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          Abstract

This paper is a theoretical and conceptual piece that investigates higher education delivered in further education colleges in England (HE/FE) chronologically over a twenty year period. It considers a set of radical institutional and organisational change following the incorporation of the English polytechnics in 1988, and of English further education colleges (FEC’s) from 1992, and the organisational forms that emerged over that period to deliver FE/HE. It argues that a number radical transformations of the institutional environment and institutional arrangements that regulated FE/HE gave rise to a range of hybrid organisational forms and adaptive strategies and responses to the turbulent and uncertainty policy environment that characterised this period. Four policy cycles are identified. Between 1988 -1992 a radical transitional reconfiguration of FE/HE began marked by the incorporation of polytechnics between 1988 and 1992. This was followed by an experimental phase of market led franchising.  From 1997 a phase of proto-institutionalisation followed as the responsibilities for regulating all higher education (HE) irrespective of where it was delivered was gradually taken over by the HEFCE and QAAH following the Dearing Report of 1997. Finally from 2001 to the present a phase of more structured collaboration emerged as FE/HE moved towards a more prominent role in the delivery of HE and Foundation degrees were introduced. At each point of transition FE/HE providers were faced by tensions and contradictions that were in part a consequence of the institutional duality of FE/HE and the ambiguities and anomalies that were experienced at its interface. Responses to these tensions are conceptualised through the concepts of ‘wicked problems’, ‘clumsy institutions’ and bricolage. FE/HE as a wicked problem provides lessons for complex institutional and organisational changes that are contested and radical in direction. Moreover the shift from ad hoc bricolage to structured strategic collaboration marked a more interventionist response to the dynamic and understanding of FE/HE as a wicked problem.

Further education delivered in further education colleges (FE/HE) is conceptualised here as an instance of what Rittel and Webber (1973) referred to as a ‘wicked problem’. Wicked problems, by which they meant an ill defined or ambiguous problem that are characterised by value conflicts, contested claims and multiple and conflicting organisational interests and goals, are often found in highly uncertain policy environments such as FE/HE. They are usually associated with conditions of increasing complexity, heterogeneity, functional differentiation and diversity within and between sectors and across organisational boundaries and interfaces that generate significant coordination problems for policy makers. Unlike ‘tame problem’ that have more clearly defined problem statements and goals ‘wicked problems’ are not amenable to a clearly delimitated set of problems that can be understood in terms of an identifiable linear causality. 

FE/HE is an example of an institutional environment characterised by duality and sector legacies, classifications and categorisations that originated in past institutional configurations that had retained a significant impact on structures and processes within FE/HE. In that sense they have inherited ‘wicked problems’ from the past as well of those of the present. Until the period following the Dearing Report in 1997 FE/HE was not only formally the responsibility of separate sector bodies (from 1992 the FEFC in FE and the also from 1992 the HEFCE and HEQC in HE) but it fell in between and was marginal to the main sector bodies that operated as boundary organisations between FE and HE. Although significant FE/HE was being delivered in FEC’s, some 11% according to some sources, it was largely viewed as a marginal activity by both sector bodies in terms of their own roles and responsibilities: neither of which was systematically or clearly articulated by policy makers. Parry and Thompson (2002) refer to this as a period of ‘low policy’ or no policy.

‘Wicked problems’ tend to flourish in conditions of uncertainty and ambiguity where goals are neither clear nor mechanisms of coordination particularly effective at the system level. Indeed, in FE/HE the boundary organisations that regulated the two distinct sectors had neither the disposition nor the means to effectively regulate FE/HE coherently as agencies of national policy not least because their roles were not clear in terms of being constituents of an integrated system of HE that incorporated the FEC’s delivering HE (FE/HE) as equal partners able to influence the future direction of policy affecting HE. Moreover, environmental uncertainty and ambiguity inevitably made it more difficult to manage FE/HE when clear policy messages that cross sector divides were noticeable by their absence.

Rittel and Webber’s (1973) article, although not referring to education specifically to FE/HE addressed the issue of how some planning and policy decisions are intractable in terms of a top down rational planning model, what they term the province of ‘tame problems’, because unlike the situation found in ‘tame problems’ the parameters of the problem are unknown and the complexity of the situation does not easily allow the identification of linear causality and rational technical solutions. Given that the ambiguous roles of the representative sector bodies in FE and HE was unclear compounded this, FE/HE could be seen to be an ill structured, ambiguous and paradoxical entity. Thus not only is FE/HE a ‘wicked problem’ characterised by ambiguity and paradox and a complex relational and contextual iteration of forces but it is poorly understood theoretically and conceptually. 

One useful tradition that could be adapted to theorising FE/HE as a system of interrelated agents, interests and coalitions and the processes of institutionalisation to which they are subject is that of an organisational field. Drawing on earlier work in a new institutionalist tradition the concept of an organisational field refers to:
‘those organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services and products’ (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, p 143).

FE/HE conceptualised as an organisational field is a meso level construct that links the macro level of its institutional environment and arrangements and the micro level of practice with FE/HE organisations and across organisational boundaries. It links structure to action and captures the impact of the legacies of duality in FE/HE that are a consequence of its past reliance on dual systems of planning, funding and quality across sectors.
FE/HE has also inherited a complex mix of legislative and terminological legacies, classifications and categorisations that can confuse an already ambiguous and anomalous situation. Distinctions between prescribed HE, now the responsibility of the HEFCE and QAAHE and non prescribed HE still the responsibility of the LSC and OFSTED (and before that the FEFC) are but one example. Mismatches in methods and conventions for gathering statistical information across the FE/HE interface and informal distinctions rooted in different ‘ecologies of practice (Stronach, 2002), are other examples of these anomalies. This makes comparisons between the sectors difficult and reduces the credibility and claims made about the distinctiveness of FE/HE because of a limited evidence base. Indeed, it could be argued that FE/HE is an under researched and under theorised area. 
Such anomalies and tensions are effectively the consequence of the historical duality of systems, structures and processes that are found at the meso-level of the FE/HE organisational field and, at the macro-level of the FE/HE institutional environment, by a systemic structural incoherence that originates in past sector distinctions that had been formally removed. The institutional arrangements, or governance structures, through which FE/HE is regulated and the institutionalised ‘rules of the game’ that they implement are hybrids: the product of these past legacies and tensions and contradictions that are part of the genealogy of FE/HE. This paper focuses on those tensions and their possible consequence for widening participation and access to HE for non traditional groups. It also analysis the potential of hybrid organisational forms, conceptualised below as ‘clumsy institutions’, to absorb these structured tensions and cope strategically with ambiguity. The function of hybrids as mediators of anomaly and ambiguity are explored. 
The role of FE/HE in widening participation in HE to non traditional groups, and the organisational forms that may best facilitate this, is currently being evaluated as part of a drive to expand HE in England and to move away from an elite HE system towards a mass HE system, to diversify and differentiate the system as a key policy goal. How effective will different organisational forms that are operating in FE/HE be in widening access and participation to these groups? The role of specific organisational forms that may be best fitted to achieve this goal is explored here at a number of analytical levels. 
In particular the role of emergent hybrid organisational forms is analysed. These are described here as ‘clumsy institutions’ (see below for a definition) that are flexible and adaptable enough to facilitate adaptability to rapidly shifting policy goals and turbulent environments. In reality these are agile organisations that have accommodated institutional duality through coping strategies that minimise the contradictions generated as a consequence of the institutional duality of FE/HE and the structural tensions that have been generated as a consequence. That does not mean they have solved these tensions, in terms of being wicked problems it may well be that they are not solvable but they have been managed either proactively or reactively.

Firstly at the macro-level the fundamental structural incoherence of FE/HE, rooted in distinct planning, funding and quality systems and processes, is explored and analysed chronologically, tracing its evolution through a phase of market led, unplanned and ad hoc ‘low policy’ (Parry and Thompson, 2002) from 1992 – 1996 to more structured forms of collaboration steered by central government through a shift to more interventionist approach post the Dearing Report of 1997.

Secondly, the meso-level of the FE/HE organisational field is conceptualised as a set of structured relational tensions that generate coterminous pressures towards isomorphism in organisational forms and at the same time a divergence and differentiation and diversity of forms and a fragmentation of provision. While there was limited formal differentiation of the field following the abolition of the binary divide in early 1990s, there is informal differentiation through reputational factors and through the social construction of status orders in the FE/HE organisational field. Marginson (2006) refers to HE more generally as a positional good, and in terms of understanding FE/HE as a sub set of this distinction, it could be that FE/HE re-enforces the positionality of its provision vis-a-vis traditional HE and hence its status as a positional good. 

