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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose Using discourse analysis, this study analyzed language used at universities under-

going budget cuts.  

Background In times of  economic hardship and declining public support, institutions can 
generate more revenue or reduce expenditures, referred to as retrenchment, to 
meet their resource needs. Yet, scholarship on organizational approaches to re-
trenchment is scarce.  

Methodology Using critical discourse analysis, this study analyzed public communication from 
university leadership to employees about budget cuts. To understand how institu-
tionalized structures were negotiated, reinforced, and constructed through lan-
guage we looked for linguistic patterns in the use of  pronouns, affective and epis-
temic stance, and nominalization in institutional emails. 

Contribution As educational scholarship on institutional budget cutting behaviors remains al-
most nonexistent, this study extended understanding of  budget cutting behaviors 
by exploring how university presidents frame budget cuts as a serious problem 
and persuade stakeholders that their solutions will resolve the budget crisis while 
minimizing personal harm.  

Findings Analysis of  corpus data suggested that the language used in SRI and URU’s 
budget emails was tailored to generate support for university leadership’s authori-
ty and plans to resolve the crisis. 
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Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

Through the lens of  poststructuralist thought, findings suggest there is room for 
electronic communication about budget crises and resolution to be clearer about 
the organization of  power and the location of  financial decision-making. 

Recommendations  
for Researchers  

The existing body of  knowledge on the language used in retrenchment decision-
making is small and triangulation with the literature confirmed findings on a larg-
er scale, more research is needed.  

Impact on Society If  institutions are seeking transparency, they should use language that clearly 
communicates the nature of  the problem, defines which individuals/groups are 
creating the plan to return to fiscal stability, and, when decisions are made, out-
lines the specific details of  the plans that include who it will impact and how.  

Future Research While much of  the research has focused on the impact of  retrenchment on insti-
tutional and student outcomes, these findings suggest that future research should 
also explore the impact of  retrenchment decision-making on faculty and staff  
outcomes like morale, sense of  belonging, and retention and recruitment. 

Keywords retrenchment, budget cutting behaviors, discourse analysis  

INTRODUCTION 
The story of  declining public funding for higher education is familiar and concerns about the financ-
ing of  higher education are perennial (Birnbaum & Shushok, 2001). In times of  economic hardship 
and declining public support, institutions can generate more revenue or reduce expenditures (referred 
to as retrenchment) to meet their resource needs. Research has explored factors affecting higher edu-
cation funding in the United States, particularly at the state level (e.g., Archibald & Feldman, 2006; 
Delaney & Doyle, 2011; Mitchell, Palacios, & Leachman, 2015; Tandberg, 2010; Weerts & Ronca, 
2012); the relationship between prices and demand (e.g., Heller, 1997; Leslie & Brinkman, 1987; 
Paulsen & St. John, 2002; St. John, Paulsen, & Carter, 2005; St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996); and 
revenue generating strategies through academic entrepreneurialism (e.g., Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). 
Yet, scholarship on organizational approaches to retrenchment in the United States is scarce.  

In the context of  diminishing resources, leaders of  public institutions have to communicate re-
trenchment decision-making processes and decisions to various constituents. Using critical discourse 
analysis, this study analyzed public email communication from university leadership to employees 
about budget cuts at two institutions of  higher education in the United State. Through the lens of  
poststructural thought, exploring language-in-use allowed us to identify the larger institutionalized 
discourses, processes, and systems that coordinated retrenchment decision-making behaviors and 
understand how institutionalized structures were negotiated, reinforced, and constructed through 
language. This study seeks to fill this gap in the literature by analyzing the discourse of  cutting budg-
ets at institutions in the United States and where that is occurring by exploring the language used to 
communicate those decisions to institution stakeholders. 

RETRENCHMENT AND HIGHER EDUCATION 
Institutional leaders face a dynamic and challenging environment for budget management. Pressures 
include declines in state funding; serving as stewards of  public resources in the context of  growing 
public concern over the costs and value of  higher education; and changing beliefs about the purposes 
of  higher education and the role of  markets. Nationally, state funding increased slightly (3.7%) be-
tween fiscal years 2017-2018 and 2018-2019, however, institutions still face a great deal of  variability 
in financial support from state governments along with declining enrollments in many cases (Grape-
vine, 2019). The variability in state funding is in part attributable to decreased tax revenue and in-
creased liabilities in the forms of  healthcare, pensions, and primary and secondary education at the 
state level. State budgets operate on a combination of  income tax and sales tax. A loss in income and 
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a drop in sales leads to a loss in state revenue. In turn, states must either raise revenue (i.e., taxes) or 
cut spending. Because families’ tightened income means raising taxes becomes politically difficult 
during a recession, states instead pursue cuts to spending. The two most expensive state expendi-
tures, Medicare and K--12 education, are difficult to cut legally, as many states enshrine spending on 
these in their constitutions; politically, as most voters either have kids in K–12 or are on Medicare; 
and financially, as these programs have limited alternatives for replacing lost state revenue. Higher 
education, the third most expensive state expenditure, does not enjoy these protections: cutting it is 
legally viable, as cuts can be made in a simple budget decision; politically safe, as voters are less re-
sponsive to state appropriation spending; and financially justifiable, as postsecondary institutions can 
turn to alternative funding sources like tuition to offset cuts from the state (Breneman, 2002; Callan, 
2002).  

And so, when times get tough in the United States, states cut appropriations to institutions. During 
the Great Recession of  2008, states cut appropriations to higher education by an average of  23%, 
with the majority of  states cutting more than 20% (Zumeta, 2010). In 2017, despite five years of  in-
creases nationally, state funding for higher education remained about $2,000 per full-time equivalent 
(FTE) student below 2001 funding levels, controlling for inflation (Laderman & Carlson, 2017). State 
appropriations for public institutions were particularly affected following the 2008 Great Recession. 
In 2008, public universities in the United States received a total of  about $67.2 billion in constant 
dollars compared with $53.1 billion in 2013, a 21% decrease (Pew Charitable Trusts, 2015). Because 
public institutions receive relatively more of  their overall revenue from public funding than private 
institutions (Desrochers & Hurlburt, 2016), they may be disproportionately impacted by the Great 
Recession.  Colleges responded to budget reductions in two ways, by raising tuition and enacting cuts 
(Oliff, Palacios, Johnson, & Leachman, 2013). In the years immediately preceding and following the 
recession, in constant dollars, institutions raised tuition an average of  27%. Barr and Turner (2013) 
found a strong positive correlation between changes in unemployment rates and changes in tuition 
rates during the recession. Institutions also enacted cuts by eliminating programs, closing or consoli-
dating campuses, and reducing services.  

