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Abstract: University education is different in Australia than it was 30 years ago and a 

range of literature has explored this change (Dudley, 2009; Forsyth, 2014; Quann-

Youlden, 2006) with much of it deciding the change is not for the better (Boyce, 2002; 

Marginson, 2013; Thornton, 2012). The reasons for the change have also been 

explored in the literature (Brown, 2013; Karpov, 2013; Neumann & Guthrie, 2002) as 

well as the impacts (Coaldrake & Stedman, 2013; Goedegebuure & Schoen, 2014) 

with only a limited few presenting the change as opportunity, rather than threat 

(Barnett, 2011). What is not explored in the literature is if this change, which I have 

labelled commodification, is meeting expectations of interested parties. It is one thing 

to identify the change and compare it to how university education was in the past, 

determining if it is good or bad against value judgements about education, but another 

to compare it empirically with stated expectations. This is my research. I will articulate 

the expectations of actors within the three interested parties of universities, 

Government and industry, and then compare these with the university education 

articulated in the literature. From this, I will identify points of difference and 

similarity, raising awareness for the interested parties into areas of future focus for 

adjustment in university education, which may, or may not, be the reduction of the 

impacts of commodification.  
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Introduction 
This proposal seeks confirmation in the University of Canberra Doctorate Program. It 

addresses the criteria as set by the Faculty of Business, Government and Law, available from 

the “Higher Degree by Research Page” on Moodle. Any questions relating to this proposal 

can be addressed at the confirmation seminar on 19 April 2016 or via email at 

mellgrim@gmail.com. 

During this proposal I clarify a range of issues in relation to my research, however, the 

concept of commodification is prevalent throughout and I am aware it has many varied 

meanings. As such, before addressing the criteria, I will clarify the use of commodification. In 

the abstract I refer to it as a label for the change that has occurred in university education in 

Australia over the last 30 years. I will explore in detail in my thesis why I chose this term and 

not marketisation, privatisation, corporatisation or even neo-liberalism. However, for this 

proposal I chose to use commodification as it is used most often in the literature to encompass 

both the process of change in university education as well as the impacts (Lightcap, 2014; 

Mautner, 2005; Thornton, 2012, pp. 207-208). In one term I am able to encompass the 

reasons why the change is occurring and its subsequent impacts.  

1. Relevant Background Material 
The issue of university education is of great interest to the research community, resulting in a 

range of existing background material, or literature. This proposal provides only a sample of 

the type of literature on which I will draw. My thesis will include a larger body of work 

particularly because the literature is key to my analysis. What is particularly interesting to my 

research is that the issue of university education is present not just in peer-reviewed literature, 

or academic books, but in the mainstream media as well. For example, the pressures faced by 

universities as a result of commodification have been presented in current affairs television 

(Richardson, 2015; Wilkinson, 2015). This proposal focuses on the academic literature but I 

will draw on broader media for my thesis as it indicates the importance of the issue for 

society. 
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The perception that university education is changing because of commodification, and that the 

change is not necessarily positive, is clear in the literature. Bexley (2013, p. 98) expresses this 

change from the nineteenth century to today as a move from “…places of aspirational [to] 

instrumental [instruction]”, Chomsky (2013) presents education as “…human capital 

creation.” Bonewits and Soley (2004, p. 90) present the argument, “…teaching [today] is 

about a direct transfer of skills and not about discovery and engagement with ideas.” and 

Askehave (2007, p. 724) discusses the loss of the “…civic mission of higher education: the 

teachings of the great thinkers, human development and the creation of non-utilitarian 

knowledge…”. These are just a sample of the literature expressing the view that something 

has been ‘lost’ from university education today. The sense of loss is linked to the current 

commodification process, the origin of which is identified in the literature as occurring at the 

end of World War Two (WWII). 

After WWII a range of countries including Australia introduced policies to support the 

education of returning veterans (Forsyth, 2014; Trow, 2010). The rationale was two-fold: 

returning soldiers required reskilling, and the economy to which they returned differed 

significantly to the past, as the move from an industrial economy had begun. This shift in 

policy began with large-scale massification of universities. This is where universities opened 

their doors to increased student numbers thereby shifting access to university away from 

societal elites (Trow, 2010). In order to support increased student numbers, there was initially 

government support, however, this has become an impost on the Budget over time as numbers 

of university students increasing over time are increasing costs.  

