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‘They said I’m an owl-type. It’s a personality type that 
indicates that someone may not initially seem to stand out 
but possesses significant potential for growth and 
transformation.’

Golden Delight
F, 3rd, Humanities, Mountain College



‘The staff scolded me saying “The college you are attending 
is useless, and even if you get a postgraduate degree, it won’t 
help at all. You’d have greater potential if enrolling in our 
courses to study those topics and gain more experience.”’

Starry Night
F, 3rd, Humanities, Mountain College



‘Currently, I’m just an undergraduate, and there are already so many 
undergraduates out there. On top of that, I’m from an ordinary, non-
prestigious university, not even a good lower-tier one. It’s like, among 
the already common, I’m on the weaker side. That’s why I want to 

improve myself [through a postgraduate degree]. That’s all.’

Floating Petal
F, 2nd year, STEM, Lake | Interview 2

Conceptualising the relative privilege



‘In my village, the common perception is that most people’s 
education level stops at primary or junior secondary school, 
and there are very few who attend high school. So, when I 
was admitted to a university, my mum felt very proud.’

Tranquil Harmony
M, 2nd year, Social science, Mountain | Interview 1

Conceptualising the relative privilege



‘Because both my parents and grandparents are farmers, they don’t 
really understand much about these things {about education}. In their 
eyes, getting into a university is considered achieving their goals for 
me, especially since it’s not easy for them to support a child. […] Until 
six or seven years before I went to university, there had never been 
anyone who was admitted to a university from our village. When I 
passed the exam, it really made my parents proud, and I felt quite 
happy about it, too.’

Autumn Wind
M, 3rd year, Humanities, Ocean | Interview 1

Conceptualising the relative privilege



How to knowledge both their marginality and privilege? 
How to be critical and generous at the same time? (Parla, 
2019)

How agency is exercised in tandem with degrees of privilege 
and predicaments of marginality?

Conceptualising the relative privilege



A reparative lens on a non-reparative project

Exploring constructions of merit and fairness 
in the University of Oxford’s 

undergraduate admissions routes



“the students always say ‘I wish we had a class’ when they come to the
tutorial, right, that they would have done so much better with the essay or
the problem if they just had an hour talking about what they read before the
tutorial...the experience of really fighting with the reading list by
themselves, and coming to a tutorial, and realising where they've gone
wrong, and then drawing on that experience next week is better for them
than my just sitting in a room and scaffolding things for them...If you've
come in worse prepared, which of course students do, and you struggle
more with the reading list, you struggle more. The struggle is part of the
point.”

“Oxford is very, very sink or swim. And my view is you can teach people to
swim. It doesn't mean you keep them in the shallow end forever with water
wings. But you don't just drop them in and let them drown...we're making it
hard for reasons it doesn't need to be hard. And that impairs their potential
for learning, which is really counterproductive...”

Conceptions of teaching



“that's the whole premise of how we do admissions, that's the reason why
admissions is college based. It's the reason why it's basically the people
who will be teaching these students...who are responsible for admitting
them, means we have to take responsibility and take the consequences of
the decisions that we make.”

“...undergraduate teaching is, I suspect, for many colleagues a bit of a
nuisance, and they would rather not have to make allowances for students
that don't present with the same sort of, you know, readily available tools
for cognition that most sort of middle-class privileged young people often
have...not just assuming you can give someone a problem sheet, walk away,
and then have it beautifully completed within 24 to 48 hours. So, yes, I
think it is leading to a lot of interesting and challenging conversations about
admissions.”

The links between teaching and admissions



What values govern admissions
and teaching?

Contested notions of merit and fairness

Contextualist
 merit

Credentialist
 merit



“I think the same way that private school people can get better grades or
can get better grades easier, they can do well in the interview easier
because like you have practice interviews, you have training...They've got
so much more coaching and their dad went to Oxford, their friend went to
Oxford...you're more familiar with what the interview is.”

“I didn't understand what was being said. Like I didn't feel like I was in a
place to respond, and I knew. I think I left those interviews feeling really
upset because I knew that wasn't a true representation of my academic
potential...[my friend] was telling me about, like, the questions that she got
questioned in her interviews...if I had been asked that when I was like
applying to the University for [subject], I genuinely would have like
crumbled and been like I don't know what to say.”

