




ABSTRACT 

The past twenty years has seen radical changes in the ethos of public 
service provision in the UK in which the FE sector has been required to 
respond to new demands. Many of these changes have been grounded in 
an ideological framework with a supporting language using ideas which 
emerged from the drive to establish an Enterprise Culture. This 
ideological imperative has also included the prioritizing of the market 
place and a concomitant growth in managerialism. 

These ideas are explored in this study in the context of FE in general and 
a case-study college in particular, as it moves from LEA control and local 
accountability into an autonomous setting where free-market principles are 
allowed to operate through a process of Incorporation. The case-study 
college of FE (W estshire) serves a large market town on the edge of a 
major English conurbation and provides empirical evidence drawn from a 
variety of sources - observation of meetings; semi-structured interviews, 
pre-dominantly with managers; college documentation and archives; 
responses to two whole-college questionnaires. 

Meeting the requirements of Incorporation has been transformational and 
the resultant changes have made a significant impact upon the 
organisational culture of the case-study college and the way that it has 
been managed. These cultural changes are generally examined and are 
shown to have created problems of dissonance and anomie for many of the 
staff as they tried to come to terms with the new order. There has also 
been a particular and critical examination of the Senior Management Team 
(SMT) and its application of the Strategic Management Process (SMP) as 
a key managerialist technique adopted from the business sector. What is 
revealed is the part that the SMP potentially could have played as a social 
process in assisting movement into the new 'business' culture and the 
facilitating of organisational learning. The findings challenge the current, 
limited orthodoxy of the SMP as a 'hard' planning device and suggest a 
wider, 'softer' role more contiguous with an educational ethos. 
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PREFACE 

At an early stage in the writer's Ed.D. programme it was decided that the 
arena for the research component would be the Further Education sector. 
This reflected the researcher's professional expertise and on-going 
interests. At the point that this decision was made (December 1992) 
Further Education was preparing for a transformational change which was 
to become known as Incorporation - to be enacted at the beginning of 
April 1993. This event required that immediate entry into the research 
field was undertaken by the use of an opportunistic survey. This would 
ensure speedy access to a broad range of data and help document the 
context before the Incorporation process began to bite. This early work 
informed the development of the on-going study as it was progressively re­
framed, and as a specific focus emerged which centred around the new 
core managerial activity of the Strategic Management Process. The 
significance of this was that the implementation of Incorporation and the 
Further Education Funding Council both required the newly 'independent' 
colleges to adopt this management approach. Part of the research 
undertaken during this early phase was carried out by the use of a 
questionnaire. This was used again some three years later for comparative 
purposes. The quantitative data thus helped to shape and inform the 
qualitative emphasis for the study that eventually came to characterise the 
fieldwork. 

Whilst the study focussed upon a changing environment, a deliberate and 
informed choice was made not to draw primarily upon the wider body of 
literature on the management of educational change as this had already 
been undertaken as part of earlier assessed work for the Ed.D. programme. 
The distinctive and original contribution that the new research could make 
in the broad arena of change management was seen as being that which 
revolved around a critique of the new and fundamental role of the Strategic 
Management Process in Further Education. Thus, it was this core 
literature that offered both a focal point for the empirical research and the 
opportunity to contribute to the theoretical literature in an original way. 



Chapter One 
INTRODUCTION 

SETTING THE SCENE - THE FIELD OF STUDY 

1 

"The liberal democratic state was shaken by a transformed context from 

the early 1970s" (Ranson 1990:6) and within this context the old 

consensus about the role and provision of education that had developed 

post-1945 gradually unravelled. There was the emergence of a New Right 

movement, articulating the view that the problems and failure in the wider 

economy was directly linked to a woolly, politicized education system 

which contributed to an anti-industry and business ethos whilst failing to 

contribute to the need for a re-discovery of the national competitive, 

entrepreneurial spirit in the face of declining markets. The solutions to 

these problems for the New Right was to be found in an amalgam of neo­

liberal thinking, which stressed freedom and the market, with neo­

conservative priorities of social order, authority and tradition. Out of this 

somewhat unlikely combination of ideas Bowe and Ball (1992) suggest 

that the thinking on education arose for the New Right because at their 

core was a belief that a total: 

State run educational system produces systemic dependency ..... complacency 
(an unresponsiveness to the demands of society), bureaucracy (initiatives 
for change hampered by 'red tape') and protectionism (educational 
quality judged by professionals, whose central concern may not be in the 
national or the consumers' interests.) 

(Bowe/BaU 1992:66) 

This was accompanied by a growing belief that the introduction of a 

market place discipline into education would halt the decline and force 

educational institutions to re-organize and achieve the necessary changes. 

Part of this agenda would be not only the encouragement to, but the ability 

for, schools and colleges to become self-governing. Once free of local 
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politics the 'new' institutions would be able to determine for themselves 

their position in the new competitive environment. In doing so there 

would be a need for enterprising behaviour to ensure survival and to 

maximise the use of scarce resources. Simultaneously, this would begin to 

address the issue of 'under-performing' Local Education Authorities 

(LEA) as their roles would be seriously undermined in the day-to-day 

control and provision of local education. However, in this move to reduce 

the power of the LEAs the hidden hand of the market II is to be interpreted 

and guided by the public hand of the Secretary of State" (Ranson 

1990:13) who in tum was granted substantially enhanced powers. Ball 

(1990) is suggesting that the implementation of the New Right's policy 

thinking and its political actions lead to: 

..... a thorough-going reworking of the realisation of formal educational 
knowledge via the four basic message systems of schooling - curriculum. 
pedagogy, evaluation and organization. 

(1990:124) 

All four of these messages have impacted upon Further Education (FE) and 

this study will be particularly concerned with the changes that have taken 

place at the organizational level within the colleges. 

The fulfillment of the New Right changes has been carried forward with 

the encouragement of the new and emergent education management 

professional. This has been particularly noticeable in the FE sector. What 

makes this cadre distinctive from the pre-incorporation lecturer­

administrators in colleges, whose chief concern was the organization and 

the delivery of the curriculum, is that in this new order they are driven by:-

- the imperatives and pressures of devolved budgets 
and FEFC's developing funding regime; 



- the need to adopt the ideas of organizational 
efficiency and responsiveness drawn often from 
an uncontextualised business management model. 

3 

Thus one finds, largely across both the intra-college and inter-colleges' 

environment, that the: 

... .. assumptions and ideology of management begins to dominate the language, 
consciousness, action and modes of analysis of those working within the 
education sector. 

(Grace 1993:353) 

FURTHER EDUCATION RE-VISITED 

In the FE sector, as with much of the public service during the 1980s, the 

service was to be re-conceptualized in terms of a market ethos that 

increasingly required the colleges to change their organizational cultures as 

managerialism began to play a key part in the organization's life. Here 

management was seen as: 

..... the necessary corollary of the dismantling of the familiar structures 
of bureau-profeSSionalism. Managers are those who 'understand'markets: 
who can extract the untapped potential from 'human resources '; who are 
sensitized to the 'needs of the customer '; who can deliver 'results' and 
who can be relied on to 'do the right thing '. 

(Newman and Clarke 1994:25) 

These ideas and actions, many translated into legislation, moved the 

society of the 1980s into a decade where high on the political and social 

agenda of the day was the enactment of a popular phrase which was to 

become a 'buzz word' for its time - the Enterprise Culture. However, 

there is a spectrum of support along which the idea of the Enterprise 

Culture runs, at one end were those who gave it complete ideological 



credence - the believers - for whom education was a key to unlock this 

spirit of enterprise which had become moribund. Heelas and Morris 

(1992), Ritchie (1991) give us insight into the development of this belief in 

the need for an Enterprise Culture in a UK setting. Whilst at the other end 

of the spectrum are - the sceptics - those who see the concept as being 

focussed on purely materialistic values that: 

..... devalues all forms of knowledge and expertise which do 
not carry an unreflective commitment to the creation of wealth. 

(Rojeck et al 1989: 1) 

Perhaps it matters little which stance was taken, for the reality of the last 

twenty years has been that the influence of the idea and the perceived need 

for an Enterprise Culture made significant impact upon society in general 

and education in particular, successive governments over this period being 

lead by committed believers. 

There is confusion over the precise meaning of the term Enterprise Culture 

(Ritchie 1991; Heelas and Morris 1992) which may be due to its elusive 

character (Burrows 1991) and partly to difficulty with its conceptualization 

as it is emeshed in a myriad of values and personal perceptions. What can 

be said is that in various guises the idea of the Enterprise Culture has 

entered the consciousness of society over the past decades and has been a 

central tenet of the New Right's agenda. 

However, Ball (1990) makes the point that when seeking to identify the 

New Right one must be careful not to fall into the trap of simplifying it as 

the sole, key impact upon emergent educational policy of the period; wider 

social and economic changes were also afoot both in the UK and abroad. 

As part of this response the imprint of the New Right may be seen on the 

1988 Education Reform Act, (ERA) and in particular upon the provisions 

which emanated from this relating to Local Management of Schools 
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(LMS). Nevertheless this key piece of legislation was to fundamentally 

shift the perceptions for: 

...... at the heart of the Act is an attempt to establish the basis of 
an education market. 

(Ball 1990:60) 

This was to be accompanied by all the organizational and management 

paraphernalia that was seen as necessary to action the move to the new 

systems. Two supportive and key concepts that emerge from this are those 

of competition and new organizational styles. The former provided an 

"orientation to continuous adaptation" (Ball 1990:61) which met the 

criticism of complacency. The latter would ensure that schools were "run 

and managed like businesses with a primary focus on the profit and loss 

account." (Ball 1990:68), and which dealt with the 'dead-hand of 

bureaucracy. ' These ideas impact significantly upon the values, the 

perceptions and the culture of the educational institution. Latter work by 

Ball (1998) encapsulates these movements well when he writes about: 

..... the increasing colonisation of education policy by 
economic policy imperatives. 

(Ball 1998: 122) 

The ERA, whilst primarily concerned with re-organizing the provision of 

Primary and Secondary education also made what turned out to be an 

initial foray into the organization of FE colleges which was to initiate 

changes to be finalised in the mould-breaking 1992 Further and Higher 

Education Act (FHE). Hyland (1992) considered that the ERA had merits 

for FE in that it pointed out the policy-gaps which existed given the 

deficiences of low participation rates in post-school education. The Act 

effectively weakened the power of the LEAs over the colleges (which 

fonned part of another agenda the Government was working through), 
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with the DES Circular 9/88 spelling out the policy aims for the schemes of 

delegation down to the colleges. These schemes contained the necessary 

changes that would go some way to giving freedom to the colleges as a 

forerunner to the later wholesale 'marketization' of the sector. The 

following aims were laid down: 

- to give colleges as much freedom as possible to manage 
their affairs and the way resources were allocated; 

- to promote responsiveness to the changing needs of 
students, employers and the local community; 

- to promote good management and the effective and 
efficient use of resources. 

As an essential part of these changes the Governing bodies of the colleges 

gained new delegated powers accompanied by a shift in the balance of 

membership from the Local Authority to what was known as employment 

interest governors - local business interests, who were those perceived to 

be closer to the market. Effectively the LEAs were still to adopt a broad 

strategic role in the planning and co-ordination of local further education, 

whilst leaving the colleges to deal with the day-to-day details of college 

management and the allocation and use of resources. The colleges were 

expected to contribute to this planning process by the creation of college 

development plans which would indicate to the LEAs the contribution that 

they would be able to make to the local plan in the coming years. The 

LEAs would act as the central planners for these bids as they were to 

retain responsibility for the overall provision, although now the model was 

to be one: 

..... of an entrepreneurial college lookingfor opportunities to meet 
employer and student needs as it perceives them. 