Government funding in Australia increased after WWII to a peak in 1981 where 90 per cent 

of university education was publicly funded. This has reduced to 60 per cent in 2012 (Norton 

& Cherastidtham, 2014, p. 53) which is still considerably more than the zero per cent it was in 

1939. Interestingly, when university education was privately funded in 1939 it did not receive 

the criticisms it does today. The current funding arrangements are the result of the 1988 

introduction of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme aimed to address the increasing 

Budget pressures (Dudley, 2009).  
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Under this scheme, students support part of their education through an income contingent 

loan with the remainder publicly funded. There was a policy change proposed suggesting a 

fully privatised university education within the Higher Education and Research Amendment 

Bill 2014. This bill, which did not pass, promoted full deregulation of the university market 

by allowing universities to charge any fees to students. 

This brief history demonstrates commodification is more than the alteration in funding 

arrangements from private to publicly funded university education as it has been privately 

funded, to varying degrees, for a long time. It is also not simply turning university education 

into a commodity as knowledge has been sold via instruction through universities in Europe 

since the Thirteenth Century (Karpov, 2013, p. 26). The commodification of today is not 

about money alone, it is also the type of commodity university education has become.  

University education is becoming a market-driven commodity (Karpov, 2013, p. 30; 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2013, p. 4). This is most evident 

in the change of language used by university education today. The educative process is recast, 

with students referred to as customers or clients, and university courses imbued with 

marketing terminology such as ‘target demographics’ (Brown, 2011). Referring to students in 

this way emphasises the marketisation, indicating university education is a product to be 

pitched to consumers. A study by Fairclough (1993) demonstrates this as he analysed the 

increase in the use of ‘hard-sell’, market-based language in universities and how this 

influenced behaviour and choices by academics. 

The change in university education as a type of commodity is also identified by Askehave 

(2007, p. 739), as she notes how university awards are increasingly recognising ‘student 

experience’. Her study into advertising and promotion material to international students 

demonstrates how students are encouraged to attend, but not participate in, university. She 

found no material that “…set standards, takes action, or requests something in return for 

choosing their university.” Students are sold an experience with no expectation they need to 

return effort. University education is a product to be experienced, but not worked towards. 
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Another illustration of how language reflects the changing perspectives arising from 

commodification is the Australian government site for prospective students, where they 

compare universities to facilitate student choice (www.qilt.edu.au). In line with the research 

by Askehave, the summaries of universities do not begin with quality of the academics, or the 

content, but with ‘student experience’. This site, as with the ranking tables (the literature of 

which has not been included in this proposal but will be in my thesis) indicates just how 

commodification, through language, shapes perceptions to the point now where there is a 

‘value for money’ logic. This logic tends to privilege student experience and ‘education as 

product’ rather than education as knowledge (Lomax-Smith, Watson, & Webster, 2011) 

With university education as a marketable commodity with demographics and ‘student 

experience’ then universities must be corporations, businesses, selling the product to the 

customer. This concept is supported in the literature (Currie & Vidovich, 2000; Neumann & 

Guthrie, 2002) even to the point where, “Universities are now understood as self-seeking 

corporates responsible for their own outcomes” (Marginson, 2006, p. 12). They have become 

their own business and some of this is attributed to broad changes in the public sector 

including New Public Management Theory (NPM). 

In the literature, NPM theory in relation to governments, and its impacts on universities, is 

part of commodification as it promotes the movement towards  

for-profit education (Goedegebuure & Schoen, 2014; Peters & Roberts, 2000, p. 126). NPM 

draws lessons and management techniques from private enterprise into public institutions. In 

that sense, policy influence and cultural change, rather than financial pressures drive the 

commodification process for universities (Henman & Phan, 2014, p. 6).  

One measure of the extent of the shift towards business-style universities can be found 

through examining the percentage spent on non-academic staff. In the period  

2008 – 2013, universities increased academic-salary expenditure by 36 per cent. In the same 

period, universities increased non-academic salary expenditure by 41 per cent (analysis done 

using data from Department of Education and Training, 2014). This brings total spent on 

academic salaries to 53 per cent and non-academic salary to 47 per cent of the overall salary 

budget, almost as much is spent on administration as teaching. 
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This indicates how universities are placing more of their budget towards management aspects 

of their university than education, as they are increasingly supporting non-academic staff 

(known as administration or professional staff). Commodification is driving universities to 

behave as businesses. The question arises as to whether this is because of a need to make 

profit, or as a result of increasing regulation and general compliance due to policy influence 

and cultural change.  

