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Abstract

This paper reports on the findings of semi-structured interviews with manager-academics in an English dual sector institution formed in 2004 which combines the provision of further and higher education. A number of key themes emerged from the interviews and are discussed in the paper: cultural differences, geography and communication; improving the student experience; and development and identity. An attitudinal framework, derived from the interviews, suggests four dispositions to duality among manager-academics. ‘Traditionalists’ and ‘protectionists’ are unsupportive of the dual sector mission of the institution arguing that incompatible cultural differences and maintaining the identity of established subject sub-brands, respectively, override this goal. ‘Intersectionists’ and ‘integrationists’ support the dual mission but have different perspectives as to how best to achieve the improvement of student progression from further to higher education through either intersecting or integrated organisational structures. It is concluded that there is a continuing need for the institution to develop a shared vision of duality across the strategic and operational level, and consider how best to continue the management of change process. The research represents the second stage of a three-year HEFCE-funded Leadership, Governance and Management project.

Introduction

The massification of higher education across a number of national contexts has not been accompanied by the anticipated widening of participation to historically disadvantaged socio-economic groups. Attempts to address this issue in a UK context have included the development of stronger partnerships and collaborative arrangements between ‘further’ and ‘higher’ education institutions to improve progression opportunities for students
. The UK government has also established Lifelong Learning Networks to foster stronger cross-sector working. A more radical response to cross sector working, however, is apparent through the creation of ‘dual sector’ or ‘comprehensive’ post-secondary institutions with a full range of sub-degree and degree level educational provision which spans the conventional cross-sector divide.

Dual sector institutions have been established in a number of national contexts including Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa and the UK (Garrod and Macfarlane, 2006). They include the universities of Swinburne, Victoria, Ballarat and RMIT in the state of Victoria, Australia; a number of ‘university colleges’ such as Kwantlen University College in the province of British Columbia, Canada; Unitec in New Zealand; Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University in South Africa; and Thames Valley University in England. Duals are characterised by significant provision of, and equal espoused commitment to, sub-degree and degree level programmes within a single institution (Garrod, 2005; Webster, 2006). Mixed Economy Colleges might also be categorised as dual sector in a UK context.

At a conceptual level, all duals offer the potential to realise the vision of lifelong learning by overriding the binary divide between further, vocational or technical education and higher education (Doughney, 2000). However, such institutions are faced by significant strategic challenges in organising academic structures, processes and people and are commonly subject to external funding, audit and quality assurance requirements controlled by separate government agencies and largely organised on a single sector basis (Garrod and Macfarlane, 2006).

While further and higher education in England is often perceived as clearly separated between different types of institution, the reality is more complex. In 2005-6, 94,900 students were enrolled on around 4,800 higher education programmes taught in further education colleges in England (Quality Assurance Agency for higher education, 2006).  While around one in nine (or 12 per cent) of students experience higher education within a further education context in England the percentage in Scotland is much higher (Parry, 2005). Moreover, such provision is seen by the government as key to its policy of widening participation to under-represented groups (Learning and Skills Council, 2004). Research also suggests that for a number of higher education students, especially those from working class, non-traditional academic backgrounds in their first year, a highly ‘supportive further education environment’ is a critical success factor (Christie et al, 2006). Duals offer a potentially radical response to the issue of widening participation drawing on the strengths of a supportive further education environment linked to higher education pathways within a single institution.
This paper will also help to build on previous work in developing an understanding of the management challenges at a strategic level of such institutions by considering the role of middle ‘manager-academics’ (Deem and Hillyard, 2001) at an operational level. Manager-academics are academics who have acquired a management role either on a temporary or permanent basis (Deem et al, 2001). Their primary source of identity is as an academic from a particular discipline or profession rather than as a ‘manager’. They are ambivalent about ‘management’ tending to align themselves with the interests of their immediate School or departmental colleagues rather than the central management of the organisation mediating between central pressures and local practice (Clegg, 2003).