Inasmuch as an organisational field only exists to the extent that it becomes institutionalised, the embedded concrete practices found in the FE/HE organisational field, or to use Stronach’s et al terminology (2002) their ‘ecologies of practice’, are evaluated in the context of their transitory nature as possibly proto-institutions versus their permanence as fully institutionalised and embedded and stable organisational forms. The structural coherence and incoherence of the institutional environment is therefore reflected in the tensions and contradictions that are found in the field, how these are classified and the anomalies they generate. The fragmentation and differentiation of FE/HE is in effect creating multiple principal-agent relations, ambiguous goals and some degree of mission drift. This is the inevitable consequence of the complexity of FE/HE considered holistically as a system and as a wicked problem. Heterogeneity and diversity requires coordination at a systems and policy level but it also inevitably creates different perceptions, frameworks of understanding among different agents that constitute the stakeholders and interests that populate the system.

Finally at the micro-level of inter-organisational collaboration and boundary work the role of hybrid organisations and ‘clumsy institutions’ (see below) is considered. The significance of boundary objects in mediating inter-organisational communications and interaction is then reviewed and assessed. Points of disjuncture of practice mark significant boundaries within the organisational field. Boundary properties and boundary spanning structures and processes are considered. The role of boundaries as barriers and enablers of inter-organisational collaboration are analysed and their significance for exploring their role and function in widening participation in HE considered.
New organisational forms that cross traditional boundaries are investigated as an aspect of boundary work and the role of boundary objects is considered in crossing sector boundaries and inter-organisational disjuncture of practice. These hybrid organisational forms are considered in terms of whether they will become institutionalised in practice or whether they are transitory or ephemeral. It will be claimed that there is a conceptual distinction between proto-institutionalisation, that may or may not become more widespread than the immediate local settings in which they emerge, and a fully embedded set of institutionalised institutional practices in a stable FE/HE organisational field.  

Some Preliminary Definitions
This section sketches the direction of institutional and organisational trajectories of change in the FE/HE organisational field over a twenty year period as they impact on the operational delivery of FE/HE and identifies a number of concepts through which these transitions can be conceptualised, explored, theorised and analysed. A number of core concepts are utilised to provide an analytical framework for understanding these transitions and their broader implications for widening participation to HE for under represented or non traditional groups. The role of hybrid organisations and new organisational forms in assisting or preventing such a widening of access is central to these considerations. Others include the concept of structural incoherence and institutional duality and the strategies adopted by organisational actors in the FE/HE organisational field considered under the concept of bricolage at an earlier stage of the development of the FE/HE organisational field. Then the significance of structured collaboration between FE and HE partners is unpacked. 

Following Davis and North (1970) a distinction is made between the institutional environment and institutional arrangements found in FE/HE. Although they do not refer to FE/HE in particular their distinctions are significant because they help identify the different levels of analysis that are necessary for understanding the FE/HE organisational field and how they impact on practice. This is also the essence of FE/HE conceptualised as a wicked problem.

The former concept of the institutional environment refers to the more abstract and general ‘rules of the game’, such as the laws and statutes and other codified legislation effecting FE/HE. The latter refers to the institutional configurations or governance structures that implement the ‘rules of the game’. These macro level structures and processes frame the organisational field that constitutes institutionalised and embedded behaviour. A field can only exist to the extent that it is institutionalised. The field is therefore the meso-level context in which inter-organisational collaboration takes place and boundary work and boundary organisations function to bridge sectors and organisational boundaries. The positioning strategies of collaborating FE/HE organisations constitute the micro level of analysis. Table one outlines the analytical context in which these FE/HE iterations take place.

	      Institutional environment (the ‘rules of the game’)    

                                  MACRO


Incorporation of Polytechnics 1988

Incorporation of FEC’s 1992

Abolition of the HE binary divide 1992

Establishment of Learning Skills sector 2001
	  Institutional arrangements (governance and coordination: implementation)                      

                                         MACRO – MESO


UGC Pre 1988

CNAA 1988 to 1992

HEFCE 1992 and reconfiguration (incorporating FE/HE from 1998)
HEQC 1992 from then QAAHE 1997 (previously HEQC)
FEFC 1992 then OFSTED
LSC 2001
	     Organisational field (institutional embeddedness and practice)  

                                               MESO


Subject to similar reputation and regulatory pressures (isomorphism).

Informal differentiation without formal differentiation (heterogeneity)

Tensions, contradictions and anomalies as structural incoherence
	    Inter-organisational collaboration and boundary work/maintenance       

                                        MESO - MICRO





Boundary properties




Boundary spanning



Hybrid practices, processes and procedures
Bricolage

Clumsy institutions



Transaction costs and synergies at the FE/HE interface


	Task initiatives/organisational sub units (tight or loose coupling) 

                                               MICRO


Ideal typical strategies and positioning of organisational actors. 
Duals and FE/HE provision
Binary systems of FE/HE provision
Tertiary systems
Loose coupling and Decoupling

Fatalism

 Table one 

It is within and across these analytical levels that vertical and horizontal interactions across distinct sectors and organisational boundaries generate tensions, contradictions, paradoxes and a framework of institutional duality that characterises FE/HE. Within that context specific organisational forms and organisational positioning strategies emerge. A number of concepts are developed below to help analyses these structures and processes across the macro, meso and micro levels. Over a twenty year period broad temporal shifts and cycles and structural changes of institutional and organisational trajectories are contextualised through the use of an analytical framework that draws on the use of a method developed initially known as the grid-group heuristic.

Grid Group
The grid-group heuristic was first developed by the social anthropologist Douglas (1966) as an analytical method for classifying different human cultures and is essentially a technique for linking patterns of social interaction and social organisation found in different cultures to the clusters of values, beliefs and preferences by members of those cultures. The claim is, that what grid-group analysts usually refer to as ‘cultural bias’, is intrinsically linked to patterns of social interaction and hence social structure and ‘viable ways of life’. “Cultural bias’ filters actor and organisational preferences and their incentives differently in different institutional environments.
It has been further developed by a number of authors and applied to the study of complex modern societies in such diverse areas as political science (Thompson et al, 1990), the public sector (Hood, 2000), organisational culture (Hendry, 1999), risk and environmental issues (Verweij et al, 2007), deviance (Mars, 1982) and  higher education (Maasen, 2005). Here it will be applied to FE/HE.
Its analytical purchase resides in its ability to compare different organisational forms to the institutional context in which they are found and link them to the collective preferences, incentives and behaviour of organisational agents engaged in a common institutional endeavour. In FE/HE the different sector legacies, traditions, histories and cultures have led to different frames of references through which FE and HE organisations operate as ‘ecologies of practice’ (Stronach, 2002).
The grid dimension consists of external constraints imposed through the impact of roles, rules and systems of classification that constrain the behaviour of individuals and organisations (some of the more significant in FE/HE emanate from the HEFCE, QAAHE and the LSC). The group dimension refers to patterns and configurations of interaction and social organisation between bounded social groups and the constraints to which members are exposed as a consequence of concrete patterns of interaction. The inter-organisational collaborative practices, boundary work and dynamics that are the essence of FE/HE are captured through the group dimension.
By combining these two dimensions in a matrix four generic modes of social organisation and associated ‘cultural biases’ can be identified. These are outlined in table 2.

  GRID (+)
	Fatalism


	Hierarchy

	Individualism


	Enclave (egalitarianism)


GRID (-)/
GROUP (-)






                
GROUP (+) 




       Table 1
Where grid is strong and group is strong the outcome is a hierarchical form of organising and associated belief system that is identified in the top right hand quadrant of the grid-group matrix. Where grid is weak and group is strong then an enclave form of organising with associated egalitarian beliefs and preference results as in the bottom right hand quadrant. When grid is weak and group is weak there is an individualistic mode of organising and values associated with individualism as sin the bottom left hand quadrant. Finally in situation where grid is strong and group weak the result is a fatalist or passive isolated form of organising and an apathetic set of values prone to retreatism and passivity as in the top left hand quadrant.

Policy makers, organisational decision makers and more generally stakeholders involved in the dynamics of organising and boundary setting filtered by sector or other institutionalised divides and legacies in FE/HE make sense of their institutional environments through these frames of reference. This process is at the same time formal and informal and tacit or explicit.