INSTITUTIONAL BEHAVIORS IN MANAGING BUDGETS 
When faced with resource constraints, institutional leaders can either increase revenue or reduce ex-
penditures, or more likely some combination of  the two. They can also become more efficient, which 
is a way to enhance the value of  expenditures. Significant limitations exist however when it comes to 
raising revenue or reducing expenditures. There are pressures to keep the cost (or price) down for 
students, yet there is upward pressure on the cost (production cost) of  educating students. Institu-
tions are not free to raise prices to cover production costs to whatever levels may be desired for at 
least three reasons. First, as mentioned in the introduction of  this paper, rising costs of  college are a 
perennial concern among students, families, and policy makers (Birnbaum & Shushok, 2001). Colleg-
es and universities face public relations pressure regarding tuition and fee increases that limit their 
ability to increase revenue. Second, institutions may not be able to raise tuition or may face con-
straints legally in doing so. Tuition setting authority may rest at the institutional level. Authority can 
be shared or may rest elsewhere, for example with the governor, legislature, a statewide coordinating 
or governing board (Armstrong, Carlson, & Laderman, 2017). Third, students are sensitive to prices 
and an increase in price can result in decreased demand for higher education among some students 
(Heller, 1997; Leslie & Brinkman, 1987). Increasing tuition and fees could have an overall negative 
effect on enrollments and may be at odds with some institutional missions to provide access to stu-
dents (e.g., enrolling low-income or first-generation students who may be more sensitive to prices).  

Institutions of  higher education face resource constraints exacerbated by declines in state funding 
along with costs that increase year-after-year. Institutions are limited in their ability to respond by 
becoming more efficient as at some point increased efficiency may compromise quality. Moreover, 
institutions face constraints in increasing tuition and fees, a primary source of  revenue for many col-
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leges and universities. Therefore, reducing expenditures through cutting budgets may be a common 
and necessary response.  Institutional leadership, faced with difficult decisions constrained by multi-
ple forces have to communicate those decisions and processes by which decisions were made to em-
ployees, students, and the public. These stakeholders represent diverse interests, and the support of  
each for those decisions is important to maintain day-to-day institutional operations.  How those de-
cisions are communicated provide important insight into the decision-making process as well as the 
systems, processes, and discourses designed to maintain the systems and structures of  power that 
form the university in the United States.  

Impact of  retrenchment 
The research on the impact of  retrenchment on institutional outcomes such as student learning and 
student perceptions is mixed, but suggests that it has a negative impact on the institution. First, 
Carter (2012) found that higher education administrators in South Carolina did not perceive a signifi-
cant negative impact on education quality as a result of  budget cuts, which suggests that “faculty and 
staff  are required to do more work with eroding resources, thus allowing for the continued quality of  
the educational product” (p. 52). However, these findings contrast with the bulk of  the literature on 
the negative impact of  retrenchment in higher education. First, Johnson-Ahorlu, Alvarez, and Hurta-
do (2013) reported on a study that explored the impact of  reduced state funding on students in Cali-
fornia and found that students qualitatively reported that budget cuts had a negative impact on their 
ability to persist at two- and four-year institutions. Johnson-Ahorlu et al. (2013) found that decreased 
student support services, reduced instruction time, a reduction in the availability of  required courses, 
and increases in tuition and fees negatively impacted their ability to be successful in higher education 
in California during the budget cuts that began in 2007.  Similarly, Li (2017) described the negative 
impact of  funding declines on college access and affordability for students, educational quality, nec-
essary infrastructure, and faculty and staff  layoffs. The negative impact of  budget cuts on higher ed-
ucation was reinforced in Lounder et al. (2011) exploration of  cuts after the great recession across 
the United States. Overall, and not unexpectedly, retrenchment has an impact on the higher educa-
tion institution that spans student, faculty, and staff  experiences.  

While some research suggests that faculty are involved in the retrenchment decision-making process, 
faculty involvement is often limited or largely symbolic. For example, Archibald and Conley (2011) 
found that faculty leaders reported meeting with institutional chief  financial officers rarely, if  ever; 
only 30% of  faculty senates reported being involved in the budget process. When faculty are in-
volved, their involvement is not always a positive experience. For example, Marcus’s (1999) explora-
tion of  the strategic planning process at two universities found that faculty involved in the process 
often felt like they were involved to shoulder some of  the blame for decisions made in the strategic 
planning process, regardless of  the nature of  their participation. This led Marcus to suggest that per-
haps planning committees, especially those tasked with making decisions about program closures, 
should not include faculty to avoid the “myth of  input” often perceived by faculty when involved in 
planning committees like these when their input is not really wanted or considered.  In retrenchment 
decision-making, university leadership is tasked both with making the decision and convincing insti-
tutional stakeholders that it was the right decision without scapegoating faculty in the process (Mar-
cus, 1999). However, little is known about the language university leaders use to accomplish those 
goals.  

RETRENCHMENT LANGUAGE 
Slaughter (1993) explored the language used in university retrenchment and found that the language 
used to describe retrenchment decisions was similar to the language used in the business world to 
rationalize layoffs and downsizing. Language defined the situation as serious to rationalize the need 
for severe cuts. The only research on the language used in budget communications in higher educa-
tion was a discourse analysis conducted by Ayers (2014).  Following Fairclough’s (2009) approach to 
critical discourse analysis, Ayers (2014) analyzed 178 budget texts collected from University of  North 
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Carolina (UNC) websites from 2008 to 2010. Findings suggested that communications about budget 
cuts informed, warned, and predicted stakeholders about the budget cutting process in order to 
achieve strategic institutional goals, by garnering support for institutional decisions from those read-
ing the texts (Ayers, 2014).  Although research on the language used to communicate retrenchment 
decision-making is limited, isomorphic pressures might explain why institutions of  higher education 
adopt similar language to communicate decisions about budget cuts to institutional stakeholders 
(Gates, 1997); isomorphism, in this context, refers to language used institutionally across institutions 
(Atkinson, 2008). In this study, we seek to expand our knowledge about retrenchment decision-
making behaviors by exploring the language used to communicate those decisions to institution 
stakeholders. Next, we discuss our methods and the importance of  focusing on language.  