Context of the study

In January, 2004 Thames Valley University (TVU) merged with Reading College and School of Arts and Design to form the first explicitly ‘dual sector’ institution in the UK. The merger, supported by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), created a comprehensive post-secondary institution with campuses in Ealing, Slough and Reading. Both the former TVU and Reading College had a history of merger prior to the creation of the new institution in 2004. Berkshire College of Art merged with the then Reading College of Technology in 1997 and Berkshire School of Nursing and Midwifery, merged with TVU in 1995.

The public rationale for the 2004 merger was articulated in terms of the social justice agenda by, principally, improving the progression opportunities of students from further to higher education (Garrod, 2005). TVU is one of a number of post-secondary comprehensive institutions that have become a dual by merger. Unitec, in New Zealand, and Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University, created in post-apartheid South Africa, are examples from other national contexts. Other ‘duals’ have been created through re-designation of title. Here, a number of former community or further education colleges have attained degree-awarding powers such as the university colleges in British Columbia or Birmingham College of Food, Tourism and Creative Studies in England.

Following the merger, the newly created institution integrated staff and academic programmes from the former Reading College into the three pre-merger Faculties of TVU (Arts, Health and Human Sciences and Professional Studies) and formed a new fourth Faculty, Technology. Academic staff in the new Faculty of Technology were drawn from members of the former Reading College. A 14-19 Academy and a university-wide Graduate School were also created to provide a suite of educational provision ranging from A Levels to PhD. The integration of staffing and programmes was intended to facilitate seamless progression opportunities for students and promote the development of a new institutional culture, post-merger. 

Within Faculties of the newly merged institution a structure of ‘subject groups’ was retained from the former TVU with manager-academics acting as ‘heads of subject’ and ‘directors of study’. According to the new institutional definition, heads of subject lead the development of the subject and the academic subject team – including performance review, scholarship, and the promotion of national and international subject links. Directors of study are expected to lead the development of new and existing curricula working with programme team leaders. Programme leaders have direct responsibility for a programme team of lecturers and the development of that programme. They are expected to liaise with their respective heads of subject and directors of study to successfully deliver the programme. In common with many post-1992 universities, most heads of subject are permanent rather than temporary or rotating appointees.

While the institution expressed its commitment at a strategic level to the creation of seamless progression opportunities for students, these manager-academics were charged with the operational challenge of realising this vision working with academic colleagues from both further and higher education backgrounds. Critical to this vision is the creation of clear ‘ladders’ or articulation pathways whereby students will be encouraged to progress within the institution from level 3 (further education sub-degree level) to level 4 (higher education degree level). 

The manager-academic

The literature on management in higher education has grown considerably in recent years but is mainly focused on the role of senior academic leaders such as Vice Chancellors, Pro Vice Chancellors and Deans of Faculty (eg Middlehurst, 1993). There is also a strong focus in the literature that contrasts ‘collegial’ with ‘managerialist’ conceptions of management in higher education. This has resulted, in part, from a perception that the managerial practices of the business sector have been imported into higher education without account of the public service traditions of the university sector. This phenomenon is often referred to as ‘new managerialism’ (Deem, 1998). However, the market-driven assumptions of new managerialism and performativity are even more firmly embedded within further education than in higher education institutions (Randle and Brady 1997).