If group is largely restricted to trying to capture the boundary setting practices of FE/HE and the positioning strategies of organisations and agencies in the field as responses to an institutional environment and institutional arrangements it also has to be contextualised relationally and contextually. Wider coalitions and alliances in the FE/HE organisational field constitute sub sets of the field and set their own boundaries in relation to other groups: they form clusters of ‘cultural bias’ that cross organisational boundaries or sectors and mediate the tensions generated by the institutional duality of the FE/HE organisational field.
To explore these dynamics the concept of a ‘clumsy institutions’, developed by Thompson (1997), although it was first coined by Shapiro (1989), is used. The concept of ‘clumsy institutions’ refer to specific organisational forms that are flexible and adaptable enough to coordinate diverse organisational interests, modes of inter-organisational coordination and the different cultures and traditions of HE and FE providers across sector, functional and organisational boundaries. The tensions and contradictions that are generated in FE/HE as a consequence of its fundamental duality and structural incoherence cannot be accommodated by a one model fit all solution. Hence ‘clumsy institutions’ can act to absorb the plural perspectives and frames of reference found in inter-organisational collaboration in the FE/HE organisational field. Somewhat paradoxically they are agile organisational responses to structured tensions and contradictions.
The key feature of these organisational arrangements is that they can accommodate a diversity of interests, voices and audiences. They offer plural solutions to policy planning, problem definition and implementation that goes beyond an exclusive stress on one single definition of the policy problem excluding alternative interpretations and solutions. They therefore reject a rational planning model of problem definition and policy solutions and in its place offer a flexible response incorporating diverse interests and perspectives. The term bricolage is sometimes used to refer to the type of strategies adopted by ‘clumsy institutions’. They offer flexibility and the ability to incorporate diverse perspectives and multiple frames of reference within one organisational form that can accommodate diversity and heterogeneity. 

In the context of FE/HE, a ‘clumsy institution’ is essentially one that can accommodate the diverse perspectives that originated in separate FE and HE sectors and across the FE/HE interface. They are loosely coupled (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) forms of coordination. More specifically they are found in situations in which the four generic modes of organising identified earlier in the grid-group matrix (individualism, hierarchy, egalitarianism or enclaves and fatalism) coexist and complement each other: each compensating for the blind spots of the others. In effect they are settlements that accommodate the perspectives of each of the four generic modes of organising. No one mode of organisation is dominant in that framework and can exclude the others without generating perverse incentives. In terms of FE/HE they are hybrids that combine elements and mixes of both HE and FE with no one mode necessarily dominating.

Constant organising at the FE/HE interface and at the inter-organisational boundary is simply a cyclical process of reconfiguring mixes and permutations of these four generic modes of organising. The mix and permutations will change according to situation and context but this is a phased process of configuration and reconfiguration that is constantly taking place at the boundary. Such boundary work, mediated through boundary objects and boundary organisations (see below), can only be understood relationally and contextually. 

‘Clumsy institutions’ are therefore able to tolerate internal inconsistency and ambiguity as well as the anomalies generated in FE/HE understood as a system of classification in which FE/HE is perceived as ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas, 1966) by some. The structural incoherence and duality of FE/HE inevitable generates such inconsistencies and anomalies and they are the norm rather than the exception. This is because the organisational field has not as yet reproduced an embedded and institutionalised set of legitimate ‘ecologies of practice’, although arguably there may be a form of proto-institutionalisation in process, because FE/HE may not be considered a legitimate form of HE within the wider field by traditional HE providers.

Thus the boundaries of the type found in ‘clumsy institutions’ do not necessarily have to constitute barriers they can be functional in buffering irresolvable structural contradictions (a form of loose coupling). Or they can be sites of experimentation, innovation and organisational learning through cross sector and inter-organisational synergies. Or they can be a vehicle for spreading or sharing and pooling risk. Thus clumsy institutions tolerate ambiguity and may direct it into creative channels. They may incur greater immediate transaction costs through carrying a greater degree of organisational slack or redundancy but overall this is a trade off  with greater degrees of flexibility and adaptability therefore reducing the transaction costs of adapting to turbulent and constant organisational change and environmental turbulence and uncertainty. These ‘clumsy solutions’ (Verweij et al, 2007) can buffer potentially conflicting tensions through processes of accommodation, loose coupling or decoupling and hybridisation. Thus clumsiness enhances institutional flexibility in the dual systems found in FE/HE and can ameliorate the structural incoherence found there. 

‘Clumsy institutions’ are characteristically and potentially the source of multiple identities and examples of hybrid organisational forms with mixed elements drawn from both FE and HE in new configurations and permutations though within a number of limited generic modes of organising. These mixes and trajectories of institutional and organisational change are identified through the application of the grid-group matrix to capture institutional shifts over a twenty year period (1988 – 2008). 
These clumsy solutions (Verweij et al, 2007) buffer these potentially conflicting tensions through a process of accommodation and hybridisation. Thus clumsiness may enhance institutional flexibility in the dual systems found in FE/FE 

Secondly, the concept of a hybrid organisation contains elements of a parental organisational blueprint, combined with that of its offspring and mixed with new components to produce a theoretically distinct type of organisation that neither the parent nor the offspring possess. FE/HE is a hybrid in this context that is neither FE nor HE but both. Hybrid organisational forms according to Borys and Jemison (1989) are theoretical orphans. These theoretical orphans have been under researched but are conceptualised here in the broader contextual, concrete and situational aspect of bricolage in the FE/HE organisational field. As hybrid organisations FE/HE providers take on a variety of forms that make empirical generalisation difficult. However, theoretically and conceptually a hybrid is not necessarily a transitional organisational form in FE/HE as some might argue because hybrids perform a function in providing a degree of stability and adaptability in a situation of environmental turbulence and uncertainty and a mechanism for spreading associated risk.

Within such a context bricolage, a concept originally derived from Levis Straus (1966) and applied to the understanding of organisational behaviour in FE/HE, is a form of sense making and interpretation that contrasts with the rational planning model that typifies tame problems. Organisational bricoleurs ‘make do’ and improvise with whatever materials, social, symbolic and cultural assets are at hand. Concrete situational and contextual factors dominate the practice of bricolage, which takes place at the immediate here and now. It is an ad hoc process of adaption to immediate circumstances. These cannot be predicted in advance.

Bricolage is similar to, but not identical to, improvisation and indicates an immediate and concrete task focussed response to solving problems that are, in the sense it is applied here, generated as a result of the duality of FE/HE and its structural incoherence. 

Thus organisational bricoleurs in FE/HE ‘made do’ with whatever is at hand to navigate the turbulent policy environment found in FE/HE prior to the Dearing Report of 1997. That report marked a transition towards a more strategic planning framework based upon more structured collaboration between FE/HE partners steered at the system level by more centralist and interventionist policy framework. It is claimed that prior to this much of the behaviour witnessed in the era of ‘low policy’ (Parry and Thompson, 2002) in FE/HE, an ad hoc and largely unplanned market driven phase of the development of FE/HE, constituted organisational bricolage.

Finally structural incoherence, a term identified by Zuckerman (2004) in his analysis of how stock markets are classified and categorised, can be transferred and linked to the analysis of heterogeneity in the FE/HE organisational field. The greater the extent or scope of organisational heterogeneity the more likely it will be that systems of classification and categorisation in the field will differ and that diverse frames of meaning can coexist. The possibility of mis-communication and anomaly can become greater the more heterogeneous the field. In the context of FE/HE what this means is that increasing differentiation, diversity and heterogeneity in the FE/HE field will lead to potential sources of dissonance and  incongruity between organisations that collaborate across the FE/HE interface.

The concept of a boundary object is useful in helping understand these problems. Boundary objects bridge the disjuncture of practices found at the boundaries of FE/HE and mediate the flow of resources, knowledge and learning across organisational boundaries. In FE/HE they intermediate the boundaries and interface of FE/HE.
Boundary objects can be defined as:

“objects which both inhabit several intersecting social worlds and satisfy the informational requirements of each of them. Boundary objects are objects which as plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites. They are weakly structured in common use, and become strongly structured in individual use. These objects may be abstract or concrete. They have different meanings in different social worlds but their structure is common enough to more than one world to make them recognizable, a means of translation. The creation and management of boundary objects is a key process in developing and maintaining coherence across intersecting social worlds.” (Starr and Griesmer, 1989, p 393)
Thus boundary objects mediate the heterogeneity, diversity, differentiation of perspectives, frames and meaning in FE/HE. To the extent that boundary objects become institutionalised over time as common and embedded practice they move beyond initial proto-institutionalisation to a form of fully embedded institutionalisation in the FE/HE organisational field. If these practices do not become institutionalised then they are likely to become examples of a failed policy initiative or of tokenism and performativity or even generate perverse incentives. Hybrid organisations, clumsy institutions, boundary objects and processes of bricolage feature strongly in FE/HE against a backdrop of structural incoherence and institutional duality. 

These concepts are explored below through their application to understanding a number of phases of institutional and organisational change during which the FE/HE institutional environment and institutional arrangements changed radically. Thus the macro-level of the institutional environment, the meso-level of the organisational field and the micro-level of boundary work and inter-organisational collaboration are linked in one analytical framework that is the applied to conceptualising and analysing the period 1988 – 2008.
The Pre 1988 Landscape

The pre 1988 institutional and organisational landscape of FE/HE was characterised by relatively clear demarcations of the two separate sectors of the dominant distinctions between FE and HE and although some collaborative working delivering FE/HE did take place across sector boundaries it was residual and marginal and could not be described as significant in terms of overall HE provision. Some exceptions in the form of advanced further education and non prescribed higher education (overseen by the remit of FE sector bodies) were somewhat anomalous in terms of the reforms that were eventually to reconfigure FE/HE. Yet the real binary divide was between the polytechnic sector under local education authority control and the self governing universities with powers to award their own degrees. It would not be until 1992, with the abolition of the binary divide across sectors in HE that were in the past distinct, that a clear attempt was made to expand, largely through the new universities (ex polytechnics)  FE/HE delivered through FEC’s. 
However, it was not until the incorporation of polytechnics that took place in 1988 and of FEC’s in 1992 that the abolition of the binary divide and the consequential granting of degree awarding powers to the polytechnics after 1992 that the context would then be set for a radical reconfiguration at the FE/HE interface. Prior to this a central body, the CNAA, had awarded degrees. 