METHODS 
This study was framed through the lens of  poststructuralist thought to explore how institutional pol-
icies, practices, and procedures are reinforced, and replicated (Hesse-Biber, 2014). A poststructural-
ism frame emphasizes language because it is “regarded as constitutive of  experience and not simply 
representative of  it” (Hesse-Biber, 2014, p. 44). As such, discourse analysis is a key tool of  poststruc-
turalist researchers because the link between power and knowledge can be seen by exploring lan-
guage-in-use (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Lazar, 2005). Using critical discourse analysis, this study analyzed 
public communication from university leadership to employees about budget cuts. In the resource 
context described above, leaders of  public institutions may reduce budgets and then have to com-
municate those decisions to various constituents. Through the framework of  postructuralist thought 
(Elias & Merriam, 2005), we examined the language used to communicate budget constraints to in-
ternal and external stakeholders through the exploration of  emails sent to university faculty and staff. 
Through a postructuralist lens, we explored language-in-use as evidence of  the relationship between 
power and what is accepted as knowledge. To understand how institutionalized structures were nego-
tiated, reinforced, and constructed through language we looked for linguistic patterns in the use of  
pronouns, affective and epistemic stance, and nominalization in institutional emails. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
How is the discourse about institutional fiscal policy in higher education characterized and communi-
cated at the institutional level?  

1. What salient linguistics features were used to communicate decisions about institutional fis-
cal policy (specifically budget cuts) to stakeholders via email?  

2. How was institutional policy reinforced through the use of  stance, pronouns, nominaliza-
tion, and intertextuality? 

CORPUS  
The data for this exploration was the text of  all emails sent from institutional leadership about finan-
cial cuts and budgeting to all faculty and staff  at two public institutions in the United States, Urban 
Research University (URU) and Small Regional Institution (SRI) in spring and summer 2017.  Five 
emails came from the URU president and 14 from the SRI President; the corpus represents all emails 
sent about financial cuts from these institutions during this time period. The corpus ranged in size 
URU was an urban research university; SPI was a small, regional, state institution.  

Genres are “institutionalized ways of  acting and interacting with language” (Ayers, 2014, p. 101), 
classifying language within a specific genre helps to understand which institutional structure is being 
sustained or replicated via language (Ayers, 2014; Fairclough, 2003). The emails of  focus in this study 
were classified broadly as institutional discourse genre, or discourse that is intended to inform, shape, 
or recreate the institution (Strauss & Feiz, 2013). More specifically, informed by Ayer’s (2014) analysis 
of  budget updates, the specific genre of  texts explored in this study are classified as “budget up-
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dates” to align with prior research on this corpus.  The ‘budget update’ is defined as “one-way medi-
ated communication such as letters, memoranda, and official statements in which chancellors directly 
addressed faculty, staff, students, the general public, or some combination of  thereof ” (Ayers, 2014, 
p. 104). The modality of  the corpus was electronic communication. Direct members in the participa-
tion framework were URU and SPI faculty and staff; indirect participants include anyone who re-
ceived the email as a matter of  public record, such as the media.   

DATA ANALYSIS 
Using critical discourse analysis (Gee, 2014) as an analytic framework, we coded the e-mails in Atlas.ti 
(qualitative data analysis software).  Specifically, we analyzed emails for discourse features that were 
identified in the literature as salient in institutional discourse (Biber, 2006): pronoun use, affective and 
epistemic stance, and nominalization 

Pronoun use  
Pronoun use, such as the use of deixis, may be indicative of the attempt to create linguistic distance 
between two groups (such as seen in the use of pronouns to connote “us” vs “them”) or to create a 
sense of communal group membership and decision-making (Baecker, 1998). Further, pronoun use 
can be indicative of power or the concealment of power, when “we” is used instead of “I” or “you” 
(Afros & Schryer, 2009; Baecker, 1998).  For example, Baecker (1998) found that higher education 
syllabi used “we” instead of “you” to conceal who would be making course decisions and completing 
course assignments, and the use of “we” instead of “I” hid who was making course pedagogical deci-
sions. In this study, we explored pronoun use to understand if and how power was concealed and to 
understand if and how pronouns were used to mobilize support from institutional stakeholders for 
retrenchment processes.  

Stance 
Linguistically, stance is a tool used to convey emotion, reinforce validity, or evaluate knowledge. 
Stance is categorized as affective, evaluative/judgement, or epistemic (Strauss & Feiz, 2013). Explor-
ing the use of stance perspective on how language is used to create an emotional response from 
readers, assert the validity of claims, and to define truth and knowledge (Parson, 2018). Stance is 
conveyed through the use of modal verbs (e.g., “must,” “should,” “may,” “can) to convey 
knowledge, obligation, and permission (Afros & Schryer; 2009), words that convey ways of knowing, 
and words that create emphasis or emotion. In this study, we explored stance to understand how 
language was used to convey knowledge about the retrenchment decision-making process and rein-
force the validity of institutional decision-making processes.   

Nominalization  
Finally, and of  particular interest in this study, we explored the use of  nominalization, or the creation 
of  a noun from a verb or adjective. These words often end in -ity, -tion, or -ism: “Nouns formed 
from other parts of  speech are nominalizations.  Academics loves them; so do lawyers, bureaucrats 
and business writers. I call them 'zombie nouns' because they cannibalize active verbs, suck the life-
blood from adjectives and substitute abstract entities for human beings” (Sword, 2012, n.p.). Gee 
(2014) further explains,  

Nominalizations are like trash compactors: they allow one to take a lot of  information –indeed, a 
whole sentence’s worth of  information –and compact it into a compound word or a phrase. One can 
then insert this compacted information into another sentence (thereby making bigger and bigger sen-
tences). The trouble is this: once one has made the compacted item (the nominalization), it is hard to 
tell what information exactly went into it. Just like the compacted trash in the trash compactor, you 
can’t always tell exactly what’s in it. 
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Nominalization is of  particular interest to this study as it informed understanding if  and how the 
nature of  retrenchment processes and procedures were concealed using nominalization instead of  
verbs and adjectives. 

