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Abstract 

 

This paper is based on findings from an email interview study with 20 academics (17 women, 

3 men) in the UK on short-term, insecure or ‘casualised’ contracts. The paper focuses on their 

perceptions of the effect their contract status has on the lecturer/student relationship: 

particularly in regard to student perceptions of their legitimacy and status.  Using a 

poststructuralist theoretical lens, we explore lecturers’ concerns or anxieties as to whether 

they may be interpreted as less legitimate than permanent staff; and the emotional labour 

involved in the work done to ‘cover’ for the difficulties that a lecturer’s contract status causes 

for the quality of their teaching content and organisation.  We also explore the considerations 

of some participants to voluntarily ‘disclose’ their status to students and the possibilities of 

such acts as a form of  resistance to dominant discourses of the legitimate academic. 
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This paper focuses on findings from a study of academics in the UK on short-term, insecure 

or casualised contracts, and their perceptions of the effect their contract status has on the 

lecturer/student relationship: particularly in regard to student perceptions of their legitimacy 

and status. In recent years, the casualization of labour within academia has increased, even in 

the richest countries of the Global North (Gupta, Habjan, and Tutek, 2016). In the UK, the 

Universities and College Union (UCU) concluded that as of 2014 ‘at least 54% of all 

academic staff and 49% of academics teaching in our universities are on an insecure contract’ 

(UCU, 2016, 4), with women and/or minority ethnic academics more likely to be on 

casualised contracts than their white male peers (ECU, 2016). 

 

A growing number of studies have focused on the experiences of this group of academics and 

the effects of such insecurity, including the anxieties of lack of dependable income and 

benefits, lack of mentoring, support and capacity-building, inability to plan for the future, and 

more the subtle effects on self-esteem and professional identity of ongoing ‘micro’ inequities 

of exclusion and marginalisation in everyday academic life (Ylijoki, 2010; Leathwood and 

Read, 2013; Acker and Haque, 2017; Read and Leathwood, 2018).   

 

Building on such work, the contribution of this article lies in the particular attention given to 

the under-researched area of the effects of casualised contracts specifically on the teacher-

student relationship, which has so far been the focus of relatively few empirical studies (in 

the USA Street, Maisto, Merves, and Rhoades 2012; in the UK Lopes and Dewan, 2014; and 

in Australia Klopper and Power, 2014; Lama and Jouillie, 2015).  Further, this work has 

generally not made recourse to social theory in order to understand the complexities of such 

dynamics. Of the four studies we have found that have focused on this issue, only one (Lopes 
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and Dewan, 2014) apply a specific theory (labour process theory) to understand the data they 

present. We aim to add significantly to the current body of work in this area in applying an 

alternative poststructuralist theorisation that allows for an in-depth focus on the fluid, 

contextual dynamics of power that can characterise this complex relationship. The paper 

explores academics’ perceptions of the impact of their casualised status on their perceived 

legitimacy as ‘professional’ academics; how this impacts on the ways they manage and 

perform their academic subjectivities in their relationships with their students and the 

university; and the ways in which dominant discourses are accommodated, subverted or 

resisted. Poststructuralist theory gives us a lens through which to analyse these complexities 

and explore how particular social discourses underpin/work to legitimise these dynamics.    

In conducting this work we hope to contribute new empirical knowledge to international 

debate across Europe, the US, Australia and other high income country contexts on the 

impacts of casualization in the sector on academic life and work and the student-teacher 

relationship, thus potentially facilitating challenge and change to what is increasing becoming 

the ‘new normal’ of the casualised university. 

 

Social Dynamics of Power in the Lecturer/Student Relationship 

Much has been written on the changing nature of the lecturer/student relationship in academia 

with the pervasive rise of neoliberal influence on academic cultures and practices. 

Traditionally lecturers are perceived as holding a high level of status and authority in relation 

to their students. Bourdieu for example notes that the cultural and symbolic capital acquired 

by the tutor through the status of their occupation and qualifications gives their 

communications a greater legitimacy than the student (Bourdieu, 1991). Notably, the 

discursive construction of the typical academic was historically (and remains, implicitly) the 

figure of the white, middle- or upper-class male, with no caring responsibilities (Leathwood, 
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2013), potentially influencing the ways in which lecturers are interpreted by students (and 

other staff) as more or less authentic or legitimate in their roles.  

 

In recent years sociological research has also pointed to a significant disruption to the 

traditional authority of the lecturer as a result of the rise of neoliberal policies and practices 

that emphasise student entitlement as consumers of knowledge, with such knowledge 

perceived as a commodity to be sold by the university (Marginson, 1994; Tomlinson, 2017). 

