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Abstract 

The Dutch higher professional education shows an increase in research-related activities, also within the 

educational programs. So far it remains unclear what the conceptions on research of lecturers in these 

professional institutions are. It can be expected that research conceptions play a role in the shaping and teaching 

of research-related skills to students. The current study explores the conceptions of research of lecturers in higher 

professional education by investigating the discourse lecturers use in judging work-related activities to be 

research or no research. The results show that all lecturers in this sample use a similar four-type structure to 

argue about research/no research. Arguments were used on a) the activity, b) the objects in the activity, c) the 

quality of the activity, and d) the characteristics of the actor.. Not all lecturers use each of the four types in a 

similar manner. Also, the lecturers apply these four discursive types not always in a similar manner when 

arguing on a positive or negative judgement. Implications of the results are discussed in the symposium session. 
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Introduction 

University lecturers are often teacher and researcher. And despite a long tradition (Rupp, 

1997) lecturers in universities do not have a single opinion on what research and research-

related activities consist of (Brew, 2001). While disciplinary differences only partly explain 

the differences in conception (Becher & Trowler, 2001). Since the ending of the 20
th

 century, 

the professional higher education also has the dual task of teaching and research, comparable 

to the traditional universities but with a lower amount of research. The extension of tasks 

from only teaching to teaching and research, implies a change in the role of higher 

professional education in Europe, and therefore adjustments in the lecturers’ responsibilities 

and student education (Kyvik & Skodvin, 2003). Hence, the debate on the position and 

content of research is as actual in the professional higher education as in the traditional 

university system. 

 Lecturers’ research and teaching conceptions form a ground under the education to 

students in a (professional) research environment (Visser-Wijnveen, Van Driel, Van der Rijst, 

Verloop, & Visser, 2009). The knowledge on the research-related conceptions of lecturers in 

higher education is limited and mostly about academics in traditional universities. Previous 

research covers the research conceptions of students (Meyer, Shanahan, & Laugksch, 2005), 

doctoral students (Pitcher, 2011), post-doctoral researchers (Pitcher & Åkerlind, 2009), and 

student supervisors (Bills, 2004; Kiley & Mullins, 2005). But also the conceptions of (senior) 

researchers (Brew, 2001; Visser-Wijnveen, 2009), and university management (Neumann, 

1992) are included. Due to the new research task of professional institutes, is interesting to 

extent the knowledge on conceptions of research to lecturers in this field. Even more, since 

previous research indicates that these conceptions influence the choices lecturers make in 

shaping their research and their teaching, but also influence the balance between the different 

tasks of research, teaching and working in the professional field (Boyd & Smith, 2011). At the 
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same time is the connection between conceptions and behaviour complex and inconclusive 

(Visser-Wijnveen, 2009). 

The Dutch context 

The Dutch, binary system of higher education, the context of this study, consists of 14 

traditional and technical universities (here collectively called ‘traditional universities’) and 

just over 40 institutions of higher vocational education (called ‘hogescholen’) (De Boer, 

Enders, & Leisyte, 2007; De Weert & Leijnse, 2010; Huisman, 2008). The latter type of 

institutions, which are somewhat comparable to the former British Polytechnics and the 

German Fachhochschulen, call themselves ‘Universities of Applied Sciences’ (UAS) (De 

Weert & Leijnse, 2010; Teichler, 2008; Vogel, 2009). These institutes  currently account for 

over 60% of all Dutch students in higher education (CBS, 2011). The hogescholen have had 

the legal possibility to conduct research since 1986 (Higher Professional Education Act), but 

in practise hardly any research activities were shown. Research activities usually only 

appeared in the final year of the curricula, and most institutions were lacking any ‘research 

culture’ (Boei & Griffioen, 2011; Van der Linden, Bakx, Ros, Beijaard, & Vermeulen, 

2012).Within the knowledge economy of the 21
st
 century, show a dominance in the need for 

professionals’ ability to handle more complex types of knowledge in their future practices 

(Brew, 2010). Hence, public means for research were provided to the hogescholen since 2001 

(Dutch Ministry of Education Culture and Science & Netherlands Association of Universities 

of Applied Sciences, 2001). 

The new duality of research and teaching of the last decade, results in the need for a 

new, more academic culture, with a new tempo and new expected skills of lecturers. In 

addition, if fully implemented, research tasks can mean a monumental change in the daily 

work situation of lecturers. At the same time it is expected that the conceptions of lecturers in 

higher professional education will influence the direction and pace of these innovations. In 
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order to contribute to this body of knowledge, this article studies the conceptions of lecturers 

in higher professional education through their discourse on research. 