(Libby and Hull 1988: 15) 



7 

As colleges were required to become more enterprising to "accommodate 

the accounting and efficiency mentality" (Fay' 1989:5) so the pressures to 

move from an administrative to a management model became even 

stronger and with it the danger that "management may become even less 

democratic, and less open to professional inputs than before. " (1989:5) 

There was also a danger inherent in the emerging plans that colleges would 

need to re-consider socially and educationally desirable programmes from 

an accounting rather than education viewpoint. 

The later White Paper, Education and Training for the 21 st Century 

(DES:1991), which underpinned the FHE Act 1992, set out the policies 

that the government intended to enact which would shape provision in the 

Further Education sector into the next century. This was grounded very 

much in a vocational perspective and set out the need to have equality of 

esteem for both vocational and academic qualifications. The White Paper 

also aimed at further enhancing the influence of employers in the provision 

of education at the expense of other interested parties i.e. the LEAs. This 

meant that elected, local accountability was reduced whilst giving the: 

, ..... Training and Enterprise Councils more scope to promote employer 
influence upon education and mutual support between employers and 
education ...... and colleges more freedom to expand their proviSion 
and respond more flexibly to the demands of their customers. 

(DES 1991:3) 

These key areas in FE would include not only significant membership of 

the colleges' re-vamped Governing Body for local business interests, but 

also, and perhaps more importantly, a change which brought the ERA to 

its logical conclusion with the removal of the colleges from LEA control. 

This would also allow colleges to take on the competitive, entrepreneurial 

mantle, actively pushed by the government, so that they would now be: 



..... free to respond to the demand from students and employers for 
more high quality FE. 

(DES 1991 :58) 
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Part of this drive into the market was also reflected in the fact that the 

colleges' funding would now come directly from central government 

through the establishment of the Further Education Funding Council 

(FEFC). This funding would be linked to college recruitment targets and 

strategic plans. Michael Howard, then Employment Secretary, in the 

debate over the White Paper in the House of Commons made reference to 

this new approach and saw it as being directly supportive of the new skills 

needed in the future economy. These institutional funding and 

concomitant constitutional and cultural changes were seen as pushing the 

colleges into "what might be called the 'age of enterprise '." (HER 

1994:5) This also achieved another target for, at a stroke, government 

removed the power of the often troublesome locally elected councils and 

gave itself a centralised system of guidance, advice and ultimately 

direction to a significant section of the education system. 

One of the outcomes of the changes that accompanied the rise of 

managerialism, which is of interest to this study, was that strategic 

planning moved into the foreground for the colleges. This for many of the 

colleges was a new experience, strategic planning having been previously 

centred at the LEA level. The institutional difficulties of cultural change 

inherent in the new planning regime was that colleges had to move from a 

model that was a college curriculum and student -centred process. This 

'old' model simultaneously took a wider, long-term developmental view­

point that was being tempered by the identified overall, existing local 

educational needs and provision. This may be characterised as a more co-
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operative and sharing model, but lacking in the hard edge of the market 

and the production of efficiency, cost effectiveness and value-added. 

However, this familiar environment was to be challenged and changed by 

the introduction of a 'new' model whose primacy was concerned with the 

enterprising college, individual college income-generation, local 

competition and survival in the market place. 

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY 

The world of FE as it was is no more. It has been pushed into centre stage 

by government action specifically aimed at this educational sector in an 

attempt to make it more effective and efficient in its contribution to the 

more successful operation of the 'United Kingdom PIc' . This has been an 

instrumental approach that has changed significantly the nature of FE and: 

...... in order to significantly expand FE, whilst Simultaneously reducing 
unit costs, it has been necessary to intensifY work ... ...... pressure has 

been applied on staff to comply with government demands ... .. , and 
on managers through the FEFC 's performance target. 

(Randle and Brady 1997:237) 

The task now is not to try to put back the clock, but to examine creatively 

the possibilities that the new systems and structures, which were often 

initially lacking an educational context as well as being untried, might open 

up if their ready acceptance is challenged and problematised. Part of a 

research programme in this arena must be about testing and challenging the 

model of the managerial prerogative which is starting to embed itself in the 

new system, often at the expense of the wider educational and social needs 

of the community served by the college. (The use of the word serve here 

is not in the context of the market or the "cult(ure) of the customer" (Du 
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Gay and Salaman 1992), but in the true sense of education as a vocation 

for its providers and as a wider benefit to its recipients.) 

It is important to be aware that these changes in the life of a college, and 

the organizational learning that this necessitates, does not take place in a 

value-free arena. There is the need to examine the context within which 

the new demands are made manifest and this examination will need to 

avoid the investigation of the: 

...... human mental functioning as if it exists in a cultural, institutional 
and historical vacuum. 

(Wertsch 1991:2) 

Managerial action must be seen as involving interaction within the 

community of the college between such processes as policy setting, 

planning, strategy formulation and its implementation, managing resultant 

changes and the day-to-day provision of its education service. This 

community-of-practice is about relationships and is an intrinsic condition 

for the existence, sharing and interpretation of knowledge. The research 

will investigate the operation of this phenomena at its managerial core. 

THE CHALLENGE 

Now the colleges have been re-established within a "market place" as 

independent and incorporated bodies, centrally controlled through an 

appointed quango, the FEFC, there is an urgent need to accommodate a 

new approach if they are to survive in the competitive environment, let 

alone prosper. This new approach has: 

... .. compelled FE managers to adopt a range of policies and strategies 
designed primarily to ensure institutional survival after the LEA 

safety net is withdrawn, and to satisfY external performance indicators. 

(Elliott and Crossley 1994: 188) 
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As has already been pointed out concomitant with this has come the 

growth of managerial ism within the sector, with the new order having at its 

core the language of efficiency, effectiveness and value added. These 

have come to dominate the discourse of education and its delivery. This 

language revolves around a body of knowledge which is seen as 

particularly relevant and useful to the new cadre of education managers 

that has emerged. These can now claim that: 

..... the calibre and effectiveness of management will be the pivotal element for 
the success of the new FE corporations. 

(Bolton 1993) 

This is a statement that is sadly lacking an educational dimension and is 

perhaps symptomatic of the new managerial approach within FE. Here 

those facing the new responsibilities have turned almost exclusively to the 

commercial market for their ideas and planning paradigms with little 

attempt to contextualise what they have found there to a FE situation. 

Many of the ideas that support and underpin the privatisation of the FE 

colleges are based around the "science" of educational management. The 

emergent ideas seem dependent upon a limited understanding of 

organizations and seem to revolve around hierarchical charts, planning 

handbooks, timetables, job descriptions, strategic models and the other 

measurable paraphernalia of the manager; what has been termed the 'hard' 

area of management. Perhaps more worrying in a service which is people 

focussed, is the frequent absence in the guides to running the incorporated 

colleges of the significance and value of the 'soft' areas of human 

relationships and organizational culture. Such areas are to do with gaining 

commitment rather than compliance, are rooted in the way the organization 

has developed, and with the value systems that surround the workplace 

and its output. These are not easy to quantify and thus appear to be 
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falling outside the now accepted paradigm of the new FE, or at the very 

least are devalued. 

However, the prioritizing of management is not a universally accepted 

view as Alvesson and Wilhnott (1992) and others in their text confirm. 

They challenge the received wisdom of the pre-eminence of management 

and look for the application of different perspectives that are tested and 

operationalised through research. This research could be seen as 

contributing to unsettling: 

..... the domination of instrumental rationality, which tends to 
reduce human beings to part of a well-oiled societal machine. 

(1992:10) 

It can be argued that it is imperative that at this point in the development of 

the paradigm for the new FE evidence is sought to counter-balance the 

wholesale, uncritical acceptance and adoption of business management 

techniques within the colleges. This is not to deny that learning can 

usefully be transferred from other settings, such as business management, 

that can inform, improve and contribute to an educational discourse. What 

is needed is for these transferred ideas, models and principles that are 

imported into FE to be criticised and contextualised through meaningful 

research and reflection on experience and practice. 

A literature on the application of these business models and their use 

within FE is now emerging (McGinty and Fish; 1993; Reeves 1995; Elliott 

1996; Ainley and Bailey 1997). This literature has covered the ideas and 

application of general management to the FE context but within this is an 

under-researched aspect which, it may be argued, has been pre-dominant 

in moving colleges into their new competitive environment. This has been 

the necessity for colleges to produce a strategic plan, not only to guide 





Fig. 1 THE STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS 
(Source: FEFC 92/01) 

1\,1 ission 
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excellence, appraisal and the need for mission statements were utilised. 

Part of this orthodoxy was the shared understanding that: 

..... every organization must have a strategy, because otherwise it is 
without direction in an increasingly turbulent economic and politically 
charged environment. 

(Knights and Morgan 1991:252) 

FE certainly has, and is, experiencing turbulent times as a result of the 

ideological and political agenda, described above becoming operational. 

As already noted an outcome of this agenda has been that colleges have 

had to adopt the concept of strategic management and planning as part of 

the incorporation process. Much of the orthodoxy on strategy, like general 

management ideas, has until quite recently, been unchallenged, and may be 

seen as being prescriptively rooted in an ideal rational-scientific model that 

proposes the creation of strategy that is sequential, linear and controllable. 

This research is designed to examine the viability of the rational strategic 

approach that was recommended by FEFC and which has now been 

actioned within FE for five years. The research also seeks to explore the 

extent to which the model fails to acknowledge the complexity of the 

college situation. Mintzberg and Waters (1989) make the point from their 

research that there is no one best way to undertake the Strategic 

Management Process (SMP). What is appropriate for one organization's 

environment, both internal and external, may well be inappropriate for 

another, even within the same industry. 

RESEARCH AIMS 

The aim of this research is to unravel, through a detailed, empirically 

grounded case-study, the complexity of the strategic management model 

at work in a medium-sized college of FE. This will entail a critical review 
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of the related policy and theoretical literature surrounding this area. It will 

also be necessary to contextualise the work through the examination of 

both the process of strategic management: 

..... which is concerned with understanding how organizational strategies 
are formulated and implemented. 

(Van de Yen 1992:169) 

and its impact upon the culture of that college and in particular that of the 

senior management team. Bowman (1990:25) suggests the aim should be 

for research to contribute to the need for rich empirical work that will 

"increase our understanding of the major issues involved" and in the 

world of FE much is yet unknown about how the issues are being worked 

out post-incorporation. 

The specific aims of this research are therefore to:-

1. critically. examine the strategic management model 
and its related theoretical literature as it is currently 
applied to FE and to: 

- explore where and why this model has 
emerged; 

- consider the model's relevance for an 
educational setting. 

2. analyse the impact upon one college of the 
(SMP) with particular reference to: 

- the role and influence of the senior 
managers; and 

- the SMP as a social process that touches 
upon the college culture. 



3. relate the case study findings back to: 

- the established literature on the SMP within 
business settings; and 

- the emergent theoretical literature on the 
SMP within an educational setting. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

16 

The issues enumerated above - the introduction of the market; the 

importance attached to enterprising behaviour in colleges; the growth of 

managerialism - are of contemporary significance and will be re-visted and 

reviewed in detail in Chapter 2, but for this introduction it is important to 

be able to describe the basis of the theoretical framework being utilised. 

Du Gay and Salaman (1992) discuss the support given to the changes in 

the "re-imagination of the organization" by the widespread and accepted 

discourse of enterprise. Drawing upon the private and public sector they 

state that there is hardly a: 

..... university or college in the UK that has not in some way become 
permeated by the language of enterprise" and that this "has 
remorselessly reconceptualized and remodelled almost everything in its path. 

