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Abstract
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INTRODUCTION
Widening participation in higher education (HE) forms an important focus for current education policy in England.  Policy goals aim to both increase and widen participation in undergraduate education.  The government has set a participation target of 50% of 18 to 30 year olds entering higher education by the year 2010, and alongside this goal of increasing participation, the aim is to widen participation to groups who are under-represented in the HE student population.
The contribution of further education (FE) colleges in England to these goals takes two forms: firstly, FE is a source of qualified entrants to undergraduate education; secondly, it is a setting for the delivery of higher education and higher education qualifications (Parry, 2005).  In his submission to the Foster enquiry, which investigated the role and purpose of further education in England, Parry (2005) emphasizes the extensive nature of the contribution of FE to higher education at the beginning of the 21st century.  FE colleges contribute more than a third of entrants to HE, and they teach one in eight of the undergraduate population. 

However, FE colleges are not located in the higher education sector, but in the learning and skills sector.  Each sector has its own funding council, auditing and inspection arrangements, policy imperatives and strategic goals.  While FE colleges are positioned in one sector, any higher education teaching they do forms part of the other.  This also applies in reverse to a number of institutions which are within the higher education sector, but which include further education as part of their provision.  In practice, a considerable number of further education institutions, and a (much smaller) number of higher education institutions straddle the two sectors in terms of the programmes that they offer.
This is the context for research being undertaken by the FurtherHigher Project, a study which forms part of the ESRC TLRP programme
.  The aim of the project is to investigate the impact of the division between further and higher education into two sectors on strategies to widen participation in undergraduate education.  One strand of this project is concerned with students’ experience of transition between different levels of study.  This part of the study seeks to gain insights into what it means to move into and between different levels of higher education, and the meanings given to higher education transitions, by students studying in what the project refers to as ‘dual sector’ institutions, that is, institutions which offer both further education and higher education.  The aim is to develop understandings of students’ identity formation, as they negotiate boundary crossings between different levels of study, and to explore how the development of learning career and identity in such contexts may affect and contribute to participation in higher education.  
This paper considers some of the issues arising from the initial fieldwork, focusing particularly on how institutional arrangements may act to shape further-higher transitions. 
The fieldwork
The fieldwork for the project explores student transitions from FE to HE levels of study, and from short cycle (Foundation degree, HND) to BA/BSc level of study.  Four dual sector institutions, two of which are officially within the learning and skills sector, and two in the higher education sector, are involved in the fieldwork.  Students who remain within the same institution, and students who transfer to other institutions are included in the fieldwork.  In each institution we are following between five and ten students at each of these two levels for one year.  The fieldwork team consists of five university-based researchers and four research associates, one based in each of the case study institutions.
The wider policy context for widening participation and the transformation of higher education provision
Two areas of policy are pertinent to this study.  These concern debates about skill in the UK, and decisions about the role of further education and dual sector institutions in supplying high level skills.  Widening participation in both further and higher education takes place against a context of continuing policy debate about skill.  This debate sees the UK as needing to invest in high level skills for a high skills economy.  However, as the recent Leitch report on skill requirements commissioned by HM Treasury and the DfES (HM Treasury, 2005) indicates, there is a complex, not to say contradictory relationship between supply and demand in England.  The report argues for increasing the supply of high level skills (through investment in education and training for example), as a means of stimulating demand for such skills in the UK economy and business.  Participation in higher education in such a context might possibly enhance employability in a future high skills economy, but does not guarantee employment requiring graduate skills in the present.  Researchers such as Wolf (2002) have therefore argued strongly that the UK economy does not in fact need more people with the skills associated with higher education.  However, such views remain out of tune with the government’s policy commitment to increase participation in higher education.  
As part of the drive to increase participation, further education and ‘dual sector’ institutions and the provision of occupationally oriented Foundation Degrees are seen as playing an important role.  This role was confirmed following the Foster enquiry into the role of further education (Foster, 2005), which questioned whether FE should contribute to the provision of HE.  The subsequent White Paper Further Education: Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances (DfES, 2006) stated that further education would continue to have a role as a provider of higher education.