Arguably, however, this perception of student entitlement is one that tends to fit most closely 

with – and thus more comfortably adopted by – those with middle-class (and white, 

masculine) subject positions (Skeggs, 2004; Reay, David, and Ball 2005). Moreover, as 

Brooks (2017) has recently pointed out, the discursive construction of the student in 

contemporary HE policy tends to portray a less ‘empowered’ conception of students as 

vulnerable to making ‘wrong’ decisions, dependent and ‘childlike’. Nevertheless, traditional 

notions of the authority of the lecturer in relation to the student may potentially be challenged 

by the growing proportion of teaching conducted by academics who are on temporary, 

insecure contracts and who are arguably positioned as second-class citizens in academia.  

 

The intelligibility of the academic subject and the discursive construction of legitimacy 

 

In order to analyse our participants’ constructions of self and their perceptions of the 

student/lecturer relationship, we draw on a Foucauldian theoretical framework (Foucault, 

1977, 1981) influenced by other poststructuralist writers such as Butler (1990, 2004) and 

Ahmed (2004). We thus focus here on subjectivity rather than identity – that is, the dynamics 

of becoming a subject that is intelligible as such to self and others. Such a process is not, of 

course, arbitrary – at any particular cultural context or moment a multiplicity of discourses 
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can be drawn on from which to make a subject position socially intelligible to others (Butler, 

2004). Most often the discourses drawn on will be those dominant discourses that work as 

regulatory norms – mechanisms of power that help to legitimise what is seen as normal, and 

also what is judged as alternative or different to the normal (Foucault, 1977; Butler, 2004; 

Davies et al., 2006). In the case of the academic self, this includes dominant (gendered, 

classed and racialised) discourses concerning the natural or ideal academic, woven with 

wider dominant discourses concerning what counts as the typical or ideal, legitimate 

professional (Thomas and Davies, 2002; Morley, 2013; Coate and Kandiko Howson, 2016). 

We will be arguing here of the persistence, despite widespread changes in the sector, of a 

narrative in academia that contributes to the perceived legitimacy of dominant discourses of 

the academic – the notion of professional legitimacy through the perceived status of 

permanence.  

 

Universities as institutions have long accentuated cultural signifiers of age and seeming 

permanence to signify their cultural legitimacy as long-established institutions producing 

reliable, credibly authentic knowledge: shown for example in the Victorian era choice of 

neogothic or neoclassical architectural styles; the performance of ritualised traditions such as 

graduation ceremonies, and the promotion of a narrative story of the university’s history 

(Leathwood and Read, 2009). Similarly, markers of an individual academic’s prestige and 

status in an institution, such as a dedicated office space and one’s ‘name on the door’, work 

to spatially signify the legitimacy of the individual to be associated with, or ‘own’, part of the 

space of the university – and thus be linked to the credibility and perceived authenticity of the 

university itself.  
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The consequences of not being able to access such signifiers of authenticity can lead to a 

concern with the validity of one’s presentation of self to others that can trigger discomfort, 

embarrassment and shame. In conceptualising such emotions, we note the rich tradition of 

feminist and other critical work on the place of emotion in education, including hooks’ 

(1994) articulation of passionate and embodied teaching, Lynch’s (2008) ‘care-less’ academy 

and Walkerdine, Lucey and Melody’s (2001) insistence on the importance of working with 

emotion to understand contemporary subjectivity, to name just some contributions to this 

field. Recognising the rich diversity of sociological and psycho-social work on emotion, Hey 

and Leathwood (2009, p. 22) note Clarke’s (2006) insistence that rather than sticking 

inflexibly to one position, it is important to ‘try to hold onto rather than eliminate the tensions 

between the biological, the interactional, social constructionism and psycho-analysis’ as a 

way of enhancing a sociological analysis. Our own theoretical position is a broadly post-

structuralist one, that sees emotion/affect as both social and embodied and central to 

subjectivity and subjectification – to the politics of education. In line with Ahmed’s (2004) 

call to explore the social and political dynamics and constitution of such emotions, Burke 

(2012) describes the shaming techniques of being (mis)recognised as a ‘widening 

participation’ student, due to its association with individualised discourses of lack and deficit. 

Similarly, feelings of discomfort or even shame engender complex considerations of 

management of self to others amongst our participants, practices of covering or hiding, and 

also considerations of resistance through disclosure.  

 

 

 

Methodology  
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We are concerned in this study to explore the ways in which power relations are subjectively 

constructed, negotiated and challenged by individuals at the micro level in nuanced and 

sometimes contradictory ways, hence we have chosen to apply a theoretical lens influenced 

by poststructuralist perspectives outlined above. Such an approach is especially important in 

the current policy landscape in order to understand and bring attention to the ways in which 

traditional power relations  (between lecturer-student and between lecturers and the 

institutions that employ them) are increasingly being challenged and reformulated in ways 

that do not allow for an assumption of clear, enduring hierarchies of power– in particular the 

assumption that lecturers per se are a privileged, secure and elite group (Bourdieu, 1991).   