1988 – 1992: Transition and Change

The incorporation of the polytechnics in 1988 had removed them from local authority control and the public sector of higher education and marked a fundamental legislative and terminological shift in how they were classified: changing their legal status, their role and broader significance in terms of their relationship to the traditional universities and the composition of their governing bodies and their relationships to FEC’s.  It was the polytechnics that would be most active in the rapid expansion of FE/HE in the immediate aftermath of incorporation. And it was the blurring of the boundaries of the traditional universities and the old polytechnics that was one of the most distinctive features of this phase and the increase in the organisational autonomy of the polytechnic sector to award its own degrees and to reclassify and reconfigure themselves as ‘universities. For FE/HE there were both opportunities and dangers in the renegotiation of the interface between FE and HE. They could follow the success of the polytechnics and their claims to widen participation of non traditional students and could be more conservative or they could engage in mission drift that could overstretch their capability to deliver. 

The ‘corporatisation’ of the polytechnics represented a blurring of the public private divide and the HE and FE sector divide and systems of classifying traditional HE. Yet the regulation of HE and FE sectors remained distinct with the HEFCE and HEQC being set up to oversee the HE sector and the FEFC the FE sector. The FE/HE interface was therefore effectively a buffer that insulated HE and FE at an institutional level from further integration and convergence. Responsibility for oversight of FE/HE was ambiguous with a lack of clarity about which of the sector bodies should take overall responsibility for FE/HE. FE/HE was effectively a liminal and interstitial arena betwixt and in between phenomenon: an example of ‘matter out of place’ with its interface a boundary zone of  disjunctures of structures, processes and practices.

1993 -1996: Low Policy, Bricolage  and the Franchise Experiment

For the FEFC, FE/HE was a residual category, with the drive to expand FE following incorporation in 1992 being its prime goal. For the HEFCE and HEQC (they reported on the early collaborative provision and evidence building about the FE/HE landscape prior to the official establishement of the QAAHE in 1997) there was limited knowledge and a weak evidence base concerning the structures, processes and practices of FEC’s delivering FE/HE in general and the research base for developing an analytical understanding of FE/HE was extremely patchy. Indeed, it was an under researched area with little conceptual work on FE/HE provision existing beyond normative and descriptive overviews. It would be difficult to identify much theoretical work designed to understand FE/HE in the literature. Although the HEFCE and HEQC had began to collate and expand its knowledge base of FE/HE through a small number of collaborative audits from the early 1990’s onwards ( some fourteen by 1995) it would take time to amass evidence on the workings of the interface and even longer to develop a theoretical understanding of the structures, processes and dynamics of the interface. 

Parry and Thompson (2002) refer to the phase 1993 -1996 as a cycle of ‘low policy’ or no policy with quasi-market forces and competition being encouraged as the main driver of change and competition generated through the mechanism of quasi-markets. A period of unplanned and ad hoc expansion followed by one of contraction was a feature of this phase: in part a consequence of the strategic ambiguity of the policy environment and short term annual funding cycles found in FE/HE. Elsewhere in this thesis this has been referred to as the era of the ‘franchise experiment’, a phase during which private sector business models including franchising were introduced. While there was some volatility in this transition, with a cap on expansion through franchising from 1994, the theoretical and conceptual significance of this phase was its experimental nature. Franchising in FE/HE was an example of how private sector practices such as these were implemented and an example of a wider process of implementing private sector business practices in the public sector in general.

Indeed, in the FE/HE organisational field the system was too diverse, complex, and in the long term volatile as it stood not to generate tensions in the FE/HE field and it was recognised that more centralist intervention would be necessary to steer FE/HE provision (Parry and Thompson, 2002). Marketisation had led to instability and franchising and was by and large unregulated. Hence the concept of franchising as an experiment has theoretical purchase in the sense that in the sense it was an example of a wicked problem. 

 As it soon became apparent that the expansion of HE through FE/HE provision was a means to unlock access to HE to hitherto under represented and non traditional groups who may have preferred to study nearer to home and in a FE environment with which they were familiar the profile of FE/HE was raised. It was not until the Dearing Report of 1997, however, that these issues would be substantially addressed. The claims made for expanding FE/HE through FEC’s were not substantially addressed prior to this as a matter of real politick other than as a residual and marginal function of FE and HE boundary organisations such as the FEFC and HEFCE that had no clear remit to place it at the centre of their core policy concerns. 

Thus this cycle of ‘low policy’ or policy turbulence and environmental uncertainty and ‘wickedness’, by default was an experiment in more than one sense of the word. The benefits of FE/HE provision were increasingly becoming apparent with experience and the beginnings of the maturation of the FE/HE organisational field. There were obvious synergies in FE/HE collaboration. At the same time there were dangers of mission drift, sustainability, quality and curbing opportunistic behaviour in a highly complex and diverse system with ambiguous goals, multiple principal-agent relations and ambiguous boundaries still effectively drawn along the lines of previous sector cleavages. These boundaries and interfaces were both formal and informal and the ‘identity’ of FE/HE was contested.

Finally, this phase was one of deinstitutionalisation of prior institutional arrangements and the beginnings of a reconfiguration of another one. It did not significantly impact on FE/HE provision in terms of a structured or planned model of institutional change. In other words it marked the start of something of an experiment in the provision of FE/HE against a backdrop of massification and marketisation through non traditional organisational forms (and least in HE), one of the more significant of which was franchising. It was a phase of hybridisation at the margins but not one in which the institutionalisation of hybridity had gone very far.
The period of the franchise experiment was marked by environmental volatility and uncertainty and short stop go funding cycles and a number of ingrained tensions that were the consequence of the duality of FE/HE at the system level. Complexity and unpredictability generated many tensions and the phase marked something of a hiatus prior to the recommendations to move towards more structured forms of collaboration post 1997. A competitive ethos dominated this interim cycle and would sit uneasily with the collaborative design of the post Dearing phase and a move towards partnership and inter-organisational collaboration between FE/HE that was to take place from then on. Other tensions during the cycle of ‘low policy’ or as some would argue, no policy, were: the extent of organisational autonomy and control exercised in franchise relations; the differences in power and access to resources and funding between FEC’s and HEI’s engaged in collaboration; the shift towards isomorphism or diversification of organisational forms in the FE/HE field; and finally dual authority structures and duplicated and unclear mechanisms of accountability to which FE/HE was subject. These were some of the issues that were meant to be to be addressed by the Dearing Report although its recommendations were subject to a number of subsequent criticisms (Parry, various).

1997 – 2000: Dearing and Proto-institutionalisation
The Dearing Report of 1997 marked a major transition and turning point for FE/HE. It recommended that separate funding and quality agencies were established for all prescribed HE irrespective of its point of delivery and of FE/HE becoming the responsibility of the HEFCE with quality being overseen by the QAAHE. The LSC was created in 2000 to oversee the learning skills sector of FE and replaced the old FEFC. This phase marks a maturing of the FE/HE organisational field and the beginning of institutionalisation of hybrid practices in FE/HE based upon models of structured and more interventionist collaborative working and a reconfiguration of organisational incentives to encourage this collaboration. However, it was very much a transitional phase. For that reason it was a phase of proto-institutionalisation rather than full institutionalisation of these new structures, processes and practices.
The establishment of the Learning Skills Council in 2000 marked an extension of the remit of FE and a more explicit delimitation of the linkages between FE sector boundaries and HE ones. It was necessary for more structured linkages to cross the FE and HE interface in order to generate less ad hoc and more sustainable initiatives to widen participation for non traditional groups into HE.  

A further reconfiguration of the FE/HE institutional and organisational configurations in some ways re-inforced existing sector distinctions but raised the profile of initiatives to cross sector boundaries. With the HEFCE and QAAHE now responsible for funding and oversight of all prescribed FE/HE post 1997 a shift in the interpretation of the new ‘rules of the game’ gradually emerged. FEC’s delivering HE had to adapt to significant differences in the peer group model of the QAAHE that was more widespread in traditional HE when compared to an inspection regime associated with the FEFC and later OFSTED (Underwood and Collins, 2000). Issues surrounding how teaching and learning should be quality assured for example created tensions with the old FEFC and later OFSTED model fitting rather uneasily with the model drawn from traditional HE. At the heart of these tensions were fundamental disagreements about what FE/HE actually was and differences in pedagogy and ethos compounded these differences. 

