
                                          
 

Governance and Power through Indicators: The UK Higher 
Education Teaching Excellence Framework 

Professor Roger King 

19th October 2017 11.00 to 13.00 – The Edge 1.1 

Abstract 
The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) was recently introduced by the UK Government 
for universities and colleges. The TEF may be regarded as an extension of the performance 
measure culture that has enveloped UK public service organizations. A performance culture 
in English higher education has already become well-established for research through the 
Research Excellence Framework. However, an increasing governmental focus on students as 
fee-paying consumers has meant that raising the performance and standing of teaching and 
learning has become a policy imperative. This presentation will analyse how indicators such 
as the TEF respond to demands for numerical, rank-ordered, and comparable data – that is, 
to the desire to make visible that which is difficult to ‘know’ so it can be evaluated. The 
presentation focusses on the aims, operation and outcomes of the TEF.  Benefits as well as 
controversies will be discussed. For example, successful indicators that become 
institutionalized produce what Espeland and Sauder (2012: 86) describe as ‘powerful and 
unanticipated effects: they can change how people think about what they do’, including 
how excellence is to be defined. Those being evaluated thus ‘often respond to the act of 
being measured in ways that subvert the intentions that first motivated the assessment 
process.’  Notwithstanding these criticisms, the presentation concludes that the TEF is likely 
to dominate developments in learning and teaching in England, As such it will have 
considerable authority and will require careful scrutiny and operationalisation.  
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