Increasing regulation and compliance is referred to in the literature as the audit nature of 

universities(Glynos & Howarth, 2007). How this alters behaviour of academics and 

management structures is the case study used by Glynos and Howarth (2007) to demonstrate 

their methodological application of Logics of Critical Explanation. They demonstrate how the 

increased audit culture has altered the language used by management within universities and 

how this in turn alters behaviour of academics. Boyce (2002) also reflects this increasing 

nature of managerial language and compliance when quoting Peters and Roberts, 1999, 

“…the establishment of a new language of the university has been accomplished and while 

we [academics] might distance ourselves from the ideology of managerialism or even attempt 

to subvert it in various ways, we cannot help but be effectively reshaped by it”. This quote 

reflects the powers of language on behaviour, including the impact both the alteration of 

language and culture has at the chalk face with academics. This is supported by the study by 

Currie and Vidovich (2000) where 85 per cent of academics stated they had an increased 

administrative load (page 143). While this data is relatively old, it is an aspect I will explore 

in my research to see if the administrative burden has continued to increase.  

I have established commodification is more than just turning university education into a 

commodity, and more than the amount of private versus public funding. It is about an 

expectation on universities to comply with policy changes and greater compliance as well as 

to become financially independent of Government support, in other words, in a business like 

fashion. Along with this expectation is an alteration in language with students as an input to 

production. The ‘input’ being sought by the accounting profession is graduates with 

knowledge and skills such as technical accounting capabilities, as well as communication and 

critical analysis skills (Boyce, Greer, Blair, & Davids, 2011; Freeman & Hancock, 2011; 

Palm & Bisman, 2010; Pan & Perera, 2012). The profession seeks graduates with a range of 

complementary skills and experiences in other industries (Andon, Chong, & Roebuck, 2010).  
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This manifests in accreditation standards, which require that graduates can exercise judgment, 

demonstrate and apply knowledge and skills, communicate, self-manage and work in teams 

(CPA Australia & Institute of Charted Accountants in Australia, 2012). Accounting literature 

reflects how industry is critical of the skills developed by graduates as they enter the 

profession. For example, de Lange and Watty (2011) indicate that the profession called for 

‘soft skills’ in the early-1990s, but that the majority of graduates, in 2010, graduated with 

technical skills. It is argued by Tinker and Gray (2003) the perpetuation of the focus on 

technical skills continues because change is complex and thus, the status quo is easier. 

However, DiGabriele and Mundy (2016) using the sub-prime crisis to highlight the need for 

more than technical skills, and through this demonstrate the gap between industry and 

academics in relation to the expectations of skills required for today’s complex reporting 

standards. These competing views between technical and ‘soft-skills’ exemplify the research I 

will conduct, as there appears to be a mismatch between expectation and reality. 

In summary, the literature demonstrates that university education is changing to a point where 

it is focussed on financial returns and students as customers. The driver for this change is 

captured in the term commodification. Commodification is more than a transaction; it is about 

forces acting on universities, transforming them into compliant, business like entities. The 

literature highlights how university graduates are not meeting the expectations of the 

accounting industry, but there is little discussion on how the expectations of universities align 

with industry, and how the expectation of Government interplays with the others. My research 

will address this and contribute to the literature by increasing understanding of the 

commodification in university education.  

2. Justify the Proposed Study 
Since the Dawkins reforms of the 1980’s university education has been undergoing 

commodification. Current discussion in the literature focuses on the negative impacts of 

commodification and emphasises the role of funding arrangements and political perspectives 

as drivers. The defeat of the 2014 legislation for full privatisation of the university education 

sector, partly from public opinion, indicates Australia may not have the appetite for an 

American style education system. However, there is a question as to what actually is the 

expectation for university education.  
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My research will articulate for interested parties, including universities, Government and the 

accounting industry, what the expectations are surrounding university education and how 

these relate to commodification. Developing this information will support ongoing debate into 

the future of university education in Australia. I will also provide the research community 

with a basis for ongoing research into commodification and its role in university education. 