Discourse of research conceptions 

The notion of discourse is based on the work of Michel Foucault (2000, 2001), who defines 

discourse as ‘a collective of concepts and practices (techniques, procedures) with a certain 

productive force’. A discourse consists of related statements and actions which collectively 

produce meanings and has effects. The productive force of a discourse contains the human 

ability to create and label groups of people or objects by speaking (or acting). Examples are 

the division between ‘healthy’ and ‘sick’ people, or the demarcation between a ‘good’ or 

‘bad’ score on a test (Carabine, 2001; Foucault, 1975). By mapping statements people use in 

relation to certain topics – mapping the way is spoken of a topic - one can outline the 

discursive rules that underline these judgements and actions. Judgements are time and context 

specific, while different discursive systems can co-exist at a similar moment, situation or 

within a single (professional) group (Foucault, 2001). Discursive systems are created and 

enacted by human action, but people are at the same instant defined by them (Foucault, 2000). 

By enacting ways in which is spoken about a subjects, discursive systems establish what is 

‘true’ about a subject in particular situation (Carabine, 2001).  

In their daily practice lecturers divide activities – of their own, but also of students, 

colleagues and others – in ‘research’ and ‘no research’. These divisions mostly happen 

intuitively, and when asked, one will usually find it simply logical that an activity is part of 

one category or the other. But when asked to make the choice explicit – as this study has done 

in interview settings - lecturers find it suddenly rather hard to argument why they demark as 

they do.  

Still, one can expect that the underlying conceptions on research will influence 

lecturers’ activities, for instance at grading students’ work, even though the connection 
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between conceptions and behaviour is not a simple or consistent relation (Visser-Wijnveen, 

2009). The central function of the lecturer in the relation between the educational organisation 

on the one hand, and student and practice on the other, makes it plausible that conceptions on 

research will also influence the shape and execution of research in the educational programs. 

Therefore, this study explores the discursive structures that underpin lecturers’ judgement on 

research, or non-research activities in order to understand their demarcations and actions in 

daily practice. 

Data gathering procedure 

To create an archive of statements on research, 16 lecturers in higher professional education 

have been interviewed. These lecturers have been previously part of a large survey study, and 

were requested to participate in this follow-up. Selection was based on having teaching 

responsibilities, willingness to join in the somewhat time-consuming procedure, and be able 

to participate in an interview on set days at their institution (for all characteristics see table 1). 

The respondents were requested to keep a personal log of all work-related activities during ten 

connected workdays. The logs were the basis for a structured interview, in which the 

respondentes were asked per activity to state it to be research or not, and to explain. The 

interviews lasted 45 to 60 minutes and generated 305 statements on research (11-43 per 

respondent). The framing of the log and of the interviews were based on previous studies by 

Eekelen (2005) and Kahnemanm Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz & Stone (2004). The analytic 

unit of statements was based on lecturers’ explanation on research/not research. When 

interupted by a question of the interviewer, a new explanation started and therefore a new 

statement.  
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Table 1: Characteristics of respondents 

  N=16 

Gender  Men 69% 

Educational level Higher professional education (BA) 19% 

 University level (MA) 75% 

 PhD 6% 

Sector of education Economics 25% 

 Technics 25% 

 Social 38% 

 Language and culture 6% 

Sector of employment Economics 13% 

 Technics 13% 

 Social 38% 

 Language and culture 19% 

 Physics 6% 

 Other 6% 

Active in research Yes 75% 

Analysis 

The analysis consisted of eight steps. 1) The audio of the interviews was transcribed ad verbatim. 2) 

All transcripts were read in full. 3) In vivo coding of eight transcripts, by deciding for each 

statement on research what the judgement was (research or not) and what phrases were used 

in the argumentation. This phase resulted in 203 preliminary positive codes, starting with ‘in 

research...’, and 118 preliminary negative codes, starting with ‘in no research..’, both 

followed with the phrase used by the respondent. 4) The positive codes and the negative codes 

were studied separately in order to find structures underlying the statements. The result was a 

similar coding structure for both the positive and negative statements, including several sub-

codes (see table 2). 5) All sixteen transcripts were coded based on the structure found. 6) Each 

of the eight code groups were qualitatively described. 7) A quantitative analysis was executed, 

consisting of calculating: a) the relative usage of each code type per respondent, b) the 
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relative weight of each code type per statement, in order to find the different types of 

statements used, and to calculate their relative frequencies for each respondent; c) the average 

positive and negative statement for each respondent and visualize these in a spider diagram to 

describe different average types of respondents. All quantitative results are compared with 

respondent characteristics to find a rationale under the found differences. 

