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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is twofold. First, to propose a new metaphor,
student-as-aspirant, which captures well the educational role of students, professors, and business
schools. Second, to develop the strategic implications of this metaphor for the management of
business schools.

Design/methodology/approach – A thorough review of relevant literature is conducted and the
underlying assumptions of previously suggested metaphors are exposed and challenged. The new
metaphor has subsequently been developed based on a broader typology of business offerings.

Findings – The paper shows that the extant metaphors are inappropriate for they misrepresent the
nature of learning as the core of business schools’ offerings to their students. It concludes with the
advantages of the student-as-aspirant metaphor.

Research limitations/implications – Limitations are centred on the difficulties faced by students,
professors, and business schools in adopting the metaphor.

Practical implications – The metaphor has strategic implications ranging from stakeholders’
expectations, to governance, structure, and strategy of business schools.

Originality/value – The paper is the first to use a typology of four distinct business offerings to
propose a new metaphor that sensibly flows from the nature of the transformative learning as the core
offering of business schools.
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Higher education is facing new realities. Universities in many countries are
experiencing financial pressures and budget constraints even though these are caused
by different reasons according to varying national contexts. Eminent among these
reasons, which have led eventually to increased competition between universities on
attracting and “keeping” students, are the following: the reduction of government
funding of universities; the significance of student enrolments in many new formulae
of allocating funds for higher education; and the emergence of new private universities.
This competition is understandable as fee income and other non-government sources
constitute a huge source of money representing, in many cases, up to half of the total
generated income (Sharrock, 2000).

This state of affairs pushed universities to look into other sectors for guidance to
help deal with these financial and competitive pressures and found their model in the
business sector (Michael, 1997). Universities are increasingly using total quality
management (TQM) concepts and tools, establishing marketing departments and
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using marketing tactics, targeting international students, forming strategic alliances
and partnerships, and expanding abroad (Driscoll and Wicks, 1998; Licata and
Frankwick, 1996; Redding, 2005; Stilwell, 2003; Svensson and Wood, 2007). All this
activity has enforced the conception that universities should behave like private firms
in strongly contested markets for their survival and prosperity, hence, the need for a
working metaphor that likens a university with a business firm is proposed to work as
a trigger to university administrators’ strategic conversations and to give guidance to
strategy development.

Metaphor and its value
We tend to think in terms of images and mental models as a simplifying way of
understanding complex phenomena around us. Mental models (Senge, 1992) shape our
behaviour because they affect how we perceive things, what we see and what we
cannot see. Work with images, metaphors and mental models in general when
explicitly managed, accelerates learning through strengthening the skills of reflection
and inquiry. Problems with mental models arise, however, when they operate without
being noticed, when we are unaware that we have certain images or taken-for-granted
assumptions about matters. Implicit mental models impede our learning because we do
not bring them to the open to be tested and validated (Senge, 1992). Being thoughtful,
clear, and articulate about the metaphors we use is useful for guiding strategic
thinking and action.

Metaphor is one way by which we form our mental models about reality; and as
other forms of mental models, metaphor limits us to familiar ways of thinking and
acting or opens up for us new ways of seeing and thinking. Morgan (1986, pp. 12-13)
states: “research in a wide variety of fields has demonstrated that metaphor exerts a
formative influence on science, on our language and on how we think, as well as on
how we express ourselves on a day-to-day basis”. Metaphor is a powerful tool for
scientists in different fields of inquiry. Organization theorists, for example, make
extensive use of metaphors to create new ways of thinking about organizations, to
diagnose and describe organizational problems, and to manage and design
organizations (Morgan, 1986). The power and value of metaphor can be inferred
from the extent of its influence on organization science and the different ways by which
it is used in conceptualization, diagnosis, and theory building (Cornelissen, 2005).

Metaphor is usually an image made of an association of two domains:

(1) the source; and

(2) the target.

The target domain is the subject of our inquiry, while the source domain is the means
by which we understand the target domain in a new light. The two domains are brought
together to create a tension between their similarities and differences, which generates
new insights. The two domains of a metaphor are, of course, not completely similar, for
if they are no meaningful insight can be generated from their association. This partial
similarity is the source of strength, and weakness if not well understood, of metaphor. It
is strength when we understand that the metaphor will bring to the fore the most salient
element(s) of the experience, subject, or phenomenon we want to understand. It is
weakness when we think that we can completely understand the target domain in
terms of the source domain by assuming that the two are completely overlapping.
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The value of metaphor does not lie in how much overlap it makes between the source
and target domains. It is not about knowing what we know but about informing what
we need to know in the target domain by what we already know in the source domain.
Metaphor, therefore, always produces one-sided insights. To read the full picture of the
target domain we may need to use multiple metaphors or other ways of understanding.
Morgan (1986, p. 23) explains:

When we say “the man is a lion,” we use the image of a lion to draw attention to the lion-like
aspects of the man. . . . Thus, in drawing attention to the lion-like bravery, strength, or
ferocity of the man, the metaphor glosses the fact that the same person may well also be a
chauvinist pig, a devil, a saint, a bore, or a recluse.

