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Introduction 

Silver (2003) suggests that a university’s culture cannot be readily identified.  As academics have a 

strong sense of solidarity with their own occupation and subject which creates a shared culture, Clark 

(1983) suggests that there may also be the likelihood of rival or conflicting values within higher 

education as the occupations and subject cultures may have differing values to the Institutes’ culture, 

and there can be a mosaic of subcultures making it difficult to discern what is the dominant culture. 

This paper discusses some of the theoretical foundations to critical discourse analysis (CDA) and will 

review the principles of CDA.  It will attempt to answer how CDA can be understood and what 

conceptual tools it offers as a lens to view DIT’s changing culture and role in education and society 

during its transition to Grangegorman.    This move from multiple sites to a ‘one size fits all’ campus 

is believed to be about better servicing the needs of society by ‘supporting the economic, social and 

cultural life of its people in one main campus’ (DEGW, 2009).  CDA focuses on the links between 

text and socio-cultural partners, on discourse and social action and on the power struggles or 

conformity within institutional documents.   

First, a brief history of DIT will be supplied to set the scene of DIT’s culture as influenced by state 

policy decisions since 1992.  One main facet of culture comes from an organisation’s history and 

purpose.  Then a brief introduction to CDA will be offered to illustrate via a review of DIT’s strategic 

documents leading to DIT’s move to Grangegorman the existing, changing (if applicable) and desired 

learning and teaching culture within DIT.  Examples at micro, meso and macro level will provide 

evidence of the influence that DIT’s Strategic Plan has over all other documents produced internally 

to DIT, and which is itself influenced by government ideology.   

The Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) - Where is DIT now? 

The Dublin Institute Technology Act 1992 set the statutory foundations for an independent unified 

Institute, with power to confer certificate, diploma and later amended by ministerial order to award 

degrees in 1996.  With effect from 1
st
 January 1993 the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) received 

statutory recognition, as a single, multi-campus educational establishment.  Many of the DIT’s 

constituent colleges however, date back more than 100 years with an underlying vision of providing 

educational services needed by society (Duff, Hegarty and Hussey, 2000).   

The Dublin Institute of Technology Act 1992 provides for a ‘bureaucratic’ (Weber, 1947; Tiernan, 

Morley and Foley, 2006) structure of a governing body consisting of a Chairperson, eighteen 

members and the President of the Institute; a President, appointed with the approval of the Minister 

for Education and Science by the governing body; such directors appointed by the governing body 

with the approval of the Minister for Education and Science and an academic council appointed by the 
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governing body whose function includes the protection, maintenance and development of academic 

standards.   

The majority of students enrolled in the DIT are studying level eight programmes (Higher Education 

Authority (HEA) and Forfas, 2007), and there is broad agreement within the DIT to support the 

Bologna Declaration (Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT), 2001).  The observed culture in the 

college, in classes, meetings and general functions is one of relaxed-formality, where students and 

staff are on first name basis and student representatives are involved in committees during decision-

making processes where the consensus determines the outcome, e.g. when items on agendas are 

discussed at meetings agreement is arrived at democratically.  This supports Berger and Milem’s 

(2000) view of a ‘collegial’ culture 

In 2005 quasi-modularisation was introduced within the institute and there are e-learning components 

across the majority of modules, where students choose certain modules in their final two to three years 

to direct their own degrees and learning. This would purport to be a ‘student directed’ learning 

culture.  In addition to its teaching programmes, the Institute is strongly committed to research and 

development activities, together with developing entrepreneurship, supporting student initiatives, and 

has established a number of specialised units and campus companies in support of these, which, 

indicates another subculture of ‘entrepreneurialism’.  One such example is in the Aungier Street DIT 

campus at the Hothouse Centre for Entrepreneurial Development. 

MagicTouch, an industry partnership programme was initiated by the Faulty of Tourism and Food in 

2005.  The aim is to better structure and manage the relationship between key hospitality, tourism, 

events and leisure stakeholders in the marketplace.  It broadly seeks to maximise the opportunities for 

students to increase the skills required by industry, to experience ongoing training in a working 

environment; to benefit from the experience and perspectives of those engaged in those sectors; and to 

profit from a fruitful dialogue between educators and those working in the hospitality and tourism 

sectors for which they are being prepared.  This supports Berger and Milem’s (2000) ‘collegial’ and 

‘symbolic’ cultures within higher education.  Cameron and Ettington’s (1988) view is that all 

educational Institutions possess attributes of these culture types to varying degrees. 