However, the collegiate/managerial dichotomy tends to overlook the fact that most ‘academic managers’ in higher education regard themselves primarily as academics rather than managers, a nuance conveyed the phrase ‘manager-academics’ (Deem, et al 2001). As a result of the focus on senior academic leadership and the collegiate/managerial dichotomy, there have been comparatively few studies considering the role and dispositions of the middle tier of ‘manager-academics’. Exceptions include work by Deem (eg 1998; 2001), Hancock and Hellawell (2003) and Clegg and McAuley (2005). In this study, however, it would not be safe to assume that heads of subject and directors of study who were employees of the former further education college will share the same set of academic values as manager-academics from the former university. Arguably the incorporation of further education colleges in 1993 led to an even stronger emphasis on a new managerialist approach with an increased emphasis on performativity and the efficient use of resources in the further education sector (Shain and Gleeson, 1999; Clarke and Newman, 1997). This, together with the manifestation of consumer charters and service level agreements, as mechanisms for accountability, created a new breed of college middle manager. ‘Curriculum managers’ of the former Reading College were recruited from a teaching background but their role was strongly related to a new lexicon that emphasised managerial rather than academic values. This legacy is apparent in the views expressed in the interviews. 

Methodology

This research represents the second phase in a three-year project funded by the higher Education Funding Council for England investigating the challenges of dual sector management
. The first part of this study scoped dual sector institutions on a national and international basis (Garrod and Macfarlane, 2006).  The second phase of the study involved semi-structured interviews with manager-academics at a single case study institution. 

Interviews were based on a small number of key questions. These focused on the role of the interviewee, their experiences of managing in a ‘dual sector’ institution, and the impact of duality on the student experience. There are currently 40 heads of subject or directors of study and a further 76 programme or curriculum leaders within the institution, with a number of individuals working in more than one of these roles. 15 heads of subject, 11 directors of study and 12 programme or curriculum leaders were interviewed. Interviews were conducted by three members of the research team without a managerial relationship to interviewees. This was a critical ethical consideration as both of the leaders of the research project occupy managerial positions which might potentially compromise the freedom of expression of interviewees. Assuring and protecting the confidentiality of data and the anonymity of interviewees were, thus, of particular importance. Where the identity of an interviewee might be recognised, quotations are unattributed. 

While the identity of individual interviewees has been protected the identity of the institution where the research has taken place has not been similarly anonymised. This was considered to be impractical given the unique nature of the institution in an English context and inappropriate in exploring the organisational complexity of the change process described.

Full transcripts were compiled on the basis of digital recordings and these were shared among members of the research team. A number of themes were identified on the basis of a ‘snowballing’ or ‘pyramiding’ technique, commonly used as a teaching exercise (Gibbs, 1992). This involved researchers working individually to identify key themes before negotiating to identify a smaller number of commonly occurring themes. The principal themes identified on this basis were cultural differences; geography and communication; improving the student experience; and development and identity.

Challenges

Cultural differences

The organisational history of both former institutions – the pre-2004 TVU and Reading College – had included a number of mergers. Interviewees with long-service histories frequently referred to this institutional heritage. There was a strong sense of the need to retain their identities, in relation to function and discipline, whilst trying to operate within a unified corporate structure. 

There little support among interviewees for the most recent merger which was perceived by many as an unwelcome change:
Mergers are disruptive, change is disruptive and people are resistant to change and find that difficult ……. As an organization evolves …. People crave stability. The merger with the university did represent in many peoples’ minds the idea of some kind of takeover. There were a lot of bonuses for individuals, what I would say however is, I think, it’s probably set up more barriers in terms of how FE and HE work together.

Director of study
The interviewees focused on what they perceived to be the ‘cultural’ differences between further and higher education. These differences were explained in relation to a range of factors. Some manager-academics were uncomfortable with the idea of combining further and higher education on the basis that a university has different educational aims to that of a further education college.

in the normally accepted sense of the word, a university is a post 18 institution, which actually has a focus on scholarship, and that scholarship manifests itself in a variety of different ways, and its really about creating an environment in which that takes place. An FE institution, by its very nature, is about skills

Head of subject
Others also expressed the view that the composition of the student body can cast doubt on the legitimacy of the new institution as a ‘university’ and its academic identity as a ‘community of scholars’: 

The threats are that your university may not be a university for very long because how do you decide what is a university and what isn’t a university? And it’s an issue where if you have more FE students than HE students then you run the risk of the university not being a university….  [Also], I mean some people would say ‘well a good definition of a university is a community of scholars’….do some of the people you get in FE colleges - not all - but is it within that sense a community of scholars?...