Arguments, which equate the strength of the suggested metaphor with how large is the
area of overlapping between the two domains of the metaphor, are not really
convincing.

A good metaphor captures the essence of the matter, subject, or phenomenon on
which the investigation is focused. It sheds more light on it, generates deeper and more
relevant insights, informs decisions in better ways, and preferably pushes toward an
ideal. Ferris (2003, p. 192) suggests that: “Metaphorical models are only good to the
degree that they are understood clearly, that their analogies hold up, and that they can
stimulate thinking about the concepts they are modelling”. “Prisoners’ dilemma”, for
example, is a great metaphor for an arms race situation as well as numerous other
political, economic, and social phenomena (Arce and Sandler, 2005; Dixit and Nalebuff,
1991). Its value does not stem from the complete or near complete similarity of
characteristics between prisoners and parties involved in the arms race. It is derived,
instead, from the most salient feature of the arms race situation, the paradox of
begetting a disastrous scenario resulting from pursuing self-interest, which is the same
salient feature of the “Prisoners’ dilemma”. An attempt to extend its use beyond that
does more harm than good. It distorts the relationship between the source and target
domains and as a result reduces the value derived.

The use of metaphor in business
Business managers and researchers are used to exploiting metaphor in conceptualizing
organizations, competition, and strategy. Business is frequently described
metaphorically as a war or a game. These metaphors, however, have some ethical
implications we need to be aware of especially if these metaphors are assumed to
encompass the whole sphere of business. Business as war dominates the language of
business. The ethical implication of business as war (MacFarlane, 1999; Madansky,
2005), is that customers are seen as its bounties and companies use whatever means
necessary to win, including destroying their competitors. The same observation made
earlier about going beyond the suitable use of metaphor seems to apply here as well.
Indeed, beating competitors becomes the driving force behind developing and
implementing strategies. Strategy itself is borrowed from the military literature
(Henderson, 1989) and, in this spirit, the art of war as elaborated and/or practised by
great military strategy thinkers and generals (Sun Tzu, Alexander the Great, and
Attilla the Hun) is transferred and adapted to the business context (MacFarlane, 1999;
Madansky, 2005; Rossouw, 2003); but business is not only war it is also peace at the
same time (Brandenburger and Nalebuff, 1996). Business as a game is presented as
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an alternative metaphor in which business firms both cooperate as well as compete;
however, if business is perceived as a game it is then possible to argue that business
has its own “ethics” and rules, which are different from general ethics applied to other
fields of life. On this basis a well-known argument has long been made to say
that bluffing is ethical in business as it is in games (Carr, 1968). Along the same lines,
a more recent study found that people keep moral reasoning “on hold” during a
competitive game (Reall et al., 1998). These arguments seem to go beyond the
boundaries of useful use of metaphor as mentioned earlier.

Business, and strategy thinking in particular, is dominated by these two
all-influential metaphors especially to describe the relationship between competitors.
This has led to the relegation of the importance of customers to be far behind that of
competitors (Ohmae, 1988). Paradoxically, increased competition between sellers has
led to the rise of the importance of customers. As heated competition raised the bar for
everyone, the offerings of competitors, who are struggling to imitate and beat each
other, tended to converge. Customers, who find plenty of similar choices before them,
have no reason to prefer one seller over another unless its offering carries higher value
for them. This helped shift the balance of power in the market, which becomes more
and more in favour of customers, leading to a buyers’ rather than a sellers’ market.
To compete in a buyers’ market, a seller has to fit its offerings to satisfy the specific
needs and wants of its target customers to give them reason to prefer its offerings over
its rivals’. This has led to the flourishing of fields like TQM and marketing, which
place customers on top and ahead of every other stakeholder of the business (Eagle and
Brennan, 2007). This market reality and the place of customers in it is the “raw
material” of the different metaphors used in higher education to illuminate the role of
students and universities.

The use of metaphor to describe students of higher education
The success of TQM and marketing efforts in attracting, satisfying, and keeping more
customers and, as a result, improving the performance of enterprises makes it
appealing to universities for adoption. The introduction of TQM concepts, principles,
tools, and techniques into the higher education sector has received mixed responses.