Analysis procedure  
We began with descriptive coding that categorized different content areas of the email according to 
their purpose, such as the greeting, introduction, and conclusion. After descriptive coding, we coded 
for semantic and linguistic tools including pronouns, stance, and nominalization. In the first reading, 
we identified pronoun use to explore how power was negotiated through the use of pronouns. Sec-
ond, we identified indicators of epistemic, evaluative, and affective stance by exploring the use of 
modal verbs (must, should, may and can), nouns and adverbs that connote emotion, and adjectives 
and adverbs that indicate perceptions of knowledge. Third, we explored the use of nominalization by 
identifying the use of adverbs, verbs, and adjectives that were acting as nouns. Finally, we conducted 
a thematic analysis to identify discourses that persisted within and across the corpus. Thematic analy-
sis lead to the identification of 31 codes independent of the linguistic analysis conducted in steps one 
through four. Codes were organized into five themes (i.e., Current state, future state, strategy, deci-
sion-makers, engender support) which were further refined into three categories: State of the institu-
tion, plan, and people management.   

VALIDITY 
While we do not attempt to argue that findings reported on in this study communicate broad gener-
alizability, and, indeed discourse analysis can only reflect an interpretation of  the reality represented 
in the corpus (Gee, 2014), we still sought validity in our analysis. Gee (2014) defines validity in critical 
discourse analysis as being comprised of  convergence, agreement, coverage, and linguistic details. We 
sought convergence and agreement through multiple linguistic points, which enabled us to identify if  
and how core findings were supported throughout the corpus. Although the sample size was small 
(19 emails), the corpus represented that entire body of  emails related to budget/finances sent during 
the time period of  focus, which allowed us to examine the budget cycle as it was communicated to 
stakeholders for two public institutions. While a larger corpus would have undoubtedly led to more 
data, through convergence, we were confident in the agreement we were able to identify through 
analysis. Additionally, we sought triangulation with the literature as well as between the institutions of  
focus in this study. Second, aligned with the goals of  discourse analysis, we aligned the findings to 
linguistic structures (Gee, 2014). Through a close connection to linguistic structure, we sought to 
ensure that our findings did not extend beyond the methods of  analysis and the purpose of  the 
study.  

To ensure that analysis and reporting were conducted ethically, we created pseudonyms for each of  
the institutions. We have redacted any data that would identify the institutions. 

FINDINGS 
Analysis of  corpus data suggested that the language used in SRI and URU’s budget emails was tai-
lored to generate support for university leadership’s authority and plans to resolve the crisis.  

PRONOUNS 
First, pronoun use in this corpus either masked or revealed the decision-making process. Pronouns 
were used in the URU communications to mask who would be making the decisions, how those deci-
sions would be made, and whether faculty and staff  had access to power in the decision-making pro-
cess.  For example, a URU email stated: 

Today, the deans, vice presidents and constituency representatives met to discuss the univer-
sity budget.  I will share some of  that discussion with the Board of  Trustees at their meeting 
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tomorrow, and I wanted to share it with you now as well . . . if  we do not take action now . . 
. simply put, for some time we have been outspending our revenues, and this habit has 
caught up with us (URU, email 1).  

There was a shift this paragraph from a clear power relationship (i.e., I share information with you) 
to one that is obscured by the unclear meaning of  who we refers to throughout the paragraph. Simi-
larly, we was used throughout the URU corpus to reference different groups without clearly stating 
who we referred to:  

I understand many members of  our community are concerned . . . deficit we’re facing. I 
wanted to take a moment to explain the situation we’re in and to assure you we are taking 
steps to address our issues (URU, email 2). 

In this example, our and we was used to describe who was a part the budget crisis, and I was used to 
describe who would be controlling future actions and responses. You, in this example, was used to 
describe who would be impacted and who would be expected to take the actions decided on by the 
president.   

In contrast, at SPI, pronouns clearly delineated the power relationship between the president and 
faculty. 

I have reviewed our campus budget from an overall perspective and found that many of  you 
are doing your part and spending less than your original allotments . . . while many reduc-
tions are taking place on our campus, it will still be a challenge to fully achieve our reduction 
goals.  It is imperative that we all continue to reduce our spending . . . please determine if  
your expenditures are critical to the mission of  the campus (SPI, email 1). 

In this example, the directives are clear, using you and your when referring to individual or group 
responsibility, and I when referring to his decision-making power. There is a clearer relationship to 
who is doing what, and the use of  “our” denotes the shared power and decision-making that goes 
into each decision. 

STANCE 

Affective stance   
There were more expressions of  affective stance in the SPI emails, which were written in a more per-
sonal style, so we saw aspects of  personality come through in the email text through word choice and 
punctuation.   

There is still no need for any kind of  panic! (SPI, email 3). 

I remain optimistic that these rough estimates will be moderated (SPI, email 3). 

This contrasted with the URU emails, which were composed to deliver fact and orders. For example, 
“Let me be clear: We cannot cut our way to financial stability” (URU, Email 2).  The bolded phrase 
acted as affective stance to reinforce the seriousness of  the situation being described. The SPI emails 
also reinforce fact and orders, but also use affective stance to seek the support of  faculty and staff, 
try to calm faculty/staff  down, and motivate them.   

Epistemic stance  
First, epistemic stance was used across the corpus to express the validity of  the statements being 
made about the budget: 

We cannot cut our way to financial stability (URU, email 2). 

While many reductions in operating expenses are taking place on our campus, it will still be a 
challenge to fully achieve our reduction goals (SPI, email 1). 
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Second, there were more expressions of  knowing (and lack of  knowing) from the SPI emails. Epis-
temic stance was used to reinforce the validity of  updated information and to be clear and candid 
about how much was known and not known about the budget crisis.   

We won’t know to what extent until the Board Office provides us with numbers and instruc-
tions. We will know more in a week or so (SPI, email 2). 

Finally, the use of  simply in the URU corpus was used to describe the intractable nature of  what was 
being presented. 