(Du Gay and Salaman 1992:622) 

They perceIve the notion of the customer as being "fundamental to 

current management paradigms. " (page 616) 

I would suggest that this notion is less clear-cut in the quasi-market place 

for FE, than might be anticipated in a genuine commercial market place. 

Who therefore is the customer in FE? One answer to this will be the 

student as the final 'purchaser' of the service and, in current managerialist 

jargon, these are the individuals whom the colleges should be close to. 

However, it is possible to argue that the real purchaser of these educational 
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services, through the funding mechanism, is the FEFC in that colleges bid 

for funds to provide the service to their projected units of account - the 

students. In this situation it is the FEFC which has customer sovereignty. 

The FEFC as the paying 'customer' has real power, both directly and 

indirectly, to influence new ways of working, innovation, flexibility of 

service and working conditions, coupled with customer responsiveness. 

This is a list of activities which encapsulate the goals of the enterprising 

and managerialist approach. Du Gay and Salaman (1992:617) reflecting 

Keat and Abercrombie (1991) put all this in the context of a society where 

the growth of a more demanding consumer prevails, whether FEFC, the 

student or the employer, and suggest that this situation forces changes and 

movement upon the producers of goods and sefVlces. This can be 

witnessed in the changes brought about in the FE sector as the 

incorporation process necessitates a close and quantifiable examination of 

the service that is further reflected in the demand for published 

performance indicators to underpin choice and increase competition. It 

may also be argued that these changes carry with them a dimension of 

control, both centralised and institutional local control, that resides at the 

core of the managerialist approach. This change of perspective has 

enabled and supported managerial representations to use the customer, 

especially the FEFC as: 

..... a means of restructuring organizations, and of influencing employees' 
behaviour and attitudes. 

(Du Gay and Salaman 1992:619) 

Yet here is a paradox; the discourse of enterprise requires not only the 

primacy of choice and the need for a free, flexible market responsiveness 

but that meeting the market need should be locally decided - being close to 



18 

the customer. However, the situation exists in FE where, whilst serving 

the local community, the parameters of this service need are defined 

locally but largely controlled and influenced by formal, centralized and 

bureaucratic compulsion through the funding mechanism. This has a 

knock-on effect to the senior management of the colleges for they are 

driven by the agenda of centralised control as they strive to achieve and 

enhance their performance indicators, whilst meeting the requirements of 

greater efficiency and effectiveness year-on-year. Putting into action the 

necessary logic of management to achieve FEFC's requirements, gains the 

compliance of staff, daily delivering and supporting the service through 

close control, but it fails to gain their commitment. Thus the search for 

spontaneity and individualism, which are a fundamental prerequisite of 

enterprise, are stifled. Work by Elliott (1996), Ainley and Bailey (1997) 

shows the level to which this compliance maybe endemic in the post­

incorporation college culture due to: 

... .. the differential emphasis placed by lecturers and managers upon 
business and educational values ... ...... managers seem to have lost sight 
of the core business of student learning and achievement. 

(Elliott 1996:96) 

These works suggest a collision between managerial rationality and the 

idea of shared professional collegiality. Their research suggests that this 

negativity can be addressed through the re-instatement of an internal 

collaborative culture rather than through the mere replication of the drives 

of the external competitive model. This idea is being addressed in this 

study of an FE college over a four year period post-incorporation. 

However its focus moves from the tensions and contradictions of the , 

changing roles of the lecturers, to the parallel viewpoint of the senior 
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managers as they come to terms with the new demands, expectations and 

pressures placed upon them and the wider college. 

STRUCTURE OF THE STUDY 

The research design for this case study has been based upon a longitudinal 

study within the FE sector over a period of some four years as it moved 

into the incorporated environment. Over this period complementary 

reading has taken place around the key elements identified above which 

has developed, contextualised and guided the on-going research. This 

process and outcomes have been used to underpin the emerging thinking 

and ideas outlined in this chapter. This reading and review of ideas is 

made clearer in Chapter Two and the outcomes will be used to infonn both 

the analysis and the conclusions. 

Chapter Three describes and justifies the methodological approach of the 

author and whilst this appears sequentially after the literature review it 

would be more accurate to see these processes - reading and research - as 

a contiguous activity throughout the life of the research programme. Each 

of these, to a greater or lesser extent, influenced the other as the research 

activity developed. There was a dynamic interplay which may be 

understood in its contribution to the texture of the finished research. 

An example of this can be given in that the research has become more 

focussed over the years, from an initial four colleges down to one college, 

which has enabled a case-study approach to be used. This was a 

pragmatic decision based partially upon logistics but more importantly 

upon the development and review of the ideas in the field of study and the 

methodology utilized as the research reading, interviewing, thinking and 

reflection progressed. 
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Chapter Four puts the case study college into its changing context, looking 

at two key dates in the strategy cycle - 1993/4 and 1996/7 - and examines 

the internal and external influences at work. As part of this examination a 

model is constructed as an aid to understanding the impact of these 

influences upon the college and the SMP. The chapter is also concerned 

with the presentation of the findings from the research process, drawing 

upon questionnaires, the case study record of fieldwork interviews and 

personal reflections, institutional observations and internal college 

documents. 

Chapter Five focuses upon the construction of the college's strategy, again 

centring on these two key planning dates and putting the process during 

this time into a developmental framework which outlines the levels 

involved in bringing about strategic change (Hardy 1996). The chapter 

also considers informed, external opinions about the college's SMP and 

has a further detailed analysis of the questionnaire responses that 

specifically examines internal perceptions of the strategy process. 

Chapter Six examines the changing role and the development of the Senior 

Management Team as it responded to the demands of Incorporation. The 

examination demonstrates its response to the dynamics and the dichotomy 

of the new college setting as team members and the wider staff adjusted 

their personal values and perceptions. 

Finally, Chapter Seven brings together the literature and the case-study 

research findings, again highlighting the challenges and problems that 

arose from the adoption by the FE sector of non-contextualised business 

models with a specific focus on the application of the SMP. A conclusion 

is reached which suggests that the 'hard' planning role of the SMP has 

limited its capacity to resolve the 'soft' problems thrown up by the new 
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college environment. The potential to utilise the SMP as a social and 

learning process has not yet been realised. 
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Chapter Two 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

INTRODUCTION - WHY START HERE? 

It is the intention here to critically review and examine the themes of this 

study which revolve around the concepts of the Enterprise Culture, 

managerialism and strategic management and their impact upon 

professional culture within a college of FE. 

Further education colleges have been required to construct statements of 

their missions as part of the established post-incorporation requirement to 

adopt a strategic approach to managing the institution. These statements 

often contain: 

... notions of equality of educational opportunity, community and 
practically-based vocational education .... 

and these can be seen as paradoxical in that there exists a: 

... .. tension between this value-laden mission and the perception that FE is a 
value-neutral commercial response to a presumed market in education. 

(Halliday 1996:67) 

The provision of new vocationalism in FE with its emphasis on observable 

behavioural outcomes which are amenable to measurement and 

quantification has been matched by the: 

..... reducing interest in, and institutional commitment to, values 
in FE ............... as if values, morality and citizenship were somehow 
distinct from costs, jobs and vocational education. 

(Halliday 1996:72) 

There is a mirror image here of the wider managerial perspective of FE 

where the growth of managerialism and particular strategic management, 

grounded in the ideas of an Enterprise Culture, are centred around 
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measureable outcomes and rational plans. These may well be delivering 

'value-added', but at the same time they seem to be 'value-free'. 

The work will concentrate upon the operationalization of the process of 

strategic management at the college level in FE following its incorporation 

in 1993, how this was handled by senior managers and the impact it made 

upon the professional culture of a college. However, for it to be fully 

investigated and understood it is necessary that the work is informed and 

contextualised not only against a backdrop of specific educational changes 

that emerged as part of a political and ideological agenda, but also in the 

light of wider socio-economic change in the UK Public Sector over the 

past two decades which prepared the arena for significant changes. 

Because much that has taken place is specifically outside the scope of the 

study, the review will focus upon the key issues that have influenced and 

shaped the new paradigm that is FE. Chief among these were the ideas of 

the Enterprise Culture and managerialism and in some senses these could 

be seen to be in conflict. The Enterprise Culture suggested freedom, 

personal autonomy, individualism and risk -taking whereas the growth of 

managerialism can traditionally be seen as being rooted in control, 

compliance, order and accountability within organizational life. Both 

ideas looked to the Private Sector for their models and confirmation, which 

in turn created the problem of the relevance of the transfer of non­

contextualised ideas across sectors, and the ensuing difficulty of the 

embeddedness of these concepts in the receiving organisations. Within the 

organisational dynamic and the resulting tension is found strategic 

management, which may be seen as a creature or sub-discipline of 

managerialism. 



THE ENTERPRISE CULTURE 

The idea of the Enterprise Culture has entered the consciouness of society 

over the past decades (Keat and Abercrombie 1991) and in many minds is 

associated with the workings of the New Right in general and Thatcherite 

ideology in particular. Its raison d'etre has been to try to: 

..... extend the market as the potential model for the provision and 
consumption of all goods and services. 

(Keat and Abercrombie 1991 :21) 

Much of this early work emanated from the Centre for Policy Studies 

(CPS) which saw as its aim advocating change and influencing policy 

making. It created a discourse that would include such ideas as freedom of 

choice, consumer power, removal of barriers and the creation of a culture 

of enterprise. This was to be positively linked: 

..... with a concern for fostering national values and maintaining national 
heritage, especially in relation to the part that education has to play 
in this process. 

(1991:23) 

Education was seen as being instrumental in instilling the values of the 

Enterprise Culture both as an organisational role model and in its teaching. 

The theme of enterprise can be discerned running through the wider 

discourse of the 1980s. The move into the Enterprise Culture and all that 

this entailed, required a shift in the national paradigm. Keat and 

Abercrombie (1991:28) quote a speech by Nigel Lawson in 1984 in which 

he talked about the need to challenge and change the culture and 

psychology of two generations and, in this education was to have a key 

role to play. Metaphorically, the baton of necessary and planned change 
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was picked up by Lord Young (then David Young) who ran the Enterprise 

Unit at the Cabinet Office. Two major, specifically directed, initiatives 

emerged under his authority - the Technical and Vocational Education 

Initiative (TVEI) and Enterprise in Higher Education (EHE). Gleeson 

(1989) points out that their roots go back much further and are grounded 

m: 

..... the debate about the aims of schooling, not least in relation to the ways 
in which schools should respond to the needs of business, industry and 
commerce. 

(1989:77) 

This debate was later extended to both HE and FE, through legislation 

which necessitated institutional re-organisation and cultural change in both 

arenas. Also the workings of the new funding bodies for these sectors 

determined and supported the need for a shift in the post -compulsory 

paradigm. 

Funding and constitutional changes are but part of the new environment ... 
... they (the institutions) are placed by these and other changes in what 
might be called the 'age of enterprise '. 

(HER 1994:5) 

Boyd (1992) reinforces this point when he states that during the 1980s 

there occurred what he terms as a 'sea change' in the perception of, and the 

policy applied to, education. However, this phenomena was not just a 

British event, but could be seen across an international perspective (see 

particularly Smyth et al (1993) for reflections on the experience of the 

USA, Australia, New Zealand and the UK.) These changes were the 

manifestation of the New Right capturing the high-ground of agenda 

setting, policy construction and its implementation against a contrived 

background of declining public confidence created by an on-going 

discourse of derision about the wider education system. The period saw 
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the deification of the market as an all embracing paradigm. Mc Vicar 

(1993) puts this cultural change in the UK context of a political ideology 

that was cutting public expenditure as part of a policy to reduce the 

overall burden of taxation; taxation which could be seen as hampering the 

enterprise initiative. He indicated that education was a casualty of this 

policy, initially not ill any pre-determined way, for policy towards 

education at this time: 

... ... was a mixture of individual decisions, shifts in resources and legislation, 
some of which were contradictory. 