Head of Subject and Programme Leader

In terms of the student experience it was argued that different ‘cultures’ exist between the sectors. A head of subject who has worked at TVU for the last twenty five years argued that placing further and higher education under one roof creates difficulties for students:

[It] creates a problem that you’ve got HE students mixing with FE students, the cultures are different, the ethos is different - do degree level students want to be mixing with 16 year olds who are behaving like 12 year olds?

Head of subject
While a number of interviewees explored the notion of cultural differences in terms of educational values and attitudes, others were more pragmatic pointing out that while further education needed to meet the accreditation requirements of external awarding bodies, in relation to the curriculum offer, higher education has ownership of the curriculum through university validation processes. They further identified the existence of separate funding and quality assessment bodies which relate principally, or exclusively, to one sector or the other. 

According to the interviewees, the more regulated environment of further education  has led to a management style that contrasts with that in higher education. A programme leader expressed the view that the way people approach work in further and higher education is different. This influences the styles of management and lines of communication. She stated:

People in FE are more structured, organized, better time managers but less entrepreneurial, less creative, less able to deal with uncertainty. 

Programme leader

This statement links with the views of other interviewees, one of whom contrasted the ‘target’ culture of further education with the ‘more relaxed environment’ of higher education:

FE is a much more regulated environment, there is Ofsted inspection regime…..you are much more closely monitored ….its about targets, attainments, goals, those sorts of things whereas HE is a more relaxed environment and the presence of research culture makes it different as well. 

Head of subject

Another Director of studies who had prior experience of working in further education stated 

….FE management was very top-down and plainly it was bullying, it was essentially they’d offer staff incentives to work harder but then also there was always a stick behind to beat them with if they didn’t meet targets…but now I think there are more enlightened colleges that seem to have enlightened policies towards staff development.

Director of studies
The various awarding bodies and quality assurance systems also augment staff workloads as staff must meet the demands of ‘many masters’ as a result.
further education is so different to higher education, further education is so bureaucratic with regard to you’re having to serve many masters and you’re constantly having to jump through so many hoops to serve so many different people that it’s so different. I think I’ve said it all really. It’s trying to just break down those barriers

Curriculum Leader
Geography and communication

TVU is one of many multi-site and multi-campus universities in the UK and elsewhere in the world. Others in the UK, such as Anglia Ruskin University, have campuses which are divided by greater distance. However, the interviewees expressed the view that the geographical distance between the campuses, particularly the 35 miles between Ealing and Reading, adds to a perception that the university is divided between higher education on the Ealing campus and further education on the Reading campus. The sense of division between further and higher education at the institution was often represented in terms of the different campuses even though this perception runs counter to the fact that both pre-merger organizations had substantial elements of both further and higher education. 

This geographic separation is regarded as one of the major factors that hinders effective communication between staff at all levels. The location of Human Resources and the University’s central administration in Ealing has created barriers to effective communication too. 

We are not able to get as swift responses as we did when we were Reading College……HR is in Ealing is not as responsive as when it was all based locally. It was easy to make decisions here. We had a local budget here and not worry about keeping colleagues in Ealing, in the loop.  

Director of studies

A number of members of staff are concerned that the physical distance between campuses has an adverse impact on the availability of sufficient student learning resources although there is an acknowledgement that online provision is part of the solution to this challenge:   

And that of course then has implications for things like Library facilities. At Reading I’m not sure what the Library stock is but can it support HE courses? It would be an interesting question

Programme Leader 

In terms of resources there’s a perception that the library is very much an FE library [at Reading campus] and it’s not as fulsome. I don’t get the same feeling that it’s understood that you can get books from the other campuses, which is quite easy to do and I don’t get the perception that the same importance is attached to the electronic resources. So it’s a different experience

Curriculum leader

However, the physical presence of a library can be seen from a different point of view. It has a symbolic value for the student experience and the structuring of student identity. The significance of creating an appropriate environment, fit for purpose, for different student expectations and differing approaches to teaching and learning between further and higher education, was one of the main themes emerging from this research, and comments prove it to be a source of tension. The section which follows offers a different view, expressed by many interviewees, of the best way to manage this transition.