Simply put, for some time we have been outspending our revenues (URU, email 1). 

We simply will not continue this practice (URU, email 2). 

Through the use of  adverbs like simply, the nature of  the knowledge was presented as unquestiona-
ble. 

Evaluative stance   
Finally, evaluative stance was used to communicate the size and seriousness of  the problem.  

The university will face a significant budget deficit in 2017-18 if  we do not take action now, 
and even greater financial issues in the future (URU, email 1). 

If  we give raises this coming year, the new reductions of  $800,000 per year for the new bi-
ennium will become much larger and much more difficult to deal with (SPI, email 3). 

An evaluative stance was used throughout the corpus to emphasize the size of  the budget problem 
and the imperative nature of  taking remedial action such as making cuts, spending less, and not get-
ting raises. 

NOMINALIZATION 
Nominalization was used multiple times to create abstractions about the information both that went 
into creating an institutional action and what the institutional action will actually be. The clearest ex-
ample is the use of  "hiring freeze" and "hiring frost" in the URU corpus.   

Tactics for the short term . . . a strict hiring freeze (URU, email 1). 

Campus-wide salary freezes and a hiring frost (URU, email 2). 

With the concurrence of  the Board, other cost-containment strategies, including a salary 
freeze for current employees (URU, email 1). 

The hiring frost is one measure designed to have significant impact (URU, email 2). 

Between the first and second URU email, there was a shift in the use of  freeze to frost, two nominal-
izations that implied more impermanence. Neither freeze nor frost, however, actually describe what 
either term means (e.g., how long the freeze or frost will last, who will be impacted, who makes deci-
sions about who will be impacted). The nature of  the nominalization represented by the hiring and 
salary freezes and hiring frost means that the actual meaning of  what is entailed by the frost and 
freeze is obscured by making them nouns. The nominalization of  these verbs obscures meaning, as 
compared to the use of  freeze as a verb. For example, instead of  saying we will freeze your salaries 
this year, or we are going to freeze any new hiring of  essential and non-essential staff, the use of  
these adverbs as nouns obscures the meaning of  them, and what exactly will happen as a result of  
those actions. 

We see the use of  nominalizations such as projections, reductions, conclusions, and indications in 
both corpuses. Similarly, the use of  nominalization hides what is meant by the projections, reductions 
so that the nature of  what those words meant in reality was hidden from the reader. Finally, nominal-
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izations were reinforced through the use of  passive voice, which obscures who is acting. Passive 
voice was not seen as frequently in the URU emails, and most often seen in the SPI emails, again re-
inforcing that the president was reflecting on directives made that he and the faculty had to follow.  

Budgets are to be developed (SPI, email 2). 

All state budgets were reduced (SPI, email 1). 

Passive language and nominalization hide who will be doing the work and what exactly will be done. 

STATE OF THE INSTITUTION 
In addition to the analysis of  linguistic features of  the corpus, thematic analysis also revealed broader 
discourses within and across the corpus. Those discourses were organized by function: describing the 
current state, plans for improvement, or managing the expectations and behavior of  the institutional 
stakeholders. First, in both the SPI and URU emails, the financial situation was presented as an im-
mediate, urgent and serious concern. As a result, action needed to be taken immediately to begin to 
address serious financial deficits. In contrast to SPI, however, URU also referenced the behavior of  
past administrations as being the cause of  the financial shortfalls. 

For some time we have been outspending our revenue, and this habit has caught up with us 
(URU, email 1). 

The spending policies of  the previous administration, as well as unrealized tuition and clini-
cal revenue increases, have created persistent budget shortfalls (URU, email 2). 

SPI referenced state financial shortfalls and the legislature as the cause of  the current financial state. 
Both SPI and URU stated that taking the steps to remedy the financial shortfall would result in fi-
nancial stability in the future. 

PLAN 
While the plans asserted by SPI and URU differed in nature, both called for financial cuts and estab-
lished that a plan was developing, but not finalized. URU and SPI emails differed in the nature of  
how that plan was being developed and who would be responsible for making plan decisions. 

I met with the deans, vice presidents and others to begin the process of  fixing our financial 
issues and positioning the university for future success (URU, email 2). 

Our budget for the coming year must be submitted in just a few days.  This mean all signifi-
cant decisions for next year must be completed. While we have not yet received numbers for 
the next biennium, our early estimates are that the additional 6% reduction . . . we won’t 
know to what extent until the Board Office provides us with numbers and instructions (SPI, 
email 3). 

URU emails establish that university leadership will be creating the budget, where SPI similarly indi-
cates that university leadership will be creating the plan but also alludes to the need for more infor-
mation from the state before the budget could be completed. For both URU and SPI, the emails 
were used to call for input from faculty and staff  for suggestions on how to make additional budget 
cuts or increase revenue streams. 

PEOPLE MANAGEMENT 
The final category identified common themes in the different discourses used to moderate stake-
holder (faculty, staff) responses and compel stakeholders to action. First, both SPI and URU emails 
encouraged faculty and staff  not to panic whilst simultaneously reinforcing the dire nature of  the 
budget crisis. 



Parson, Gross, & Williams 

43 

The budget figures are daunting, but we will work our way through these financial issues 
quickly and decisively – and as a team (URU, email 2). 

Once again, there is absolutely no reason for any sort of  anxiety over this new budget an-
nouncement (SPI, email 6).  

These attempts to calm stakeholder responses often came in the same emails as the ones where the 
dire financial situations were described, contradicting messaging that might be interpreted to mean 
that panic was an appropriate response to the current financial state. Along with managing the re-
sponses of  stakeholders, we also see clear communication roles delineated, where the university pres-
ident/acting leadership took on the role of  communicator and reinforced the role of  faculty and 
staff  as being responsible for executing required cuts. Each president made it clear that they would 
communicate any future updates and plans to faculty and staff  and thanked faculty and staff  for their 
presumed acceptance of  their directives. 