Inter-organisational collaboration in FE/HE was therefore, and probably unsurprisingly, problematic at the boundaries and interface of inter organisational working. Boundary work and the role of boundary objects and boundary agencies as a means of mediating these differences will be outlined further below. Here the role of hybrid organisations in absorbing and buffering these tensions and contradictions will be considered and the functions of clumsy institutions as a means of managing and accommodating the structural coherence of FE/HE and its dual structures, processes and practices will be evaluated.
In summary a pre institutionalisation phase prior to 1988 was followed by a transitional phase from 1988 – 1992, an experimental phase of franchising up until 1996 then followed by a proto-institutional phase up from 1997 to 2000 and a phase of maturation of the FE/HE organisational field post 2001 had gradually moved to more centralist and interventionists FE/HE field. 
A Genealogy of Bricolage and ‘Clumsy Institutions’

The above sections effectively constitute an account of a genealogy of organisational bricolage as it mutated into a more structured and strategic vision of inter-organisational ‘joined up’ working that followed the Dearing report. A more detailed overview of the concept of bricolage would be helpful in identifying the analytical purchase of the concept for understanding the positioning of FE/HE providers in the FE/HE organisational field as they oscillated between dual systems of authority, control and accountability at different phases of the maturation of the organisational field.  
Bricolage, as the concept is used here to conceptualising FE/HE, refers to borrowing from past structures, traditions, identities, processes and cultures from the pre-incorporation HE and FE sectors to create new organisational forms and institutional configurations in the present.

Institutional and organisational bricoleurs interpret and socially construct the multiple realities and perspectives held by multiple organisational actors in the FE/HE organisational field and improvise across sector, interface and organisational boundaries. Each organisational bricoleur works experientially in an exploratory mode through engaging in concrete practice as a discovery process making do, to paraphrase Levis Strauss (1966), with whatever materials and social networks are at hand to construct and reconfigure the FE/HE institutional and organisational landscape. This took place in the absence of a strategic rational planning model for FE/HE and against a background of structured tensions and contradictions that were the result of the structural duality of FE/HE.
Franchising was an example of this type of bricolage in the pre Dearing phase of ‘low policy’. The franchise experiment was largely unplanned, ad hoc, and somewhat chaotic being established in a highly complex and unpredictable policy environment in which roles and responsibilities between FE sector and HE sector bodies were unclear. It was in these gaps that bricoleurs operated at the margins and interfaces of FE/HE and clumsy institutions and hybrid organisational forms could flourish and strategic actors could position themselves at the interstices of FE/HE. 

Eventually, franchising was found to be an unstable mix of weak checks and balances and occasionally opportunistic behaviour on the part of a small number of inter-organisational collaborations with accusation of top slicing of fees being made by FEC’s and sudden shifts in arrangements being made at short notice by HEI’s. It was this unstable mix that was partly to be addressed by the Dearing Report.

Structured collaboration in FE/HE was to evolve against the backdrop of a structured tension between organisational autonomy and control and the need to design organisational forms that could flexibly accommodate the tensions, contradictions and ambiguities that pervaded the organisational field as a consequence of the structural duality and systemic incoherence of its institutional environment. 

It is argued that clumsy institutions buffer and absorb the dynamic plurality, tensions, contradictions and duality of FE/HE while retaining the ability to act flexibly and responsively to a highly turbulent institutional environment. They act as buffers to absorb uncertainty while offering an opportunity for organisational learning, innovation and absorbing risk while incorporating the plural perspectives of different stakeholders and different frames of references across inter-organisational boundaries. Thus they mediate the boundaries and interface of FE/HE through translating different organisational and sector perspectives and enhancing the permeability of organisational boundaries. In a highly heterogeneous FE/HE organisational field different frames of reference proliferate and therefore generating a common language or syntax and shared framework of meaning as an aid to structured collaboration focussed on common goals is essential.

Isomorphism, Differentiation and Diversity in FE/HE.
The complexity, volatility and structural incoherence of FE/HE sits uneasily with the predictions of those branches of institutionalism that stress that organisational fields become more similar over time and as an organisational field matures due to isomorphic pressures (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). However, the three modes of institutional isomorphism identified, coercive, normative and mimetic isomorphism, do not necessarily have to complement each other. For example, institutional pressures that stress coercive isomorphism may be resisted tactically, through strategic compliance or initiatives may be modified or distorted in implementation (targets can be manipulated). Normative isomorphic pressures may conflict with coercive isomorphism (a clash of private sector and public sector values and cultures in the implementation of npm reforms, for example, or FE and HE cultures and identities) and resistance, often tacit rather than explicitly oppositional, can undermine any initiatives.

Indeed, the very complexity, diversity and variety of organisational forms found in FE/HE has been noted even in the era of ‘low policy’ (Parry and Thompson, 2002) and diversity of provision is clearly government policy. What exists in the contemporary FE/HE organisational field is informal differentiation without formal stratification. With the abolition of the binary divide in the early 1990’s and the transfer of funding and quality assurance to the HEFCE and QAAHE in the late 1990’s during the phase of ‘high policy’ (Parry and Thompson, 2002) for all prescribed FE/HE irrespective of where it was delivered there is technically no formal differentiation. Yet there is informal differentiation through the social construction of status orders within the FE/HE field complemented by more formal mechanisms of differentiation by mission, function, teaching versus research based provision, vocational versus academic delivery, small versus large providers and via coalitions and alliances such as the Russell group.  Representatives of the new universities and distinctions within FE/HE providers between the mixed economy group of large FE/HE providers who deliver the bulk of this type of provision and smaller FEC’s with minimal amounts of FE/HE were clearly differentiated from the traditopnal universities and their advocates and brokers. Such differentiation and stratification within the field  effectively constitutes status or reputational orders or are examples of positional goods.

Marginson (2006) refers to HE as a positional good, by which he means that irrespective of how many people enter HE, elite universities are able to maintain themselves as preferred and higher status and value added forms of provision. Transferred the concept to FE/HE it could be argued that not only is FE/HE a positional good distinguished by status and reputation orders from traditional HE, but that it is a complex and highly differentiated field whose very heterogeneity is based on the ability to maintain distinctions of identity through diverse mechanisms of Weberian mechanisms of social closure (Parkin, 1974). 

This duality and structural incoherence of FE/HE originates at the macro institutional level where overlapping competitive and isomorphic pressures may pull in different directions at the same time; in part the legacy of past sector histories and legislative and terminological differences between FE and HE. Here it is important to analytically distinguish between an institutional field and an organisational field as the two are often used interchangeably.  It is the structural incoherence of the institutional field that generates the heterogeneity of practices in the organisational field. These macro-level forces subsume the meso-level practices of agents in the FE/HE organisational field and their adopted strategies which are the responses of organisational bricoleurs to deal with the contradictions, tensions and anomalies consequently generated. 

An institutional field is a macro level concept and constitutes the arena of policy initiatives and intent, or in the case of ‘low policy’, the lack of these. An organisational field is a meso level construct that consists of institutionalised activities embedded as concrete practices or what Stronarch (2002) refers to as ‘ecologies of practice’ distinct from formal ‘economies of performance’. An organisational field can only exist to the extent that it is institutionalised. Consequently an institutional initiative may not become embedded at the meso level of the organisational field. In other words it may fail, be subverted or generate perverse incentive and dysfunctions. It will become a non viable way of life if this happens to use the language of grid-group and cultural theory or an unstable or transitory phenomenon. 

During the era of ‘low policy’ some initiatives, such as franchising’, produced opportunistic behaviour and created perverse incentives in a small number of cases. Overall it was clear that a stress on markets and competition while encouraging collaboration through franchising was unstable in the long term and would require more central direction (Parry and Thompson, 2002). Collaboration and competition did not mix in an ad hoc and strategically ambiguous policy environment in which sector roles were unclear and sometimes anomalous. 

These were the consequence of a dual system of HE and FE and a structurally incoherent institutional field that translated into paradox, contradiction and anomaly in the emergent and maturing FE/HE organisational field in which practitioners must operate and strategise. Strategic responses to these tensions could take the form of coping strategies such as loose coupling or decoupling of the core task of FE/HE from its environment, or buffering and insulating institutional initiatives through the strategic manipulation of duality.

Clumsy institutions were well suited to this process because they could accommodate diverse voices and rhetoric’s and appeal to different audiences and stakeholder groups in their search for legitimacy and new organisational forms that could deliver in the midst of anomaly. Thus the hybrid organisations and organisational forms that populated the field were effectively the consequence of the reconfiguration of existing elements, resources and assets in the context of shifting institutional imperatives: in other words organisational bricolage in action.

