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This poster presentation provides an overview of my PhD research.  The phenomenon of mass higher 

education (massification), and its drivers, has significantly impacted universities (Allais, 2014; 

Hornsby & Osman, 2014; Scott 1995; Teichler, 2008; Trow, 2006).  This is especially evident in the 

increasing enrolments in core first-year undergraduate courses observed in New Zealand universities. 

These high numbers of students present extreme challenges in terms of both learning and teaching. 

While much of the literature focusses on student engagement and experience in the first year, and 

exploring the perceptions of the lecturing staff who work with these students (e.g., Exeter et al., 2010) 

and lecturer academic identities (e.g., Fitzmaurice, 2013), far less attention has been given to 

tutors/teaching assistants (postgraduate and vocational) who run the workshops/tutorials, particularly 

their identities as academics. The aim of the research is to investigate an aspect of the impact of 

massification (increasingly high enrolments in first-year courses and the continually changing face of 

modern academia) by seeking to understand professional identity in tutors who work on large, first-

year university courses in NZ universities.  

The first year of tertiary-level study is a challenging transitional stage for undergraduates (Kift, 

Nelson & Clarke, 2010; Westberry, 2011; Zepke, Leach & Butler, 2008).  Researchers (Perry, 1999; 

Krause & Coates, 2008; Zepke et al., 2008) agree that first-year students are vulnerable to 

destabilising influences (e.g. financial and social) and are more likely to fail at this time, when 

engagement is critical.  Tinto (1993) observed that students must adapt academically as well as 

socially to a new and increasingly diverse learning community. Transitioning students also have 

special learning needs that must be considered when designing and enacting first-year curricula (Kift 

et al., 2010).  With these needs in mind, it is the role of the tutor to support and scaffold first-year 

students through this critical transitional stage in their learning; therefore, tutors play an important 

role in facilitating the learning of students by providing a platform between learner knowledge and 

understanding (Joyes, 2008).  Studies have shown that tutors’ individual pedagogies impact the 

learning outcomes of students (Joyes, 2008; Wood & Wood, 1996). Tutors must be able to transform 

subject knowledge, to engage their students and facilitate effective learning (Roscoe & Chi, 2007).  

Tutoring is a cognitively demanding, complex role that requires a combination of tactics such as 

questioning, feedback provision and explaining (Roscoe & Chi, 2007). 

While the literature suggests a growing interest in professional identity construction as a way for 

understanding self-conceptualisation (Slay & Smith, 2012), there is a paucity of investigation into 

tutor identity, especially those working in the aforementioned context. Previous research by Becker 

(2013) indicates that an understanding of one’s professional identity not only promotes positive 

outcomes in terms of practice, but also enhances the important characteristics of resilience and 

collaboration. In terms of methodology, it is envisaged that Ricoeur’s interpretation theory (Ricoeur, 

1976) will provide a suitable lens for the phenomenological/hermeneutical methods that I will use to 

interpret the narrative and interview texts that will be collected during this study. 

 

*Presenter and doctoral researcher.  Email: cphipps@aut.ac.nz.  
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