(McVicar 1993: 192) 

The wider impact these intended, and emergent, policies made upon 

education may be summarised by quoting Letwin (1992), who was herself 

very close to the centre of policy fonnmation, having been at one time 

Director of the CPS. 

Education would no longer be lead by producers, academic theorists, 
administrators or teachers' unions. It would be controlled by the consumer. 

(1992:244) 

This statement may be seen as addressing the fear of professional 

protectionism which was considered endemic in education by the New 

Right. These vested interests were considered to be a major contributor 

to blocking the development of organisational and personal enterprise. A 

way out of the cul-de-sac was to be management-led as refonn would only 

come about by a change in perspective. The private sector was to be the 

model. 

These required shifts in perception were laid upon an educational system 

which was seen by the policy makers as having become anti-industrialist 
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and lacking the necessary competitive entrepreneurial spirit in the face of 

declining markets (Weiner 1981, Barnett 1986.) The 1976 Ruskin College 

speech given by the then Prime Minister James Callaghan, can also be 

seen as initiating the Great Debate about the role of education in an 

enterprise economy. This: 

..... was a landmark in the tradition of criticising the education system as 
the cause of school-Ie avers' unfavourable attitudes towards industry and 
purportedly inadequate standards of literacy and numeracy. Schools were 
accused of fostering anti-business attitudes, and for being at least partly 
responsible for the rising tide of youth unemployment. 

(Rees 1992:129) 

This speech set a tone and created a mood for change that laid 

foundations for an incoming Conservative government to begin dismantling 

and then rebuilding the whole education system to try to ensure the 

enterprising of society. What was begun in the classrooms of compulsory 

education was seen as needing to be reinforced and confirmed in the FE 

lecture rooms and workshops. 

Employers were seen as the key consumers of education and education as 

being instrumental to their needs. 

The dialogue of discourse in education has changed profoundly ... ... the 
essence of this change is the re-definition of education away from being 
primarily an instrument of social policy and instead to become a tool 
of industrial strategy. 

(Neave 1988:281) 

This whole movement was further reinforced by the incorporation of both 

the polytechnics and FE as competitive, corporate and entrepreneurial 

providers of educational services freed from the bureaucratic shackles of 

the Local Education Authorities (LEAs). In reality this was somewhat of a 

sleight of hand, for local control had now been substituted for more central 
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control through the operation of the new funding bodies. This change also 

achieved another target for, at a stroke, government removed the power of 

the often troublesome locally elected councils and gave itself a centralised 

system of guidance, advice and ultimately direction to a significant section 

of the education system. 

The new entrepreneurial model when applied to FE assumed that 

'production' in the sector would take place in a defined market place and 

that the operation of its invisible hand would lead to efficiency and 

effectiveness, whilst driving out those working practices which had 

hampered the markets' demands. The structural and cultural changes 

required to support the enterprising college also brought about the need for 

a new cadre of educational managers whose approach moved from being 

pedagogy-centred to finance-centred. What has taken place is the: 

..... replacement of an administrative culture by a managerial culture 
derived from private-sector decision-making frameworks. 

(Willcocks and Harrow 1992:50) 

MANAGERIALISM 

Managerialism is the term given by a number of writers (Willcocks and 

Harrow 1992, Pollitt 1993, Farnham and Horton 1993) to describe the 

significant changes that have taken place in the operation of the public 

sector. They have seen these changes as the 'acceptable' face of the New 

Right thinking concerning the role of the state and have identified at its 

heart the message of reducing the size of the public sector and therefore 

public sector spending, whilst increasing its efficiency and effectiveness 

through its exposure to the invisible hand of the market. The achievement 

of these objectives was to be through the introduction of better 
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management which, in tum, would be accomplished by actioning the 

transfer of models of managerial behaviour drawn from current private 

sector 'best' practice. 

Implicit in the shift towards managerialism in the public sector has 
been an assumption that a bureaucratic, incrementalist and particularist 
managerial function should be superceded by a more economistic, 

rationalistic and generic model. 

(Farnham and Horton 1993:47) 

To help underpin and gain wider acceptance for these radical changes the 

agenda for transformation was accompanied by a discourse of derision 

aimed at undermining confidence in the public education sector. This 

portrayed schools and colleges as being in the grip of self-serving producer 

groups who were often antagonistic to the needs of the 'consumers' of the 

services. In the FE sector this was specifically linked to an anti-business 

ethos, portrayed as having contributed to the UK's declining trading 

position in a growing competitive and global market. As a leading 

member of the Government of the day said when discussing public sector 

changes. 

Reforming the public services has been controversial because the policy 
involves taking on the powerful vested producer interests and reqUires 
a fundamental change in culture. The policy has foreseen an acceptance 
of modern thinking and modern management in public services where Virtually 
none existed before ......... changing the balance in favour of the consumer has 
involved the introduction of better management accountability. 

(The Guardian 05.02.93) 

As has already been stated, over the past decade the momentum for change 

within FE has increased as it has come under the powerful influence of 

these successive government policies, formulated to put into operation an 

ideological imperative that has not always emanated from an educational 

perspective. This imperative has at its core: 



...... the seldom-tested assumption that better management will prove an 
effective solvent for a wide range of economic and social ills. 

(Pollitt 1993: 1 ) 
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This can be directly linked to perceived need to 'privatize' the FE sector, 

drawing it into a model not only based upon private sector ideals but 

echoing the changes already brought about in Higher Education (HE) 

following that section of the 1988 ERA which abolished LEA involvement 

in the control and planning of the Polytechnics and Colleges of HE. This 

has created a whole new arena of activity within colleges of FE and 

perhaps necessitated the growth of managerialism. It has already been 

suggested that this cult of managerialism may be seen as being linked 

directly to economic efficiency and effectiveness with: 

..... its emphasis on role definition, planning and control (which) 
treats teachers as workers rather than professionals and thereby 
diminishes their commitment to the values and principles which define 
the field of educational practice. 

(Codd 1993:168) 

This neo-Taylorist model drives the colleges forward to external, rational 

and college context-free prescribed goals, set by FEFC which are 

determined at some distance from the work-face. These objectives have 

now become a dominant fact of organizational and managerial life as the 

continuation of funding is dependent upon their being achieved. Pritchard 

(1993) suggests that this creates a tension and begins to alter the 

professional culture of colleges: 



...... managers are made personally responsible and accountable 
(and are) charged with controlling the sites of production while 
professional groups are cast as the providers of labour for the 
processes involved. 

(pritchard 1993:3) 
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Pollitt (1993) and Hatcher (1994), discussing the intensification of the role 

of teachers, make the point that this will bring about greater regulation of 

the professional aspects of pedagogic work. This very outcome can be 

witnessed with the industrial-relations struggle over the enforcement of the 

new lecturers' contracts in FE, accompanied by the ending of the old 

'Silver Book' conditions (which contained the wider negotiated and 

accepted conditions of service), being seen as a diminution of the 

lecturers' traditional autonomy and a rigid demarcation of the teaching 

role. This visible change in perception is exemplified in a statement of a 

FE principal's review of the first year of incorporation. He is quoted as 

stating that in his vision for the future, his college: 

..... would be staffed by a large core of high powered managers 
controlling networks of highly professional free-lance lecturers 
and support staff 

(TES April 1st 1994:9) 

Within this context of managerialism is an attempt, emergent or planned, 

to change the discourse of education within FE by the specific use of the 

language of management and the market place. This discourse H becomes 

the instrument and object ofpower. "(Codd 1988:243) 

It can be argued that in large part this embedding of a supportive discourse 

rests upon the need for colleges to survive in the new FE environment and 

for them to be seen to espouse the values of the Enterprise Culture, the 

market place and the 'bottom line'. It is interesting to reflect upon the use 
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of language in a reported statement by the Chair of the FE Marketing 

Network. She said that marketing for the new FE: 

..... is a serious business, with a downside for failure. We 
(the marketing professionals) must be involved at the 
start of product development ... ... we must be paving the way 
for teaching staff in this new age. 

(Coburn 1994:ii) 

It is significant that the concept of educational provision is being affirmed 

in the management-speak of 'product development' and that this is seen as 

being a core activity when defining the service. 

Mention is made (above) of an ideological imperative m which the 

managerialist approach can be said to be grounded. In returning to this, it 

is possible to cite support for taking a 'hard' approach to managerialism as 

an ideology. Drawing upon Hartley (1995), Pollitt (1993) one can identify 

criteria with which to determine managerialism as an ideology and to 

decide its impact upon FE for it:-

- has the characteristics of a belief system, 
- is systemised and not just random in its occurrence, 
- is concerned with social groups and social 

arrangements, 
- is developed and maintained by social groups, 
- provides justification for behaviour, 

The incorporation of the FE colleges was undertaken as part of a political 

belief system; a belief that had as one of its central tenets the deification of 

the market place and enterprise, with the need for a new breed of 

management playing a vital role in its implementation. 

The actioning of this belief was to come about in a systemised way and to 

be based upon an all embracing common legislative framework that was to 

be centrally controlled (DfEE and FEFC), whilst being locally delivered 

through the competitive colleges. This process of managerial change 
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would, by its very nature, involve organised groups and systems that 

revolved around the negotiation of order and the distribution of power 

within their shared setting - the colleges' internal environment. In its 

operation managerialism: 

...... privileges certain groups and, by implication if not 
explicitly, marginalises or negatively values others. 

(pollitt 1993:8) 

Managerialism also provides a justification for its action and perhaps at its 

heart it supports the concept of the right to manage as a defence. 

This use of management as ideology may be seen as the injection of a 

''foreign body" (1993:11) into public sector organizations in general and 

FE in particular. The foreign body could be seen as a much needed 

restorative shot-in-the-arm or, alternatively as an overdose leading to 

confusion and a 'bad trip', depending upon one's perspective. 

Within this new environment the role of the manager is now paramount: 

Managers now work to create the right climate, to encourage 
identification with corporate goals, high motivation and 
internalization of constructive goals. 

(pollitt 1993:24) 

This may blind participants, both those who manage and those who are 

managed, to the unresolved tensions and problems which now surround 

them. They may become the willing victims of the third level of 

management power (see Fig. 4) which suggests: 

..... that there is latent conflict which consists in a contradiction 
between the interests of those exercising power and the real interests 
of those they exclude. These latter may not express or even be 

conscious of their interests. 
(Lukes 1974:24) 
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F or power is not only expressed through overt situations but may arise in 

the way that power is exercised by influencing, shaping and determining 

wants. 

Randle and Brady (1997) suggest that a clash has arisen from this within 

the colleges that revolves around the new demands made upon the 

established management style of the old ethos of the public sector 

educational service and what they call the "new managerialism" (1997: 

229). The new order entails working within the context of a prescriptive, 

problematic, cost reducing FEFC regime, which is accompanied by a 

quantitative planning and budgeting approach to education. These criteria 

are seen to be in direct contrast to the prevailing (though under attack) pre­

incorporation qualitative pedagogical approach of teaching staff and 'old' 

management. These authors are suggesting that we are witnessing a 

conflict of paradigms and they produce (page 232) a model of the conflicts 

that reflect the differing arenas from which the 'professional' and the 

'managerial' draw their positions and values. 