This policy emphasis on skill raises significant underlying questions for this study, particularly: what is higher education in the 21st century and what does it do?  And as the landscape of higher education becomes more complex, how do students and their lecturers understand and navigate their way through the terrain?  At the end of this paper I return to this question and contrast the rise of therapy cultures in education, as put forward in the work of Ecclestone (2004), with the capabilities approach proposed by Walker (2006), who argues for a range of capabilities which she believes would contribute to socially just forms of higher education.

DEFINING TRANSITION
In a recent paper which considers the transition from primary to secondary school amongst middle class families, James and Beedell (2006) list a number of different kinds of transition that they have found in their research.  Their list has provided a useful stimulus for considering the kinds of transitions that are becoming apparent in the FurtherHigher Project.

Here, we are finding that as well as individuals going through processes of transition, the systems and institutions of further and higher education are themselves in the process of transition.  Transitions that are significant to the project include:

· changes to the higher education system in England, particularly moves from an elite system, to a mass and now nearly universal system  (following Trow’s (1973) definition)

· changes to institutions in terms of the balance of FE and HE provision in the institution, related to changes to institutional arrangements e.g. transfer from one sector (LSS) to another (HE)

· changes to how an institution is perceived, and its status and standing.  As the HE system broadens and changes in England, there are potentially both continuities and changes in status and standing of different types of institutions offering HE

· changes in space and place: acquiring new buildings, changing the role of particular spaces and places, redefining the social meaning of particular geographical areas (e.g. creation of learning zones or an education quarter, which may redefine the status of the institutions located there) 

Within institutions the relationship between FE and HE creates further kinds of transitions.  These include:

· movement between FE and HE cultures (and the similarities and differences in intra-institutional cultures between their FE and their HE provision)
· preferred or encouraged progression routes and pathways from one course to another 

For students the above factors frame and shape their experience of transitions between FE and HE levels of study.  They themselves experience additional forms of transition.  These include:

· generational changes and continuities in relation to ‘doing’ higher education, e.g. being the first in the family (or not) to study in HE or indeed in FE; HE therefore possibly meaning a transition away from a particular class cultural background

· Geographical transitions, related to acceptable journeys and destinations (including moving away from ‘home’ or not)

· Changes to personal and social identity, involving defining and redefining the self, particularly in relation to the ‘other’ – who I am, who I am not (am I the sort of person that does higher education? And if so, what sort of higher education?). 

As this list indicates, an exploration of higher education transitions in dual sector contexts draws attention to a variety of transitions that are taking place not only for individuals, but also to the social and cultural contexts in which individual student transitions take place, both within and beyond particular institutional settings.  The initial fieldwork provides some insights into institutional transitions, and this is reported later in the paper.
THEORISING TRANSITIONS
In the project we are beginning to theorise transitions in a number of ways.
A socio-cultural view of transitions

Firstly, we take a socio-cultural view of transitions, following similar approaches to the wider understanding of teaching and learning cultures in FE and HE (see for example Colley et al, 2003; Hodkinson, Biesta and James, 2004; Reay, 2003; Reay et al, 2001).  That is, we understand transitions as socially situated, and influenced by a wide range of social and cultural factors, which we are attempting to capture in our fieldwork.  

As Hodkinson et al (2004) have observed in their discussion of a cultural theory of learning, a learning culture is not simply the context within which learning takes place; it concerns ‘the social practices through which people learn’ (Hodkinson et al, 2004, p.4).  They connect this to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) ideas of learning as a process of participation in communities of practice.  Following this view, as Hodkinson et al emphasise, what students learn in a particular institution – school, college, university for example - is how to belong to that institution, and how to be students in that setting (my emphasis).