The student-as-customer metaphor, widely adopted by the advocates of TQM
(Ivancevich and Ivancevich, 1992; Measelle and Egol, 1992; Pitman, 2000; Wallace,
1999) and marketing (Bejou, 2005; McCullough and Gremler, 1999; Redding, 2005) in
higher education, appeared interesting to universities desperate to find ways to attract
and “keep” students. Student-as-customer metaphor assumes that students know what
they want, able to express what they want, and exercise choice to select the university
or college which best respond to their wants. It necessitates that students should be
treated by universities just as customers are treated in commercial enterprises such as
retailing. Customers are “king” and they are “always right”. Eagle and Brennan (2007)
summarize the arguments put forward by promoters of the applications of TQM and
marketing in higher education and discuss the views of both proponents and
opponents of the student-as-customer metaphor. They present key weaknesses,
referring to a good number of studies critical of this metaphor, centred on the roles of
students and faculty, such as:

. students adopt the consumerist perspective and expect to get good grades
regardless of their effort;
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. students seek the easiest programs and courses with soft assessment;

. students transfer responsibility on to education providers rather than taking
responsibility for their own learning; and

. lecturers are expected to entertain students instead of engaging them in active
learning.

Driscoll and Wicks (1998, p. 58) express their fear that “a strong customer orientation
can subordinate the values and objectives of academics and other stakeholders to the
perceived needs and wants of students”. Clayson and Haley (2005) elaborate evidently
the consequences of the customer orientation in institutions of higher education. They
add to the previously mentioned weaknesses of the metaphor some critical concerns
such as:

. the perception of education by students as a commodity;

. the effect on academic freedom and civil rights; and

. the negative impact on the goals and quality of curriculum.

The strength of this metaphor is found in elevating the status of students to be the
centre of attention of the education process. This metaphor, however, considers
education as a product and as a result neglects or at least overlooks the transformation
process through which students’ character and competence is changed to make them
good productive citizens in their society. In addition, the arguments levelled against the
applications of TQM to the higher education sector are also used to contest the
student-as-customer metaphor. Debate about the suitability of this metaphor has
heated up and new metaphors have emerged as a result.

The “Student-as-product” concept has emerged to counterbalance the over
emphasis of student-as-customer and to take into account the concerns of educators;
however, the metaphor takes the analogy too far to suggest that higher education
should “produce” zero-defect graduates just like manufacturing plants or service firms
strive to “produce” zero-defect “products”. Karapetrovic and Willborn (1997) reiterate
that quality is generally defined as the ability of a product to satisfy stated or implied
requirements of customers. They then ask: what is the product of universities, and who
are the customers? Their answer is that the product is students and the customers are
employers, governments, professional institutions, and society at large. As products
students have to be subject to the design specifications that meet customers’
requirements. Emery et al. (2001), referring to Notturno (1997), describe the product
approach in the college setting as follows: incoming students are considered as inputs
(raw material) which go through a program of study (as work-in-process) to emerge as
more knowledgeable and capable graduates (finished products). Many universities
have graduate attributes which say what the product is appropriate to be able to do.

Each one of these extreme metaphors (student-as customer and student-as-product)
lacks an essential element of the role of students in higher education. Neither students
nor programs and degrees of universities are well served by representing them as
products for sale. Clayson and Haley (2005) argue eloquently that neither product nor
customer metaphors are appropriate. They use the example of civilians under training
to be soldiers to drive home their point of view. They argue that treating military
recruits as customers of the training process would result in putting their lives in
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danger and destroying the well-being of society. Considering those recruits as
products, amounts to demoting them to things instead of treating them as dignified
people. Franz (1998) argues that treating students like customers undermines their
education and suggests that a different guiding metaphor is needed.

The natural development of this discourse moved to another level. If universities
cannot be conceived as manufacturing plants, what other business-like conception
would be better. The service sector proved to be useful as a source of new ideas.
Universities become service providers and students become clients or even better
junior partners. This obviously seemed a closer representation of the nature of
business education than the manufacturing analogy. Within the same general
conception of the nature of the university as a service firm, other metaphors emerged.
Clients can also be considered as co-producers, or partial employees.

Ferris (2002) is among the first to offer a real alternative to the student-as-customer
metaphor. He depicts students as junior partners working under the supervision and
guidance of senior partners (their professors) in their professional service firm
(the business school). This metaphor is thought-provoking and illuminating but its
relevance to undergraduate students and to some extent to MBA’s is weak, as admitted
by Ferris himself in his discussion of the contingencies of his metaphor, and questioned
by Armstrong (2003). The key strengths/insights of this metaphor, as rightfully
claimed by Ferris (2003), is that it implies an ideal useful for guiding and informing
behaviour and decisions on important educational issues, and it beautifully puts the
personal growth and development within self and field as the ultimate goal of both
students and professors. This is the only metaphor that strongly conveys both
insights.