What emerges from their work is that the operation of the 'new 

managerialism' is seen to contribute to an undermining of the lecturers' 

professionalism as their traditional autonomy is reduced within the work 

place. In turn this strengthens the growth of personal and professional 

control that is a concomitant of the managerialist paradigm. We are not 

discussing here "short-term managerialist campaigns to promote a new 

image" (Pollitt 1993 :25). What we are observing with this shift in FE is 

an organisational discontinuity with the past which now is problematised, 

(other than in possible retrospection to a 'golden age'.) The colleges as 

living organisations must have some way of managing the dissonance 

inherent in the transition to a new ethos and culture. It is being suggested 
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in this study that this way may lie, unexpectedly in the process of strategic 

management. 

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT - SETTING THE CONTEXT 

The growth of strategic management and its use in recent years as a 

management tool has been pivotal to organisational life across all sectors. 

Mintzberg (1994) writes about the "normative naivete" that is to be found 

in much that is written about and practiced within strategic management. 

In a ground-breaking book he signals many times that there is an emerging 

body of research, besides his own showing that, far from the Taylorist 

approach of quantification and measureability so beloved of much of the 

literature: 

...... that strategy is an immensely complex process involving 
the most sophisticated, subtle, and at time subconscious 
of human cognitive and social processes. 

(Mintzberg 1994:227) 

He points out that the strategic model has been hi-jacked by the planners at 

the expense of the managers as strategic thinkers. Often, these planners 

may be divorced from the day-to-day aspects of the organisation and out of 

touch with the substance of organisational life in their enclosed 

environment. Those away from the planning environment are often closer 

to the action and thus more aware of the organisation's needs and 

capabilities. Therefore we have a situation in which they (the non­

planners) are more able to feed into the holistic approach (Knights and 

Morgan 1991) that is necessary for the strategic thinker. 

The power over the process must rest with people who have an 
intimate sense of the context in which the strategies have to work. 

(Mintzberg 1994:274) 
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However, even this wide ranging and infonned critique needs to be 

challenged as it fails to address certain issues that are bound up with the 

accepted concept of the rational SMP that go beyond the processual model 

and which recognise the inherent messiness that is be found in a: 

..... view of strategy as emerging not out of rational planning but 
largely from political processes of negotiation within the organisation 
and between the organisation and different elements in its environment. 

(Knights and Morgan 1991 :266) 

There is a further need to recognise that the SMP will be bound up with 

power relations and that this relationship often contains a view of power 

that seems to be a limited view, bounded by that which is "negative, 

constraining and coercive. "(1991:267) This is, perhaps, a too limiting 

perspective, for there exists in the SMP the potential for it to open out 

rather than close down the individual and the organisation. 

Power is positive in the sense that it can transform individuals into 
subjects who secure their sense of what it is to be 'worthy' and 
'competent' human beings through the social practices that it creates 
and sustains. 

(Knights and Morgan 1991 :269) 

The authors suggest that even where there is resistance within the SMP, 

this may signal personal engagement, wholly or partially, and that 

individuals or groups may get 'caught up' with the process. Emerging 

from this involvement there will be a recognition of a path through which 

the organisation is seeking out some fonn of stability in an otherwise 

uncertain and chaotic environment. 

Whilst supporting vigorously the limitations of the rationalist school, and 

its various connotations (see Mintzberg 1990, Whittington 1993, for full 
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range of potential classifications) in its support of the prioritizing of 

management in the bid to pursue the goal of ever more efficiency and 

effectiveness, Alvesson and Willmott (1992) may simultaneously be seen 

to challenge this sympathetic view of power. They feel that strategic 

management: 

..... is one of the most one-sided pro-managerial and, in the broad 
sense that we are using the term, unreflective of the management 
sub-disciplines. 

(1992:86) 

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT IN EDUCATION 

Justification for the introduction of localised and rational college strategy-

making within the agenda of change for FE surely rested on the premise 

that colleges now had to compete in the newly identified (and artificially 

created) market place and that as businesses they had to behave 

appropriately. The rationalistic conceptual approach critiqued by 

Alvesson and Willmott in their review of strategic management looks 

similar to that which formed the basis for the FEFC and its advisers 

(Circulars 92/08, 92/11) when devising the model for the SMP in the 

newly incorporated colleges. Chief amongst the difficulties with this 

model is that there is an underlying hypothesis: 

...... that strategy formulation is and should be a control-led, 
conscious process of thought, the responsibility for which 
rests with the chief executive and the senior management team. 

(Thomas 1993 :3) 

This model may be seen as limited and one-dimensional in that it has 

underestimated (ignored?) the complexity, ambiguity and variability of the 

organisational context and its total membership. Such reductionalism 
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pushes the process into a focus and concentration upon those aspects of 

organisational life which are only quantifiable. This complexity and 

dynamic ambiguity is particularly visible in the FE sector where, since 

incorporation, the variations in funding to and support for growth in 

colleges has at times created chaos in attempts to action a strategic and 

rationalistic approach to the future i.e., to follow the prescribed model. 

One of the problems requiring consideration here is that a significant 

majority of the literature being utilised is drawn from the area of private 

sector business and invariably draws upon large scale organisations. Thus 

there will always be the problem of appropriateness and the difficulty of 

transfer between differing contexts. 

There exists now a growing body of knowledge about general management 

in education (Gray 1982; Boyd-Barret 1983; Hughes M et al 1985; Bush 

1989; Bottery 1992; Greenfield 1993; Crawford and Kydd 1994), with 

much of this work being concerned with Primary and Secondary 

organisational settings. Relatively little has yet emerged to match that 

range and level of literature in FE, though this is being addressed with the 

impetus of change brought about by incorporation of the sector 

(Elliott/Crossley 1994; ElliottlHall 1994; Elliott 1996; Ainley/Bailey 

1997). However, research in this field into the SMP is still a very limited 

sub-set. An early attempt to bring over to an educational setting the ideas 

of strategic analysis, (here in the context of a school improvement 

programme in North America), can be found in Murgatroyd (1989/1991). 

The basis for Murgatroyd' s later paper rests upon the seemingly accepted 

and unchallenged assumption that education providers are in a competitive 

environment and that a market exists which will respond to the application 

of managerialist and marketing techniques. This approach would seem to 

harmonize with Alvesson and Willmott's (1992) critique when they suggest 
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that strategic management emerges because there is competition and with 

this the acceptance that: 

..... it incorporates all activities that are deemed to contribute to the 
strengthening of the focal organisation's command of its environment, 
and therefore weakens the position of competitors. 

(1992:88) 

Murgatroyd (1991) draws upon the whole gamut of current management 

ideas such as - total quality, generic strategies and the value chain. The 

approach of the paper is neo-Taylorist and is rooted in systems and 

structures that draw heavily upon the business literature. Yet at the same 

time he writes about the role of the college Principal as being one of 

empowerment and facilitation, rather than coercion and control. The 

tension identified in the paper; the struggle between systems and people, is 

resolved in favour of the former for he stresses that: 

..... schools (need to) recognise that they are part of the service sector 
and act to ensure quality service and effictive management. 

(Murgatroyd 1991: 18) 

and to support this, a quality model is developed which derives directly 

from a 'hard' manufacturing environment. We see here the old Taylorist 

struggle that has been central to much management thought and research; 

the need to overcome ambiguity and thus the need to control "since 

ambiguity impedes quality." (1991:12) Schools that have no clear 

strategic intent will not master organisational ambiguity. A central belief 

being propounded in this writing, which is reflective of the ideological 

stance that underpins the FE reforms discussed above, is that which has 

worked for the newly privati sed organisations is emminently suitable for 

direct application to education: "why should it be any different for 
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schools?" The justification given for following this path is to "innoculate 

the schools against atrophy." (1991:12) 

Thody (1991) in her case study on a Principal as a reflective strategist 

initially stressed the importance of values in driving the school forward. 

U sing evidence from both the UK and North America she reveals a rather 

limited and worrying aspect of managerial work in that senior managers 

are seen to "enjoy the thrill of exercising power to transmit values" 

(1991: 21) during the SMP. What is particularly worrying here is that the 

questions, 'whose values?' 'are they shared?' are never posed as being 

important in this planning context. 

This question is answered to some extent by Warnet (1994) for, whilst 

drawing upon a specific case study of a French private school, he does 

support some of the current, critical research ideas in that he identifies the 

likelihood of contlict between the limited, rational SMP and the need for 

the inclusion of 'softer' approaches which embrace a context of wider 

social and organisational values. Whilst not suggesting that identification 

of these values is an easy task, (for often they may be fairly abstract 

concepts which are not formally articulated in the organisation), the 

activity is seen as both important and meaningful if the scope of the SMP 

is to widen. This process is to be seen as a whole-school approach and as 

such Warnet (1994) suggests that value-based strategies tend to develop 

incrementally. The model provides general guidance rather than the 

narrowly defined and prescriptive parameters of the rationalistic planner. 

The approach must be seen as complementary, adding to and softening the 

certainties of the rationalistic approach and still allowing some of the 

ambiguities of managing the future to resonate in the organisation. This 

may be seen as contributing to the growth of strategic capability and 

enhancing the SMP, but there is a requirement that it is accompanied by an 
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attempt to gain "consensus among organisational members. " (1994: 220) 

F or whilst this paper, like Murgatroyd' s, concentrates upon the Principal 

(the senior manager) as a key player, Warnet differs importantly in that he 

brings into play the wider staff as major stakeholders for he sees the 

'association of teachers' as being critical. Also, like Knights and Morgan 

(1991), he sees that wider ranging SMP as a contribution to potential 

organisational assonance for: 

..... the mere fact that an organised discussion is carried out appears 
fruitful for adhesion and the future success of implementation of the 
values-based strategy. 

(Wamet 1994:221) 

This work recognizes that a tension exists for the Principal, and the 

management team, arising out of the managerial paradox of maintaining 

continuity whilst yet detecting and preparing for changes. The importance 

of Warnet's (1994) model is that the human dimension is significant; in 

many other models the interaction of people is absent. He indicates that 

the Principal, and thus it can be argued the wider management team, in 

hislher strategic role: 

..... must be responsive, continually learning, sensitive to experience 
and engage in active listening to his/her colleagues and main 
constituents. 

(1994:231) 

In both papers the authors are exploring the field of strategic management 

in an educational setting and, to a greater or lesser degree, they are testing 

the relevance of models drawn from the business sector. In doing so their 

views may be seen as somewhat divergent: Murgatroyd sees the use of the 

rational business models as having direct application with little in the way 

of reconstruction, whereas Warnet sees this transfer as a starting point and 

attempts to ground firmly the SMP by recognising the differences that may 
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be inherent in the educational setting. In the same way, both these 

authors identify the role of the Principal as being of significance, but with 

Warnet extending that view into the larger framework of personal values, 

perceptions and organisational culture (which I would extend to include 

wider management.) It is Warnet' s wider view which is of importance in 

this research and supports its testing in the context of FE. However, it is 

necessary to reiterate the limitation of these two papers in particular, and 

the education management literature in general. Much that has so far been 

written, is within a school setting and it is important to be wary of direct 

transfer of ideas into the framework of a college of FE. 

STRA TEGIC MANAGEMENT IN FURTHER EDUCATION 

Cowham (1994) offers a further perspective on strategic management, 

which, while making little use of recent writings in this arena, other than 

FEFC, does look at the direct, observed impact upon a college after the 

first wave of post-incorporation change. His case-study has shown that 

the SMP moved the college from an initial and reactive phase of ambiguity 

and a "garbage can" approach (Cohen and March 1974: Davies and 

Morgan 1983) to one which may be identified as a new collegiality. Part 

of this important change can be seen as recognition that the early response 

to the needs of the FEFC was limited as the SMP only involved the Senior 

Management Team and the Governors. The resultant plan was then 

passed down the hierarchy for implementation with little to ensure 

ownership and enthusiasm. During the second-phase, the contribution to, 

and influence upon, the SMP was considerably widened from within the 

college community resulting in a more positive college-wide stance. 