3. Deriving an Appropriate Scope 
Due to the breadth of my research - the entirety of university education - scope management 

has been somewhat challenging. I have chosen to explain my scope management by outlining 

the main concepts of my research and explaining choices I have made in relation to inclusions 

and exclusions.  

University Education 
My research focuses on understanding commodification and university education. I will 

establish this understanding by articulating the many perspectives of university education 

from the different actors and interested parties. As such, providing a concept of university 

education is somewhat premature but for the purposes of this proposal it is necessary to state 

what I have excluded. I have focussed on ‘education’ as being the experience of the student at 

the undergraduate level. This has resulted in an exclusion of ‘research’ from my scope.  

Removing research from scope has shaped some of the choices in relation to literature as well 

as excluding an examination of research funding arrangements. While research and education 

delivery are closely intertwined, in the interests of scope management I have focussed on 

education only. It may unfold through my project that this exclusion of research is not 

appropriate at which point I will revisit this decision. 

Undergraduate courses in accounting  
Accounting as a discipline provides an ideal context for studying the influence of 

commodification. Accounting is a complex discipline subjected to significant debate 

concerning what should be the focus of education: technique; concepts; theory; and/or 

context. It can have a technical focus such as book keeping and compliance (Howieson et al., 

2014) or a deeper focus on social and political context such as the reflexive learning from the 

Enron event (Boyce et al., 2011; Palm & Bisman, 2010; Pan & Perera, 2012).  
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It is these challenges internal to accounting where the broader issue of university education is 

reflected, being the balance between expectations of students and academics and the tension 

between technical skills leading to employment versus life long skills in learning. Accounting 

is a smaller representation of of my broader research objectives. Understanding the balance of 

expectations.  

I have selected the accounting discipline at the introductory level (bachelor) rather than post 

graduate as it impacts a larger number of students. It also shares commonality with other 

bachelor courses enabling my research to be applicable to a broader audience. Undergraduate 

accounting education also has its own literature base exploring the difference in education 

standards between universities and industry, which was explored in Section 1 of this proposal. 

Accredited Courses 
I have selected courses formally accredited by Chartered Practicing Accountants (CPA) 

Australia and Institute of Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand (ICAANZ). The 

courses are representative of industry expectations rather than actual industry expectations, as 

they meet accreditation standards, and these may not be the expectations of industry. There 

are also other accrediting bodies such as the Association of International Accountants, 

Actuaries Institute Australia, the Institute of Public Accountants to name just three. As my 

research unfolds, it may be necessary to include these additional institutions but for the 

moment in the interests of scope I am choosing to focus on the two primary accrediting 

bodies.  

The process for accreditation involves meeting the standards defined by the Professional 

Accreditation Guidelines for Australian Accounting Degrees. Universities seeking to accredit 

their courses must make a submission to both accrediting bodies. The submission is then 

subject to a desk audit, again by both bodies, who then visit the universities once the desk 

audit is complete. This process is undertaken every five years for accreditation to be 

maintained. I am using these standards as they clearly state the expectations of the accrediting 

bodies in relation to an accounting graduate. Given the accreditation process, it is reasonable 

to assume the courses meet these expectations, but part of my research will be evaluating the 

potential mismatch between expectations and reality.  
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Universities 
All Australian universities, except for the Australian National University, are created by State 

and Territory legislation. However they are governed, in relation to quality and funding, 

through a network of Federal Government Acts and Legislative Instruments. My research 

initially focuses on the Federal level, as definitions for universities are found in key 

legislative documents: Section 4 of the Higher Education Funding Act 1988; Division 3 of 

the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency Act 2011 and Part 3 where registration 

is outlined; and the requirements of which are in Part B of the Higher Education Standards 

Framework (Threshold Standards) 2015. This legislation results in two lists: there are 40 

institutions listed in Table A and 38 in Table B. The difference between the tables is the 

degree of self-regulation an institution has in relation to courses, as well as funding 

arrangements. There are also four institutions with separate funding arrangements under the 

Funding Act 1988.  

