SOCIETY FOR RESEARCH INTO HIGHER EDUCATION

REPORT ON STUDENT EXPERIENCE NETWORK DAY EVENT: WIDENING TO WHAT? De Montfort University, Leicester 24th June 2008

Hosted by the Youth and Community Division and Student Services of Leicester de Montfort University, this day event was attended by c.25 people, more than half of them Youth and Community and Social Work students.  It did not, as was intended, really get around to ‘applying youth work perspectives to widening participation’ as proposed in Patrick Ainley’s opening to the Event; so that remains a task still to be done!  However, after a stimulating philosophical introduction by Richard Davis inviting us to think about ‘what is going on’ in what he described as ‘drive-through universities’ using some of Bauman’s concepts from Liquid Modernity, discussion focused on the Black student experience through Carlton Howson’s explanation of how he mediated to the institution the common student demand that ‘We want the university to change the way it works with us’ through the Black Student Dialogue Group that he facilitates at de Montfort.  Carlton was joined by members of the Group who shared their ‘narratives of learning’ in what could be called ‘the new hybrid space for intercultural learning’ created by the Group.  This led on to Chris Hocking’s presentation of how things more often are (for good and bad) when Teaching people like me: what happens in university classrooms, drawing upon her research at Wolverhampton and Manchester Universities.

After lunch Thushari Welikara launched her book based on her PhD research with overseas students: At home with learning, a guide to cultural differences in higher education.  She talked about the common misunderstandings that can arise when students follow different cultural scripts for learning from that which is assumed as universal by British higher education.  Discussion then compared the overlap between the supposedly ‘intercultural university’ that now recruits students globally and the widening of participation to new groups of home students.  That these two groups overlap was embodied in many of the students in the Black Student Dialogue Group and other commonalities of their experiences became clear as we discussed how to generalise that experience to the university in a classical sense (as above ‘universal’) but also very modern sense, especially at de Montfort with 141 nationalities among its 21,000-plus students.

The discussion, even though it ran over the time we planned to stop for tea, was only a beginning to bringing together these diverse student experiences, so much remains to be done – including to apply youth work perspectives to the student experience!

Since there were no responses to the call for papers/ expressions of interest in a Network Event on Students and Climate Change at the 8-11 September All Our Futures Conference on Education for Sustainability at Plymouth University, our next Event will probably be as part of the Student Experience stream at SRHE Annual Conference in Liverpool 9-11 December.  However, events on the student experience of e-learning and an anthropology of the HE student experience have been suggested for future meetings, preferably outside London.  Also, after today, more on the Black student experience.  So we are open to suggestions for meetings such as this one so ably hosted (including very good lunch) by the Youth and Community Division and Student Services of Leicester de Montfort University for which many thanks. 
Patrick Ainley 25/6/08.