The same may be applied to transitions.  A cultural theory of transitions is concerned with the social practices through which transitions take place.  In the context of participation in particular communities of practice, students learn how to ‘do’ transitions from within particular settings, and the way that transitions are framed and understood in particular institutional settings is therefore important.  What count as ‘normal’, expected, and ‘good’ transitions are likely to vary, and to relate to the social and cultural contexts of their production.  Moreover, drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of field, what counts as ‘good’ in a particular context or field, may hold a different value in the wider field of power, where educational credentials or ‘goods’ are positioned unequally.  Following this line of argument, Hodkinson et al suggest that a central question for a cultural view of learning is:

what kind of learning becomes possible through participation in a particular learning field and also what kind of learning becomes difficult or even impossible as a result of participation? (p.14)

A similar question can be asked of transitions between further and higher education, and in our study, to the ‘dual sector’ settings that we are investigating, that is: what kinds of transitions become possible through participation in a particular learning field, and what kinds of transitions become difficult or even impossible?
Markets, choice, and positioning 
Secondly, and following on from the above, theories of choice and choice in the context of education markets, are important to our study of transitions.

Our interest in choice applies to institutions and individuals. In relation to individuals, ideas concerning the ‘choosing subject’ (Hughes, 2002) and ideas about ‘choice’ biographies are important to our thinking.  These connect to theorizations of career decision-making in the work of Hodkinson and Sparkes (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997; Hodkinson et al, 1996, Hodkinson, 1998) which puts forward a theory of pragmatic rational decision-making.  Subsequent work on learning careers in the context of further education by Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) and on assessment careers by Ecclestone (2002; Ecclestone and Pryor, 2003) is also relevant to our understanding of transitions. 

The positioning of institutions within the wider system of higher education – within a stratified higher education market – is also related to choice.  Ball’s (2003) work on school education markets, for example, draws attention to how institutions work to position themselves and as a result how they as institutions work to shape and frame the biographies of those who teach or learn within them.  
Horizons for action/imagined futures

‘Imagined futures’ and ‘horizons for action’ are proving helpful in thinking about the ways that individual students talk about transitions and their plans for the future, and the ways in which those transitions and futures are shaped by other people, and by the institutional and social structures surrounding them.  Both these concepts, particularly the evocative ‘imagined futures’ (used by Ball et al in their work on post-16 transitions in 2000, Ball et al, 2000) enable us to think about the relationship between structure and agency in processes of transition. 

Boundary crossing and the nature of boundary objects
Ideas about boundary crossing, linked to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) and Wenger’s later (1998) work on communities of practice are also increasingly important to our understanding of the nature of transitions.  Here we are considering whether transitions between FE and HE and from one level of HE to another are seen to represent boundary crossings, even where they occur within the same institution - are there for example continuities in teaching and learning cultures or not?  And if transitions are boundary crossings, are they experienced as turning points in students’ lives, involving substantial change in the direction of the lifecourse?  So, for example, we are interested in whether the students who participate in the study see their transition to HE or to a higher level of HE as a ‘turning point’ or as a smooth moving on through an established pathway.  For even though the institutional pathway may appear to be smooth, it may not be experienced as such personally.
Identities, structure and agency 
We see these ways of theorizing transitions as helping towards a better understanding of the forming and reforming of identities.  As with ‘transitions’, insights into the formation of identities in the FurtherHigher project apply not just to individuals, but to the shaping and forming of institutional identities, and the identity/ies of the system of tertiary education in England.  We are concerned to move beyond the dualisms of structure and agency, which could lead to a privileging of one or the other: for example, seeing social and institutional structures as the key to widening participation, or conversely, seeing individual agency and action as the answer to the ‘problem’ of participation in HE.  It is the interrelationships and the mutually constitutive nature of structure and agency which are likely to prove most insightful.  

