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Abstract 

This paper presents a post-qualitative methodology for investigating working-class students' assessment 

experiences in HE. Despite widening participation efforts, an attainment gap persists for working-class 

students, made visible through assessments. This makes assessment experiences a key area of 

investigation for the attainment gap. However, research covers working-class students and assessment 

practice separately, using conceptual schemas to characterise these contexts before investigation, 

centring concepts in their analyses. Therefore, an alternative framework and methodology is needed to 

focus on students' experiences and avoid using a priori concepts.  

 

Using Deleuze (1994) and post-qualitative researchers, I articulate a methodology to explore how 

working-class students' assessment experiences arise. This methodology presents a resistance to the 

norms of educational research and including working-class students in the co-analysis of their 

experiences situates them, and myself, as activists whose voices can speak back to the HE system. 

Full paper 

In this paper, I explore my methodology for researching working-class students' experiences of 

assessment in higher education. I adopt a post-qualitative lens in designing this methodology, which 

responds to the standards and norms of educational research. I also take a post-qualitative view of the 

research context - working-class students at the University of Glasgow. This approach facilitates the 

exploration of a multiplicity of experiences, acknowledging the complexity in students' encounters with 

assessment, and emphasizes the inclusion of human and non-human agency in shaping research design 

and data analysis (Maclure, 2023). This research practice is an act of resistance against the dominant 

values that underlie how educational research is done. 

 

Despite widening participation initiatives, working-class students still attend university at lower rates 

than their middle- and upper-class peers (Connell-Smith and Hubble, 2018; The Scottish Government, 

2016). Working-class students who do get in are still at a disadvantage as an attainment gap persists; 



they tend to get worse qualifications than their peers upon completing their degrees (Mountford-

Zimdars, et al., 2016). While this is impacted by factors such as a lack of belonging (Reay, et al., 2010) 

and an awareness of socio-economic difference (Silva-Laya, et al., 2019), the attainment gap is made 

visible through students' interactions with assessment practices. This places an imperative on educators 

to engage with assessments as constitutive of a working-class student's experience of HE. This requires 

exploring the barriers that exist and how students' experiences relate to this disparity. 

 

Focusing on experience for working-class students in education has historically been left to the realms of 

psychology (Reay, 2005). However, literature on socially just assessment practices shows that, while 

individual psychology does play a constitutive role in educational experiences for students, encounters 

with pedagogy (McArthur, 2014), curriculum (Matshedisho, 2019), modes of assessment (Ballysingh, et 

al., 2018), and wider HE structures (McArthur, 2018) are also involved. These significant factors impact 

how students experience their assessments and they play a role in reproducing inequalities in HE. 

Currently, however, there is no literature which merges the working-class experiences of HE with the 

assessment practices which are constitutive of them. 

 

In my masters research, I identified overlap between these fields. Both emphasize the importance of 

social and cultural values in constituting student experiences as they inform notions of failure and 

success, and impact how students understand their educational experiences. Both also emphasized how 

students' lived experiences are impacted, specifically focusing on the emotional and embodied qualities 

of how students relate to their education and assessments. 

 

As a working-class student, I found issues with the conceptual tools used to understand their contexts 

seemed inappropriate for capturing students' lived experiences. The research on working-class students 

tended to rely heavily on Bourdieusian concepts which had difficulty rendering the nuanced differences 

between students' experiences (Abrahams and Ingram, 2013). The research on assessment practices 

characterized assessments in terms of procedures or outcomes and how these impact the experiences 

of students rather than focusing on what it is like to live through the assessment experience (Adams, et 

al., 2020). As a result, there is a need for an alternative conceptual and methodological framework 

which centers working-class students' experiences of assessments and stays open as to what agencies 

come together to create these experiences. 

 

Consequently, this project seeks to answer the following four questions: 

 

1. How do working-class students perceive and experience assessment practices across emotional, 

affective, and embodied registers?  



2. How do students' experiences of assessments arise? What people, practices, and objects shape their 

experiences?  

3. How are working-class students' experiences and identities shaped over time, and how do they 

interact with assessments?  

4. How could this research inform and reimagine socially just assessment practices in HE? 

 

With a post-qualitative perspective in mind, this paper will articulate my methodological approach for 

this project which will be underway as the paper is delivered. This will include a Deleuzean (1994) 

understanding of the research process and what this means for research design. Following this line, I will 

describe my approach to data generation, keeping space to attend to both the human and non-human 

aspects of student experiences, and producing an output to allow working-class students to speak back 

to the practices of the university. Then I will outline my approach to data analysis and the prospect of 

including my participants in the co-analysis of their experiences, including their voices, and my own, in 

interpreting and representing their experiences, situating them as activists in their own education. 

Finally, I will offer some reflections on the data generation so far. 
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