Other work close to the FE environment has emerged from the old FE 

Staff College over recent years, now re-badged and re-constituted as the 
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FE Development Agency (FEDA). Two papers written immediately after 

incorporation shed some light specifically into the sector (Scott, Kedney 

and Gray 1993; Dearing 1994). The former marks out a pre-incorporation 

regime in which a system seemed to deal with uncertainty and "placed 

little inhibition on college entrepreneurs" (1993:1) a statement which 

seems to run counter to the general perception of FE and that of the 

educational policy-makers of the time! They make a point about the 

looseness of the linking between funding and planning which would have 

been anathema to the policy-makers who sought to overcome this by 

driving the colleges into the more competitive surroundings of the market 

place. In these changing circumstances the authors rightly stress that 

whilst delivery of the learning services should be more business-like in 

colleges, it must not be done at the expense of the distinctive nature of the 

business, i.e., education. The work also rightly flags up an obligation 

during such a period of change (transition) to concentrate upon the needs 

of the students "to nurture and manage with insight and vision" (1993:4), 

but it seemingly underplays a need to care for those providing the service, 

the staff. However, a crucial point is made about the potential dangers that 

the accompanying growth in managerialism can bring where, in its 

operationalisation, there is: 

..... the inflation of the importance of management as an activity 
with little reforence to what is being managed and why particular 
management approaches are needed. 

(Scott et al 1993: 11) 

It is also important to avoid short -termism and the focus upon the business 

functions at the expense of shared educational values across the institution. 
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incorporation represented a true paradigm shift. This runs somewhat 

counter to later research by Elliott (1996) which suggests that the colleges' 

market orientation, and therefore the necessary concomitant culture, came 

gradually and may thus be seen as a first -order change which was linear 

and continuous. Part of the problem of transformational shift may well be 

that the colleges being researched were considered to have been on an 

"inertia track" in that the basic organisational structures, management 

styles and systems "had remainedfairly constant. "(Dearing 1994:7) Can 

we thus make a generalised leap from the findings of sixteen institutions to 

FE? 

FROM LITERATURE TO PRACTICE 

New ways of doing things and new roles began to emerge. These found 

expression through staffing appointments which had previously been out of 

the colleges' immediate environment - personnel managers, accountants, 

estate officers. However, what was missing in all this was the potentially 

key part played in the changing role, and use made, of the 'new' language 

of management. This absence can be seen as an indicator of the 

individual's and group's values, beliefs, attitudes and as a reflection of the 

culture of which they are a part and to which they contribute. However, it 

can be deduced from the above that the newly established college 

frameworks, many of which were prescribed by the FEFC and of which 

the SMP may be seen as being particularly significant, began to symbolize 

new meanings. These frameworks and symbolic roles and language have 

potential use for senior management in ways of establishing and re­

inforcing the new order of things. This approach, which involves the 

wider utilization of strategy within the organization, whether deliberate or 

by chance, may be seen as a method of widening strategy's usual and 
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accepted prescribed, linear, rational planning role. Its role now begins to 

move into a wider framework with the operation of the SMP becoming 

part of, and contributing to, the changing organisation's social context. 

Instead of concentration being solely upon the visible 'hard' management 

activities that surround the classical SMP, the 'soft' areas of cultural 

adaptation, change and learning now need to be recognised. 

One of the key points emerging from the concept of organisational learning 

is the significance of support and community in that learning process, 

which in turn reinforces Rogoff and Lave's (1984) statement that: 

...... central to the everyday contexts in which cognitive activity 
occurs is the interaction with other people and the use of SOCially 
prOvided tools and schemas for solving problems. 

(1984:4) 

Given this perspective it is possible to see the introduction, the on-going 

formulation, development, implementation and the associated review 

activities of the SMP as a means of mediational learning. The SMP may 

be seen as the tool and language that shapes actions in essential ways. 

Strategy making is a cognitive process and should be understood to be 

shaped by the mediational means employed in the actioning and achieving 

of the task. Wertsch (1991) suggests that there is an incongruity in trying 

to separate out the individual's mental action "from the mechanisms that 

mediate this action. " (page 14) 

The use of the SMP may be seen as providing a bridge across the "zone of 

proximal development" (ZPD), a learning paradigm bounded by the level 

of attainment possible with unsupported individual problem-solving 

development and the enhanced learning which is realisable with 

collaboration and support from the environment of others. Wells (1996) 
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indicates that the original work ill this area by Vygotsky has been 

considerably extended by: 

...... emphasising the holistic nature of the learning that takes place within 
the zpd and by making clear that it involves ... ... a wide range of mediational 
means, and ...... all participants in collaborative communities of practice. 

(Wells 1996:15) 

It is also possible to conceive an idea of the SMP as potential scaffolding 

which could enable and encourage learning when it is utilised in a manner 

beyond the narrow confines of a pre-scribed management planning tool. 

The scenario in FE over the post-incorporation period, (the time of the 

research) has required a transformation of existing individual and shared 

perspectives held by those in the college community. They had previously 

been enculturated into a way of existence which was now subjected to a 

fundamental challenge - the community was being fractured. Out of this 

challenge came the need for staff to learn new ways of doing things which 

would not only ensure continuing life for the college, but also their own 

role as 'actors' on this particular organisational stage. 

What impacts upon the research, is that learning in the ZPD is not just 

about cognition; it embraces acting, thinking and feeling and is thus 

capable of transforming the learners and the community in which they 

participate - it is a social process. 

This idea can be seen in the work of Eden (1992) who propounds the view 

that the SMP will be more effective if it is perceived as a social as well as 

an analytical process. If this is to be the case, then perhaps the wider 

social sciences have something to contribute towards a deeper 

understanding of the SMP and by doing so would confirm the approach 
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turn, is dependent upon social negotiation where work in the moulding of 

the SMP: 

..... involves the interaction between interested parties who have to exist 
in relation to their past and expected fUture. 

(Eden 1992:801) 

It has already been shown that the FEFC idea of strategic management is 

based upon a limited model having at its heart the prerogative of senior 

management and rests on the base of quantitative planning. Any changes 

will make demands upon the senior managers of colleges as they take 

responsibility for initiating and controlling the SMP, for in the traditional 

model this function is solely their preserve. This comes about because it is 

assumed that they alone 'see the whole picture' due to their organisational 

position and privileged access to full information. In the SMP as a social 

process model it will be assumed that this power to control and direct 

information will be modified as the SMP is genuinely opened to 

meaningful participation by the wider college stakeholders. This has a 

two-fold effect. Firstly, the operation of a college Senior Management 

Team will require re-thinking as they must 're-negotiate' their positions by 

use of language and their actions. This will result in their foregoing some 

of the cherished perspectives of power and control inherent in the 

managerialist ethos and behaviour underlying the concept of the 'right to 

manage'. Secondly, the other, wider stakeholders - course leaders, 

lecturers, administrative and support staff and even students - must not 

only be given an opportunity to engage in the SMP, but must be trusting 

and willing to participate. These changes will support both the internal 

movement from competition to collaboration and shared organisational 

learning which can be seen as key activities necessary to mitigate against 
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any emergmg problems of dissonance and non-compliance found in the 

post-incorporation college. These issues will be discussed further in 

Chapter Seven, whilst the next chapter examines and justifies the research 

methodology utilised here. 
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Chapter Three 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter the methodological assumptions underpinning the study are 

considered with reference to the relevant literature. The rationale for the 

choice of a case study research design is presented along with details of 

the methods and techniques used in carrying out the empirical part of the 

study. 

The arena for this research is a college in the Further Education sector as it 

moved from its public sector roots under the control of, and accountable 

to, the locally elected Local Education Authority (LEA), into the quasi­

private sector. In the new environment its day-to-day control and 

accountability now resides with the college's Governing Board working 

through and with the Government appointed Further Education Funding 

Council (FEFC). The decision to undertake this research was made in 

December 1992 at a time when colleges were going through a rapid 

learning process, preparing to take unto themselves many of the 

responsibilities which previously were located with the LEA such as 

property management, the wider personnel function, responsibility for the 

payroll and strategic management. The target date for the hand-over of 

responsibilities and for the full establishment of the incorporated colleges 

was April 1 st 1993. 

The study has evolved during a gestation period which allowed its shape, 

form and content to develop as the researcher entered further into the 

domain being studied. It was also affected by the experience of carrying 

out the research as the emerging findings confirmed or challenged pre­

conceived notions that were inevitably brought to the research arena and 
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which in tum required re-thinking and re-examination. This aspect is 

further developed in a later section on the need for reflexivity. The need 

for flexibility of the research design became apparent in response to the 

dynamic environment colleges entered as a result of the paradigm-shift that 

was incorporation. It is possible to look back over the period of the 

research and trace the development of the researcher's ideas and the 

methodology being employed as it moved from a relatively unfocussed, 

macro-approach drawing upon the changing context FE arena to a more 

precisely delineated field of study. The resulting micro-approach that was 

informed by the wider, multi-layered, contextual field, arose from a 

growing awareness, whilst working with the initial sample of four colleges, 

(later confirmed by the case study college), that there was a key element in 

the growing managerialist approach necessitated by incorporation. This 

key element was identified as the transfer of responsibility for strategic 

management from a centralised LEA to the individual college level. This 

was seen as having significance for the developing management position 

following the incorporation of FE and was an area currently under­

researched. 

The study has also been shaped by the juxtaposition of the researcher's 

professional work and related interests which have emerged over a number 

of years and which can be summed up as:-

the changing role of FE - which is directly related to 
work as a teacher and manager in this sector over 
18 years; 

growth of the ideas surrounding Enterprise Culture -
which stemmed from employment as a manager in a 
small business in the late 1980' s and a research/teaching 
interest being pursued in Higher Education; 



how change has been managed - which has been an 
on-going process in the researcher's career both as a 
teacher and manager. 
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To this should be added intuitive feeling informed by some 25 years in 

education and supported by the growth of a critical discourse regarding the 

problems of the importation of non-contextualised business models into 

FE. (Bottery 1992; Fullan 1993; Reeves 1995) It is this final element in 

the researcher's personal background which has provided a focus for 

research into the process of strategic management as a model imported 

into FE which constitutes the 'foreground' of the work. This foreground 

examines one of the new ways of working which has been seen as 

supporting the incorporated college and grounded in a managerialist 

perspective. This is the adoption of a rational strategic management 

model as devised by FEFC. The foreground also permits building upon the 

range of external influences identified earlier in Chapter One, and setting 

these as contextualised issues, which may be termed the 'background'. 

The emerging intention of the research was to examine the role of strategic 

management, its influence upon the case study college over a period and 

the possible adaptation of the prescribed model to the college context. 

Given what has been outlined above it will be clear that the underpinning 

methodology for this research is centred around the qualitative paradigm. 

During the early stages it was decided that the work would also need to 

access the different perspectives that are found in the research literature. 

Thus, whilst the qualitative paradigm would tend to pre-dominate it is not 

at the exclusion of quantitative data where this makes a material 

contribution. There is awareness that in enacting this strategy the 

researcher is drawing upon Crossley and Vulliamy's (1997) analysis of the 
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features of a qualitative approach is that: 

... ... culture, meanings and processes are emphasized, rather 
than variables, outcomes and products. 

(Crossley and Vulliamy 1997:6) 

Arising from this, the methodological orientation adopted for the study 

draws upon the phenomenological literature which respects the 

significance of the use of multiple perspectives. More specifically, the 

research makes use of ethnography which requires sampling peoples' lives 

and activities, both as individuals and in groups, in a college environment 

over a period of time. This necessitates: 

...... watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking 
questions - in fact collecting whatever data are available to throw 

light on the issues that are the focus of the research. 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 1) 

This research process has value in that it allows observation of the lived 

experience of the participants as they go about their work and social 

interactions in the college environment. It also enables the researcher to 

go beyond the official rhetoric that may obscure the reality of the situation 

for: 

...... descriptions of social reality are incomplete if they do not take 
account of the views and perceptions of the social actors. 