INSIGHTS FROM THE INITIAL FIELDWORK
Institutions in transition and transitions in institutions
All four case study institutions participating in the project are or have recently undergone transitions.  These include changing sectors (from the LSS to the HE sector), mergers, the opening of new buildings, and the redesignation of buildings for particular work.  The following brief descriptions highlight these changes.
College A
College A is in a city in the Midlands.  It has very considerable FE and HE provision, ranging from courses at NVQ1 to post-graduate Masters level. It was a specialist further education college, but moved from the learning and skills sector into the higher education sector in 2002.  It is located in two large buildings, one of which was opened in 2004.

University B 

University B is a new university in the South East of England.  It has campuses in three locations which are at a considerable distance from one another (one campus is 20 miles from the others).  These were formerly separate institutions.  All three have their own history of mergers, but the most recent merger occurred in 2004, when one of the three institutions/campuses became part of the university, and transferred from the learning and skills sector to the HE sector.  At this campus in particular, there is a considerable amount of FE provision, which includes a ‘sixth form academy’ though it was a dual sector institution in its own right before the merger with university B.

College C
College C is a large general further education college.  It has existed in its present form since 2003, when the most recent mergers and reorganisation took place.  Senior managers have described it to us as a federal institution, made up of at least 3 previously separate further education institutions.  It currently offers more FE than HE programmes, but the HE provision is nevertheless considered a significant part of overall provision.  HE provision goes through to Foundation Degree, but students need to transfer elsewhere if they wish to continue to BA/BSc.  
College D
College D is based in the East of England.  It is a large FE college, and currently offers provision across both FE and HE.  However, in 2007, current HE programmes will be passed over to a new organisation, which will involve a partnership between the college and the two nearest pre-1992 universities.   The new institution will be referred to as University Campus XXX.  This organisation will be geographically adjacent to, but completely independent of, the present college.

Transitions in institutions

Our initial fieldwork has found that ‘dual sector-ness’ creates boundaries which affect the way that transitions between FE and HE are likely to be experienced.  The influence of two distinct funding bodies is an important issue which has been raised in discussions with college staff.  Managers in College A felt that they had much more space to determine their own direction as part of the higher education sector, in contrast to College C, which described how their work was heavily steered by the priorities of the Learning and Skills Council.  Moreover, in addition to the level of steering, the priorities of each sector funding body are, perhaps obviously, not the same.  

We have also found that there are boundaries constructed around the day-to-day working of institutions across their FE and HE provision.  At College A, University B and College D, the higher education provision is timetabled on a semester system, with an inter-semester break in January/February.  However, the FE provision follows a three term system.   So at College A, a member of staff working on both FE and HE programmes (which does happen) may be on a two week inter-semester break from teaching for marking and assessment, but have a full teaching timetable in the FE part of their work (field notes 27.1.06).

Furthermore, staff in FE and HE are employed on different contracts.  At University B, this has led to a system which designates staff as HE, FE or hybrid.  HE staff, who have more than 275 annual hours of HE work are expected to teach 550 hours per year.  FE staff, that is, those with 110 or less hours of HE, have 790 to 850 annual teaching hours.  Hybrid contracts for staff with between 120 and 260 annual HE hours are expected to teach between 650 and 760 hours per year.  Those on an HE contract have 36 weeks teaching plus 2 weeks related administration.  The others have 39 weeks teaching along with 2 weeks related administration. (University B, fieldnotes 14.6.06)

Space and place

All the institutions in this study have more than one geographical site.  Particular sites may be designated as ‘FE’ or ‘HE’ places of learning, and this becomes apparent in the way that space is occupied and used.  This differentiation between the cultures of different spaces creates tangible boundaries for transitions.  In addition, we are interested in movement from one geographical location to another, and how that may affect FE/HE transitions.  A further issue in relation to space and place, is the location of the institution, or part of the institution, within the surrounding area, and how that area is perceived by students and the wider community.