For my research I am currently focussing on institutions with ‘university’ in their name of 

which there are 37 from Table A, plus one from the separate listing bringing the total to 38. 

There are three institutions in Table A that are not called universities and are outside my 

scope. I have decided to begin with ‘universities’ in order to focus on the actors within these 

interested parties. If I begin with 38 institutions and focus on the accounting academics of 

those institutions, a sample of students and management processes, I will have a large data set 

to manage and interrogate. At present I am selecting universities in order to manage scope; 

however, I have already submitted for publication, yet to be accepted, research on 57 

education providers in relation to accounting education1, so this number may increase as my 

research proceeds.  

Government 
As with universities, there are many actors involved in Government. There are: the 

Government Executive; Parliamentary Committees; policy experts in the public service; and 

then those who influence policy including: lobby groups; and external advisers. It would be 

possible to undertake this thesis through the lens of issue networks (Heclo, 1978; Marsh & 

Rhodes, 2002) just to understand the many actors involved in constructing university 

education. However, initially, I will be focussing on the Federal Government as they manage 

the governing Acts and Instruments as described under universities in this section.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Lost	  in	  Translation:	  A	  comparison	  of	  the	  profession’s	  expectations	  and	  the	  learning	  outcomes	  of	  accredited	  bachelor	  
level	  accounting	  degrees	  in	  Australia	  L.	  Bayerlein	  and	  M.	  Timpson	  submitted	  yet	  to	  be	  published	  
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Again, I do not want to limit myself too much as to the actors involved so will keep an 

exploratory perspective when undertaking my research. It is also possible I will have to delve 

into State and Territory Governments as they create almost all of the universities through 

separate jurisdictional legislation. This is a decision I will make during the process of my 

research.  

Industry  
The accounting industry is very large and represents many types of accounting practices 

including, financial advice and processing of tax returns. As discussed under the accredited 

courses concept, I will initially focus my research on the two main accrediting bodies. From 

this research I expect to build a selection of other industry perspectives including the ‘Big 4’ 

accounting firms (KPMG, Ernst & Young, Deloitte and PwC) and smaller firms. I will 

analyse data obtained through the Senate Legislation Committee inquiry into the 2014 Higher 

Education and Research Amendment Bill and other Parliamentary inquiries and then 

supplement this information with semi-structured interviews with actors identified during my 

research process. I expect the document analysis will identify gaps, or points of exploration, 

and these will identify particular actors I will then interview.  

4. Theoretical Approach and Methodology 
When conducting academic research it is necessary to select a research theory and 

methodology. This necessity arises in order to manage the context of the research, the scope, 

and the focus. When applying to the Doctorate Program initially, I proposed a research 

framework based on Plato’s Republic (2008 edition). However I quickly realised I required 

greater flexibility in relation to collecting and analysing data, than was to be offered through 

the development of a citizen according to Plato. I considered adopting the work of Freire 

(1996) as this too had an educational focus but then I realised it would limited how I would 

collect Government and industry expectations. I then considered adopting an issues network 

theoretical framework (Heclo, 1978; Marsh & Rhodes, 2002) to examine in-depth the actors 

involved in university education and the political pressures. But this is a traditionally a 

political science framework and might potentially limit how I collect education and industry 

expectations. The same would apply for an approach based on institutional theories or New 

Public Management theory. 
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The framework I require for my research needs to enable collection and analysis of data from 

disciplines of education, policy and accounting. It also needs to accommodate me as an actor 

in my research as I am critiquing universities while participating within the institution. My 

choice of framework also has to enable my thesis to conclude with questions rather than an 

answer, as I wish to provide a basis of ongoing debate on university education by all 

interested parties.  

As such, my research is best suited to a post-structural theoretical framework, where there are 

many options in relation to both the number of answers to found and the methodology. Unlike 

positivism where the methodology would be one of experimentation to prove or disprove the 

initial hypothesis, post-structuralism questions, seeking to understand, and this can be done 

through a range of methodologies. What is important is to select, or create a methodology, 

which is clear to others so that any findings can be useful and understood, as I hope I have 

done here. 