 

The fluidity of a poststructural approach to power and subjectivity helps us to meet the main 

aim of the project from which the data for this paper derives, which was ‘To explore the 

perceptions and experiences of ‘casual’ academic staff in the UK in regards to the perceived 

impact (if any) of their employment status on their teaching and pedagogical interactions with 

students (see also Leathwood and Read, forthcoming).   This paper draws on findings 

specifically relating to the student/lecturer relationship outside of formal classroom teaching, 

and participants’ perceptions of their own academic/professional identities and relationships 

with their institutions.  When analysing these data we were surprised at the strength of a 

thread running through the data concerning lecturers’ concerns relating of the ways others 

(particularly students) might perceive their legitimacy– and how this influenced their 

presentation of self in interactions with students.  This then has formed the basis of the focus 

for this paper.  

 

The data we draw on involves qualitative email interviews with 20 participants (17 women 

and 3 men), conducted between November 2017 and August 2018. All participants were (or 
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had been until very recently) employed in temporary, part-time and/or hourly paid contracts, 

and who taught in some capacity as part of their academic duties. Participants were recruited 

via academic networks and personal contacts, and were asked if they would like to offer 

personal contextual information (for a detailed breakdown of this information please see 

Table 1). Participants primarily identified as white (19 participants) and middle-class (14 

participants).  The spread of participants in relation to gender, social class and ‘race’/ethnicity  

reflect inequalities that, as we have mentioned above, is repeated in the academic workforce 

nationally.  

 

[Table 1 here] 

 

Obtaining data via qualitative interview was considered to be the most effective way of 

exploring the views of participants and their perceptions of their teaching and learning 

experiences in HE. Email interviews have increasingly been successfully utilized in social 

science research (see e.g. Burns 2010) and allow for participants to respond to questions at 

their own time and pace, and with the ability to edit their written answers before sending to 

the researcher. We would argue that despite a possible conception that such methods are less 

authentic than face-to-face interviewing, there is a significant benefit in relation to the greater 

degree of participant agency in terms of presenting their answers.  

 

After being given information on the nature of the study and assured of anonymity and 

confidentiality, participants were given a number of open-ended questions via email, sent in 

two parts. All but three of the participants contributed answers to both stages. Afterwards two 

participants sent us further emails with further thoughts in relation to the topics covered.   In 

addition, following initial analysis, we sent an additional email following up specifically in 
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relation to their perceptions of the level/degree of student awareness of their status and their 

views or experience around disclosure of their status to students, to which 10 participants 

replied.  The resulting data was rich in volume as well as in terms of quality of content: 

participants answered an average of 150 words for each of the 15 original and 3 follow-up 

questions, the briefest average answers given by Nadia (44 words) and Sara (70 words) and 

the longest average answers given by Zoe (343 words) and Julia (383 words). 

 

We applied a rigorous thematic analytic process, in which initial coding of the data by both 

researchers were used as a basis for the establishment of broader themes generated in the 

data.  When discussing particular views and experiences from our data, we have attempted to 

indicate how common such views and experiences are across our participants’ answers, and 

how far they represent minority or alternative viewpoints. We combined this thematic 

analysis with a poststructuralist analytical approach – specifically a Foucauldian approach 

that seeks to understand power not as something that is statically held or possessed by 

individuals, but as discursively produced, fluid and circulating in relation, for example 

between casualised academics and their more secure colleagues as well as with students (see 

Foucault, 1988; Arribas-Ayilon and Walkerdine, 2008). This leads to different questions 

being applied in analysis of our data, relating to the role of discourses in the construction of 

social meaning. In a close reading of the interview texts we aimed to identify the socially and 

culturally located discourses that were being drawn on by participants in order to make sense 

of moments of interaction with others (either instances that had already happened, or their 

anticipation of future interactions), and the ways they conceived of themselves and others in 

these interactions. We then aimed to analyse how such discourses gained power/legitimacy, 

and in what ways can these discourses be understood as maintaining, exacerbating or 

resisting wider social patterns of inequality and dis/advantage. An important further question 
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in this form of analysis was to discern if, in the participants’ accounts, alternative discursive 

constructions were drawn on to make sense of these past and anticipated future interactions, 

and the participants’ own sense of subjectivity in relation to academia. If alternative 

discourses were drawn on, how far could they be seen to facilitate a challenge or change to 

dominant and inequitable patterns of power?  For example, how far did these constructions 

involve a challenge to dominant conceptions as to who can be intelligibly recognized as a 

legitimate academic?   In doing so, a number of themes emerged that highlighted the 

complexities of the effect of contract status on participants’ sense of legitimacy within 

academia and crucially, how far and in what ways they felt their legitimacy may be judged 

and called into question by others, which we will now go on to relate.  