(Scott and Usher 1996:144) 
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THE EMERGING CASE 

As the early research progressed it became clear that its initial aims were 

rather 'broad brush' and lacked a meaningful focus. This situation was 

made more problematic by the geographical distribution of the initial 

colleges, the way access had been negotiated and a variation in levels of 

enthusiasm on the part of the colleges for participation in the research 

process. These difficulties were resolved when a focus was established. 

As stated above, a theme began to emerge which ran through both the 

incorporation process documentation and the resultant action which was 

identified as a major on-going influence upon the colleges' management. 

This was the new core management activity of constructing, 

implementing, monitoring and managing the colleges' strategic plan and 

processes. The focus of the research would now concentrate upon the 

Strategic Management Process (SMP) which was to be observed over the 

time of the study. This was to be realised in the form of a case study with 

one of the colleges which had willingly and supportively granted open 

access to staff, meetings and college records. The research work could 

now also encompass the H inner and outer contexts" of the college which 

required identification and explanation of the H enabling and constraining 

influences" that surrounded this management process (Pettigrew 1992:7). 

The rationale for this decision was that management activity - the SMP -

was an arena that had become common to all colleges of FE following 

incorporation and that little previous research had been conducted in this 

specific area. 

As indicated earlier, one aim of the research is to examine both the process 

of strategic management, drawing upon the available theoretical literature 
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on the advantages and disadvantages of the SMP, and its impact upon a 

college of FE. The study also aims to examine: 

..... the shared development of a strategic management (and hence 
planning) capability which is directly related to the colleges' ability to 
learn and be creative. 

(Scott, Kedney, Gray 1993:3) 

THE RESEARCH ARENA 

A CASE STUDY AND LONGITUDINAL PERSPECTIVE 

There are over 450 colleges in the FE sector in England and Wales. The 

researcher had been absent from this environment, as a teacher and 

manager, for some eight years at the start of the study. It was, therefore 

necessary to engage with the sector and its context as quickly as possible 

to gather data before formal incorporation became established and with it 

the potential loss of organisational memory. In many of the colleges the 

concomitant of incorporation was internal, structural re-organisation and 

the inevitable cost-saving: down-sizing with the loss of staff through early 

retirement and voluntary redundancy. This was true at the Westshire 

College which was to become the case-study organisation (the background 

and contextual setting of this college can be found in Chapter F our) 

CASE STUDY 

In terms of the research arena being described the case study strategy 

which utilises manifold sources of evidence (see page 69) emerged as the 

most appropriate way forward, for it has enabled the investigation of: 

., .... a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context. 
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 
not clearly evident. 

(Johnson 1994:20) 
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A case study was chosen not only to reveal the operation of particular 

processes within a specific context, Westshire College, but also for 

generating and 'refining theory and suggesting complexities for further 

investigation' (Stake 1994:245) which could be subjected to later 

comparison. Importantly, this approach was seen as being able to 'offer 

an opportunity to learn. ' (Stake 1994:243) Westshire was chosen not for 

its representativeness of the FE sector but for the illumination that it might 

provide into the workings of a college going through the process of 

incorporation. The actioning of the case study has enabled: 

...... the dynamic of institutional processes, and individual relationships, 
to be monitored and appraised over time. 

(Johnson 1994:1 06) 

The single case study is also sympathetic to the position of the individual 

researcher, as in this situation, in terms of reducing the inherent logistical 

problems of longitudinal research activity and this further supports and 

makes available the benefits articulated above. 

However, it has been noted that there exists a body of writers who 

challenge the validity of this approach. Bryman (1992) makes the point 

that case studies can be objected to on the grounds of being idiosyncratic 

and may often have been drawn from one or two examples and thus as an 

approach it: 

...... seems to capture less well the scientific approach with its search 
for universal laws. 

(1992: 171) 

However, as a positivistic approach is not the purport in this research, then 

the requirement to discover universal laws is not an overriding objective. 

Atkinson and Delamont (1985 :28) state in their critque of the use of case 
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studies that the "root metaphor" for this approach is one of exploration 

and discovery which pays full "attention to the unofficial and unforeseen 

aspects" of the situation being investigated. However, though they go 

onto highlight problems with this research strategy, there is support for the 

rigorous use of the case study in the field of ethnography. 

Methodological sophistication is not a marked characteristic 
of the genre . ...... On the other hand, it is true to say that in 
practice a recognisable commitment is discernable, which 
corresponds fairly well to that connoted by the ethnographic 
approach. 

(Atkinson and Delamont 1985:31) 

These authors are much more concerned with the often perceived problem 

of the case study method and that is the weaknesses in generalising from 

its findings. As it was envisaged that the work would be focussed on 

theory generation it made sense to look to Glaser and Strauss to confirm 

the methodological approach. 

Since accurate evidence is not so crucial for generating theory, the kind 
of evidence, as well as the number of cases, is also not crucial. A single 
case can indicate a general conceptual category. 

(Glaser and Strauss 1967:30) 

Though, this is not to be seen as an excuse to justify a lack of rigour in the 

research process for there is the need to firmly place the case-study within 

'a socio-political context. ' (Hitchcock/Hughes 1995:323) Generalising 

from the case-study will also be dependent upon the 'richness and the 

thickness of the data collected. ' (HitchcocklHughes 326) and the use of 

multiple sources of data in this research have made an important 

contribution to meeting this requirement. 

It was anticipated that the work would throw up patterns and linkages of 

theoretical importance which, whilst only emerging from a single case, 
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could be significant not only when used in comparative work but also for 

validation purposes. 

Yin (1994) adds another dimension when he suggests that the case study 

may be preferred where the researcher has little control over events and is 

concentrating upon a current phenomenon in a real life context; a 

description which certainly fitted the research scenario. Whilst Gill and 

Johnson (1997) point out that in theory building the case study research: 

..... may perhaps be most appropriate when little is known about a 
topic and where in consequence there can be little reliance upon the 
literature or previous empirical evidence. 

(Johnson 1997:124) 

This is perhaps a qualified justification for the researcher's approach for, 

as has already been stated above, much is already known about the SMP 

in commercial organisations but little has yet emerged about the use of the 

SMP post-incorporation and its impact upon colleges of FE. 

A LONGITUDINAL STUDY 

It was considered that the research work should also take a longitudinal 

approach which is: 

...... those techniques, methodologies and activities which 
permit the observation, description and/or classification of 
organisational phenomena in such a way that process can 
be identified and empirically documented. .. (where) process 
is taken to mean any sequence of changes in organisational 
variables. 

(MillerlFriesen 1982:1014) 

The approach was influenced by Pettigrew (1985) who stresses the 

importance in on-going organisational research of the need to fully 
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understand the context. In this fOITIl of research undertaking there is also a 

need to look for patterns or disharmonies, to examine the actions of 

individuals and groups and to look for points of continuity in the process 

and structure of change. This longitudinal approach requires time to 

examine the changing cycles of the college as it moves into its new 

environment. With time there is the possibility of providing a richer 

understanding of the context which will contribute to the research findings 

for: 

...... without longitudinal data it is impossible to identify the 
processual dynamics of changing, the relationship between the 
forces of continuity and change and therefore the inextricable 
link between structure and process. 

(pettigrew 1985 :62) 

Research was therefore begun by gaining access to four colleges through a 

mixture of serendipity and personal contact, neither of which approaches 

appears too frequently in research methods texts. Though Buchanan, 

Boddy, McCalman (1989) state that this may arise in: 

.,. ... that fieldwork is permeated with conflict between what 
is theoretically desirable on one hand and what is practically 
possible on the other. 

(1989:53) 

This early work was an exploratory, illuminative study, not fully infoITIled 

by a body of knowledge, but work which was seen as an exercise in 

capturing the here and now as the early change was progressed. It was an 

attempt to gain the sense of what was happening in the run up to 

incorporation and to examine how individuals felt at this dramatic time in 

the life of a college. Again Buchanan et al (1989:55) suggest that when it 

is seen as appropriate to use an opportunistic approach this need not 

invalidate findings. The approach may be justified by the lone researcher 

as an opportunity to tap into a rich vein of data that might otherwise have 
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slipped away during preparation of a fully articulated, careful, objective, 

step-by-step research process for, as Walford (1991), points out within 

much research there is often the myth of objectivity and careful planning. 

REFLEXIVITY 

The SMT of the four original convemence sample colleges had been 

interviewed by the researcher during the immediate period of incorporation 

in 1993. The subsequent focusing of the research upon one of the 

colleges, Westshire, as a case study from the time after incorporation until 

1998 involved a continuation of this interview programme using only 

Westshire's SMT. The twelve initial interviews undertaken with the 

members of the SMT of the other three colleges constituted an important 

source of background data concerning the initial aspirations and fears felt 

about incorporation. 

A progressively focused approach was adopted which built upon existing 

insights from the earlier work and from the researcher's developing 

awareness of the organisational context. Progressive focussing was also 

aided by growing exposure to the experience and insight of research 

writers who are "oriented toward exploration, discovery and inductive 

lOgic." (Patton 1987: 15) Movement along the "funnel structure" 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995:206) can be witnessed from an early 

position paper at the start of the project where the researcher gave 

inappropriately ambitious objectives for a sole practitioner: 'a comparative 

study of managing change and changing management. ' 

In the current research, one of the predominant concepts m the 

researcher's mind was the need to be reflexive during the data collection 

process: to be aware of, and reflect upon, the individual's role in the 
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research context and on what shelhe brought to that context. It is 

incumbent upon those involved in qualitative research of this kind to 

explain their research methods so that their validity may be tested. In 

doing so the researcher also meets the problem isolated by Jacob (1987) in 

setting the research and resultant findings into a known and explainable 

context. In popular parlance this should inform the audience as to 'where 

the researcher is coming from. ' 

Reflexivity is a social SCientific variety of self-consciousness. 

(Delamont 1992:8) 

Here, one is not trying to dampen down or remove the impact of the 

investigator, but to understand that impact upon the players in the context 

and why it is occurring in this way. In fact Hammersley and Atkinson 

(1995) see this as being of significance across all stages of research. As a 

case study researcher one is also unavoidably entering the social world of 

the college. Reflexivity implies that the researcher selects, interprets, 

colours, emphasises and shapes the findings. It is therefore imperative that 

the audience to whom the research findings are addressed know sufficient 

about the researcher to be able to assess the 'worthwhileness' of the 

findings to them. Delamont (1985) develops this idea, which informed the 

work under discussion, when she stresses the need for both openness and 

rigour so that: 

., ... researchers should not waste their time trying to eliminate 
investigator effects: instead they should concentrate on understanding 
these efficts. 

(1985:200) 

A large section of the data collection was done through face-to-face 

interviewing and it is here that the researcher may be most influential, or, 
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for that matter, vulnerable. As a researcher, one may well be entering a 

research context in which the accessibility of information is closely linked 

to power (this was particularly so in the dealings with managers who 

perhaps perceived themselves as being in privileged and senior positions 

within the organisation.) The exercise of that power may hinder or 

facilitate the collection of data; respondents may be open and clear or 

'economical with the truth'. The research stance here has been a 

conscious attempt in the methodological approach to keep a clear 

distinction between purportedly "objective" data, the subjective 

perceptions of the participants and the researcher's own interpretations. In 

part this is about being honest with one's self about how the research came 

about, it is a form of 'foreshadowing' and 'foregrounding', but it is much 

more than this for it: 

." ... involves surfaCing the pre-understandings which inform research 
and being aware of how these change in the course of the research. 
This need not just be a 'before' or 'after' exercise but something 
that is on-going during the course of the research. 

