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Abstract
This paper reports on the findings of 38 semi-structured interviews with manager-academics in an English dual sector institution formed in 2004 which combines the provision of further and higher education. The complexity of this organisational form presents particular challenges to manager-academics working within an institution that has merged a post-1992 university with a further education college. Three key themes emerged from the interviews: the effect of internal and external structural boundaries between further and higher education; the impact of merger in re(shaping) academic identities; and the implications for improving potential for student transitions. Evidence suggests that while the strategic focus of the merged institution is on improving student transition between further and higher education, manager-academics are more concerned with the implications of managing across boundaries and the effect on academic identities. Overcoming these challenges appears critical to the potential success of comprehensive post-secondary institutions in helping to widen participation on an international basis. The paper builds on previous work analysing the middle manager-academic in higher education (Clegg and McAuley, 2005; Deem, et al, 2001; Hancock, and Hellawell, 2003) and the structural organisation of dual sector universities (Garrod and Macfarlane, 2007). 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 and Lifelong Learning Networks to improve progression opportunities for students
. 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 Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa and the UK (Garrod and Macfarlane, 2007) and 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). 

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, 2007).

This paper will 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). 

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 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 merger was articulated in terms of the social justice agenda by improving the progression opportunities of students from further to higher education (Garrod, 2005). 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. 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 the new Faculties a structure of ‘subject groups’ was retained from the former TVU with manager-academics acting as ‘heads of subject’ and ‘directors of study’. Heads of subject lead the development of the subject and the academic subject team. Directors of study are expected to lead the development of new and existing curricula. Programme leaders have direct responsibility for a programme team of lecturers. 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. 

Boundaries, identities and transitions
Semi-structured interviews were deployed 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. 38 heads of subject, directors of study and programme or curriculum leaders were interviewed from a population of 116. 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 which involved researchers working individually to identify key themes before negotiating to identify a smaller number of commonly occurring themes. Three principal themes were identified on this basis of the interviews: boundaries, identities and transitions (see appendix).
Boundaries (Systems-focused)

A number of interviewees were exercised by the ‘boundaries’ which separated further and higher education both within and without the merged university. They regarded these boundaries as representing a significant challenge to effective management. Subsequent to the merger, an attempt had been made to integrate further and higher education staff across common Faculties. However, it was recognised that this work was far from complete and that the grouping of staff and leadership responsibilities were still often divided by campus and by level of study.

These interviewees further pointed 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 identified the existence of separate funding and quality assessment bodies which relate principally, or exclusively, to one sector or the other. 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

Others also expressed their preference for 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 UK further and higher education and that one should not attempt to produce a ‘hybrid’ version. Most argued that further and higher education are significantly different and that it is important to acknowledge these differences openly. These differences, it was 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. 

Identities (teacher-focused)

The merger of the former university with a further education college represents a challenge and, in many respects, a threat to the professional identity of staff. For further education lecturers it has raised expectations that they will be expected to teach more at higher education level and enhance their research and scholarly profiles in the process. For higher education lecturers the merger is seen as a threat to their status and professional identity and has brought with it increased expectations of working with colleagues and students in a further education context. Hence, the merger is seen as having important implications for staff development, academic contracts and the role and support for research.

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. 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

Transitions (student-focused)

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. Interviewees were aware of the ‘official’ rationale, but did not always buy into the vision.

While the institution has stressed the importance of progression in terms of curriculum articulation since merger, the interviewees were more focused on student aspirations and the importance of creating an aspirational environment. 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’. 

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. 

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 lack of integration can adversely affect the creation of the kind of student experience that an 18 year-old might normally expect at 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 he stated that he had been accused of ‘apartheid’ for suggesting this. 

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
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 

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 to 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, 2007). It appears that the most significant issue facing manager-academics in this particular dual-sector institution, is one of creating a shared understanding between two different organisational cultures, now pursuing common institutional goals. To achieve shared understanding, 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.

Appendix

Summary of themes

Theme

 Focus

Example issues

	Boundaries
	Systems
	Faculty organisation; quality and funding bodies; federal and integrated structures

	Identities
	Teachers
	Aims and purposes; role of research and scholarship; academic contracts; professional self-identity

	Transitions
	Students
	Meeting and raising student aspirations; buildings and social space; creating an HE ‘environment’
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