Findings 

The results show that the discourse of lecturers in higher professional education consists of 

four discursive categories underpinning their judgements on activities being research or not. 

The first category consists of the activity itself (‘one analyses’); the second category depends 

on objects that are part of the activity (‘data is part of the activity’), the third category 

depends on the typicality or quality of the situation (‘this activity is done in a formal 

manner’), and the fourth category is based on characteristics of the acting person (‘I am the 

lecturer in that situation’).  

 The structure of these four discursive categories are applied in judging ‘research’ as 

well as ‘no research’, but different activities, objects qualities and personal characteristics are 

defined as part of ‘research’ or part of ‘no research’. These two times four categories result in 

eight categories, all with multiple subcategories. 
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Table 2: All codes and sub-codes (code frequencies) 

‘RESEARCH’ 

 

‘NOT RESEARCH’ 

ACTIVITIES (174) 

   

ACTIVITIES (99) 

 

 

To acquire (4) 

   

To prepare (3) 

 

To orientate, to read (17) 

   

To judge (a task/assignment) (8) 

 

To design research (plan) (16) 

   

To process, fill out (17) 

 

To collect information, data (28) 

  

To transfer, make available, repeat, explain (13) 

 

To analyse, process (15) 

   

To attend, see, listen (10) 

 

To judge, decide, test (11) 

 

To guide, help, advise, counsel (22) 

 

To make public, write, report (21) 

 

To develop (education) (2) 

 

To organize (5) 

  

To deliberate, tune (11) 

 

To make,  improve,  resolve,  find out (32) 

 

Else (13) 

 

To ask (critical) questions , evaluate, check (afterwards) (15) 

  

 

To share, talk (informal) (8) 

      

 

To guide (2) 

      OBJECTS (166) 

   

OBJECTS (87) 

 

 

Plan, method, way of working, strategy (12) 

  

Class, lesson, presentation (15) 

 

Question, problem, occasion, assignment, goal (45) 

 

Organization, administration (4) 

 

Theory, literature(7) 

   

Existing rule, format, guideline (25) 

 

Unit, measurement instrument, target group (12) 

 

Class curriculum (2) 

 

Tangible output (publication, paper, skill) (35) Email, communication (9) 

 

Client/professional practice (18) 

  

Academic career (1) 

 

Email, communication (3) 

  

Student, colleague, people (23) 

 

Gathering (2) 

    

Problem, question (5) 

 

Student, colleague, people (16) 

  

Gathering (3) 

 

Demands, criteria (5) 

      

 

Funds, money (5) 

     

 

Knowledge, ideas (11) 

      QUALITY ACTIVITY (228) 

   

QUALITY ACTIVITY (145) 

 

Character (74) 

    

Character (81) 

 

Direction, goal (75) 

   

Direction, goal (34) 

 

Ownership (‘mine’) (15) 

   

Ownership (‘mine’)' (7) 

 

Content (64) 

    

Content (23) 

CHARACTERSTICS ACTOR (18) 

  

CHARACTERISTICS ACTOR (49) 

 

Me versus them (8) 

    

Me versus them (28) 

 

Characteristics actor (10) 

   

Characteristics actor (21) 

 

The findings show that respondents apply these eight categories in a positive manner 

(something is research because q is present; something is not research because z is present), 

but also in a negative manner: (if it would have been research, then y would have been 

present; if it was not research, then z would have been absent). So the same eight rules have 

been used to mention the presence and absence of something in order to underline the 

judgement research or no- 
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research. The coding of these usage is consequently made dependent of the judgement of the 

respondent on an activity being research or not.  

Description of categories 

Activities. For the positive judgements twelve different activities can be distinguished. 

The first seven activities can be seen as comparable to the different phases of the empirical 

cycle: a) acquisition; b) orientation and reading; c) design and plan; d) to collect; e) to analyse 

and process; f) to test, judge, decide, understand, and g) to make public, write, or report. The 

other activities mentioned as a demarcation are: h) to organize;  i) to create, make, improve, 

find out (as an activity and not phased as a goal): ‘I am finding out a lot and I research how 

we can [..] (r6);  j) to evaluate (afterwards); k) to share or talk: ‘so in that manner we talk and 

this is related to research’(r11); l) l) to guide. 

