintaining standards, questioning of fees/refunds, declining student numbers, student demands etc)

These are some questions to consider however, please feel free to also include some of your own views or thoughts surrounding this issue, they would be much appreciated. – Thank you, Caitlin. 
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