DISCUSSION 
As educational scholarship on institutional budget cutting behaviors remains almost nonexistent, this 
study extended understanding of  budget cutting behaviors by exploring how university presidents 
frame budget cuts as a serious problem and persuade stakeholders that their solutions will resolve the 
budget crisis while minimizing personal harm. The language used in the emails was tailored to gener-
ate support for university leadership’s authority and plans to resolve the crisis using the following 
linguistic tools: 1) Conceal power and responsibility, and emphasize decision-making responsibility 
through pronouns use; 2) Denote seriousness of  the budget problem through affective and evalua-
tive stance; 3) Define what will and will not be happening through epistemic stance; 4) Obscure the 
meaning of  institutional changes through nominalization. Differences between the corpuses were 
mainly seen in the use of  affective stance and how power and decision-making was communicated to 
or hidden from email recipients.  These differences could be attributed to the respective differences 
in the organizational structure of  the two institutions, institution (and therefore participation frame-
work size), funding models, and differences in leadership styles. The use of  these tools in this way 
further reinforces this corpus as institutional language that replicates and reinforces the institutional 
structure of  higher education.  

Triangulation with the literature confirmed findings on a larger scale. First, findings reinforce prior 
research on the institutional language use. Similar to Ayers (2014) discourse analysis of  UNC’s budg-
et texts, this corpus provided a narrative of  the events surrounding and leading up to budget cuts, 
notified stakeholders of  the decisions being made about budget cuts, and made predictions about 
future cuts and the outcome of  current policies; the language used in each of  these emails was craft-
ed strategically to garner support for institutional decisions.  Additionally, the use of  stance to affirm 
the urgent and serious nature of  the budget crisis aligns with prior research exploring the language 
used to rationalize retrenchment decisions. Gates (1997) found that retrenchment language described 
an “emergency situation” that inevitably led to the need for immediate and severe budget cutting de-
cisions.  Finally, the use of  “freeze” to connote a reduction in spending is also seen in other strategic 
plans to reduce expenditures in higher education such as a “tuition” freeze (Meotti, 2016).  These 
findings extend the research on the discourses of  retrenchment by exploring how those tools were 
used to reinforce the authority of  institutional leadership to make retrenchment decision and gener-
ate support for their budget cutting decisions.  

Secondly, as Ayers (2014) found, the budget emails in this corpus served the purpose of  creating and 
reinforcing community by acknowledging the pain and loss associated with budget cuts and referring 
to faculty, administrators, and staff  as being “in this together.”  However, although some research has 
suggested that faculty are involved in the retrenchment decision-making process, faculty involvement 
is often limited or largely symbolic (Archibald & Conley, 2011). Findings from this research rein-
forced those findings, and indicated that although faculty input was sought, that input would be con-
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sidered to inform decisions made by institutional leaders, faculty were not a part of  the decision-
making process. As Marcus (1999) found, our findings suggest that university leadership was tasked 
both with making the decision and convincing institutional stakeholders that those decisions were 
best, and faculty were not involved in the process outside of  symbolic means of  participation.  

Finally, these findings inform theories of  institutional decision-making and describe how institutional 
decision-makers must communicate decisions about reducing expenditures in the context of  the con-
straints faced by institutions in raising revenues by increasing tuition and fees. Instead, institutional 
leaders have to communicate to stakeholders that reducing expenditures through cutting budgets is a 
common and necessary response. Further, although there were instances in this corpus where faculty 
input was sought, the actual input of  faculty in the process as it was communicated was limited. Al-
together, the focus on improving morale and confidence in institutional leadership in this corpus 
suggests that the impact of  retrenchment decisions in higher education also might impact faculty and 
staff  morale. While much of  the research has focused on the impact of  retrenchment on institutional 
and student outcomes, these findings suggest that future research should also explore the impact of  
retrenchment decision-making on faculty and staff  outcomes like morale, sense of  belonging, and 
retention and recruitment.  

FUTURE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 
Through the lens of  poststructuralist thought, findings suggest there is room for electronic commu-
nication about budget crises and resolution to be clearer about the organization of  power and the 
location of  financial decision-making. First, the organization of  power could be made clearer to fac-
ulty and staff  through the use of  pronouns that do not obscure who is making financial decisions. 
Second, communications could be clearer by avoiding language that conceals the practical nature of  
cuts, such as through the use of  nominalization which hides what “frost,” “restriction,” or “cost-
containment” means in practice. These findings suggest that if  institutions are seeking transparency, 
they should use language that clearly communicates the nature of  the problem, defines which indi-
viduals/groups are creating the plan to return to fiscal stability, and, when decisions are made, out-
lines the specific details of  the plans that include who it will impact and how. 

Since the existing body of  knowledge on the language used in retrenchment decision-making is small, 
more research is needed. First, given the small sample size of  this study and the small existing body 
of  literature, future research should explore these findings on a larger scale and expand the analysis 
to include a broad array of  institution type, communication modalities, and retrenchment contexts. 
Second, while much of  the research has focused on the impact of  retrenchment on institutional and 
student outcomes, these findings suggest that future research should also explore the impact of  re-
trenchment decision-making on faculty and staff  outcomes like morale, sense of  belonging, and re-
tention and recruitment. Third, while this study focused on analyzing the language used in the emails, 
additional research should explore stakeholder interpretations to the language used in budget com-
munications to explore if  and how their perceptions align with our linguistic analysis. Finally, alt-
hough there is a growing body of  literature on the impact of  retrenchment on student experiences, 
future research should continue in that view to understand how specific retrenchment decision im-
pact student experiences in higher education. 

CONCLUSION 
Although this article reported on the more recent fiscal challenges faced by institutions of  higher 
education, especially public institutions, budget cuts and budget cutting behavior has been a continual 
recurring question in the study of  higher education (Burke, 1998; Gordon, 1997). This suggests that 
questions about budget cutting behaviors and the ways that budget cut decision-making is communi-
cated to stakeholders will persist, although the modality of  communicating those decisions will con-
tinue to change and evolve. Analysis of  corpus data suggested that the language used in SRI and 
URU’s budget emails was tailored to generate support for university leadership’s authority and plans 
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to resolve the crisis. As educational scholarship on institutional budget cutting behaviors remains 
almost nonexistent, this study extended understanding of  budget cutting behaviors by exploring how 
university presidents frame budget cuts as a serious problem and persuade stakeholders that their 
solutions will resolve the budget crisis while minimizing personal harm. If  institutions are seeking 
transparency, they should use language that clearly communicates the nature of  the problem, defines 
which individuals/groups are creating the plan to return to fiscal stability, and, when decisions are 
made, outlines the specific details of  the plans that include who it will impact and how.  