 

Hiding Status – Covering ….for the Institution or for the Self 

 

From a poststructuralist perspective, human beings are often motivated by the need to gain 

recognition by others in order to maintain a sense of stability in an inevitably unstable 

process of ongoing subjectification (Butler, 2005; see also Burke, 2012).  This recognition is 

constantly negotiated through ongoing instances or ‘iterations’ of self-performance, in 

interaction with others. A recurring theme in our data concerned the complexities of these 

performances, how they are read by others (or at least, how the participants perceive that they 

may be read by others) and the consequences of potential misrecognition and potential 

judgements of one’s own lack of ‘professionalism’ and legitimacy.  

 

Foucauldian writers on professionalism have noted how the performance of the professional 

involves a disciplinary regulation of self that belies the implication of autonomy 

underpinning normative conceptions of the professional: ‘professionals are both the 
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instrument and the subject of government, the governor and the governed’ (Fournier, 1999: 

285). Individuals are, of course, not completely passive in relation to the process of 

interpretation and recognition that are involved in such (potential or actual) instances of 

interaction. As Goffman (1959) highlights, individuals aim in interaction to manage the 

interpretation of others, even if, in poststructuralist conceptions, such acts of management – 

even those ‘counter conducts’ that challenge dominant discursive ‘regimes of truth’ 

(Foucault, 1988)  - are themselves discursively constituted rather than acts of fully 

autonomous individual agency in the modernist sense. A central facet of these performances 

seemed to focus on whether or not to explicitly hide ones’ temporary contractual status from 

students when interacting with them – demonstrating the pervasive influence of dominant 

discourses of legitimacy in academia as lying with perceived permanence. Some explicitly 

discussed how disclosure of one’s temporary, insecure status risked being misrecognised as 

unprofessional – and the pain of this potential evaluation generating a variety of affect from 

discomfort and embarrassment to shame.  

 

For some, discomfort at openly disclosing their contract status related to a conception that 

this would reflect poorly on the institution – a seemingly unprofessional disloyalty to the 

maintenance of institutional legitimacy.   Julia reported “it may be ‘unprofessional’ to discuss 

the terms of my contract with students. For instance, I may be perceived as ‘bad mouthing’ 

the institution!”. She goes on to describe how students eventually found out her status when 

they enquired about future supervision (a lack of ability to provide – or promise - longer term 

supervision or support, and the subsequent inability to forge strong pedagogical relationships 

with students, is one factor participants pointed to when discussing the impact of their status 

on the quality of their teaching and interactions with students – see Leathwood and Read, 

forthcoming).  



12 

 

 

Some participants described being caught in a ‘double bind’, where ‘covering up’ for the 

institution meant that the fault for logistical problems, arising from their contractual status, 

would be imputed as a lack of professionalism on the part of the individual lecturer.  Whilst 

this dilemma may also be experienced by more established/permanent contract academics, it 

is likely to be exacerbated by the marginalisation of casualised staff, who often are required 

to teach on courses already planned and organized by others. A lack of agency in terms of 

designing or planning courses, and the lack of, or lateness of, information regarding course 

details, was another key aspects of casualised status that participants brought up as impacting 

negatively on the nature and quality of their teaching.  In particular, this could lead to 

difficult interactions with students, who expect each lecturer to be fully informed (see 

Leathwood and Read, forthcoming).  Echoing stories from Anderson’s (2007) study, Julia 

talks about her embarrassment at being required to teach to a strict plan but only receiving 

this plan very late the night before: 

 

I could not refer to what content would be covered at a later date, making it 

impossible to answer students’ questions of: ‘When are we going over the 

assignment?’, ‘Will we be covering something about X?’ This was incredibly 

embarrassing; it is unprofessional to tell students why you do not know this 

information, and avoiding telling them meant that you looked like an incompetent 

teacher  

(Julia, p/t fixed-term researcher, under 30, white working-class). 