 The judgements on activities that are not considered research are based on nine 

different activities: a) to prepare; b) to judge: ‘I judge on several criteria’ (r5); c) to process, 

fill out, use information: ‘Is that research, no, I think they are just filling out formats’ (r5); d) 

to transfer, make available, explain, repeat: ‘I make the information available for students’ 

(r2); e) to be present, look or listen; f) to guide, advise, council; g) to develop; h) to consult or 

tune; i) other.   

Objects. The demarcation in the objects categories is based on five subthemes. In order 

for an activity to be judged as research, it needs a) some kind of formalisation, such as a plan, 

a method, or a strategy; and/or b) a focus, plan, assignment or goal; ‘with some students there 

is indeed a research question [..]’ (r5); c) the presence of literature or theories; d) units, 

measurements, target groups: ‘[..] but then you have to make groups [..] (r3); and e) tangible 

output, such as publications, papers or skills; ‘[..] what will that final report look like, and 

what activities are needed to create it’(r14); 
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The judgements on activities that are not considered research by the lecturers are 

within this category based on nine subcategories: a) an activity research contains a lesson; b) a 

management task; c) existing information, formats or regulations are used in the activity: ‘it is 

just repeating existing information, to explain it to others [..]’ (r2); d) contains a curriculum; 

e) has communication aspects such as email; f) is about a study career; g) have students, 

colleagues or other people who are part of it; g) contains problems or questions: ‘I usually 

make elaborations of questions they can use to check their answers’ (r1); and h) has a 

gathering of some kind. 

Characteristics of the author. The positive and negative judgements in this category 

each show two subcategories: a) I versus them, and b) quality of the researcher.  The positive 

judgements in the first subcategory show arguments in which the activity is research because 

the respondent (or someone who is considered a researcher by the respondent) is acting as 

researcher or considers the activity as research, while others will not ‘For us the result is 

something new, but for others it will not be too interesting’ (r16). The negative judgements 

show arguments in which others (mostly students) are executing research-like activities, but 

the respondent her/himself is not, and therefore the activity is not considered research. ‘[it is 

not research] since I am not involved as a co-author. So my role is judger’ (r13). 

The last part of the last example shows how arguments are used to consider activities 

research or not based on the quality of the researcher. The respondent him/herself being seen 

a judger, guider, formally a lecturer, executor, etc. in the activity are all arguments used to 

demark an activity not to be research. This subcategory is only used in a positive manner to 

indicate what the role of the respondent would have been, if the activity would have been 

research.  

Quality of the activity. Both the positive and negative judgements in this category are 

based on four subcategories: a) the character of the activity (scientific, formal, about numbers, 
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new, etc. for positive judgements, and existing, execution, being a project, every day’s work, , 

being education, being evaluation, etc. for negative judgements), b) the focus or goal of the 

activity, c) who ‘owns’ the activity (it is mine, it is my PhD research, it is by the university, it 

is a students’ for positive judgements, and it is not mine, it is for students, it is of an intern for 

negative judgements), and d) the content of the activity.  

Combinations of theme’s in arguments 

The relative usage of each code type per respondent 

The results show that each respondent uses all four theme groups in their argumentation on 

why an activity is research or not, but not all respondents use them for research and non 

research. This can be influenced by the activities of the respondents showing a different 

amount in activities conceived by the respondent as research or not. Most respondents (12) 

use the theme ‘quality of the situation’ relatively most often (see figure 1). Nine of these 

respondents use this theme most often in a positive manner, and three mostly negatively. Two 

respondents (5, 16) use the theme ‘objects’ relatively most often, and one respondent (1)  

practices the theme ‘activity’ most often. The theme ‘characteristics of the author’ is 

relatively used less frequent by all respondents, in two cases combined with a low score on 

the theme ‘object’. 
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Figure 1: relative scores per respondent on all four themes; positive and negative scores combined per theme. 

 

The relative weight of each code type per statement 

In order to find different types of statements per statement is seen which code(s) play a role. In total 

fifteen different combination of codes have been found. Six of these combinations are practices by 

more than seven respondents. The other combinations were used by a low number of respondents and 

had mostly per respondent a low frequency. Exceptions are respondent 1 and 16 who each practiced a 

large diversity in types of statements, resulting in a high relative score on ‘other’ in figure 2 in which 

all relative scores per statement type is shown. This overview shows that based on these six larger 

themes, most respondents practice a large role for the quality of the activity, as a single theme, but also 

combined with other themes. For twelve respondents more than fifty percent are part of the theme 

quality of the activity, based on these six main types of statements, with respondent 10 and 15 even 

above 80% of statement usage. 
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Figure 2: average usage of combinations of codes within statements 

 

The average usage of themes in positive and negative judgements  

In order to find different types of statements as used by the respondents, the relative weight of the 

themes within each statement is calculated. Based on the relative weight per statement, an average 

statement is calculated for activities that are judged as ‘research’ and for activities that are considered 

‘not research’. After combining the shape of the positive average and the negative average, that 

lecturers’ reasoning can be divided in four models.  