Clayson and Haley (2005) suggest a model based on the tradition of relationship
marketing in which the university and college form relationships with, and try to
advance the legitimate goals of, all concerned constituents or stakeholders including
students, parents, alumni, government, and industry. Within this context, students are
not seen as customers but partners among other partners. Clayson and Haley (2005)
argue that this new conception of students, encourages them to transcend their
short-term egoistic concerns and to develop a more altruistic and empathetic
understanding of the multi-partner relationship. The strength of this metaphor is that
it clearly implies balancing the goals of the university and college, acknowledging the
importance of other stakeholders of higher education, and lessens, as a result, to some
extent, the overwhelming emphasis put on students as customers. The key weakness
of this metaphor is that the word “partner” is somewhat too strong for undergraduates
and MBA students, reducing its power to inspire and generate insight. The metaphor,
by placing students as partners among other partners, shifts the attention to this
elevated status of students and away from their key role in the transformation process
of their education.

Considering higher education as a professional service calls as well for considering
students as clients, a metaphor advocated by Armstrong (2003). This metaphor
elevated the recipient role of the manufacturing metaphor of student-as-customer to the
participative and involvement role of a service client. This of course, is a good
development but not very much promising as students are still on the receiving end of
the service delivery process. Armstrong (2003) correctly observed that the junior
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partner model does not fit well the undergraduate and MBA students; however, his
metaphor of student-as-client has its own limitations as demonstrated by Ferris (2003).

Kotze and du Plessis (2003) advocate the student-as-co-producer metaphor. Since
higher education is a service industry, unique features of services compared with
goods, including involvement of service customers in the production of the service they
receive, apply to it making the metaphor meaningful. Kotze and du Plessis (2003)
address the practical requirement of how to encourage students to effectively fulfil
their role as co-producers of their own education stressing the importance of role
clarity, ability and motivation of students to take on their responsibilities.

Student-as-partial-employee is put forward by Hoffman and Kretovics (2004). They
show how education, in their view, is a form of service encounter characterized by the
four unique features of services compared with goods:

(1) intangibility;

(2) inseparability (of production and consumption);

(3) heterogeneity; and

(4) perishability.

Having established that education is a service business, it follows, then, that students
are partial employees of the service organization, who are responsible for the
co-production of the service out of necessity or by design. They also suggest ways to
influence students to play their part as partial employees and offer guidelines
including: developing student trust, promoting the benefits (associated with the role of
partial employees), and teaching students how to play their new role.

These latter metaphors (student-as-client and its variations) are characterized by
the inclusion of students’ involvement in the learning process and their interaction with
faculty and institution; but that involvement is still short of the full participation
needed for true transformation of students’ character and competence. The client is
usually involved, this involvement makes him co-producer, and co-producer may be
symbolically considered as employee or partial employee; but all these roles, as Ferris
(2003) correctly observes, resemble more a doctor-patient interaction than a
professor-student relationship. More importantly, these metaphors put the onus on
the expert (professors) to provide the service, downgrading the participation of
“clients” to show their preferences in the customization and/or delivery of service.

Having presented the main metaphors based on likening education to business, it is
interesting to find a totally different metaphor based on likening business to
government. Svensson and Wood (2007) are among the strongest critics of the use of
student-as-customer metaphor. They have developed an elaborate argument to show
that this metaphor misrepresents the relationship between students and university.
They assert that “the customer metaphor creates a misguided illusion: an illusion that
if not corrected may lead to delusion for us all” (Svensson and Wood, 2007, p. 27). They
believe in the idea of students’ engagement with the academic rigor and the
interconnectedness between theory and practice and criticize universities, embracing a
marketing mindset, and for not conveying this idea to their students. Their analysis of
student-university relationship led them to see the rights and obligations of both
students and universities and to develop their alternative metaphor, student-as-citizen.
The strength of this metaphor is that it counters the consumerism orientation of
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students as conveyed to them by other customer-based metaphors. In addition, it
firmly points to students’ responsibilities (as well as rights) and demands that
universities should enlighten them to this understanding. The metaphor, however, is
not specific enough to clearly outline the roles of students, professors, and institutions
in the learning journey.

The criticism of Svensson and Wood (2007) to the use of student-as-customer
metaphor is convincingly made. This however, does not invalidate all metaphors
which are based on likening education to business. For the consumerism orientation is
not an inevitable consequence of this likening.

To summarize the discussion so far one can say that universities found in business
the stimulation they need to navigate through the un-chartered waters they found
themselves in due to the deep changes in their operating environment. To mimic
business practices, researchers and university administrators alike need to understand
how it operates. They see that business offerings can be categorized as either goods or
services, and some found that services, rather than goods, are closer to the nature of
what universities offer their students. This incomplete view of business offerings has
led to the creation of the consumerism orientation among students.

Business, however, has two other distinctive kinds of offerings:

(1) experience; and

(2) transformation.