 

Others discussed more personal reasons for avoiding disclosure about their contract status, 

relating directly to their attempts to avoid misrecognition in terms of their professional 
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legitimacy in instances of interactions with students.  As with much of the data, the 

participants’ reflections here focus on anticipating how they may be perceived, and how they 

may or may not be able to manage these moments of interpretation by students, rather than 

recounting actual moments of interaction.  Jennifer states, for example: “I […] don’t want 

them thinking I’m not good enough for the university to employ and that reflecting on the 

way they perceive me and my teaching”. Her avoidance of disclosure of her contract status 

thus reflects an attempt to manage her interpretation/recognition by others.  Again, 

illustrating the speculative, tentative nature of much of the participants’ discussion due to the 

ambiguities surrounding students’ knowledge of their status, she goes on to add “I have this 

niggling feeling it might make them see my value differently but I haven’t got any evidence 

of this being the case”.  Highlighting the importance of permanence as a potential 

legitimizing signifier in one’s recognition as an authentic lecturer,  Julia discusses similarly 

that she did not reveal her fixed-term status because: 

 

….I felt it would lead them to view me as less capable of teaching them. Though, I 

have never articulated this until now. I suppose then that I felt that students may 

perceive staff on permanent contracts as more capable because they were ‘good’ 

enough to land a permanent post  

(Julia, p/t fixed-term researcher, under 30, white working-class). 

 

 

The dominance of the discourse of permanency in relation to being a legitimate or ‘real’ 

academic is further illustrated below, along with the painful emotions generated even at the 

possibility of being judged – or misrecognised – as illegitimate.  Olivia below highlights the 

awkwardness and embarrassment that could be involved in such a reading:  
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I feel very conflicted about letting students know about my contractual status […]. A 

lot of this, if I'm honest, is about passing as a real academic and is therefore a 

question of pride. I might be concerned that students might not take me so seriously if 

they know I'm a temporary, disposable and replaceable member of staff - they could 

start to question my legitimacy or abilities  

(Olivia, p/t teaching fellow, aged 41-50, white British middle-class)  

 

Again, the tentative language Olivia uses (students ‘might not’ take her seriously, they 

‘could’ start to question her legitimacy) highlights the complexities of such strategizing – 

participants anticipate but are not sure of what signifiers may lead them to be interpreted as 

illegitimate. Echoing Jack and Julia’s comments above, what does arise strongly is both the 

degree to which these participants are concerned with how legitimate students perceive them, 

the strong suspicion that their casual status may have a negative impact – even that they 

might be considered disposable, and the emotional cost of such ongoing speculation and 

work of ‘managing the self’ as a result.  

 

Some participants discussed instances of attempted management of their presentation of self 

beyond simply avoiding disclosure of their contract status. For example, in a story Jack 

recounts, the poor quality of his office space led to students directly asking him about his 

status. He attempted to manage his answer by avoiding telling them he actually worked 

outside of academia, and instead emphasised his links to the university as a prior postdoctoral 

fellow. He goes on to discuss his emotional reaction at his contradictory impulses to be 

honest to his students, but also to cover for the university and guard against his feelings of  

loss of status in the students’ eyes:  
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I felt extremely awkward. I strongly feel that the contract between teachers and 

students should be based on honesty, and [….] being honest didn’t seem like the 

professional thing to do. My own interests were also at stake as I was put in a position 

of risk in terms of undermining my status as professional teacher in the eyes of the 

students, and as a good employee in terms of the university, and telling the students 

the truth about my status, or indeed not doing so, felt like a betrayal of both 

obligations  

(Jack, f/t fixed-term lecturer, 31-40, white British middle-class) 

 

Similarly, Zoe, who became visibly upset when teaching a seminar after receiving a rejection 

for a permanent post, chose not to disclose her status due to her concern over being seen as 

illegitimate. Instead she explained that she had been ‘knocked off balance by some bad 

news’:  

 

I didn't think that they'd understand the seriousness of what had happened and I might 

lose their sympathy, but also because I thought they might conclude that it was what I 

deserved because I wasn't a good teacher, as proven by my crying in class.  

(Zoe, f/t teaching fellow, fixed term at a pre-92 HEI, white British middle-class) 

 

Like Olivia above, and echoing Hacker’s description of the act of ‘crying on campus’ as 

disruptive of the academic ‘rationality shield’ (2018, p. 292), Zoe notes here the gendered, 

embodied, discursive constructions of the legitimate lecturer – someone who is unemotional, 

who does not disclose personal weakness – and who only then ‘deserves’ permanent status 

(see also Leathwood and Hey, 2009).  
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For these lecturers, the legitimacy of their position in the eyes of their students, and thus their 

authority in terms of the lecturer-student relationship, feels as insecure, ungraspable, fleeting 

and contextual as other aspects of their working life. The status of the participants quoted in 

this section certainly do not seem to fit the traditional conception of a fixed hierarchical 

relationship between (permanent) expert lecturer and (temporary) novice student. Participants 

in most cases are speculating as to how their students could interpret them if their status was 

disclosed. This then begs the question as to how far the traditional student-lecturer dynamic is 

challenged if only one party is aware of a potential shift in the dynamic – although for the 

lecturers involved, the anxieties over such considerations and the mental and emotional costs 

of covering seem all too palpable in their effects.  