Institutional Trajectories in FE/HE
In FE the old FEFC and later OFSTED, for example, were inspection regimes which in contrast to the peer review system of the HEQC (later the QAAHE) could be categorised as relatively explicit procedures. At the time of writing FEC’s are not able to award their own degrees, although some were seeking foundation degree awarding powers, hence they are subject to greater levels of external constraint by external agencies due to their dependence on external agencies to ratify their qualifications. 
In terms of organisational structures FEC’s could reasonably be considered more managerialist if the amount of industrial disruption experienced post incorporation is any indicator (a bitter and long running industrial dispute followed incorporation in FEC’s where staff had different terms and conditions to those working in the traditional and new universities). Finally the greater scale of resourcing in traditional HE generally has led to stronger academic disciplinary cultures than are found in FEC’s where staff tended to be more generalists rather than specialists. These differences all impacted on the balance of managerialist versus professional or collegiate modes of organising, and hence the boundaries of group, and hence the different location of FE and HE on the grid-group matrix.

The contemporary situation saw a widespread shift in external controls in the FE/HE organisational field, although to a differing degrees and extent. Moreover, as sector boundaries blurred and hybrid forms of organising become more prevalent, tensions and contradictions proliferated at the FE/HE interface and had to be managed. They were not likely to go away inasmuch as they are rooted in the then existing structural incongruity of FE/HE at institutional, organisational and inter-organisational levels.

Yet the very diversity, fragmentation and differentiation of the FE/HE organisational field points to the merits of duality and multiple rationalities within the context of FE/HE at a system level. In effect what may be happening is a discovery process whereby models for delivering widening participation in FE/HE are at an early stage of development and are still largely experimental: proto-institutionalisation may be the result. Synergies and innovation can flourish in cross sector collaboration less restricted by strong boundaries maintenance mechanisms for example. Dual and binary systems of delivering FE/HE offer distinct and contrasting models of delivery. But the evidence base on which of these are most effective is relatively limited at the time of writing. 
Finally it may be that what FE/HE needs are clumsy institutions. If one sector tries to impose its own mode of organising and associated rationalities on the other then ossification may result. Clumsy institutions, paradoxically, are agile, and accommodate plural perspectives, rationalities and associated frameworks of meaning. 

FE/HE Anomalies and ‘Matter out of place’
The four generic modes of organising identified by the grid-group heuristic are constantly being reconfigured along the grid-group axis in differing mixes resulting in hybrid configurations. The boundaries and interfaces found in the organisational field are not static but are constantly evolving and shifting into new permutations, combinations and re-configurations. These boundaries are composite constructs with cognitive, social, political, cultural significance for organisational identity formation in FE/HE. 

Drawing on other work on the dynamics and properties of boundaries in the literature it is at the boundaries or interfaces of systems of classification that anomaly and danger are to be found. This is the insight first developed by Douglas (1966) in her work on classification systems and anomaly and is developed here through the application of the grid-group heuristic to track the trajectories of institutional and organisational change at the FE/HE interface over a twenty year period post 1988. The main trajectory was an increase in the strength of grid through the pervasiveness of the ‘audit society’ (Power, 1997) and systems of accountability based on targets and performance indicators; with a blurring of group through the repositioning of FE/HE providers in the organisational field first through market led initiatives such as franchising and then through structured collaboration.

The post 1988 expansion of FE/HE was in grid-group terms an anomaly that sat at the intersection of the four quadrants. FE/HE generated its own specific permutations of the four quadrants, traditional HE another, the old polytechnics a third. The emerging FE/HE field was a mixture of constantly contested and reconfigured organisational forms. They intersected at the interfaces and boundaries of inter-organisational collaboration and at those points of disjuncture of practice in the FE/HE organisational field. Therefore considered as a meso-level set of interconnected and contextualised and situated practices, where the macro processes of institutional reconfigurations became embedded or institutionalised as practice, the FE/HE organisational field was the site of countervailing tensions. 

An example of institutionalised and stable coalitions found in the FE/HE organisational field was the emergence of quasi-markets (in grid-group terms a mix of individualism and hierarchy) and indirect controls (through target setting and performance indicators) as a means of steering the system. This crossed the bottom left hand quadrant of the individualist market quadrant diagonally to link up with the top right hand hierarchical quadrant of the grid-group matrix. It effectively retained vertical controls within the organisational field while linking into the individualistic and stronger market led incentives.
Another apparent trajectory across the grid-group quadrants was the coalition between the individual quadrant and the egalitarian or enclave quadrant. Unlike quasi-markets          these horizontal coalitions relied more on informal reputational and network effects on top of a formally undifferentiated FE/HE field (following the abolition of the binary divide) to constitute status orders within the FE/HE field. Distinctions between old and new universities, small FEC providers of HE and the mixed economy group, the Russell group and other coalitions marked cleavages and fault lines within the FE/HE organisational field. These distinctions are informal as well as formal and are indicative of FE/HE as an extension of Marginson’s (2006) analysis of HE as a positional good.  In his analysis HE is a scarce good that retains this scarcity value despite an increase in the numbers of those attending a mass system through the reproduction of status orders and social closure mechanisms within the FE/HE field.
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Table 2
In terms of the grid-group matrix this would be unremarkable inasmuch as the distinctive characteristics of the four generic modes of analysis identified through the application of the grid-group matrix indicates that each quadrant defines its own identity as a contrast to the other quadrants. In other words identity is a relational construct within a context that is characterised by a common frame of reference and meaning system. This is one of the key characteristics of DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) definition of what an organisational field is. Yet power needs to be incorporated into the analysis, too. Elite institutions have the power to maintain their boundaries through non formal mechanisms of differentiation. To a lesser extent that is true of the research intensive red bricks and Russell group. FE/HE provision was very much on the periphery of HE, although it was gradually moving closer to the centre following Dearing.

Unstable coalitions that featured in the cycle of ‘low policy’ included the competitive-collaborative mix (the individualist-enclave quadrants of the grid-group matrix) which was driven by a fundamental contradiction whereby a competitive and market driven ethos clashed with a collaborative partnership model and short term funding initiatives clashed with longer term goals and which incrementally undermined structured inter-organisational coordination at a time when government rhetoric was postulating ‘joined up’ working  as a way forward. Some aspects of this contradiction were noted in early HEFCE reports (Parry and Thompson, 2002).

The Dearing Report of 1997 addressed some of these issues and prepared the way for an institutional reconfiguration and a transition to ‘high policy’ and more structured inter-organisational collaboration. The question is what organisational forms were likely to become institutionalised as embedded practice as a result of these reforms and shifts in the ‘rules of the game’ and which would not persist or achieve stability. 

One example in the cycle of ‘low policy’ was the adoption through a process of mimetic isomorphism of private sector business format franchising model across institutional contexts into the FE/HE organisational field. In the longer term the franchise model was not sustainable because insufficient checks and balances were in place to regulate it effectively and it fell between two sector bodies neither of which took full responsibility for regulating it. The franchise experiment was a leap of faith with limited evidence that it could succeed in the long term in the institutional context of FE/HE. Here the short termism of the market met the need for relational contracting over the longer term and a degree of stability that did not exist in a highly volatile policy environment that was ad hoc and reactive.

The ambiguities, anomalies, contradictions and tensions experienced by practitioners and policy makers in FE/HE were thus located at the fault lines of the grid and group quadrants identified earlier. The viability of a ‘way of life’ based upon one mode of organising and its associated rationalities, systems of classification and processes of legitimation can only be understood situationally and in the context of the relationship of one mode of organising with the other modes and grid-group quadrants and their associated plural rationalities. 

This complex and non linear relation of plural modes of organising and associated rationalities could not fit in with one dominant model because of the impact of institutional structural incoherence, ambiguities and multiple goals of organisational agents in the FE/HE organisational field. Hence clumsy institutions that compensate for the weaknesses of one mode of organising with the complementary strengths of the others and the hybrid organisational forms associated with them were a response to the complexity of the policy problem and the hybrid governance mechanisms adopted to deal with it and the tensions they generated. A highly divergent, differentiated and fragmented FE/HE organisational field created too many anomalies at the interface and boundaries for any one solution to be successful.

Hybrids
Hybrids are examples of ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas, 1966). They are sometimes anomalous and exist outside of conventional and accepted frames of meaning and occupying messy and disorderly worlds that challenge the existing status quo. It could be argued that FE/HE is a hybrid and an anomaly the sits outside of existing accepted systems of classifying HE and FE. Hybrids exert pressure to alter existing institutional and organisational boundaries to accommodate anomaly. In FE/HE they emerge as a solution to contradictory and paradoxical demands generated as a consequence of the structural duality and incoherence of the institutional environment embed in the dynamic of its organisational field.