Gilmore and Pine (1997, 1998) are the first to explicitly identify five distinct types of
business offerings. They developed what they call “the economic pyramid”, which
describes the advancement of economic offerings over time. The economic pyramid
starts, at the bottom, with commodities extracted from the environment and then used
to make goods, which could be delivered as services, the third level of the pyramid.
Services could, in turn, be scripted to stage experiences, which could be designed to
guide persons or enterprises in transformations. Gilmore and Pine (1997) pre-empted
those who may wonder whether experiences and transformations are any different
from services by arguing that there is too much disparity between eating at
McDonald’s, for example, and firming up at a fitness centre, or between cleaning a suit
and purifying a soul to be classified as a single economic offering. To fully understand
the distinction between these economic offerings, they further explain that both goods
and services are generally uneventful; while experiences are memorable, and
transformations are “aspirational”. Buyers of transformations seek to be guided
through experiences toward a specific aim and to sustain a lasting effect as a result.
Sick patients, for example, want something beyond pharmaceutical goods, medical
services, or hospital experiences; they want to be well, i.e. to be transformed. Likewise,
in a university setting, students want more than publishers’ goods, accommodation
services, or campus experience, they want to develop, to be better persons in terms of
character and competence.

Gilmore and Pine (1997) suggest specific terms for buyers of each type of offerings.
They suggest that the term “customer” should be reserved for buyers of manufactured
goods and “client” for buyers of services. They explain that customers receive value
directly from goods using them themselves, while clients derive value only through
agents, who use goods as means to deliver services. They also suggest that buyers of
experiences should become “guests” at places where goods and services are used to

Student-as-
aspirant

179



stage personal encounters. Finally, buyers of transformations are “aspirants”, who
seek changing themselves by engaging in personal purposes for which the
transformation elicitor, the “seller”, stages a series of experiences to help the buyer
persevere toward a common goal.

The experience as a distinct offering is increasingly receiving more attention in
the literature. Prahalad and Rameswamy (2004, 2003, 2000), for example, have
demonstrated the power of this distinctive offering. They speak of innovative offerings
which allow individual customers to actively co-construct their own consumption
experiences through personalized interaction, thereby co-creating unique value for
themselves. Berry et al. (2002), Carbone and Haeckel (1994), Chase (2001), Meyer and
Schwager (2007), and Morgan and Rao (2003) have contributed significantly to the
development and advancement of the concept of customer experience. Transformation,
however, is yet to receive similar research effort and appropriate focus to take it to new
levels of development.

Having demonstrated that business offerings are of four distinct types:

(1) goods;

(2) services;

(3) experiences; and

(4) transformation.

The natural question arising from this is: which offering describes better or explains
more the nature of what universities do? Or put another way: does the core of higher
education offerings resemble the characteristics of goods, services, experiences, or
transformations? The answer to this question requires examination of the nature of
what a university offers its students.

What does a university really offer its students?
A university is the place of the active pursuit of knowledge and learning.
The undergraduate students are supposed to have the ambition for a life of learning
and the responsibility to take charge of their own learning. To participate in this quest,
students have to engage in “conversation” with their teachers and fellows to take
chance with themselves upon the open sea of learning (Oakeshott, 2003/2004). In a
university, students gain a broad range of knowledge and develop “habits of mind”
which last through life (Potts, 2005). Learning is what a university offers to students,
who come to develop themselves, to expand their horizons, to become better persons
(intellectually, morally, and civically), better and more productive members of their
society. Learning is not given. Learning is the direct result of the students’ effort
(Groccia, 1997). It is the responsibility of the university, however, to create the
environment in which students are encouraged, helped, and guided to discover, refine
and test their character, to open their eyes to see, to educate their minds to choose, to
enlighten their hearts to commit, and to strengthen their will to act (Antonio and Astin,
2004; Kuh and Umbach, 2004; Strange, 2004). Clearly, this is an ideal way of looking
into a university’s offerings, but ideals are drivers of achievement and excellence. They
have the power to shape persons’ identity and society’s culture. Ideals are no
contradiction to reality. They are the means by which reality can be seen, and by which
reality can be challenged and changed. There is no doubt that new circumstances,
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pressing needs, and constraining resources take their toll on “how” pursuing the ideal
is managed; but the question remains about “how”, and not about “whether”, to pursue
these ideals (Arnstine, 2000). Education is, in large part, about fostering ideals and
striving to realize them. Being explicit about these ideals, however, is essential for
universities to design the teaching and learning processes, environments, and content
as well as designing students’ educational experiences (De Ruyter, 2003). It is up to us
to decide, for example, what is our basic tenet of education: the development of fierce
competitors for the acquisition of wealth; the development of caring and responsible
citizens, or whatever ideal that captures the essence of our society (Williams, 2000).
This involves the development of character, knowledge, and skills to help students
become the persons they can be in their society (Arthur, 2005; Batchelor, 2006).
Students in this perspective have to feel that they are learners, want to be learners, and
desire to behave as learners (Crick, 2005).