Where does DIT want to be? 

At present the DIT is in a state of transition, evolving into an integrated body, since the DIT Act of 

1992.  Up until recently, the DIT had six faculties: Applied Arts; Built Environment; Business; 

Engineering; Science; and Tourism and Food respectively, with approximately 20,000 students of 
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whom 12,000 are enrolled on a full-time basis pursuing programmes across the spectrum of the 

National Qualifications Framework (NQF) levels.   

The Minister for Education and Science signed the order, giving effect to the Institutes of Technology 

Act 2006 with effect from the 1
st
 September 2007; as a consequence the DIT became a designated 

institution under the HEA.  DIT plans to relocate to a site in Grangegorman which will provide an 

education campus for the Institute and health services for the Health Service Executive (HSE), (DIT, 

2009).  The Faculty of Tourism and Food and the Faculty of Applied Arts have recently been merged 

into the College of Arts and Tourism (from February 2010) with a change in management structures 

and personnel. 
1
    

Discourse, text and language used in plans, the element of hegemony, i.e. the Department of 

Education and Science directing, delaying and its control of the process, influencing the organisation 

and the stakeholders involved, will indicate (albeit in advance of DIT’s move) a certain learning and 

teaching culture prevailing.  Also, the effects of globalisation and the increasing importance of a 

‘knowledge society’ and ‘smart economy’ within our economic and social structure will have an 

influence on the culture within DIT’s strategic plans for the development of Grangegorman.   

With these changes already afoot, and as cultures shift as the institution develops over time, CDA of 

DIT’s Strategic Plan (2009) and other supporting documents will be used as a lens to show how DIT 

can maintain its student led, student centred, collegial and entrepreneurial cultures within a more, or 

less, bureaucratic structure of one main campus via the influence of its strategic document.  To better 

understand CDA the following sections introduce the main tenets of CDA and the theories involved 

before methods for analysis and a ‘frame’ of analyses is outlined. 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

So what is CDA?  In social life interactions and communications (discourse) we talk, listen and 

analyse what is being said or not being said.  In formal versus casual interactions we find ourselves 

using different rhetorical devise and language to express ourselves because of ‘time and place’, and at 

times dialogue and text is used to include as well as exclude, e.g. marketing jargon and accountancy 

lingo. 

                                                 
1 Two directors of the old Faculties of Applied Arts and Faculty of Tourism and Food, and other candidates 

competed for one post of Dean of the College of Arts and Tourism which was appointed at the end of February 

2010. 
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Critical theories start with the Frankfurt School (post World War 2) while critical linguistics are more 

recent (1970’s onwards) and emerged from the UK and Australia (van Dijk, 1998).  Discourse is 

defined as written or spoken communication or discussion; or the formal treatment of a subject 

through speech or writing (Collins English Dictionary, 2009).  Discourse, according to Foucault 

(1972; 2009) is controlled by objects: what can be spoken of; ritual or tradition: where and how one 

can speak; power and dominance: who may speak.  Analysis of discourse within CDA therefore, 

views actions, social partners, power and dominance within spoken communications, written 

communications or symbols and images (van Dijk, 1998).  CDA is thus difficult to categorise into one 

or other method or theoretical approach (van Dijk, 2000).  It refers to the use of an ensemble of 

techniques for the study of textual practice and language use as social and cultural practices 

(Fairclough, 1992).  This is neither a quantitative (counting nouns) nor qualitative (narrative analysis) 

approach but provides a multidisciplinary means of questioning the use of words or answers (or lack 

thereof).   

CDA is a trans-disciplinary paradigm providing classification within the social sciences, modernism, 

and structuralism, postmodernism and feminist approaches mostly following Foucault’s (1972) 

ideology of CDA.  It can first be seen as a poststructuralist view (Foucault 1972; 2009) that discourse 

operates across local institutional sites, and that texts have a construction or de-construction function 

of discourse or policy in forming and shaping human identities and actions (see also Bennington and 

Derrida, 1993).   