Responses

Improving the student experience

The stated rationale for the merger between TVU and Reading College in 2004 was one of providing a comprehensive post-secondary institution, promoting seamless progression from basic skills to post graduate education, and establishing TVU as a university for the region, committed to widening participation. The staff interviewed, were aware of the ‘official’ rationale, but did not always buy into the vision.

I think we just see Reading as a completely negative impact on what we were doing and we didn’t need to join with them

Director of study

I think we should have made a different strategic alliance ….. I just don’t think we should have gone to Reading, geographically speaking

Director of study

I cannot see any logical strategic decisions or reasons why you would have actually done it (ie merged)

Head of subject
An example was given of deteriorating student progression at Reading, since the merger, in relation to the Higher National Diploma in Business, where significant numbers of students had formerly progressed to a third year degree top-up, validated by another university. The reasons for reduced numbers of students progressing to the Bachelor’s degree, since transferring to the TVU validated programme were two fold, influenced by the preference to study at another local university and curriculum fit between levels 5 and 6 of the higher education qualifications framework. However, professional programmes with a direct progression route, related to career advancement, have maintained high progression rates, in the region of 70 per cent moving from level 3 (further education) to level 4 (higher education).
While many interviewees were often negative about the reasons underpinning the merger, more positively, some felt that there might be a more effective way for the new merged organisation to achieve its goal of improving student progression between further and higher education. Pressure to improve the internal student progression rate from further into higher education is perceived as a ‘burden’ for manager-academics. However, most of our informants suggested progression can work, if, as one interviewee remarked, ‘students have something to which to aspire’. The question therefore is: is it better to keep the boundaries separate or let them dissolve, if we want to raise student progression rates? Most of the interviewees favoured maintaining boundaries rather than dissolving them as a means of improving student progression.

It was emphasised that students need to appreciate the differences, first in a physical sense, such as the separation of buildings, between further and higher education as part of raising aspirations. A programme leader and curriculum manager with previous working experience in both sectors made the following statement:

I think if we want progression to work, and that seems to be one of the major, major, issues we have is getting the students to aspire and the only way to get them to aspire is to give them something to aspire to... Where it works the most successfully, and again this is from talking to staff at other institutions, is where the FE and the HE is separated out on the campus so there’s an HE building that you aspire to go to when you progress into HE…

Programme Leader 
Part of this ‘aspiration’ refers to the social as well as the academic elements of the student experience in higher education. A view was expressed that the presence of learners as young as 14 within the university meant that a student bar might be inappropriate at the Reading campus. However, the lack of such a social facility was given as an example of how the integration of further and higher education can adversely affect the creation of the kind of student experience that an 18 year-old might normally expect in going to a university. 

One of the things you expect to be able to do when you are 18 is have a drink and one of the things about going to university is the social life, so if you can’t have on campus social life it does sort of damage that experience…


Programme Leader

The importance of creating separate social space for higher education students was stressed by another interviewee although they stated that they had been accused of ‘apartheid’ for doing so. 

Interviewees also stressed the differences in the needs of further and higher education students. These differences, it was argued, have implications for managing physical resources. One head of subject contended that it would be better to have separate buildings for further and higher education at Reading campus. 

I was an external examiner for an institute that was predominantly an FE college, they had separate buildings, separate common rooms, tutorial systems- they gave something to their FE students to aspire to.

Head of subject

Others also expressed the notion of separating out rather than integrating further and higher education in relation to students, staff and resources. One interviewee expressed this vision in terms of a ‘federal structure’:

I can’t see any real synergy, because you could have come up with a much better federal structure that actually encouraged progression, if progression is what you are about.