REFERENCES 
Afros, E., & Schryer, C. F. (2009). Promotional (meta) discourse in research articles in language and literary 

studies. English for Specific Purposes, 28(1), 58-68. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2008.09.001  

Archibald, J. G., & Conley, V. M. (2011). Engaging faculty senates in the budget planning process. Planning for 
Higher Education, 39(4), 54-59. Academic OneFile. 

Archibald, R. B., & Feldman, D. H. (2006). State higher education spending and the tax revolt. The Journal of  
Higher Education, 77(4), 618-644. https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2006.0029  

Armstrong, J., Carlson, A., & Laderman, S. (2017). The state imperative: Aligning tuition policies with strategies for af-
fordability. State Tuition, Fees, and Financial Assistance Policies 2017. Boulder, CO: State Higher Education 
Executive Officers (SHEEO). Retrieved from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED589744.pdf  

Atkinson, T. N. (2008). Imitation, intertextuality, and hyperreality in U.S. higher education. Journal of  the Interna-
tional Association for Semiotic Studies, 2008(169), 27-44. https://doi.org/10.1515/sem.2008.023  

Ayers, D. F. (2014). When managerialism meets professional autonomy: The university ‘budget update’ as a 
genre of  governance. Culture and Organization, 20(2), 98-120. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14759551.2011.644675  

Barr, A., & Turner, S. E. (2013). Expanding enrollments and contracting state budgets: The effect of  the Great 
Recession on higher education. The ANNALS of  the American Academy of  Political and Social Science, 650(1), 
168-193. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716213500035  

Baecker, D. L. (1998). Uncovering the rhetoric of  the syllabus: The case of  the missing I. College Teaching, 46(2), 
58-62. https://doi.org/10.1080/87567559809596237  

Biber, D. (2006). University language: A corpus-based study of  spoken and written registers. Amsterdam: John Benjamins 
Publishing Company. https://doi.org/10.1075/scl.23  

Birnbaum, R., & Shushok, F. J. (2001). The “crisis” crisis in higher education: Is that a wolf  or a pussycat at the 
academy’s door? In P. G. Altbach, P. J. Gumport, & D. B. Johnston (Eds.), In defense of  American higher educa-
tion (pp. 59-84). Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Breneman, D. W. (2002). For colleges, this is not just another recession. The Chronicle of  Higher Education, 48(40), 
B7-B9. 

Burke, J. C. (1998). Managing campus budgets in trying times: Did practices follow principles? The Nelson A. Rockefeller 
Institute of  Government. Albany, NY: State University of  New York. Retrieved from 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED432194.pdf  

Callan, P. M. (2002). Coping with recession: Public policy, economic downturns and higher education. San Jose, CA: National 
Center for Public Policy and Higher Education. Retrieved from 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED462896.pdf  

Carter, J. C. (2012). Quality cutting: Perceived faculty and staff  effects of  state budget cuts on institutional qual-
ity. Public Organization Review, 12(1), 41-56. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-010-0155-y   

Delaney, J. A., & Doyle, W. R. (2011). State spending on higher education: Testing the balance wheel over time. 
Journal of  Education Finance, 36(4), 343-368. Champaign, Illinois: University of  Illinois Press. Retrieved from 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23018116  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2008.09.001
https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2006.0029
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED589744.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1515/SEM.2008.023
https://doi.org/10.1080/14759551.2011.644675
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716213500035
https://doi.org/10.1080/87567559809596237
https://doi.org/10.1075/scl.23
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED432194.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED462896.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-010-0155-y
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23018116


The Language of  Retrenchment 

46 

Desrochers, D. M., & Hurlburt, S. (2016). Trends in college spending: 2003-2013. Where does the money come from? 
Where does it go? What does it buy? Delta Cost Project. Washington, DC: American Institutes for Research. 
Retrieved from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED568907.pdf  

Elias, J., & Merriam, S. (2005). Philosophical foundations of  adult education. Malabar, USA: Krieger Publishing Co. 

Fairclough, N. (2009). A dialectical-relational approach to critical discourse analysis in social research. In R. 
Wodak, & M. Meyer (Eds.), Methods of  critical discourse analysis (2nd ed.) (pp. 162-187). Thousand Oaks, Cali-
fornia: Sage Publications.  

Gates, G. S. (1997). Isomorphism, homogeneity, and rationalism in university retrenchment. The Review of  Higher 
Education, 20(3), 253-275. Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1997.0001  

Gee, J. P. 2014. An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. London, UK: Routledge. 

Grapevine. (2019). Annual Grapevine compilation of  state fiscal support for higher education: Results for fiscal year 2017-
2018. Center for the Study of  Education Policy, Illinois State University and the State Higher Education 
Executive Officers (SHEEO). Retrieved from 
https://education.illinoisstate.edu/downloads/grapevine/Grapevine_FY18_Press_Release.pdf  

Heller, D. E. (1997). Student price response in higher education: An update to Leslie and Brinkman. The Journal 
of  Higher Education, 68(6), 624-659. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1997.11779004  

Hesse-Biber, S. J. (2014). Feminist research practice: A primer. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Inc 

Johnson-Ahorlu, R. N., Alvarez, C. L., & Hurtado, S. (2013). Undermining the master plan: Divestment in 
higher education and student experiences. Journal of  College Admission, 218, 22-35. Retrieved from 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1011896.pdf  

Laderman, S., & Carlson, A. (2017). State higher education finance FY 2017. Boulder, CO: State Higher Education 
Executive Officers (SHEEO). Retrieved from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED593739.pdf  

Lazar, M. M. (2005). Politicizing gender in discourse: Feminist critical discourse analysis as political perspective 
and praxis. In M. M. Lazar (Ed.), Feminist critical discourse analysis (pp. 1-28). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230599901_1  

Leslie, L. L., & Brinkman, P. T. (1987). Student price response in higher education: The student demand stud-
ies. The Journal of  Higher Education, 58(2), 181-204. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1987.11778239  

Li, A. Y. (2017). Dramatic declines in higher education appropriations: State conditions for budget punctua-
tions. Research in Higher Education, 58(4), 395-429. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-9432-0  

Lounder, A., Waugaman, C., Kenyon, M., Levine, A., Meekins, M., & O'Meara, K. (2011). Following the cuts: 
How is the recessions affecting faculty work? Liberal Education, 97(1), 20-29. 