Student conceptions of admissions interviews



“I think, you know, they do want to keep this like, Oxford as being like a
very rigorous place, but I don't think Oxford being rigorous is why
people come out of it doing like great things afterwards...everyone is so
smart and I just think like half the time, they're not even using their
brains...like no one’s ever gonna write a good essay at 3am. But it's just
like the fear of not handing it in. So yeah, I do like, I think it's silly, the
workload here...I always think like if I went to a different uni I'd be
doing a lot better.”

“I used to take so long just to get through like one paper that I was reading,
like absolutely ages, just because the language was a bit less accessible to
me or like the sentences were a bit longer...if all your time is spending on
like the evidence and like getting sort of the pieces of the puzzle to put
your essay together, then you kind of don't have as much time to think
critically or even if you're struggling to understand evidence, how can you
think critically about it?”

Student conceptions of teaching spaces



Exploring normative frameworks of fairness through
(relational) institutional habitus in Oxford’s undergraduate

admissions process

British Journal of Sociology 75(4): 519-534



Grieving and Repairing 
with the Steppe: 
Interpreting Steppe 
Temporalities, Modernities 
and Epistemologies in 
Higher Education

Olga Mun,

Department of Education, University of Oxford



Addressing 
Epistemic Injustice 
in Higher 
Education Research



Conceptual Diversity in Higher Education Research: Setting the 
Scene



Proverbial 
Wisdom and Obal 
philosophy

In Kazakh philosophy and upbringing (tarbiye), early childhood education is centered
around three key concepts: uyat (shame), obal, and sauap (reward) (Suiyerkul & Mursal, 
2019). While uyat discourages impudence and greed, obal teaches children to avoid 
causing harm, such as destroying nests, hurting animals, insulting the vulnerable, or 
engaging in extravagance. Obal usually goes along sauap or “reward" whereby parents 
encourage children to perform good deeds (ibid.).

Key Obal aspects:

1. To live in a harmony with nature, living ethically

2. Comply with the ‘do not harm’ principle

3. Human relations

1. This proverb so beautifully compares a father to a mountain, a mother to a mountain 
river, and a child to a plant: Ата – асқар тау, Ана – бауырындағы бұлақ, Бала – жағасындағы
құрақ.

2. Kazakh proverb: Жоқтық ұят емес, Тоқтық мұрат емес (literal translation: Absence is not 
shameful, abundance isn’t a goal in itself and is not ideal)

3. Ағаш тамырымен, Адам досымен мықты, meaning, a lonely man without the community 
will not achieve many goals, as a tree derives strength from the soil via the root system.



My Steppe 
Shezhire
1. Steppe Time in my research

2. Steppe Time in my 

intergenerational story



Tulip or 
‘uprooted’ 
epistemology?
Learning from the steppe tulips in creating beyond human 

internationalisation of higher education policies and imaginations

• “There is a short period of time in-between cold winters and hot 

summers when little endemic tulips bloom in the vast steppes of 

Central Asia. These resilient flowers show determination and 

beauty of flourishing at a time of their choosing. Gentle and little, 

they fill the steppe with abundant beauty and bright red, yellow and 

white sea of colour. One needs to be contemplative, attentive and 

patient – arguably, skills necessary in 21st century living, to catch 

them in short-lived bursts of full bloom.”



Towards Reparative Futures, Concepts 
and Beyond Human Relations in 
Higher Education?
• Identifying the injustices, coming up with new terms (does it make sense to talk about 

petro-universities?)

• How can we find the scales of repair: policy, socio-economic, epistemic, environmental 

and biblio-dimensions

• The importance of micro-repair ☺ E.g. steppe tulips

• What concepts/systems/institutions do we need to repair versus the ones beyond 

repair and might need to be ‘hospiced’



Discussion questions
• What's the relationship between participatory methods and reparative approaches to justice in HE?

• Question to address: The politics of access, experience, equality, and justice in higher education



Resources
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