Head of subject
These interviewees felt that it was important to acknowledge that there are differences in the philosophies and external factors that govern further and higher education in the UK and that one should not attempt to produce a ‘hybrid’ version. Most manager-academics argued that further and higher education are significantly different and that it is important to acknowledge these differences openly. These differences, it is said, should shape the way the senior management respond to the challenge of duality. Running further and higher education in their own ways, side-by-side, would enable the adoption of best practices from the two systems, where possible. One interviewee summed up this view by stating:

We don’t need a pink version of red and white

Anon.

This quotation neatly summarises the views of interviewees who argued that separating further from higher education and keeping the boundaries clearly defined or ‘tight’ in terms of the learning and physical environment was the most realistic way of managing the dual sector mission of the institution and improving student progression. 

Not all interviewees felt the answer lay in giving further and higher education separate buildings but in offering a different, more supportive experience to its students:
I don’t see to a certain extent a massive problem with them in the same buildings but what I do think is that you want to give them a different experience and how you do that is more critical… Now those facilities or those resources [which may not have] could be that we provide excellent pastoral care, we provide excellent student support, it doesn’t have to be the best gym in the world or whatever but it’s about something that they see that they get that is outstanding that they couldn’t leave, then yes I can see there’s a positive in mixing

Head of Subject and Curriculum Leader
The perception here is that an HE student does quite well here if they’re a weak student because we tend to have small groups, we don’t have lectures of 200, we tend to have small groups, we tend to give them a lot of personal support

Curriculum Leader

Another interview also felt that the diverse nature of the modern student population meant that they were less concerned about whether they had separate facilities.

I think students in some ways are different now, the origins are different. In a way they’re not so concerned about that [being mixed with FE or HE students], you could say well by birth if you like and by upbringing they’re a bit more egalitarian, certainly the student body here is ethnically and cosmopolitically [sic.] very diverse. I think it also comes with a sort of open mind, a certain sort of egalitarian state of mind…

Programme Leader 

Some younger members of staff expressed the view that in a mass higher education system it is no longer accurate to speak of a separate ‘academic’ culture only to be found in higher education. While this may exist in a few elite universities this was not, they felt, an accurate representation of a modern, post-1992 university such as TVU. 

I don’t worry about kind of an FE culture somehow infecting the HE culture. I mean to me the way higher education modules are written should always be taking account of the fact that students also need to be building transferable skills, employability skills.... And I don’t think a lot of universities in the country now specialise in those things [i.e. more academic] unless we go to Oxford and Cambridge and a few others possibly still have that luxury if you like of saying [sic.] ‘we run courses which are specifically academic courses’ and they’re done for kind of the love of the subject and the love of learning and there’s no vocation attached to it at all. 

Head of Subject

These interviewees were more sanguine about the possibilities for integration of further and higher education and did not see a dichotomy between the types of learning experiences to which students might be exposed.

Development and identity

Even at the level of head of subject level, not all job roles cut across further and higher education. As a result there are manager-academics with responsibilities exclusively in relation to further education who openly acknowledged their lack of understanding of higher education systems. Likewise manager-academics with higher education-only roles expressed little knowledge about how further education works.  Some interviewees stated that most members of their team had never visited campuses of the university other than the one at which they were based. Time constraints were identified by manager-academics from different faculties as a key factor why they are unable to further develop their understanding about practices in the ‘other’ sector.  A director of studies based at the Reading campus commented:

…lots of staff at Reading don’t have a great understanding of higher education so people sort of draw back because they are not sure how they relate and that’s from both sides.

