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Student agency in higher education: perspectives from realist social theory  (0181) 
Higher education faces a series of challenges for a wide range of students that have seemingly proved intractable. Recent reports in the UK on widening participation and student retention (see for instance National Audit Office, 2007) indicate ways in which national policy has not had the desired cumulative impact on individual choices. There has been longstanding concern over the uptake by UK students of opportunities to develop cross-cultural capabilities and the extent to which international students integrate educationally and culturally.

We argue that understanding of how individual students manifest varied responses in given contexts has been hampered by an over-dominant focus on structural and cultural factors operating within a mass system, at the expense of considerations of student agency. To address this we turn to the realist social theory of Margaret Archer (2000, 2003), situated as her work is within the wider field of critical realism. She explores the exercise of human agency and its interplay with social and cultural structures, placing particular emphasis on the pivotal role of practice.

We consider how causal tendencies identified within realist social theory assist in both addressing and understanding the identified challenges. We variously adapt Archer’s three stage model (2003, p135) of the process of mediation between structure and agency to consider how we might influence prospective students to embark on programmes of study; help form learner identity; and promote cross-cultural integration for all students. We see in this that it is essential to understand how students employ their own personal powers if higher education is to result in the transformation of individual students.
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