In this context, Barr and Tagg (1995) compare between the dominant “instruction”
paradigm, focusing on teaching by delivering instructions to students in passive
lecture format, to what they call “learning paradigm”, which shifts the emphasis to
“producing” learning in which students take responsibility and become engaged
learners (Devlin, 2002; Fear et al., 2003). Bowen (2005) argues that students engage in
learning in four related but different forms (with corresponding current initiatives in
higher education) students’ engagement with:

(1) the learning process (active learning);

(2) the object of study (experiential learning);

(3) contexts (multidisciplinary learning); and

(4) the human conditions (service learning).

This engaged learning is likely to be transformative by which students grow and
develop in response to what they have learned.

It is true that learning can be conceived in different ways. Devlin (2002), referring to
Eklund-Myrskog (1997), defines conception as the fundamental way a person
understands a phenomenon in the surrounding world. Students’ conceptions of
learning vary from learning as increasing quantitative knowledge to learning as
changing as a person. Other conceptions of learning include:

. learning as memorizing;

. learning as acquiring facts to be used;

. learning as understanding the abstraction of meaning; and

. learning as seeing things in a different way (Trigwell and Ashwin, 2006; Kezar,
2005; Devlin, 2002; McLean, 2001; Dart et al., 2000; Meyer and Boulton-Lewis,
1999).

These conceptions of learning affect how students perceive their roles, assign their
time, focus on certain activities, interact with each other and with their professors, and
their sense of responsibility toward their own learning. True learning, from the point of
view of many educators, transcends mere cognition to affection, morality, and
ultimately behaviour, changing as, a result, the whole person. It is the responsibility of
the university to orient students toward this conception and to broaden their horizon to
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see and live the full meaning of learning. Szostek (2004, p. 469) puts it this way:
“Higher education has never been limited to the intellectual sphere and has
encouraged, since medieval times, students’ complete personal development”.

Having understood what an appropriate metaphor is, toured the landscape of
“student-as” metaphors, and addressed the core offering of university, it is now time to
ask: what student analogy is more appropriate? The following section suggests a new
metaphor and discusses its merits.

Student-as-aspirant
The discussion above shows that universities are turning to the business sector for
stimulation to deal with the mounting pressures in recent times that they have been
facing. The notion that business offerings are either goods or services turned out to be
inaccurate and incomplete. Research has shown that business has two other distinct
offerings:

(1) experiences; and

(2) transformations.

The core of the university offering, as explained above, can best be described as
transformation. As such, previous metaphors based on likening university offerings to
either goods or services are at best ill-conceived, and at worst misleading. The proper
metaphor that follows naturally from the core university offering, that is learning, and
from the understanding that true learning is transformative is to see students as
aspirants.

Metaphor, by its very definition, does not describe a whole phenomenon. What it
does, as discussed earlier, is to bring its most salient characteristic(s) to the fore and to
push others to the background. As such, student-as-aspirant focuses on the interaction
between students and universities in the process of learning and on the role of the
interacting parties: students, professors, and institution. Students, however, can still be
likened to clients (and its variations) and customers in other dimensions of their
interaction with universities’ supporting services. For example, they can be considered
customers to the bookshop and clients to the registration service. When it comes to
learning, students are aspirants. Like trainees in a fitness centre, students desire and
work hard to change to become different persons (Franz, 1998).

The value “buyers” get from “transformation” is derived more from its outcome
than from its process, i.e. from the new person they have become. For “transformation”
to happen, aspirants willingly engage in demanding and challenging processes and
practices, which can be lengthy, hard, and sometimes unpleasant. This requires will,
discipline, and perseverance. Aspirants are self-motivated; they welcome challenges,
and enjoy achievement. They know, however, that they lack knowledge and expertise
and for that they seek guidance and coaching.

The concept of learning, as discussed above, has expanded to go beyond rational
reasoning and accumulation of information to encompass also emotional, social,
spiritual, and practical dimensions. It is not only about knowing and doing; it is also a
journey from being to becoming (Batchelor, 2006). The “student-as-aspirant” metaphor
seems to fit this richness better than other metaphors. It captures effectively the
student learning journey. Good students are really aspirants of transformation. They
go through the experience of learning with determination; taking on challenges,
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opening themselves up to new possibilities, discovering new grounds, and enjoying
achievement. They prefer to take responsibility for their own learning but they seek
the advice, guidance, and coaching of their professors. They feel frustrated by, and do
not appreciate, any style of teaching which relegates their role to passive receivers
of knowledge rather than active learners. They try to live their university life full of
activities on and off campus. They like to be part of communities of learners and to
build relationships with local communities, organizations, and industry. In the process,
they develop their knowledge stock, reflection capability, skills set, social relations
building inclination, and their awareness of who they are and what they want to
become. These students are neither products, nor customers, nor clients. They can best
be described as aspirant learners.