The following examples provide some indication of how these issues are played out in each institution.

University B has several sites in different towns.  One of these has been the focus for the initial fieldwork.  Some signs still bear the former name of the institution, and read XXX College of further education.  There is little movement between these sites, by students or by staff, and discussions with teaching staff suggest that students who study at this site for level 3 qualifications are more likely to look outside the institution for transition to higher education, than consider moving to one of the other sites.  
College C has at least 3 sites, each with its own character. The ‘main’ site is closer to the local post-1992 university than it is to the other parts of the college.  It has a big sign on the building saying ‘Head Office’.  This business-style title is in contrast to a sign stuck to the window in the entrance on the first fieldwork visit, which read ‘No gum in college’ (fieldwork notes, February 2006).  The main site is about to be demolished and replaced by a completely new building on an adjacent piece of land.  One of the other sites is perceived to be a 6th form college by students and within the local community, though the college management says that it is not officially designated as such.  However, mature students on Access courses who have been interviewed as part of this study, comment unfavourably on the ‘6th form feel’ of the site.
College D is currently located on one main site.  There is already new building work underway and the launch of the new University Campus in 2007 involves more new building.  It is intended that the whole area surrounding the present college and the new institution will become an educational quarter in the town.  This suggests the idea of an education campus and hints at ‘old university’ style use of space and place.

Finally, here is a more detailed description of College A, which gives some indication of how space and place create a sense of particular sorts of ‘further’ and ‘higher’ education, written following 6 months of fieldwork visits to the college.
The HE building

The HE building at College A is the longer established of the college buildings.  The entrance is a smart glass affair, which is visible to the public and is reminiscent of the sorts of renovations to surrounding office buildings in the city.  In the summer of 2006 this entrance was undergoing yet another face-lift.  Inside there is a large reception desk of the kind you might find in a hotel but then there is a turnstile barrier preventing open access any further. 

The college specialises in the food and service/leisure industries.  This has an immediate visible effect on the environment.  Just inside the main entrance, there is a tourist information kiosk, staffed by students in term-time.  A little further inside, there is a bakery, where bread and cakes baked on the premises by students are on sale in term-time.  The rest of the ground floor is taken up with a bistro and restaurant which are both open to the public.

Above the ground floor, the college feels much more industrial.  There are long corridors, changing rooms, and a number of kitchens, designed to simulate different catering environments, such as a a restaurant kitchen and a public sector kitchen of the type that might be found in hospitals or schools.  At the top, on the 8th floor, there is a ‘mock’ pub lounge.  

These specialist environments mean that there are overlaps between FE and HE work in the building. All catering students, from NVQ 1 through to Masters level, are taught here.

Teaching outside of practice contexts takes place in seminar rooms.  I was shown only one large lecture theatre in the HE building, and apparently there are few of these now. However, I do remember observing trainee lecturers teach here in the 1990s, and this invariably involved mass lectures and powerpoint style presentations.
There is a library (there is one in each building) which is half filled with computers, and half with books and some tables. There is also a hand in point for assignments. There is an HE ‘workshop’ which is a study support centre. A (a college manager) says that the workshop is seen as innovative and intended to support HE work amongst vocational students.

The FE building

The entrance to the FE building is much less obvious to the public.  It is signalled by the young students standing around outside, who are different to the office workers who otherwise frequent these streets.

In the FE building, a considerable number of students wear a uniform of one form or another, depending on the course they are following, so that when visiting the college, you are surrounded by people in uniforms.  Again in this building, there are numerous areas which are specially equipped and which are intended to simulate ‘real life’ contexts. There is a gym, a hairdressing salon, and beauty suites.

In the FE building, there are classrooms for 20-30 students, in some there are tables laid out in a horseshoe shape. A member of staff who was sitting talking to a student said they had an open door policy for students to talk to staff/get help.  