 

The uncertain guessing game discussed by these participants as to students’ perceptions of 

their legitimacy adds to the wider uncertainties generated by the ‘panoptic gazes’ infusing 

contemporary neoliberal academia (Thiel, 2019, p.538). In explaining the effects of 

hierarchical observation as a form of disciplinary power, Foucault (1977, p.170) used the 

analogy of panopticon prison design – where prisoners were never sure whether or not they 

were being observed, leading to a constant self-regulation of behavior just in case.  Ball 

(2003) notes the uncertainties generated by the disciplinary techniques of impending audit 

and performance review and the effects on teachers, who are never sure whether their 

behavior or interactions with students at any single time will end up contributing to a 

negative judgement of their own (and/ or the institution’s) quality.  Similarly, lecturers in HE 

are never certain whether the normalising judgements of students will contribute to a poor 

performance evaluation in for example, student representative reports, course evaluations, 

and large-scale surveys such as the UK’s National Student Survey (Thiel, 2019).  The 
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addition of the panoptic gaze of the student to that of management may imply a greater status 

and authority for the student ‘voice’. However, as Thiel (2019) argues, in these circumstances 

ultimately the “students fulfill the panoptic gaze on behalf of university management” 

(p.545), providing quantitative, auditable measures of performance by individual lecturers, 

and encouraging the perception that the success or failure of teaching in higher education 

solely rests on the quality of performance of the  individual lecturer. And,  

as we have noted, such judgements of lecturer quality are often normalised judgements, 

constructed through the lens of dominant discourses as to the ideal academic, including 

potentially an assumption that legitimate lecturers are those with permanent contracts. For 

participants in our study, the uncertainty as to whether students may question their legitimacy 

due to their contract status adds another layer to the already existing anxieties felt across 

sector staff that are generated by neoliberal techniques of audit and appraisal (Leathwood and 

Read, 2013).   

 

Voluntary Disclosures 

As noted above, Butler (1993) discusses how aspects of identity, such as gender, or a 

professional identity such as the academic, are constituted only as they are being performed 

in specific moments of interaction. Our attachment to the need to be socially recognised by 

others lends itself to conservative reiterations of (often socially normative or normalised) 

presentations of self (Hey and Leathwood 2009) – in the context of this paper the normalised 

presentation of the legitimate, professional academic as permanent. Nevertheless, the 

necessarily constantly repetitious iterations of such performances also generate the possibility 

of change and subversion to these dominant normalised presentations.  Some of our 

participants discussed voluntarily disclosing their status – and the degree to which this was a 
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considered move to challenge normalised conceptions of what counts as being ‘legitimate’ in 

academia.  

 

The potential risks of such disclosure are illustrated in Jane’s consideration to disclose her 

status at only one of the two universities in which she worked. She felt that discussing her 

status implied a critique of the university that she only felt able to do at an institution where 

she felt more secure:  

 

I think this is largely because [University A] has been my home institution for several 

years (as a PhD student as well as sessional tutor) and I know that I have many friends 

and allies here, so I feel more able to be open and/or criticise the casualised system 

than at [University B] where I was more isolated, and was solely focused on showing 

up and doing a good job in the hopes of being given more work in the future  

(Jane, p/t hourly paid tutor, under 30, white British middle-class). 

 

For Jane, then, disclosing her status – at least at one institution – could be seen as a way of 

resisting the deficit individualizing discourse of casualised lecturers that implies that 

temporary lecturers are just ‘not good enough’ to become permanent. Instead, by discussing 

her status she is able to critique the policy and strategy of the university itself.  Similarly, 

some participants discussed how the recent strike by members of the University and College 

Union (UCU) across the UK provided an arena to discuss the issue more openly, 

depersonalising it by viewing the subject on a national level. Olivia recounts “I noticed a few 

of my students turned up at demonstrations during the strike and were party to conversations 

about contracts”.  However she was discouraged by many of the comments by students on 

social media that she described as very transactional – “they are paying lecturers to deliver 



19 

 

their teaching and feel affronted when those lecturers don't deliver” – demonstrating at least 

in these instances echoes of the consumerist discourse of student entitlement.  