Director of studies

Some manager-academics are in a more informed position compared to others because their backgrounds and experiences have incorporated working in both further and higher education settings. Interestingly, these manager-academics are based predominantly in a higher education role with some previous further education. By contrast, manager-academics from further education appear to have very limited higher education experience. However, evidence suggests that manager-academics are willing to increase their cross-sector understanding and would like the senior management of the institution to facilitate exchange forums, meetings and seminars to encourage open discussions and dialogue between them. 

As highlighted above, there is lack of understanding of systems and practices between manager-academics across further and higher education. It was suggested by some interviewees that they are keen to learn more about further and higher education elements, so that they can better understand how things can be improved. This kind of exchange may enable staff to share good practice between the two sectors. Developing modules in Education Management that cover aspects of strategic and operational differences in the way further and higher education are run may prove to be useful in overcoming communication barriers within the institution. Some respondents have recommended the use of technology like media conferencing to make better use of their time currently spent commuting between the sites and to streamline meetings where possible. 

Developing more clarity with respect to job roles and boundaries at middle management level would also be welcomed. Most managers had common concerns around the current matrix structure of the institution with Head of subjects and director of studies at faculty levels. There is a perception that responsibilities and roles overlap. Heads of subject and directors of study do not necessarily understand the boundaries between their job responsibilities. It was pointed out that the director of studies is a role and not a job and that has implications in terms of pay, causing ambiguity in responsibilities when it is a significant role with a wide remit. 

As DoS [director of studies], there is a role description, not a job description, the thinking being that one would only do it for a certain length of time and move on, or somebody else would do the job


Director of Studies

While manager-academics expressed ideas regarding their own development, they also shared views on how lecturers might be enabled to respond better to working in a dual sector environment. One interviewee commented that further education staff need to be encouraged to be more outward looking. This was regarded, to some extent, as a legacy problem, because the former Reading College had a tendency to appoint from within. One manager-academic spoke of how he had actively promoted visits to other colleges, both nationally and internationally, to develop a more outward looking culture.
There are some people in further education who are not academically qualified the way a university would expect them to be and I think they now feel slightly inferior and it’s my job to encourage them to go for higher qualifications. They know that but I think they resent it a little bit.
Anon.

Currently, manager-academics are managing lecturers on three types of contracts: a further education contract for staff teaching at this level, a higher education contract for staff teaching at higher education level and above and a hybrid contract for those who are teaching a significant mix of further and higher education courses. It was suggested that academic staff on hybrid contracts are most likely to switch from hybrid contracts to higher education-only contracts. Some staff from the former Reading College are actively pursuing postgraduate qualifications to enable them to teach solely in higher education. Academic staff based in a predominantly further education context but with some higher education teaching see opportunities stemming from the merger for career progression. Further education teaching is not viewed in the same positive light among higher education staff. Concerns also emerged from the interviews around the University’s identity at both a local and regional level. 

I think there is locally confusion about Reading College, what everyone would 

view it as and assuming its new identity….I am not sure whether its really understood…..how we market ourselves and how we promote what we do and make it understood is quite critical….

Director of studies

According to the interviewees, part of the ‘identity’ problem of the institution appears to be the perception (although not necessarily the reality) that ‘we only do FE in Reading’. Interviewees recommended that it was important to expand higher education provision at Reading in order to counter this perception. The reality, pre-merger, was that the curriculum provision at Reading included 40 per cent higher education provision, and this level has diminished, rather than increased, since the merger. Many manager-academics based at Reading expressed the view that the campus needs to ‘protect what it’s got’, as a lost market is very difficult to recoup.

Attitudes to duality

The interviews with manager-academics at TVU demonstrate a range of attitudes to working and managing in a dual sector institution. This research may be linked to

Clegg and McAuley’s (2005) analysis of the middle manager-academic in higher education. They identify four representations of middle management in higher education linked to dominant discourses about management since the 1970s as an agent of organisational control; a self-interested agent; a corporate bureaucrat and; a transmitter of values. These categories have some pertinence to the current study and help to inform a series of four attitudes to duality (see figure) among manager-academics. 