Theoretical Approach 
To select my approach and methodology I have drawn heavily on a range of theorists most 

notably Crotty (1998), May (2011) and Howarth (1998 and 2013). Using their summaries in 

relation to social research and the associated complexities, I have determined the work of 

Laclau and Mouffe (2014) best suits my research. As stated previously, I will articulate the 

discourses of universities, Government and industry in relation to university education, based 

on the expectations of actors within these interested parties. The work of Laclau and Mouffe 

has articulation as an important part of their theory. They state, “… a discursive structure is 

not a merely ‘cognitive’ or ‘contemplative’ entity; it is an articulatory (my italics) practice 

which constitutes and organizes social relations.” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014 location 2007).  

For Laclau and Mouffe, articulation is a process where the discourse can be explored by the 

researcher in the context of social influences. For my research, I will be articulating the 

expectations and discourses in the context of commodification. This will require me to be 

conscious of the value system and/or vested interests of the actors and how these influence 

their expectations of university education. The context of the data, including the role of the 

actor within the interested party, will provide me with this awareness of values and interests.  
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The other aspect of articulation from Laclau and Mouffe’s work is related to analysis. They 

state, “Articulatory practices take place not only within given social and political spaces, but 

between them.” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014 location 2911) (their italics). This process of 

articulation supports my research as I will articulate the actor’s expectations to establish the 

discourse of each interested party within their respective social and political contexts. The 

next part of my research is the examination between these discourses and their associated 

social and political contexts, including commodification. 

Antagonism is also central to the work of Laclau and Mouffe, “…limit of all objectivity does 

have a form of precise discursive presence, and this is antagonism” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014 

location 2542) (their italics). This means that there are multiple answers possible within their 

framework and these answers will test objectivity by revealing it does not exist. Through 

antagonism comes hegemony. In the terms of Laclau and Mouffe, “…hegemony should 

emerge is a field criss-crossed by antagonisms…” (location 2821) and  “It is because 

hegemony supposes the incomplete and open character of the social, that it can take place 

only in a field dominated by articulatory practices.” (location 2794). This reinforces the 

purpose of my research to articulate expectations and discourses in university education, not 

to bring together data to identify one single purpose. Hegemony is key to my research as the 

literature presents the position that commodification has taken over university education 

instead of it being in the hands of society. According to Laclau, this is the very definition of 

hegemony, “This relationship by which a sector takes up tasks that are not its own…”(Laclau, 

2014, p. 94).  

On a practical note, I will adopt from the work of Laclau and Mouffe the terms of ‘nodal 

point’ and ‘floating signifier’. For my research nodal points will refer to the identification of 

terms, or concepts, across the expectations where there is strong agreement on meaning. 

Floating signifiers will be terms, or concepts, where there are multiple meanings across the 

expectations to the point where meaning cannot be determined. How I will use these terms is 

shown in my proposed process in the following section.  
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Methodology 
Research aims to address a problem, and traditionally this is done through the phrasing of 

questions. Given that my problem is about understanding university education in Australia 

today I have developed the following research questions: 

1. What are the current expectations of university education as presented in the literature, 

given the impact of modern day commodification? 

2. How can expectations of actors within the interested parties of universities, 

Government and industry, be used to build an understanding of commodified 

university education? 

3. Do the expectations of interested parties align with commodification? 

4. If not, why has commodification become the dominant discourse of university 

education? 

5. If they do align, why is there so much concern in the literature regarding the future of 

university education? 

To address these questions I have adopted the work of Glynos and Howarth, Logics of 

Critical Explanation (LCE) (2007). They propose a five-step process (page 11): 

1) problematisation 

2) retroductive explanation 

3) logics 

4) articulation, and  

5) critique.  

The reason they propose these steps is to engage in ontological based research and understand 

the hegemonic relationships within social sciences. They are building on the work of Laclau 

and Mouffe so it is a natural fit for me to adopt the methodological approach outlined in the 

LCE. 

They propose the use of three logics: social, political and fantasmatic (Glynos & Howarth, 

2007, p. 132). To paraphrase these are:  

1) Social logic is how we as a group (or groups) in society agree something should work 

and then when enough agree it becomes a way of being, that is, a regime  
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2) Political logic is how the social logics come together and compete against one another 

and then how one gains dominance 

3) Fantasmatic logic is how then the ideas of people come into play with the regimes and 

how belief structures alter regimes and how you might expect them to compete in the 

political space. 