Model A. Lecturers who on average use reasoning model A base their positive and 

negative judgements on the same themes. Also, activities that are judged as ‘research’ are 

mainly underlined by ‘positive’ arguments, while activities that are judged as ‘non-research’ 

are mainly underlined by the ‘negative’ arguments. This model is found for six respondents. 

These respondent’s average argumentation all can be ‘mirrored’ (see figure 3) but they do not 

all use the theme’s in a similar balance. 
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Figure 3: Model A

 

 

 

Model B. The three respondents who on average use model B argue with similar themes in the 

same direction for activities that are judged to be research and for activities that are 

considered not research.  

 
 

Figure 4: Model B
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theme, but additionally two the themes ‘activity’ and ‘objects’ play a central role. This model 

was found for two of sixteen respondents  

 
 

Figure 5: Model C

 

 

 

Model D. Respondents in this model show a more diverse picture. Positive judgements are 

partly underlined by the same themes as negative judgements but also by other themes. This 

model was found for four respondents. 

 
 

Figure 6: Model D
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often than statements of lecturers with a higher educational degree (F(2,327); p<.000). Also, 

statements of lecturers with a university master’s degree as highest educational level, contain 

the judgement ‘not research’ combined with the theme ‘object’ four times more than lecturers 

with a professional bachelors degree and three times more than lecturers with a PhD 

(F(2,327)=4,785; p=.009). Finally, the combination of a negative judgement and the theme 

‘Activity’ is seen more often in statements of lecturers with a university masters degree 

(F(2,327)=4,702; p=.010); four times more than in statements of lecturers with a professional 

bachelors degree and three times more than in PhD. 

Work sector. Preliminary analyses also show differences between several work-related 

sectors. Statements of lecturers in Technical en Pedagogical sectors more often show a 

combination of a positive judgement on research and the theme ‘Activity’, as well as on 

‘Quality of the activity’, the last combination also shows more often for the sectors Health 

and Social Sciences. Statements of the Economic sector score on average higher on a negative 

judgement and the theme ‘Object’, as well as a negative judgement and the theme ‘Activity’. 

The last combination is also seen more often for the sector Language and Culture. Finally, 

statements of lectures in the pedagogical, language and culture and health sectors score on 

average higher on the combination negative judgement and ‘Quality of the activity’. 

Participation in research. Finally, differences have been found where statements of 

lecturers who do not participate in research show more often the combination of ‘no research’ 

and ‘Activity’, as well as ‘no research’ and the ‘Characteristics of the actor’. While statements 

of lecturers who do not participate in research show more often the combination of ‘research’ 

and ‘Quality of the activity’.  

All these results are preliminary and explorative. Cluster analyses are needed to take 

the whole statements into account when finding the differences between statements of 

different types of lecturers.  
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Conclusion 

Institutes for higher professional education received a research task on top of their teaching 

responsibilities. This article studied the discourse on research of lecturers in higher 

professional education, based on structured interviews.  

The preliminary findings show that lecturers use four different themes to underline 

whether they judge an activity as ‘research’ or ‘no research’. These four themes are 1) the 

presence or absence of a certain activity, 2) the presence or absence of a certain object, 3) the 

quality of the activity, and 4) the presence or absence of the characteristics of the actor.  

All four themes are practised by all sixteen lecturers, but not in the same amount. Most 

respondents use the theme ‘quality of the situation’ relatively most often. 

Six statement combinations are used most often by the respondents. The quality of the 

activity plays a large role in the combined statements. 

Four different models have been found to compare average positive and negative 

statement pattern. Some respondents use ‘mirrored’ argument types for positive and negative 

judgements, and other use on average more complex argumentation schemes. 

Quantitative analyses show differences in code-usage between groups of different 

educational backgrounds, different work-related sectors, and between lecturers involved in 

research and those who are not. Further cluster analyses (in which codes will be part of the 

statement structure) will show whether these differences will also be found on a statement-

level. In a follow-up study the results of the current sample of lecturers in higher professional 

education will be compared to data of a sample of lecturers in traditional universities. 

 

During the symposium session the interpretation of these results and the limitations of 

the study will be discussed. 
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