
Adam Matthews
Twitter: adam_matthews

UK Universities’ discourses on part-time and 
flexible learning: a corpus assisted analysis of 
higher education prospectuses 
Currently out for peer review for Studies in Higher 
Education



A little about me…

o OU student myself 
(2012 – 2016)

o Social sciences degree 
– Psychology
– Sociology

o Part-time PhD student at 
University of 
Birmingham



Borders and boundaries



Policy: the dream

o Across the political spectrum – both positive

– White Heat of Technology (1963)
– The Learning Age (1998)

– Higher education: Students at the heart of the 
system (2011)

– Expanding and improving part-time higher 
education (2012)



1963



Popular culture - 1980

• Nominated for 
three Oscars

• Caine and Walters both 
won BAFTA and Golden 
Globe awards for best 
actor and actress

• The British Film 
Institute ranked Educating 
Rita the 84th greatest 
British film of the 20th 
century.



Policy: the reality

o Across the political spectrum – both positive 
but both guilty

o 06/07 – introduction of tuition fees
o 2007 – Equivalent and Lower Qualifications 

(ELQ)
o Since 2010 part-time numbers fell by 51%



2018



Methods
o Corpus-assisted discourse analysis

– Frequency
– Collocation/concordance
– Semantic prosody

o 78 electronic PDF prospectus documents
o 4,787,968 million words
o Increasing use in social sciences

– Big data
– Traditionally linguistics



Findings - quantitative

Word count of ‘part-time’ in UK HEI prospectuses grouped by Russell Group and non-
Russell Group status. 

Stratification 
Word count Corpus size 

LogLikelihood 
statistical 

significance 

Russell Group 
166 (0.012%) 1,383,161 

412.99 

Non-Russell 
Group 

1622 (0.048%) 3,404,807 

 



Findings - quantitative



Findings – Semantic prosody

o Collocation and concordance
o Headings

– Labels and neutral words 
– Part-time work (not study) 
– Tuition fees 
– Semantic prosody of part-time study 



Findings – Semantic prosody
All 78 prospectuses – 1,788 instances of part-time 

Label/neutral uses Work related Tuition fees Positive  Negative 

1473 189 41 89 5 
 

Non-Russell Group prospectuses – 1,622 (4.76) instances of part-time 

Label/neutral uses  Work related Tuition fees Positive  Negative 

1390 123 31 78 0 
 

Russell Group prospectuses – 166 (1.20) instances of part-time 

Label/neutral uses Work related Tuition fees Positive  Negative 

83 57 10 10 5 
 



Findings – qualitative – N0n 
Russell Group

‘We’re experts at providing a range of flexible 
options to suit your specific circumstances.’ 

‘Studying part-time doesn’t mean you receive 
part-time support; in fact quite the opposite. We 
understand that part-time students often have 
multiple commitments to juggle, such as work 
and family, so strong support systems are 
absolutely crucial.’



Findings – qualitative – Russell 
Group
‘The University takes the view that our students 
should not work during term-time - it’s important 
that you have an appropriate work-life balance’

‘The University only offers full-time 
undergraduate degree courses. However, our 
Institute of Continuing Education (ICE) offers a 
wide range of part-time and short courses for 
academic progression, or personal or career 
development.’



Conclusions
Our corpus-enabled critical discourse analysis showed 
that:
o Russell Group prospectuses are largely silent about 

opportunities for part-time study.
o Even at universities that present themselves as sites 

for part-time study, part-time study is portrayed as 
different, making special demands on students and 
requiring special support. 

o On the whole, university prospectuses still present full-
time study as the norm.



Questions…

?