Strategic implications
The student-as-aspirant metaphor puts students at the centre stage of the education
process and reinforces their responsibility to take charge of their learning. It is consistent
with the transformational nature of higher education and illuminates the relationship
between students, professors, and colleges. It gives rise to clear expectations that
students are the ones who will bear the burden, or otherwise enjoy the challenge, of their
own transformation. The metaphor suggests that student-centred approaches, such as
independent study skills, problem-based learning, experiential-learning, and
service-learning, are the most appropriate.

The student-as-aspirant metaphor respects both students, considering them as
mature and motivated persons, and professors, valuing their professionalism and
eminence. It does not imply, for example, that the student-customer/client has the
adequate frame of reference or the expertise to judge what constitutes quality
education. Instead, it brings to mind the image of the aspirant and the transformation
process in which professors (the experts and coaches) have the final say on what
should be offered, at what professional standards, as well as what should be demanded
from students. The students’ short-term self-serving goals, impulse desires, tendencies
to cut back on their efforts or commitment, expectation to be spoon-fed, and/or
abandoning their share of responsibility of their own learning, are all diminished
(Redding, 2005; Schwartzman, 1995). As such, it pushes toward the ideal in business
education (Ferris, 2003). Aspiration is a valid description of students’ desire and will to
succeed regardless of their motive, intrinsic or extrinsic, to attend business education
(Bennett, 2004; Bogler and Somech, 2002).

The student-as-aspirant metaphor does not swing the pendulum of power in the
direction of students at the expense of professors and/or universities. It transcends
other metaphors, which either inflate or deflate the role of students and fail to give
proper attention to the demands of other stakeholders of business education. It actually
takes a reasonable balance between, and aligns, the interests of different stakeholders
of higher education. Students are assumed to want to be better in terms of both
character and competence to be good and productive citizens in their society. This is
exactly what parents, employers, government, and society at large would like to get out
of the higher education system.

The metaphor does not bring the commercial transaction to the fore. It does not imply
that business schools are seen either as manufacturing plants, producing graduates to
“sell” to employers and society, or as service firms, “selling” their professional service to
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students-clients. This delineation gives this metaphor the power to drive down the fears
and the concerns in the hearts and minds of many educators and policy makers that view
the use of business models and commercial transactions as inappropriate;
compromising the goals of education; and threatening academic excellence and
integrity (Carlson and Fleisher, 2002; Clayson and Haley, 2005; Driscoll and Wicks, 1998;
Eagle and Brennan, 2007; Schwartzman, 1995; Stilwell, 2003).

The metaphor invites business schools to be clear about their philosophy of
education and about their mission regarding what they intend to offer to their students.
Mission statements in many business schools are vague, using generic language
that says nothing specific to their stakeholders. A mission embracing the
student-as-aspirant metaphor gives rise to a host of specific meanings in many
directions.

Students would know what to expect and what role to play. They can infer from
such a statement that, as aspirants, they come to learn and develop themselves not to
“buy” and possess certificates. They know that they are expected to aim high and exert
utmost effort. They would expect from their school and professors to create the right
learning environment for them, to guide their journey of learning, and to lift them up
when they feel down and to support them when they feel weakened. They would
expect rigor not leniency, and challenge not spoon-feeding. They know that they can
blame nobody for their failure and they can justifiably claim credit for their success.

Professors would know what type of students they are going to teach. They would
know that their role is to inspire students to learn by using proper teaching/learning
methodologies and approaches. They would know that they are dealing with
personalities not just numbers in their classes. They would know what standards to
attain, and what performance outcomes to measure and how. They would know that
they themselves need to learn how to care for their students, and how to build positive
and productive relationships with them. They would see their teaching in a different
light as more meaningful and rewarding; and they will find that their research, service,
and external relationships provide them with a valuable repertoire of knowledge,
experiences, and skills to bring relevance, vividness, and currency to their teaching.
The function, form, and value of student evaluations of their professors can be seen
now as constructive feedback to help both students and professors benefit from their
reflection on their experience and learning from the journey they have made together.