It is noticeable that the FE building, which the college has occupied for two years now, is clean and has no graffiti.  Nothing seems to have been vandalised. I was told by A and a passing member of staff that we spoke to that the college has a zero tolerance policy, and they tell students that they will be expelled if they do not behave in ways the college thinks appropriate, (though in practice no student has been expelled).  And the college is girl dominated, especially the FE building.  

In addition to these buildings, there are also student residences located nearby, as would be expected of an HE institution, but not necessarily of an FE college. These residences include a large, new sports complex.  
What these accounts of the four different sites suggest is a process of positioning, of creating cultures and ethos that are likely to attract the sorts of students that the institution sees as the main ‘customers’ for its services.  This is not stable, for all four institutions are in the process of transition and possibly re-positioning themselves.
Progression routes and ‘doing’ transition
I want to move on now to look at what we are finding out about transition routes and pathways in our fieldwork.
In this study we focus on two key transition points, which are particularly important to widening participation in higher education: firstly, the transition from level 3 (A level, National Diplomas, AVCEs etcetera) to level 4, and secondly the transition at the end of level 5 (short cycle, typically two year) HE programmes (HNDs, Foundation Degrees) to level 6, the final year of a full BA/BSc degree.  We anticipated that ‘dual sector’ institutions would have an interest in the progression of students between these two phases, both within their own institutions and moving out of them.

In our initial meetings with management staff in the four institutions, we discussed the data that they held on students in relation to progression and movement between these phases.  It became apparent that it is very difficult to create an accurate picture of transitions using current data, not least because data are collected for two different funding bodies (LSC and HEFCE) in two different formats. Not only do the data not ‘talk to each other’ easily, but in at least two of our case study institutions (University B and College D), the people who deal with the LSC data are different to those that deal with the HEFCE data (fieldnotes, University B, 17.2.06 and College D, 17.8.06).

We have also been challenged about our possible taken-for-granted assumptions about HE transitions.  At College A, we were asked whether we had an expectation that ‘progression’ meant staying in higher education.  It was pointed out by a senior member of staff, that some of the industry sectors that the college works with do not look for higher education credentials when employing staff, including at management levels (field notes 4.5.06).

At College C the same issue was raised.  We have had difficulties in finding students who are progressing from HND to final year BA/BSc degree.  The college research associate pointed out that ‘the problem is that on most courses the HND is the qualification required by the industry so there is little enthusiasm for advancement’ (College C email 17.5.06).
Moreover, even where progression to HE and through HE levels is expected, this may not be within the institution, even where provision is available.  At University B, the issue of internal progression was discussed at the introductory meeting.  We learned from one member of staff that the rationale and expectations around the merger of XXX College with University B included the notion of a one stop shop, encouraging progression to remain within the institution (University B field notes 17.2.06).  However, it became apparent in further discussion at the site of the former college, that progression was more likely to be out of the institution, particularly as both the other sites were 20 miles away.

Doing transitions: students’ experience
Finally, I want to look briefly at the experience of one group of students who are just commencing on a degree course in Culinary Arts Management, using diagrams that are being developed by Val Thompson to show transition routes and pathways amongst the students in the study (these diagrams appear at the end of the paper).  Half of the students who are starting this course come from an academic (A level) background, the other half from an NVQ 3 background.  Each group has a summer school prior to the commencement of the degree programme.  These are bridging programmes: an academic bridging programme for the NVQ 3 students and a practical bridging programme for the academic students.  They are of similar duration.  The practical summer school leads to two certificates.  There is no certification for the work on the academic bridging programme.

