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The research 
This project investigated the nature of complaints (emailed, presented personally and formally 
documented) to a faculty from students about their learning experiences that were formally 
responded to.  The factors that contributed to the complaints were grouped into categories of 
customer service or educational quality. In both categories tensions between the professional 
judgement of academic staff (such as the academic freedom to make judgements about student 
learning and progress with varying degrees of accountability and transparency) and contractual 
accountabilities to students (such as providing them, as consumers, with high quality service) were 
considered.  
 
Why this is important 
The emergence of consumer culture within the tertiary education sector has seen students and their 
advocates assert their rights as they receive services, this includes contesting decisions and the 
processes used to arrive at them with an emphasis on accountability and transparency.  Academic 
freedom is highly prized by staff working in the sector. It is seen as a fundamental right and is valued 
for providing the space to innovate and challenge while creating a supportive environment to 
nurture new and contentious ideas and views.  The fundamental notions of academic freedom and 
consumerism have the potential to clash when consumerism is viewed in terms of a set of rights to 
service and the resolution of grievances at the same time that academic freedom is viewed as the 
ultimate territory and right of educators. This is apparent in situations where students feel they have 
been unfairly graded and when they complain or appeal educators respond by asserting they are 
experienced at making decisions and therefore are not open to challenge.  
 
How this session will run 
The concepts of academic freedom and educational consumerism will be briefly defined and the 
context of them presented and illustrated with some examples of complaints from students that 
were difficult to resolve.  These situations occurred when the complaints were not simply about the 
learning experience of students but their expectations of ‘service’, or when academics had not 
provided adequate evidence for their decisions.  The discussion will centre on how potentially 
sensitive information about complaints could be collated, tabulated and shared to inform responses 
to the tensions between consumerism and academic freedom in higher education.  
 
 
 

  