Foucault was also influenced by Gramsci’s (1971) struggle for power.  Gramsci (1971) viewed 

government and politics as the struggle for power and hegemony as critically important (especially in 

the current global economic climate).  Hegemony is domination of one over another e.g. DIT is 

heavily influenced and controlled by the government in power through legislation and budgetary 

controls.  For example, higher education Institutions (HEI) have become increasingly under the 

pressure of governments (especially DIT and within Ireland, the Department of Education and 

Science
2
 governs what happens) to function as businesses operating for profit making and within 

competition of other Institutions for potential students as if they were consumers.  The operation of 

the Central Admissions Office (CAO) determines this competition of students allocating places 

countrywide based on the points system.  A lot of the Institute’s income is still derived from 

Government and European Union (EU) funding but in recent years due to increasing lack of Irish and 

EU funds, all Institutions are looking to other sources for income and competing for grants, 

scholarships and sometimes for investment from private sources within their related industries.  

                                                 
2 Department of Education and Skills since March 2010, with a new Minister, Mary Coghlan. 
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Foucault also referred to knowledge as a powerful transformation agent in people.  Tools or 

techniques of power such as examination and interviews are used in society’s order of discourse of 

genre and styles to illustrate power formations, dominance and in some cases subordination or 

marginalisation.  He established that knowledge was both the creator of power and creation of power 

(1980).  Bourdieu (1991) continues with this view of sociology and the assumption that text and 

interactions with text become forms of ‘cultural capital’ with exchange value in particular social 

fields.  Text does not occur in isolation but is influenced by the socio-political and socio-historical 

interests (Hyatt, 2008).  CDA draws from neo-Marxist cultural theory to explain where discourse and 

power struggle is produced and used within political economies, which therefore produce and 

articulate broader ideological interests, social formations and movements within these fields (see also 

Hall, 1996) such as the prevailing elements of the ‘knowledge society’ and ‘smart economy’ 

influencing current policies (Building Ireland’s Smart Economy, 2008; Ahead of the Curve, 2004). 

Habermas of the Frankfurt School and his domain of ‘public sphere’ (1984) suggests a reverse 

concept of Gramsci’s idea which is an influence of society over policy decisions and ‘marketing 

communications genre’ which is in operation at the moment within the global recession.  Habermas 

viewed social evolution as dependent on a cultural innovation and learning as well as technological 

communications and argument.  However, systems and social evolution cannot go through an 

argumentative process each time changes are to occur or societies would not be able to function.  

Discourse for Habermas would ideally occur with an open exchange of communication, giving way to 

agents of power and power dynamics which would arrive at consensus through argumentation (just as 

in a ‘collegial’ culture).   

Continuing with Foucault (1972; 2009) genre is different types of text, ways of speaking and power 

struggles within text and context (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999).  Bernstein (1981; 1996) refers 

to the ‘field’ structure of text or set of texts as a re-contextualisation of a structure of social 

practice(s), e.g. within education where knowledge is produced in the upper echelons of the education 

system - books, strategies, and teaching manuals.  It is then embedded in pedagogy at local levels - 

class materials, operational plans and teaching plans - to ‘fit’ the discourse at local level, i.e. the socio-

cultural influences at local level.  In fact, Van Leeuwen (1993; 2008), states that this analysis of genre 

and field provides the plurality of discourse at Institutional level which illustrates the culture(s) found 

in documents and discursive practices in the classroom and staff room which include rhetorical 

structures and argumentative structure of the text (Fairclough, 1995; 2003) and an integrated analysis 

of text(s) which involve a number of different ‘semiotic’ means.  ‘Semiosis’ as referred to by 

Fairclough, Jessop and Sayer (2004) is discourse in an abstract sense through language or visuals.  

This is differentiated from discourse (as a count noun) as a category for designating particular ways of 
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representing particular aspects of social life, which is defined through its relationship with genre and 

field (Fairclough, 2004). 

