Feelings of belonging or ‘otherness’: how academic staff influence the identity of religious students in higher education

 

Identities are “never unified, increasingly fragmented and fractured, produced in specific discursive formations and practices by specific enunciative strategies and constructed through “difference” and “in relation to the Other” (Du Gay et al, 2000). Over time and through participation in different communities individuals change. For students, participation in higher education (HE) will impact on identity. Indeed it is the very fear of losing identity that prevents many students, particularly those from working-class backgrounds, from accessing HE at all (Archer and Hutchings, 2000), affects the choice-making of ethnic minority students (Ball, Reay and David, 2002) and the decision-making of all students as to whether to stay or not (Quinn, 2004). Research into the experiences of ‘religious’ students is, however, notably absent from both the literature on student diversity and on student identity. This is a significant omission since, for many students, religion is one of the strongest aspects of identity and of more importance to certain groups than any other aspect, including gender, class and ethnicity. 
This paper presents aspects of my doctoral research with Jewish, Christian, Muslim and Sikh students exploring their educational and social experiences in a UK Higher Education Institution.  Through the use of Narrative Inquiry my emerging findings show how many religious students are ‘othered’ by their interaction with academic staff, both formal and informal, and by the assessment, learning and teaching practices they encounter. My paper also outlines how students challenge the ways in which they are positioned by staff in order to determine “who am I and who might I become?” or “how do I stay the person I am?”.
