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‘Starting the day fresh’ – hidden work and discourse in contemporary academic practice (0256) 
Recent focus group research (WERN Working Lives, 2008) has produced fascinating insights into some of the hidden working practices and strategies of academics facing the challenges of ‘keeping up’ in modern, changing occupational environments.

Data from a variety of lecturing staff across HEIs in South Wales were analysed as part of an ESRC/HE Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW) study, where it became clear that important emerging issues concerned electronic and flexible working, their role in professional work, pressures and workloads.

Electronic communication was recognised by HE participants both positively and negatively: valued for communication and productivity, yet demanding too. Only by constant attention could the professional prevent overload - ‘you’re always worried you’ll miss stuff…that something will come up’. This vigilance provided a source of satisfaction, of being in control – ‘clearing the inbox’, leaving things ‘clean for the next day’ - but was also recognised as a false friend: the more you send the more you get (email). The tidy desk-top was thus undone in the activity itself.

In the presentation, the researchers will set these findings in the context of studies on the changing nature of academic work (Musselin 2007, Deem 2003, Henkel 2000, Gornall 1999), and in particular, the administrative work that academics routinely undertake. This labour was frequently ‘hidden’, conducted out of sight, at home or out of hours, thus research methods will need to be finely-tuned to capture the cultural and professional contexts of such HE occupational practice, and strategies are discussed.

‘Working Lives’ is part of the Welsh Education Research Network (WERN).