These diagrams are early prototypes, but they already show that students’ ‘learning careers’ are varied, and that they involve much more than straightforward, smooth transitions from school to sixth form study, to higher education.  What the diagrams do not yet show is the timescale involved in the processes of transition shown.  What they do show are that the pathways followed by students are not simply onwards and upwards.  There is plenty of sideways and other as well.  Moreover, students do not necessarily move on through expected progression routes, and our interviews are indicating that this may have to do with students’ sense of where they are positioned within the learning system, regardless of the qualification outcomes they may have achieved.  To give an example from a different group of students at College C, who have just completed an HND programme which gives them access to the final year of a BA at the local post-1992 university.  Some of the students are applying to enter the first year of the BA, some the second year, and some the third year.  This, according to their tutor, is not related to the quality of outcomes achieved by individual students on the HND (College C fieldwork notes, August 2006).
CONCLUDING COMMENTS
The data presented here from the initial fieldwork only begin to address the ideas that were outlined at the beginning of this paper.  What are beginning to emerge from this early analysis, are processes of ‘positioning’.  In exploring how the case study institutions are themselves in transition, and considering transitions and differences within the institutions between FE and HE cultures, it appears that both intentionally and unintentionally, they are constructing and shaping what HE means, as well as what FE means in their contexts, and they are also defining and shaping transitions between the two.  Alongside this, we are beginning to gain insights into students’ experience of doing transitions, which suggests that they too work at positioning themselves within the post-compulsory education system, and make choices about where they ‘fit’ within higher education.  As we move forward, these insights will enable us to start to address the question raised earlier, that is:

what kinds of transitions become possible through participation in a particular learning field, and what kinds of transitions become difficult or even impossible?

Our work on higher education transitions therefore opens up important issues about the nature of transitions in the context of an increasingly differentiated system of higher education, and raises the question: What does and will it mean to ‘do’ higher education in the 21st century?  Parry (2005) believes that ‘further education’ as a category could be abandoned, in favour of a single open system of tertiary education, which includes both colleges and universities.  He suggested in his submission to the Foster Review that:
If the aim is to promote a more differentiated, articulated and networked pattern of higher and post-secondary education, there is little sense in holding to a redundant category [further education], especially if it might hinder widening participation and lifelong learning. (Parry, 2005, p.13)
What he does not claim is that creating a single system would make redundant the question of what such a system would be widening participation in. In particular, within a system of lifelong learning which is not just differentiated, but stratified, issues of equity and social justice would remain and would still need to be addressed.  What a unified system of tertiary education might look like, if it followed the north American model, is described by Julian Astle
 (2006) in a piece for a Liberal think tank website, in what appears to be an approving manner, as follows:
In the United States the journey from an elite, to a mass, to a near universal system brought with it a process of stratification.  Nobody in the US today would pretend that all American universities are equally good or equally deserving of the same funding. There are world class universities, which attract the most able students, offer the most costly education, and award the most valuable degrees. But there are many other universities which provide a less costly education, closer to home, over a shorter time span, and at much reduced cost. This is not a bad thing. It is the natural consequence of putting two thirds of all Americans through university. The alternative being, of course, that all those academically less able students in less prestigious universities do not go to college at all. With “massification” comes stratification.  And with stratification, comes diversification, as different universities develop different specialisms, pursue different missions and target different students with different aptitudes and different ambitions.

If the above were describing a system of compulsory schooling, it would sound very much like a tripartite system of secondary modern, technical and grammar schools, with public schools thrown in for good measure.  I find it an uncomfortable picture, which is already closer to the present, than to an imagined future in England.  Why do I find it uncomfortable?  Because it suggests to me ‘choices that are not of individuals’ making’, and it opens up clearly defined spaces for the legitimation of what Ecclestone (2004) defines as comfort zones and therapy cultures for certain sorts of students.  To use the language of capabilities that are developed by Walker (2006) in her work on higher education and social justice: will such a ‘new’, stratified HE develop expansive capabilities amongst all those who participate in what we call ‘higher education’?
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Note

Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the ESRC Transitions Seminar Series ESRC TLRP Seminar Series Transitions through the lifecourse on 12-13 October 2006 at the University of Nottingham and at the TLRP Annual Conference on 20-22 November 2006 in Glasgow.
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