 

Zoe recounts an incident where an instance of disclosure did not have the effect of a 

‘teachable moment’ regarding a critique of HE policy on casualisation. After telling the 

student she was on a fixed-term contract, the student then went on to ask her what she was 

‘planning to do afterwards’.  Zoe was surprised that an otherwise politically attuned student 

perceived that Zoe’s position implied some sort of choice (none of our participants indicated 

that they had actively chosen their casualized contract status):  

 

…..as if I'd chosen a fixed-term job because I was just planning to do it for a short 

while before doing something else. I think because she's in a mode of thinking about 

going to university, doing some temporary work, having a gap year, she didn't quite 

understand how temporary contracts impact your life when you're out of your late 

teens/early twenties. […] I think her lack of awareness, as a 'political' student, speaks 

to a wider lack of awareness among students about what it means to be on a 

temporary contract 

(Zoe, f/t teaching fellow, fixed term, white British middle-class) 

 

 

For others the strike and other periods of activism gave more successful chances to discuss 

the situation with students by socially locating it as a policy rather than (merely) a personal 

issue: 
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in the lead up to the strike I did discuss this [her contract status] […]. The students would 

ask me whether I was going on strike and I would explain the reasons I was. I talked 

about pensions but tried to give them some idea about conditions in HE including 

precarious contracts. To do this I asked students to guess how long they thought my 

contract was. They were always shocked to hear it was only 6 months at a time  

(Caroline, f/t fixed term lecturer, under 30, white British working-class) 

 

[University B] has a larger presence of activism and raising awareness of casualisation, 

which has meant that I have had more opportunities to raise this issue with students. For 

example, in 2016 I asked them to sign a petition that demanded for better rights for casual 

teachers. This had been reported in the student newspaper and I also had a very 

comfortable relationship with those particular students, so I felt no uneasiness about 

raising it with them. They were very receptive. I also know that some students follow my 

twitter account, where I feel able to be a little more 'candid' and open about my status. I 

do so with an awareness that some students will see this and I think it's important that 

students are aware of the working conditions of their teachers, as I feel university 

management are more likely to pay attention to criticisms of students (the fee-payers) 

than of casual workers  

(Jane, p/t hourly paid tutor, under 30, white British middle-class). 

 

Sara and Caroline also explicitly discuss disclosing their status to students as a means of 

discussing the policy picture of HE and wider issues of social precarity: 

 

I did a lecture on financialization and austerity, as part of this lecture I had some slides on 

zero-hours contracts, and the ‘uberfication’ of jobs. I gave examples of ‘obvious’ ‘sports 
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direct’1 models in industry but then also went to give some ‘not so obvious’ examples of 

casualization in higher education (including disclosing my own status) and aeroplane 

pilots  

(Caroline, f/t fixed term lecturer, under 30, white British working-class) 

  

 

Importantly, in the context of a discourse imbuing the status of ‘casualised’ with a somehow 

shamefully questionable legitimacy on the part of the lecturer - combined with a dominant 

discourse of the ‘rational’ impersonal academic, Sara specifically discusses a strategy of 

openness that she labels ‘anti-shame’: 

 

I've been quite open with them about not knowing if I'll be here at all next year. I do 

discuss with them explicitly, but I am pretty naturally direct and anti-shame, and I can see 

how other people might not be comfortable with that. Our students are quite politically 

aware on the whole though, so I feel like (esp post-strike) they're aware of the issues 

(Sara, p/t hourly paid Teaching Associate, 31-40, white/Jewish middle-class) 

An anti-shame position thus explicitly runs counter to the anticipated (and socially expected) 

psychosocial affects generated by being evaluated as insufficiently authentic according to 

dominant discourses of the typical or ideal academic. This positioning, rejecting the 

discursive construction of the casualised academic as somehow less legitimate, has much in 

common with academics who refused to be shamed by being judged not suitable to be 

entered into the then UK Research Assessment Exercise and who established a Facebook site 

labelled the ‘RAE Rejects Group’ (Corbyn, 2007).  Leathwood and Hey (2009) note that “by 

 
1 ‘Sports Direct’ is a high street retailer that has been strongly criticised for what a 2016 UK Government 

Committee report referred to as ‘appalling working practices’  - see: 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmbis/219/21902.htm  

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmbis/219/21902.htm
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‘outing’ themselves as ‘rejects’, these academics have opened up a new space from which to 

challenge and resist” (437).  

Indeed, whilst some in our study felt unwilling or unable to disclose their status to students in 

any circumstances, others felt more comfortable in utilising personal disclosure as a way of 

socially locating the issue of casualisation in the sector and indeed wider social inequities in 

relation to precarity.  This then can be seen as an alternative subversive form of resistance or 

challenge conducted in some cases in addition to direct involvement in union action (direct 

involvement in union action was discussed by seven participants, with a further two making 

explicit supportive comments to this action).  Although this is a small sample, it makes sense 

to assume (and we can see from Jane’s experience above) that these resistances to dominant 

discourses of the professional, legitimate, authentic lecturer are more easily managed in 

institutions where one feels more secure.   

