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Assumptive Worlds: Theorising Values in Higher Education (0346) 
This paper develops the concept of assumptive worlds (Young, 1979). An assumptive world is a set of values, perceptions, evaluations and action precepts that emerge in an inter-play between actors and their environments. Informed by functionalist perspectives, Young saw assumptive worlds as a product of the environment within which individuals operate. Using Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, as an alternative basis for the concept, I show how it illuminates the inter-play between knowledgeable actors and their environment. Assumptive worlds encompass institutional and global structures that shape individuals’ knowledgeability, and are shaped by this knowledgeability in day-to-day life.

As well as contributing to social theory at large, the concept of assumptive worlds is valuable within HE studies, a field that has been found to be ‘relatively a-theoretical’ (Tight, 2004). Arguably, theory in HE studies has been eclectic and often implicit; and such approaches, whilst pragmatic, can lead to internal inconsistency and difficulties for conceptual development within HE studies. This paper makes a contribution that is both grounded in theoretical debates and in empirical research.

It illustrates the use of this theoretical framework in a forthcoming study on the assumptive worlds of policymakers, academics and students in relation to Islamic Studies. The concept is particularly apposite in that it focuses on personal beliefs and values whilst allowing for the possibility of tension and contradiction between these and individuals’ perceptions of their environment and action precepts. Recent political interest in Islamic Studies is evident in its recent designation by the UK government as a ‘strategically important subject’. As well as responding to this political interest, students, academics and universities have long wrestled with questions that face religious studies pedagogy more broadly.
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