As illustrated through the theories above, analysis of discourse practice is concerned with knowledge 

and society with aspects of text production and interpretation and involves the detailed moment-by-

moment clarification of how participants construct, interpret and sometimes deconstruct discourse and 

texts.  Wodak and Meyer (2009) refer to discourse as structured forms of knowledge, whereas text 

refers to speech or written documents.  By critical discourse analysis, theorists (above) suggest it aims 

to systematically explore often unclear relationships of cause and effect and determination between 

texts, social and cultural relationships within power structures and hegemony (Fairclough, 1993: 135).   

The principal focus of CDA is on text which are social actions of spoken and written language which 

form ‘how we do things’ within Institutions (in this way referring to the Institution’s culture).  

Examples are written text (books used, communications sent, strategies and policies), spoken text 

(classroom interactions, tutorial processes) visual texts (college web pages, academic job adverts, 

college adverts).  These ‘genres’ within texts are historical and socio-cultural actions open to 

invention and reinvention, but some text will continue to perform its fundamental purpose.  For 

example, the classroom is an area where written text (books) can be deconstructed and reconstructed 

through interpretation, understanding and dissemination of knowledge; and where spoken text 

(discourse and interactions with learner and lecturer) can be analysed for cultural and social 

interactions of power and authority and subordination and sometimes marginalisation.   

As observed earlier, within the Faculty of Tourism and Food the culture and atmosphere is one of 

‘collegiality’ and ‘learner centred’ in the classes, committee meetings and learning environments.  

The use of CDA as a tool for analysis in the following section will illustrate how CDA can view what 

the culture now is in DIT, and what it hopes to be in the future campus at Grangegorman.  This is 

influenced through government, economic, socio-cultural and internal cultural influences.   

CDA makes visible the way in which Institutions and their discourse shape us through their culture.  

By working with documents looking at text, sentences and players within society who may have 

influence over the documents it develops into something like peeling away layers of an onion.   

CDA can therefore apply interdisciplinary techniques of text analysis to look at how texts construct 

representations of the world, social identities and social relationships.  Fairclough (1993: 136) 

suggests that he uses critical discourse analysis through three means: text, social practice and 

discourse practice (production and interpretation of text).  He also recommends during analysis to 
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remember that discourse is shaped and constrained by social structures (class, status, age, ethnicity 

and gender) and by culture (Fairclough, 2000).   

When using CDA on text and documents approach the documents like any ordinary reader and then 

return to the document as an analyst asking what it says, what it means and how could it have been 

written differently, targeting different readers.  Fairclough (1993) suggests text should neither be 

taken holistically or individually but analysed within ‘genres’ or ‘hegemony’ within which the 

document has been constructed.  Huckin (1997) suggests ‘framing’ the message.  Following on from 

‘genre’ and ‘frame’ this is when the minute levels of analysis begin such as sentence, phrases and 

words.  According to Huckin (1997: 81-89; 2002: 6-13) when using CDA you should look for the 

following: 

• Topicalization (choosing what to put into the subject position) influences the readers 

perception of the document; 

• Agency or the evidence of power relations or omission of agency; 

• Nominalisation (converting a verb into a noun) and the use of passive verbs; 

• Presupposition or persuasive rhetoric (what is said by agencies of power carries more weight); 

• Insinuations, subtle implicit statements, double meaning, connotations (negative or positive 

can be persuasive); 

• Tone of the text using certain words or modal phrases can convey certain pitches; 

• Words that ‘register’ and provide neutrality (or not) within text. 

Alternatively, Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999: 93-96) suggest the following four areas of analysis: 

• Colonisation/ Appropriation 

This is the movement of discourses and genres from one social practice to another either by 

colonisation (and so affect by power), or via appropriation (and domination effects) of one genre into 

another entails the re-contextualisation within the latter, i.e. social policy into educational policy and 

vice versa.   

• Globalisation/ Localisation 

As markets have become more global the effects at local level are obvious.  Within education we have 

had to adapt to the global discourse and provision of services where our courses have either been 

modelled on European (Bologna) or American (semesters and modules) models.  Terminology within 

Institutes and departments within Institutes have also taken on a global feel, e.g. course titles illustrate 
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This image 

shows the 

endemic slogan 

used by DIT in a 

lot of its 

marketing 

campaigns. 

This image 

shows a 

Faculty’s 

mission 

statement. 

This image which is a section of the 

cover of the prospectus gives a potential 

student a taste of some of the subjects 

delivered in DIT. 