Marcus, L. R. (1999). The micropolitics of  planning. The Review of  Higher Education, 23(1), 45-64. Baltimore, 
Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press. https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1999.0024  

Meotti, M. P. (2016). The states and higher education: An evolving relationship at a pivotal moment. Change: The 
Magazine of  Higher Learning, 48(1), 39-45. https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2016.1121085  

Mitchell, M., Palacios, V., & Leachman, M. (2015). States are still funding higher education below pre-recession 
levels. Journal of  Collective Bargaining in the Academy, 0(10), Article 71. Washington, DC: Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities. Retrieved from http://thekeep.eiu.edu/jcba/vol0/iss10/71  

Oliff, P., Palacios, V., Johnson, I., & Leachman, M. (2013). Recent deep state higher education cuts may harm students 
and the economy for years to come. Washington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. Retrieved from 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/recent-deep-state-higher-education-cuts-may-harm-students-and-the-
economy-for-years-to-come  

Parson, L. (2018). Digital media responses to a feminist scholarly article: A critical discourse analysis. Feminist 
Media Studies, 19(4), 576-592. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2018.1468348   

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED568907.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1997.0001
https://education.illinoisstate.edu/downloads/grapevine/Grapevine_FY18_Press_Release.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1997.11779004
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1011896.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED593739.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230599901_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1987.11778239
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-9432-0
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1999.0024
https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2016.1121085
http://thekeep.eiu.edu/jcba/vol0/iss10/71
https://www.cbpp.org/research/recent-deep-state-higher-education-cuts-may-harm-students-and-the-economy-for-years-to-come
https://www.cbpp.org/research/recent-deep-state-higher-education-cuts-may-harm-students-and-the-economy-for-years-to-come
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2018.1468348


Parson, Gross, & Williams 

47 

Paulsen, M. B., & St. John, E. (2002). Social class and college costs: Examining the financial nexus between 
college choice and persistence. The Journal of  Higher Education, 73(2), 189-236. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2002.11777141  

Pew Charitable Trusts (2015). Federal and state funding of  higher education: A changing landscape. Philadelphia, Penn-
sylvania: Pew Charitable Trusts. Retrieved from 
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2015/06/federal_state_funding_higher_education_final.pdf  

Slaughter, S. (1993). Retrenchment in the 1980s: The politics of  prestige and gender. The Journal of  Higher Educa-
tion, 64(3), 250-282. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1993.11778432  

Slaughter, S., & Rhoades, G. (2004). Academic capitalism and the new economy: Markets, state, and higher education. Bal-
timore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

St. John, E., Paulsen, M. B., & Carter, D. F. (2005). Diversity, college costs, and postsecondary opportunity: An 
examination of  the financial nexus between college choice and persistence for African Americans and 
Whites. The Journal of  Higher Education, 76(5), 545-569. Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2005.11772298  

St. John, E., Paulsen, M. B., & Starkey, J. B. (1996). The nexus between college choice and persistence. Research 
in Higher Education, 37(2), 175–220. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01730115  

Strauss, S., & Feiz, P. (2013). Discourse analysis: Putting our worlds into words. New York, NY: Routledge. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203121559  

Sword, H. (2012, July 23). Zombie nouns. The New York Times. Retrieved from 
https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/07/23/zombie-nouns/  

Tandberg, D. A. (2010). Politics, interest groups and state funding of  public higher education. Research in Higher 
Education, 51(5), 416-450. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-010-9164-5  

Weerts, D. J., & Ronca, J. M. (2012). Understanding differences in state support for higher education across 
states, sectors, and institutions: A longitudinal study. The Journal of  Higher Education, 83(2), 155-185. Colum-
bus, Ohio: The Ohio State University Press. https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2012.0012  

Zumeta, W. (2010). The great recession: Implications for higher education. In H. Wechsler (Ed.), The NEA 
2010 almanac of  higher education (pp. 29-42). Washington, DC: National Education Association.  

 

BIOGRAPHIES 
Laura Parson is an Assistant Professor in the Higher Education Admin-
istration Program at Auburn University. Her research interests focus on 
identifying the institutional practices, processes, and discourses that coor-
dinate the teaching and learning experiences of  women groups in higher 
education, explored through a critical lens. She is a qualitative methodolo-
gist, with a focus on ethnographic and discourse methods of  inquiry. Her 
research questions seek to understand how pedagogy, classroom climate, 
institutional environment, and curriculum inform student experiences, 
and how the institution coordinates those factors through translocal prac-

tices. 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2002.11777141
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2015/06/federal_state_funding_higher_education_final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1993.11778432
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2005.11772298
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01730115
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203121559
https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/07/23/zombie-nouns/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-010-9164-5
https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2012.0012


The Language of  Retrenchment 

48 

Jacob P. Gross is an Associate Professor of  Higher Education Admin-
istration at the University of  Louisville. His research focuses on educa-
tional policies that help underrepresented students get into and through 
postsecondary education. Much of  his work has centered on the efficacy 
of  financial aid for low-income students. More recently, Gross has sought 
to better understand how postsecondary institutions can support former 
foster youth in higher education. 

 

 

 

 

Alexander Williams is a Ph.D. student and Research Manager at the 
University of  Louisville. His research and practice centers around innova-
tion and higher education, with a focus on designing and building innova-
tion spaces.  


	The Language of Retrenchment: A Discourse Analysis of Budget Cutting in Higher Education
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Retrenchment and Higher Education
	Institutional Behaviors in Managing Budgets
	Impact of retrenchment

	Retrenchment Language

	Methods
	Research Questions
	Corpus
	Data Analysis
	Pronoun use
	Stance
	Nominalization
	Analysis procedure

	Validity

	Findings
	Pronouns
	Stance
	Affective stance
	Epistemic stance
	Evaluative stance

	Nominalization
	State of the Institution
	Plan
	People Management

	Discussion
	Future Research and Practice
	Conclusion
	References
	Biographies