Administrators would see that what their school is offering to its students is a
distinctive value proposition. They would see that their school’s offering is destined to
make a significant difference in the lives of their students, in the trust and feelings of
parents, in the performance of employers, and in the success and prosperity of
communities. They would see that this is a worthwhile pursuit that, to be successful,
needs to be highly valued. It requires the recruitment and selection of the right
professors with the right set of attitudes, skills, and behaviours and/or developing the
current faculty to gain what it takes to be effective contributors to learning. The time
requirement of teaching/learning has to be carefully judged and workloads (e.g. number
of hours and class size) accordingly assigned. The performance evaluation methods of
professors have to develop appropriate measures and to give appropriate weight to this
activity.

School governance has to depend more and more on professors, who are the
cornerstone of this education philosophy, to balance the professional managers’
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legitimate concern with efficiency, control, and productivity of resources. Students
have to find a proper channel to voice their views, concerns, and suggestions as to how
to build the right learning environment and contexts in their schools. Employers,
prominent community leaders, outstanding businesspersons, alumni, and may be
parents, have to be included on advisory boards, or in any other proper form, to bring
in their contributions.

Business school structures have to reflect the importance of active and engaged
learning and the interaction between students, professors, and the school. A body has
to formed and assigned with the tasks and responsibilities of informing, familiarizing,
and inspiring new and current students to know and to go for this philosophy of
learning. Other student support services should be established or strengthened to also
help students to acquire the right study habits and to be self-regulated learners.
Faculty development committees have to be active in advancing and promoting the
requisite attitudes and skills of professors to be able to apply best teaching/learning
approaches in their fields of specialization and to align their teaching and research
interests.

Any strategy has to be judged on how well it contributes to the creation of
environments and processes which inspire students to aspire. It is not formulated in
terms of competition and competitive advantage but in terms of students’ experience
and value. Business school strategy includes curricula and extra-curricula activities
and supporting services and infrastructure. It has to guide the aim and process of
relationship building with business and community organizations; as well as how to
explicitly design students’ varied learning experiences. The involvement of professors
in developing strategies is essential for their subsequent implementation.

Parents, employers, governments, and society at large would probably find a
satisfactory resolution to their straightforward but fundamental concerns about how to
fulfil students’ potential and to lead them to be good and productive citizens.

Limitations
The student-as aspirant metaphor has its own limitations. Practically speaking, most
students will find it hard to play the role of aspirants. The current practices of many
universities and higher education institutions, being influenced by the
student-as-customer metaphor for a long time reinforce students’ perception of their
importance as customers of the education service. The metaphor also makes a shift of
balance between teaching and research in terms of time allocation and weight in the
evaluation of performance. The transfer to this new perspective requires deep
structural and mindset changes. This may invite resistance from a good proportion of
students, professors, and administrators. It is only through a planned and well
managed change effort that the expected fruits of this new perspective can be realized.

Conclusion
Universities are under pressure to behave like businesses. They are pushed to borrow
and use business concepts, principles, tools, and techniques. Chief among these are
TQM and marketing.

Both TQM and marketing emphasize the central role of customers (who can make or
break the business). This led to the adoption of student-as-customer metaphor.
Healthy debate developed in academic circles about the appropriateness of this metaphor.
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This debate led to the emergence of new analogies. Alternative metaphors, all of which, of
course, are borrowed from business, include: student-as-product, student-as-client,
student-as-co-producer, student-as-partial employee, and student-as-junior partner. All of
these metaphors, however, are based on another underlying metaphor, that is based on
the university-as-production/service business. Business offerings, however, are not
confined to goods and services. They include also experiences and transformations,
which represent distinctive offerings. The question about the appropriateness of the
previous student metaphors moves to the deeper level of university analogy. Does the
core of higher education offerings resemble characteristics of product, service or
transformation? Answering this question requires examining the basic mission of
universities. Once this is resolved, we ask: what are the roles of professors and students
within the broad lines of that mission? Higher education offerings can better be described
as a transformation process rather than mere product or service. This means that all
previous metaphors based on the product or service conception of the nature of higher
education offerings become less relevant. The suggested metaphor of student-as-aspirant
is deemed more appropriate taking us beyond previously suggested metaphors with the
following advantages:

(1) It is consistent with the transformational nature of higher education.

(2) It puts students at the centre stage of the education process.

(3) It reinforces the responsibility of students to take charge of their learning.

(4) It clarifies the relationship between students and professors and suggests an
ideal role for both.

(5) It respects students and considers them as mature and motivated persons.

(6) It respects professionalism in higher education and pushes toward the ideal of
education.

(7) It takes a reasonable balance between different stakeholders of higher
education.

(8) It transcends other metaphors and leaves room for their use in the support,
facilitating, and auxiliary services.

(9) It spans students at all levels of education unlike some other metaphors.

(10) Aspiration is a useful metaphor regardless of a student’s motive to attend
higher education.

(11) It is free from negative commercial connotations that might be associated with
other metaphors.

(12) It gives guidance on critical strategic issues such as governance, structure, and
strategy.
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