 

Conclusion 

Our use of a poststructuralist approach has allowed us to add a new element to current work 

on the pedagogical impacts of casualisation in the HE sector. In particular it provides a lens 

through which to elucidate the complex ways in which the casualised status of lecturers can 

have demonstrable effects, particularly in terms of the emotional labour involved in the work 

done to cover for the difficulties that a lecturer’s contract status produces in terms of the 

quality of their teaching and relationships with students. Key pedagogical difficulties brought 

up by participants concerned a lack of ability to build longer-term knowledge of/relationship 

with the students they taught; a lack of involvement in planning or constructing courses on 

which they taught, and delays in being given course content or information,  compounded by 

the emotional labour of attempting to hide such difficulties from students.  
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Hiding these difficulties can ultimately work to support a conception that the success or 

failure of a course is primarily down to the qualities and abilities of the individual lecturer, 

measured and audited through technologies such as student course evaluations and 

satisfaction surveys. As we have noted, whilst ostensibly offering greater representation for 

the views of students, these can work as another form of panoptic gaze in the prism of 

accountability mechanisms that generate anxieties in the sector for a wide range of academic 

staff (Leathwood and Read, 2013). 

 

For lecturers on casualised contracts, negative feedback by students can have an immediate 

impact in terms of not having a contract renewed, or work opportunities being withdrawn. 

And as we have seen, casualised staff in our study also expressed concerns or anxieties that 

their contract status itself may contribute to a negative conception of their abilities by 

students – emotions generated by a potential misrecognition of themselves as inauthentic, as 

not quite legitimate, as ‘second class’.  Often this was expressed by participants in uncertain 

terms as a conception students may perceive – perhaps in relation to signifiers of 

impermanence such as a lack of a designated office space from which to hold student 

meetings. This can only exacerbate a sense of marginalisation within the institutions in which 

casualised academics work. Participants’ documentation of repeated attempts to gain a 

permanent contract – and hence, greater ‘legitimacy’ -  at institutions that repeatedly 

withhold such a status from them, can be seen as an example of Berlant’s (2011) discussion 

of  ‘cruel optimism’ in conditions of late capitalism, an instance whereby an object of desire 

is dangled as a potential reward and at the same time cruelly withheld. 2 

 

 
2 We are grateful to the anonymous reviewers of earlier drafts of this paper for this and other insightful 

comments and suggestions. 

. 
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As well as potential concerns about the consequences for their own perceived legitimacy, 

some were also concerned that ‘rocking the boat’ in terms of disclosing their status, may 

imply a criticism of their university employers that could have potentially negative 

consequences in terms of future employment contracts. As Morrish (2018) notes, the 

nationwide strikes in the UK HE sector in 2018 have provided new academic and activist 

impetus to challenge the effects of neoliberalism in the higher education sector. Social media 

has played a particularly central role in this challenge, providing an avenue of possibilities 

but also potential risk for individuals who may be viewed by their own institution as harming 

their reputation (Morrish, 2018).    For some in our study, the strikes were an avenue to 

explore in a less individualised way the consequences of casualization for higher education.   

A poststructuralist approach allows us to explore the ways in which some participants subvert 

dominant conceptions of the ‘legitimate’ academic in instances of interaction with students at 

the micro level, through alternative performances of the professional self that voluntarily 

disclose their status, contextualising it in relation to wider social patterns of inequality in the 

sector. 

 

Our findings point to a need to foster institutional and departmental cultures that are sensitive 

to the difficulties that new, part-time and temporary staff may face in terms of connection, 

belonging and collegiality with permanent, full-time and/or established colleagues.  This 

could include simply a greater openness, discussion and reflection on the ways in which  

‘micro’ aspects of academic culture can greatly affect experience and belonging of staff. For 

example, Yvonne notes:  “This research prompted me to highlight to the Head of Education 

Studies the lack of inclusion/ identity for HPL staff on office doors [in terms of signage], and 

this was put right immediately ☺”.   Beyond this more work needs to be done to understand 

at a sectoral level the complexities of the effect of contract status on academics’ professional 



25 

 

subjectivities, on teaching, and of the lecturer-student relationship.  In particular there is a 

need for us to utilise approaches that allow us to investigate the subtle and contextualised 

ways in which such dynamics play out in micro instances of interaction, and through the 

emotional costs experienced by some casualised staff of guessing games surrounding 

normalised judgements concerning one’s legitimacy to belong, to ‘count’ as an academic, in 

contemporary neoliberal contexts.  
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