Figure: Attitudes to duality
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Traditionalists oppose duality based on the belief that higher and further education represent distinct entities with different educational values, purposes and cultures. Hence, traditionalists oppose the formation of a dual sector institution as a matter of principle on the basis that a university is a very different type of institution to a further education college. Proponents of this view are drawn from both higher education and further education. This attitude is manifested within the institution by a number of manager-academics encouraging students to progress from further to higher education at another, more elite university rather than internally.

Protectionists are focused on maintaining the separate and former identity of their constituent part of the merged organisation. They perceive duality in a negative light and can feel threatened by this change. They ‘shelter’ in the identity of their own subject area or institutional ‘sub-brand’. In external relations, protectionists may stress this sub-brand rather than the new identity of the merged institution believing the latter to be a negative rather than positive in marketing terms. Some manager-academics from further education also dislike the culture of more open debate and slower decision-making that operates in a higher education institution.

Intersectionists favour the achievement of the aims of duality to improve student progression but take the pragmatic view that maintaining two separate but strong further and higher education parts of the merged institution is a more effective means of achieving this goal. They argue that the existence of well-established and distinctive external systems relating to funding and quality for further and higher education, with different sets of expectations, militate against structural integration. Intersectionists argue that they can better manager these demands and other cultural differences between further and higher education if freed from the expectation to integrate systems and staffing. While some may accept that the boundaries between further and higher education are blurring in terms of student learning, they favour a clear physical and organisational separation between further and higher education to create the conditions for an appropriate student experience at both levels.

Integrationists are the most openly supportive of duality who believe that the merged organisation can successfully integrate the cultures of further and higher education. They regard the maintenance of separate structures as counter to the ideal of a single organisation supporting student progression from further to higher education. They argue that there has been a blurring of the boundaries between further and higher education and that a focus on ‘skills’ or ‘academic’ learning is common to all courses. They acknowledge though that such integration can be very challenging and that the pace of integration might be different across faculties and subject areas. 

In terms of the dominant discourses about middle management identified by Clegg and McAuley (2005), protectionists see their role as a ‘buffer’ between what they regard as a transient series of organisational senior managers and attendant organisational changes and the work of their section or subject area. Integrationists are transmitters of the new organisation’s core strategic values as a dual sector institution and are most closely aligned with the new corporate mission.

The two dominant orientations among interviewees were traditionalists, opposing the merger based on their values, and intersectionists, willing to support duality but on the basis of a clear systematic separation between further and higher education to create a more organisationally efficient and appropriately aspirational learning environment for different types of students. In reality, there were very few integrationists among the manager-academics supporting the vision of integration espoused at the strategic level.

Conclusion

The research demonstrates that there is a mismatch between the promotion of the integration of further and higher education at the strategic level and attitudes at the operational level of the middle manager-academic. Here, where support for duality exists, the intersection of further and higher education is favoured as opposed to their organisational integration. It is interesting to note that this latter approach duality is essentially the same as that favoured by many Australian dual sector institutions, some of whom had previously pursued a more integrated approach when first created in the early 1990s (Garrod and Macfarlane, 2006).

It needs to be acknowledged that some elements of the findings relate to broader attitudes to merger rather than the specific concept of duality. The issue of geography and a lack of understanding and communication between different campuses of the university is probably a good example of this broader issue. A similar set of concerns might be found at any large, multi-campus university which has recently merged with another institution.

It appears that the most significant issue facing manager-academics in this particular dual-sector institution, is one of creating harmony between two different organisational cultures, now pursuing common institutional goals. To encourage this harmony, it will be necessary to promote a meaningful adoption of a shared vision, not currently in existence, and consider how best to continue the management of change process, subsequent to the merger. In relation to the achievement of increased student progression, one of the main objectives of creating a dual-sector institution, an emphatically expressed view of the manager-academics interviewed, was that senior management needs to engage with the importance of creating an appropriate environment to facilitate this.
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