At this stage of my research I am uncertain how much each logic will impact on my analysis 

for each type of expectation, in that, I may focus more on the political context for one actor 

and fantasmatic, or ideology, for another. The emphasis for each actor will become apparent 

as I undertake the research.  

Proposed Process 
In order to explain how I will undertake my research I have developed a pictorial 

representation (Figure 1). The implication in this Figure is that I am unquestioningly using the 

literature to establish a discourse of commodification. While this is the case, it is in the 

process of examining all the expectations against one another where I will critique the 

literature’s representation of commodification in relation to university education.  

Figure 1: Pictorial Representation of Research Process 

 

As can be seen in the top line (LINE A), my research has started with the literature review 

providing me with Expectation C. The literature has also demonstrated the roles of funding, 

ideology, societal expectations, historical context and industry requirements in relation to 

establishing the Expectation C.  
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The second line (LINE B) in this image is my original research, yet to be conducted. I will 

start with the list of expectations (Starting Point) and in this picture I start with ‘Expectation 

1’ and end with ‘n’, representing how I do not yet know exactly how many expectations I will 

be collecting. As discussed in scope management I am using universities, Government and the 

accounting industry to focus my research, so the expectations I collect will work towards 

articulating those discourses. I hope to be able to bring together the multiple expectations of 

the actors into three discourse expectations, U, G and I. The relationship between these and 

Expectation C are the ‘problem’ of my research. I have problematized the expectations of 

university education.  

In order to manage collection and analysis of my data I have developed a matrix model 

(Figure 2). As can be seen from my matrix, I plan to begin with publicly available 

documentation for all actors. Using public documents has several purposes. The primary 

purpose supports the purpose of my research, contributing the debate on university education. 

If I wish to supplement the debate on university education, operating from the public 

positions of the actors focuses on the current debate rather than private views. 

While private views are important they are not visible in the public debate, except as how 

they guide the publicly stated position. Public domain information is also clearer in relation to 

the hegemonic relationships associated with the text, enabling clearer analysis. 

Figure 2: Matrix for Analysis 
Actors Data Sources Discourse General 

perspective 
Logic emphasis 
(social, political, 
fantasmatic) 

Nodal Points/ 
Floating Signifiers 

Management • Graduate attributes 
• Education Strategic Plans 
• Submissions to the 2014 legislation hearings 
• Submissions to the 1988 legislation hearings 

Universities    

Academics • Learning Outcomes 
• Interviews 
• Submissions to the 2014 legislation hearings 
• Submissions to the 1988 legislation hearings 

Universities    

Students • QILT data 
• Interviews 

Universities    

Executive 
Government 

• Hansard 
• Media Interviews 

Government    

Parliamentary 
Committees 

• 2014 legislation committee hearings 
• 1988 legislation committee hearings 
• Media reports 

Government    

Public servant 
analysts 

• Policy reviews such as the Bradley Review 
• Interviews 

Government    

External analysts • Submissions to the 2014 legislation hearings 
• Submissions to the 1988 legislation hearings 
• Interviews 

Government    

Lobby Groups • Submission to the 2014 legislation hearings 
• Submissions to the 1988 legislation hearings 
• Interviews 

Government    

Accrediting 
Bodies 

• Accrediting standards 
• Submissions to 2014 legislation hearings 

Industry    
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Actors Data Sources Discourse General 
perspective 

Logic emphasis 
(social, political, 
fantasmatic) 

Nodal Points/ 
Floating Signifiers 

• Submissions to the 1988 legislation hearings 
• Interviews 

Small operators • Submissions to 2014 legislation hearings 
• Submissions to the 1988 legislation hearings 
• Interviews 

Industry    

Big Operators • Submissions to 2014 legislation hearings 
• Submissions to the 1988 legislation hearings 
• Corporate materials on education/expectations 

Industry    

TBC TBC TBC    

 

I am focussing on documents submitted to the parliamentary process in order to address some 

of the key issues related to document analysis, that is authenticity, credibility, 

representativeness and meaning (May, 2011, p. 206). Documents submitted to parliament are 

more likely to be credible and authentic as people are representing themselves or their 

organisations to parliament.  