The hybrid organisations that are emerging in FE/HE have to navigate cross-sector interfaces, political and organisational boundaries that are subject to, either directly or indirectly, mixed forms of governance. Yet these hybrid configurations are also claimed to be able to generate synergies and are championed as a means to widen participation in HE to non traditional groups that would other wise not consider HE and thereby facilitate widening participation. 
Hybrid organisations are, according to Borys and Jemison (1989), theoretical orphans and in FE/HE they are under researched. More specifically hybridity can be conceptualised at a number of analytical levels. There are hybrid governance structures for example with HE and FE organisations operating different management and organisational structures while at the same time engaged in inter-organisational collaboration. Hybrid processes, cultures and identities coexist in FE/HE inter-organisational collaboration across sector and organisational boundaries and are rooted in different pedagogies, ethos and levels of pastoral support for students. Past traditions and cultures emanating from separate sectors have also left their legacy particularly in informal structures of differentiation in the organisational field. The result is an FE/HE field informally stratified across functions, identities, missions, processes and practices. The FE/HE field constitutes a status order embedded in practice.
Hybrids combine the strengths of one particular mode of organisation and co-ordination while mitigating against the weakness of others by combining them an alternative and complementary mode of organisation. For example while hierarchy provides strong administrative controls it lacks flexibility and the ability to respond to rapid change. Consequently more egalitarian or enclave forms of organisation or individualistic market mechanisms can provide this flexibility and be a potential source of innovation when combined with hierarchy. An indirect example of this would be the quasi-markets that pervade FE/HE. They are examples of indirect hierarchy, operationalised through centrally devised targets and performance indicators, but with higher intensity market incentives generated through status competition that stratify these ‘markets’ as status and reputational orders.

Hybrid organisational forms mediate the contradictions and tensions inherent in the duality of FE/HE and the mixed systems of governance found there. The tension between organisational autonomy and mutual dependence is built into inter-organisational collaboration by definition, Thus the relative stability afforded by hierarchy and administrative controls can be combined with the higher incentive structures of the market in a hybrid form. Competition can be aligned with collaboration. And a balance between risk, opportunism and trust can be found through hybrid forms that generate reputational mechanisms and trust over the longer term and act as checks against opportunism. Finally hybrid organisations can become sites for innovation and discovery on the margins or periphery of the FE/HE organisational field which may ultimately lead to them occupying a more central position in the organisational field. 

In FE/HE the previously separate FE and HE sectors were reconfigured at two analytically significant turning points. The first was incorporation (1988 for the old polytechnics and 1992 for FEC’s alongside the abolition of the binary divide in HE from 1990) and the second followed the Dearing report of 1997. The later saw the transfer of funding and quality assurance of FE/HE to the QAAHE and HEFCE irrespective of whether it was delivered in an FEC or an HEI and the establishment of the LSC to oversee a new learning and skills sector. The tensions that existed in the prior dual systems of funding and quality assurance and inspection did not go away but the new funding and quality bodies now had a clearer remit to oversee all HE irrespective of where it was delivered and to foster collaboration across sectors as a means of widening participation. 

Hybrids are a mix of elements and generic modes of organising and classifying in the FE/HE organisational field. In the literature hybrids are usually conceptualised as a mix of market incentives, individualism and hierarchy. But egalitarianism and fatalism has their part to play too.

Hybrids act as buffers to diversify and pool risks while reducing opportunism in the FE/HE organisational field. They mediate diversity of practice and disjuncture and offer opportunities for learning and innovation. Often they are found on the periphery of a field. They thus allow organisations to diversify their competences and to learn how to adapt in a hyper competitive environment of rapid policy shifts. The combined assets of diverse partners engaged in inter-organisational collaboration in the FE/HE organisational field can be combined and reconfigured across sector and organisational boundaries and despite political resistance rooted in organisational self interest while experimenting with new organisational forms and practices at the interface of HE and FE. 

The product of an FE/HE hybrid is actually the a mix of the HEI’s brand (a higher education qualification) and the specificity of the FE/HE providers student experience as distinct from the parent HE one. In theory it should be of the same standard wherever it is delivered. The process whereby it is produced, however, is distinct and that is why FE/HE delivery has arguably some advantages over traditional forms of delivery in terms of widening participation. The very advantages of FE/HE provision has been identified as its scale, ethos, amount of local accessibility and the closer levels of pastoral support generally found for students in FEC’s (Parry and Thompson, 2002) not to mention differences in pedagogy. Therefore it is the process of FE/HE provision that may be distinctive rather than the brand. 

A key question is whether hybrids are transitional organisational forms. Are they more likely to evolve in conditions of uncertainty and complexity? There are also claims that hybrids allow a process of learning the true value of a type of provision and an opportunity to align fundamentally distinct systems through consultation and partnership. It is also a means of acquiring competencies for future use that could not easily be obtained in house or through the market. It is a means of learning new ways to widen participation.
This is because a further expansion of the scale of provision of FE/HE could actually kill the intimacy that made it successful. Can this intimacy and the traditional accessibility of FE/HE provision be maintained with major growth? Or will the rationalisation of FE/HE lead to yet another ‘iron cage’ swamped by audit trails and multiple demands for accountability that increase transaction costs and in some cases generate perverse incentives.

Boundaries, Boundary Work, Boundary Objects and Collaboration in FE/HE
Theoretical analysis of the role and function of boundaries and inter-organisational collaboration in FE/HE is scarce and beyond describing the contours and landscape of the boundaries rarely places boundary work in a wider contextual, analytical and conceptual framework. 

One of the most fruitful bodies of work for understanding the significance of boundaries and barriers to widening participation in FE/HE is the work on boundary objects and boundary spanning roles as mediators of diverse organisational structures, processes and traditions. They can be used to explore disjunctures of practice at the FE/HE interface and boundary work across sector and organisational boundaries..
Boundary objects in FE/HE can include: codes of practice (HEFCE, 1999a, 1999b, 2000a, 2000b, QAA, 1999 ) directives from funding and quality agencies, government white papers (DfES, 2003), subject benchmark statements, minutes of joint meetings between partners, contracts and other textual and procedural artefacts. They can also be joint staff development events or validation events. They are essentially focal points around which common meaning frameworks are socially constructed and shared meanings constructed between collaborating organisations with different histories, traditions and cultures.

They allow actors from the different collaborating organisations across the FE/HE interface to orient themselves to a common agreed way of working across organisational boundaries and a set of shared meanings and a common frame of reference. At the same time these collaborating groups or organisations retain their distinct identities and their legal autonomy while engaged in a common enterprise. Thus boundary objects are a means whereby relations between diverse groups are mediated and negotiated through shared use and multiple perspectives accommodated. Boundary objects are the medium through which shared understandings can be generated and embedded in practice. A clumsy institution is rich in boundary objects and to use the language of grid-group generates a ‘viable way of life’ at those points of the FE/HE interface where there is ‘matter out of place’ and tensions and contradictions are most acute.

There are inevitable differences in working practices, cultures and traditions in FE and HE that are rooted in their past histories as separate sectors and these frequently cause tensions at the FE/HE interface not least because they are amplified by the duality, complexity and unpredictability of the pressures generated in the FE/HE organisational field. Managing these tensions, anomalies and paradoxes and institutionalising the hybrids that cross the FE and HE boundary as stable and embedded forms of organising is not easy because of the multiple and conflicting logics found as a consequence of the structural incoherence of the FE/HE organisational field, multiple organisation goals and rationalities that generates tensions that pervades the dualistic system of FE/HE.     

Carlile (2002) offers a useful analysis of the properties of boundaries and the role of boundary objects and boundary crossing practices in inter organisational collaborations that can aid an understanding of boundary work and the processes of institutionalisation. He refers to the differences between collaborating organisations; the degree of dependency between partners, and a feature he terms novelty as an outcome of inter organisational links. 

The extent of difference between collaborating organisations and the similarities and differences of cultures, traditions, processes and practices between them is a key factor in establishing the potential permeability of boundaries and the success of boundary crossing practices. This is because the more different two collaborating organisations are the greater the transaction costs in creating common understanding and frameworks of meaning. In FE/HE the degree of proximity and isomorphism of organisational practices and cultures will make it easier for collaboration to occur through the shared frameworks of meaning possessed by collaborating organisations which in turn can reduce transaction costs. To the extent that does not take place then organisational dissonance will result and communication breakdowns and misunderstandings will be more likely.

The extent to which the collaborating groups are dependent on each other is another factor. High levels of interdependence that mean shared assets cannot easily be deployed elsewhere increase dependency as does the lack of alternative partners to collaborate with. In FE/HE the core analytical distinction is that FE/HE provision is based on the bilateral dependency and that the collaborating organisations are both interdependent and autonomous. This is not a duality but a constant tension embedded in processes of organising at the FE/HE interface and across organisational boundaries. 

The third factor is the extent to which collaboration incorporates novelty into inter organisational partnerships and constitutes a potential for generating synergies and new ways of working and dealing with uncertainty and spreading risk. Here the concept of bricolage (Levi Strauss, 1966) is useful. The bricoleur in the FE/HE organisational field makes do with whatever already exists; either material, symbolic or social resources, mediates existing tensions and reconfigures these existing elements in new organisational forms that are effectively new and novel combinations. 