Meaning will also be more transparent as all the documents I will start with have the same 

intent – presenting views to the same parliamentary inquiry. Representativeness is something 

I will be addressing more through interviews as I recognise a submission on behalf of an 

organisation to parliament may not fully represent all perspectives in relation to university 

education.  

My actual synthesis of the data will be done in a qualitative rather than quantitative approach 

(May, 2011, pp. 209-212). This is because I start “…with the idea of process, or social 

context, and view the author as a self-conscious actor addressing an audience under particular 

circumstances.” (May, 2011, p. 211). The particular audience and circumstances are the 

parliamentary inquiry and the idea of process or social context will vary depending on the 

perspective of the actor I am analysing. I am not counting particular words or phrases, but 

instead am interrogating the meaning of the document in respect to the purpose of university 

education, and this is a qualitative rather than quantitative approach. 

My approach to interviews will be semi-structured as I recognise many of my interviewees 

will be busy people so I will have prepared questions. However, I will also want the 

interviewee to set the agenda and reveal what they see as the salient points on university 

education (Thomas, 2013, p. 197). As such, even though I will be prepared, I will adopt an 

open approach to interview. My experience to date in discussing my research project with 

others is people are relatively frank and fearless with their views, so it may be that after my 

initial question no further questions will be required, but I will also have a list prepared.  
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As per my matrix, and in order to address the representativeness issue in my document 

analysis, I will select actors for interview based on the gaps I find in the document analysis. I 

plan to record the interviews and then transcribe relevant sections for my research.  

My methodology relies on the matrix above as it encompasses my actors, discourses, data 

sets, and analysis. The shaded columns represent analysis and the purple shading will require 

analyses across the expectations/discourses (vertical analysis) versus analysis within the 

expectation (horizontal). The last line states “TBC”. This reflects the retroductive nature of 

my research. As I mentioned above, retroduction is one of the steps in the LCE model.  

Unlike inductive reasoning where universal generalities are used to explain patterns, or 

deductive reasoning where theories are tested until one fits the situation, retroductive 

reasoning seeks to identify the underlying mechanism to explain the situation (Blaikie, 2008, 

p. 8). It permits a degree of reshaping of the ideas as the research unfolds, and given my 

research is exploratory in relation to expectations, I want to have a clear methodology, 

however I do not, at this early stage, wish to set the parameters and not permit a degree of 

flexibility. 

In line with the five steps of the LCE I have: 

1) Problematised a phenomena through the identification in the literature of a difference 

between expectation of industry and current graduates under commodification as well 

as the gap of articulated expectations of other actors within the interested parties in the 

literature. 

2) Adopted retroductive reasoning as demonstrated in the pictorial representation of my 

research and my willingness to adapt the research process as data collection and 

analysis is undertaken. 

3) I am using the three logics to frame my analysis for each perception with emphasis 

dependant on context.  

4) I will undertake articulation of the expectations of actors and then of the discourses 

these perceptions construct (if they do) 

5) And finally I will critique the current commodification of university education through 

the comparisons of the expectations of C, U, G and I. 
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5. Proof of Time Management 
Timetable 
I have a project plan for the full period of my candidature2. In summary, once I am confirmed, 

I will seek ethical approval in May to conduct interviews of academics and students. I expect 

to collect data over 2016 and the early part of 2017 then to move into analysis at the end of 

2017 and the early part of 2018, and have a draft ready for submission by August 2020 at the 

latest. 

As a part-time student, I am aware of competing time pressures and try to manage those with 

tools such as the spreadsheet. I have also indicated on my plan my intention to publish during 

my research and have submitted a collaborative paper for proposed publication in 2016. I find 

adding to my research through other projects enhances my thesis through exploring 

complementary work. 

Resources Required 
This is not a resource-intensive thesis, save for time, as little cost is associated with document 

analysis, and interviews will not require a large number of resources. In the conduct of my 

interviews, I will follow good ethical practice, including informed consent.  

In relation to technology, I am already using products such as EndNote, Scrivener and 

Scapple to support my research. While I am yet to use NVivo, I may choose to do so, as this 

may assist the process of identifying nodal points and empty signifiers. 

Approvals 
I will require ethics approval to undertake the interviews. I will seek approval upon receipt of 

confirmation of my PhD candidature. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  It	  can	  be	  viewed	  here:	  	  https://phd2021.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/task-‐list.pdf	  
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