Carlile (2002) also refers to boundary properties in terms of what he refers to as the syntactic, or sharing of a common language or system of classification; the semantic or the cognitive dimension of collective meaning between collaborating organisation; and the pragmatic or the realm of strategy and positioning of organisations within an organisational field: in other words the political and, in the case of FE/HE, the exercise of power. Applying these insights to FE/HE the following are suggestive of the potential of these analytical constructs for understanding boundary work and boundary properties at the FE/HE interface. 

FE/HE collaborating organisations are still in the process of developing a common language but historical legacies and distinctions continue to exist at an informal level. The syntactic dimension of boundary properties is thus in flux but the trend is towards a degree of shared understanding which began in a significant way when the HEFCE and QAAHE took on responsibility for the oversight of FE/HE following the Dearing Report of 1997. The semantic dimension goes to the heart of the contested nature of FE/HE and its meaning and the struggle over the claims to legitimacy that these entail. It is here that HEI’s and FEC’s delivering FE/ most often argue from different premises. 
Fundamental distinctions between the research and teaching function of FE/HE compound this. And it is here that FE/HE is most acutely perceived as contested terrain. The original justification for targeting an expansion of HE through FE provision as a means of widening participation to HE to non traditional groups was that the FE/HE sector could offer a vocational, access oriented and psychologically less threatening environment for people wishing to study in their own areas. 

Dual systems of HE and FE and hybrid organisational forms of FE/HE coexist in a mix of countervailing pressures, tensions, contradictions and synergies. Boundary objects and boundary organisations occupy the interstitial spaces at which these influences are played out, facilitating synergy between collaborating organisations within a field through the construction of common frames of meaning, while at the same time organisations in the field maintain their distinct identities and spheres of autonomy in the midst of increasing diversity. 
There are inevitably explicit and implicit tensions and ambiguities as a consequence of this duality; and boundary objects and boundary organisations mediate contradictions that reflect these tensions and ambiguities in FE/HE. In this betwixt and between world of transitions and translations boundary objects are a locus of coordination and institutionalisation and a site of constant and recycled inter-organisational practice. Within an analytical framework that consists of four generic modes of organising as identified in the grid-group matrix these constantly reconfigure themselves in varying mixes, proportions and permutations. Cycles of increasing hierarchy are therefore ameliorated through increasing marketisation; increasing competition with cooperation (or co-opetition); collegiality with managerialism; and claims of increasing professional accountability with the debilitation of trust and the growth of the ‘audit society’ (Power, 1997). 
Throughout these cyclical shifts and phases the blurring FE/HE interface and organisational boundaries mark a disjuncture of practice re-enforced by symbolic, cognitive, cultural as well as legal dimensions. These boundaries and interfaces are not static but are fluid and in a constant process of configuration, re-configuration and redrawing at the intersection of the four generic modes of organising: individualism, hierarchy, egalitarian or enclave modes of organising and fatalism. .

While boundaries in FE/HE are drawn at the margins or disjuncture of practice they are largely delimited by the state which is the dominant player overseeing the institutional environment of FE/HE that generates the structural incoherence and duality of FE/HE. The tension between organisational autonomy and centralised state control is mediated by intermediary boundary organisations such the HEFCE and QAAHE. These measure performance through indirect mechanisms of control based on output measures such as targets and performance indicators. There are political transaction costs to be considered in understanding the role of such boundary organisations in the FE/HE organisational field. More generally, however, they mark a broad shift in grid and group that reflect a broader trend from government to governance, and steering not rowing, associated with new public management reforms in the public sector.
Transaction cost economics would claim that boundaries in inter-organisational collaboration and the most efficient institutional environment and institutional arrangements that oversee them will be drawn at the point at which transaction costs are reduced to such an extent that they are less costly and more efficient than alternative ways of organising. However, this efficiency argument tends to ignore power, the political dimensions of transaction costs and the subjective dimension of perceiving and accurately assessing costs. 
In mixed forms one key function of a hybrid organisation is that it crosses organisational boundaries and that organisational learning is a joint process in which synergies are generated through collaboration and potential innovation through the emergence of new organisational forms. It is therefore unlikely that innovative practices could be costed in the way that transaction costs theory presumes.

Consequently, and especially given the pace of institutional and organisational change in FE/HE over the last twenty years, prior knowledge of the relative efficiency of alternative governance structures based on hybrid structures of control, coordination and authority, cannot plausibly be assumed in advance. Indeed, the reforms witnessed seemed very much an experiment and a discovery process and in an even stronger sense unplanned and chaotic (especially during the phase of ‘low policy’).  In that context hybrids are instances of proto-institutionalisation and the question that remains is whether they will become fully institutionalised as practice or are they transient. Hybrids operate in multifunctional domains and prior knowledge of each domain cannot be assumed on the part of organisational agents.

Even more importantly the sudden shift from an institutional configuration and set of ‘rules of the game’ that emphasised competition and marketisation as the means to widening participation to one that stressed structured collaboration could not take place overnight. The shift from a competitive culture to a collaborative culture or ethos would take time to become embedded as practice. What was possibly an advantage of the hybrid organisational forms and governance structures post Dearing, however, was the ability of hybrids to act as a buffer and to reduce opportunistic behaviour in the longer term which may have been encouraged in the market driven culture of low policy when marketisation was encouraged. This is because as a hybrid the defining characteristic of FE/HE inter-organisational collaboration is bilateral dependence between organisations and the sharing of assets and resources between them while retaining a separate legal identity and degree of autonomy from each other. This is a relational framework and through hybridisation a learning process may take place and through longer term and more frequent interactions hybridity may become institutionalised in the FE/HE organisational field.
Ambiguity and Anomaly at the Institutional and Organisational Borderlands
A lack of clarity about the organisational roles that cross organisational and institutional boundaries and that are typical of boundary work can lead to role ambiguity and muddled lines of accountability. Ambiguity, however, can have a function potentially offering flexibility in choosing strategic responses to duality by strategically switching between FE and HE archetypical responses particularly at sector interstices. Inconsistency and creative tension can ultimately foster innovation if the inevitable tensions and contradiction that are a reaction to the duality and structural incoherence of FE/HE are channelled constructively. In a situation in which FE/HE providers have multiple goals and client groups pursue their own individual interests within a collective framework steered by government policy and a stress on structured collaboration between organisations in FE/HE then irreconcilable and conflicting goals are not a surprise. A hybrid organisation is a clumsy institution that mediates such ambiguity through buffering or loose coupling of tasks from environment turbulence and structured incoherence generated at the macro level of the institutional environment.

Thus one function of hybrids is to absorb contradictory pressures, paradoxes and tensions and provide interstitial spaces and buffers to mediate contradiction: they absorb the systemic shocks generated in the FE/HE organisational field. The institutionalist emphasis on the decoupling of core tasks from their formal and public ‘face’ is one example of these buffering strtaegies (Weick, 1977, Meyer and Rowan, 1976). Hybrid organisational forms offer flexibility to adapt to structured contradictions that are endemic in the dual structures and systems of FE/HE. 

Dual or Binary Configurations
A relatively recent development in the provision of FE/HE in England is the emergence of dual systems of provision that integrate FE and HE into one organisational configuration (Garrod and McFarlane 2007). Dual sector organisations integrate their provision within one organisational framework but still in an institutional environment and framework of duality. This can generate problems of differences of culture and status between HE and FE provision, different terms and conditions of staff, distinct and separate accounting and reporting mechanisms, funding, mission drift etc., and these can be further compounded by the asymmetrical power relations across the FE/HE interface with HE partners. 

Binary systems separate FE and HE provision as distinct arrangements. Although they alleviate some of the above problems the boundary spanning roles that cross FE/HE still require a degree of integration or mechanisms for transitions from one sector to the other. And boundaries do not necessarily have to be barriers. 

The issue is what are the strengths and weaknesses of dual and binary systems for the delivery of FE/HE and the goal of widening participation to HE for traditionally under represented and non traditional groups? 

Part of the answer is likely to lie in the nature of hybridity in FE/HE, the role of hybrid organisations and ‘clumsy institutions’ and in the likelihood that any model that does not incorporate multiple perspectives is unlikely to be able to resolve the tensions that are a consequence of the structural incoherence and institutional duality of FE/HE at the borderlands and interface of FE/HE provision. What FE/HE is can be analysed as a fundamental repositioning of the interface, boundaries and sector legacies of the past in new configurations. This needs to be understood at a systems level and across the macro, meso and micro levels of analysis of institutional environment, arrangements, organisational fields, inter-organisational collaboration and the strategies of organisational actors operating in the FE/HE field. It is a mix and set of structures and processes that oscillates between the four generic modes of organising identified by the grid-group heuristic. It that sense it may well be that there is nothing new under the sun.
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