(Scott and Usher 1996:38) 

This understanding has also been aided by the on-going dialogue with the 

organisation and the individuals, through the longitudinal case-study, over 

a period of some five years. 

As a complement to the search for reflexivity outlined above and in 

support of the methodology, the research has also been informed by the 

idea of 'theoretical sensitivity' which is: 

. .. . .. an awareness of the subtleties of the meaning of data .. ... the 
attribute of having insight, the ability to give meaning to data, the 
capacity to understand, and the capability to separate the pertinent 
from that which isn't. 

(Strauss/Corbin 1990:42) 
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Strauss and Corbin link this sensitivity to sources such as the researcher's 

familiarity with the literature "theory, research and documents" (1990: 

42); professional and personal experience and the analytical process where 

"insight and understanding about a phenomenon increase as you interact 

with your data." (1990:43) Within the paradigm utilised here this 

complementary framework can be observed within the literature review in 

Chapter Two and the insights from personal and professional experiences 

outlined in Chapter One. It will also be forthcoming in the analytical 

processes that have been undertaken as changes are made manifest 

regarding the research arena as the researcher interacts with both the 

phenomenon being investigated and the emerging data. 

ADDITIONAL INFLUENCES ON THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

The initial research model which was adopted was influenced by papers 

written, not for the field of education but for the developing area of 

longitudinal research into management (Kimberly 1976; Pettigrew 1985; 

Pettigrew 1990). Pettigrew (1985) challenged the concept of 

organisational research as a rational act for he saw it as a social process 

which can be characterised by informality, muddling through and 

incrementalism. He likened research to a craft process and saw it not just 

as the application of formal rules and procedures. Importantly for the 

research this theme is reinforced by Mintzberg (1987) and extended by 

Watson (1994) in the context of researching strategy formation and 

management behaviour. These authors are writing outside the boundary 

of the provision of education, but all are writing about researching human 

processes and outcomes in organisational situations, which is also the 

setting for this research. 
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To reiterate then, the research design adopted is grounded in reflexivity, 

utilises a mainly qualitative approach and is centred upon a detailed case 

study over time. However, where it has been appropriate and has 

contributed meaningfully to the work, it has drawn upon quantitative data 

that have arisen from the need to analyse responses from the 

questionnaires issued (see page 7 3 below). 

The work has also been significantly informed by Vande Ven' s (1992) 

model for strategy research: 

First, it is often necessary to obtain baseline information and develop 
a retrospective case history of the context and events leading up to the 
present venture being investigated. Whilst the historical baseline is 
being developed, real-time study can begin using a variety of data­
collection methods, and by attending and observing regularly scheduled 
meetings of the management team, administrative review meetings, and 
conferences related to the venture being investigated as it unfolds over time. 

(1992:182) 

As indicated above, time was given to actioning the research model and 

early serendipitous working contact with four colleges was negotiated 

prior to incorporation in April 1993. This initial contact had the added 

advantage of speedy access and provided a number of colleges from which 

to make a choice for the final focussed case-study institution. However, it 

had the disadvantage of a geographical spread which compounded the 

logistical problems for a lone researcher. 

In undertaking both the initial sector-wide research and the later case­

study development as described above, the reseacher was aware that 

qualitative research contained ethical risks (Ely 1991 :226) and as such had 

implications for the possible impact upon its participants and the 

organisation at the centre of the case-study. To this end complete 

confidentiality was assured to all who participated and an undertaking that 
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the case study college, and others involved early on, would not be 

identified, other than as colleges in the FE sector. Time has been taken 

with the volunteer participants to: 

., .... honestly explain and justifY the research role without 
compromising other interests. 

(Ely 1991 :223) 

Whilst a neutral stance has been striven for, there is a realisation that 

even with careful handling and an awareness of the individual and the 

context, an unintended dialogue may occur. An example of this can be 

seen when, after one of the earlier interviews, the interviewee stated, 

unprompted by the interviewer, that a changed personal perspective had 

resulted from talking about a college situation. 

As part of this ethical dimension there has also been concern for the 

integrity of the work undertaken. This was addressed by research methods 

and processes that tried to ensure fairness, non-bias, accuracy and value­

neutrality complemented by triangulation. Yet there is an additional 

nuance to this which is at the heart of qualitative research in that it deals 

with situations where a variety of interpretations may exist. Implicit in the 

methodology utilised has been the need to accommodate: 

., ... the pOints of view of our participants, to see life through their 
eyes as well as our own, to attain that transcendent perspective which 
encompasses multiple interpretations. 

(Ely 1991:220) 

The research has supported this view and has attempted to bring to the 

surface, consider and make available to those involved, personal 

perspectives. 
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Both the early pre-case study interviews and the questionnaire data arising 

from the work contributed to a contextual data-base regarding personal 

perceptions and feelings about the colleges as they went through the initial 

stages of change required by incorporation - new management structures, 

coming to terms with new funding methods and the departure of the 

'security' of the LEAs as employers. Later work built upon this 

foundation, concentrating the research into one college where co-operation 

and support was assured. There was also a degree of pragmatism here in 

that not all the initial colleges were as open and supportive of the work 

being undertaken. The aim of using research through a case study 

approach was to provide insight into an area of college life that is not yet 

well documented for it was believed that the aim: 

...... is not to infer the findings from a sample to a population, but to 
engender patterns and linkages of theoretical importance. 

(Bryman 1992:173) 

As has been indicated above, the research has attempted to be illuminative 

and theory-generating, rather than theory testing, influenced by the ideas of 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) about the generation of grounded theory. 

Though the research process has not comprehensively made use of the 

analytical techniques outlined by them and it would, therefore be more 

worthy of the term 'grounded analysis' as suggested by Bartlett and Payne 

(1997: 182) It has been concerned with gleaning understanding through the 

changing characteristics of the organisation, the situations and the players 

being studied, as the college developed and implemented its strategy whilst 

undertaking a learning process. It has examined the altered role of the 

senior managers as it emerged in the changing context. 
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Currently, the field of strategic management, both inside and outside FE, is 

a recognised and generally accepted paradigm supportive of organisational 

development and change. It is perceived as the management tool which is 

the key to unlocking the organisation's continuing and future success in the 

competitive market-place. At its core is the need to collect and quantify 

data from which the future may be planned; a sense of direction asserted 

with certainty and with organisational control being enhanced. Hence, 

perhaps the primacy given to strategic management in the incorporation of 

FE as the colleges moved into the cult(ure) of the market. However, these 

perceptions are being challenged (Knights and Morgan 1991: Mintzberg 

1994: Stacey 1996) and it is hoped that the current research will contribute 

to this critical discourse. Hutchinson (1988) points out, that grounded 

theory may be used not only to initiate new theory, but to it reformulate, 

refocus and clarify existing theory. " (page 124) To put this into context, 

much has been researched and written about strategic management in a 

business setting, but little has yet emerged which considers its introduction 

and application in education. There is a need to look through a different 

lens and the application of grounded analysis may well be a most 

appropriate strategy for such activity. 

COLLECTING THE DATA AND METHODS EMPLOYED 

This section is an explanation and development of the methods utilised 

which support the overall methodology. This broad based research design 

may be encapsulated in the following illustration: 





WESTSHIRE COLLEGE - THE RESEARCH CYCLE 

1998 
MARCH 
Interview with Director Corporate Affairs 
Observe SMT meeting 
JANUARY 
Interview with Principal ISMT Head 

i 
1997 
DECEMBER 
Observe SMT Meeting 
Interview SMT Head 
OCTOBER 
Interview SMT Heads 

JULY 
Observe KPMG strategy audit 
Observe SMT linterview Principal 

JUNE 
Observe SMT (2) 

1993 
JANUARY 

1 st Visit to explain 
research 

PRIMARY 

FEBRUARY 
Begin interviews with SMT 
Observe SMT meeting 

1 
JANUARY - MARCH 
Observe two planning 
'away days' 
APRll.IDECEMBER 
Further interview with SMT 
and Finance Manager. 
Observe SMT Meeting 

1994 
MARCH 
1 st whole college 
questionnaire issued 

Interview SMT Heads 

MAY 

RESEARCH 
PROCESS 

DECEMBER 

interviews (9) with 

Course Leaders and meeting 
observation 2nd whole college questionnaire 

issued 
APRil-
Observe Govemors/SMT strategy 

1 
1996 
NOVEMBER 

day 

Observe Govemors/SMT 
strategy day 
OCTOBER 
Observe college strategy day 
AUGUST 
New programme agreed and 
new SMT at work 
JULY 
Contact new Principal 

MAY 

Interview retiring Principal 

APRil-

SOURCES 

1996 

JANUARY 
Observe SMT 

1 
1995 
MARCH 
Contact maintained by letter 
through year with 
Vice Principal - worked out 
research programme 
JUNE 
Interview Principal 
AUGUST 

(Principalship established) 
SEPTEMBER 
Observe Principalship and 
begin 2nd round of interviews 
with SMT 

OCTOBER 
(Principal resigns) 

(VP not shortlisted) +4 __ ---...J 

Interview SMT Head 
MARCH 
(New Principal appointed) Document search 

(VP made redundant) "4 ----- Interview VP and SMT Head 
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QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS 

The starting point for the early research was semi-structured interviews 

with members of Senior Management Teams (SMT) in each of the four 

colleges. The initial 19 interviews comprised at least the Principals and 

their deputies and others (Chief Administrative Officers, Senior Heads) 

who were seen as the key informants. Team members were seen as having 

the potential to provide access to relatively privileged information. This 

arose by virtue of the circumstance that all the documentation and planning 

requirements from FEFC and its consultants which underpinned and 

guided the incorporation were directed through the Principals (now to be 

known as the Chief Executive Officers) of the incorporated colleges. The 

Principals, along with the SMTs, were charged by their respective 

Governing Boards to action these preparations and create the structures 

considered necessary to implement the requirements of the FHE Act 1992. 

From this source it was possible to gain quick access, (though possibly one 

dimensional) to the wider college picture. Thus, it was possible to deduce 

what was being planned to meet the demands of incorporation, why this 

approach was being taken, how the changes would impact upon the 

college and to conjecture the basis for these ideas. The nature of this one 

dimensionality is that the SMTs represent a partial viewpoint from the 

'top' of the organisation, but as the initial key research area was concerned 

with the changing management of the colleges following incorporation this 

early approach could be supported. However, this possible limitation was 

later countered, when the early research was complemented with work 

designed to get a whole college view, both teaching and admini stration. In 

the main this was obtained by the use of wider, structured interviews with 

course leaders (December 1994), but it was also achieved by making use 
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of a supportive quantitative approach through the issue of a questionnaire 

( see below). 

All the formal interviews were tape-recorded with the permission of the 

interviewees, though there were occasions when the respondents asked for 

the machine to be switched off whilst they 'went off the record.' The 

interviewer also took notes during the interview process. All the 

interviews were later transcribed to form part of the research record for 

later analysis and to inform follow-up interviews. This written work was 

supplemented by notes from observation at meetings and reflection on the 

experience of doing the research. 

As indicated above the subsequent focussing of the research on the case­

study college entailed using a wider range of interviewees than in the 

initial research and included programme leaders, deputy heads of schools 

and the college accountant. This contributed, with the questionnaire, to 

setting the changes of incorporation into a wider context that in turn 

facilitated a better 'feel' to the college's response to the change and the 

SMP being introduced. The core of the earlier interviewees in the SMT, 

where they were still in post, were re-visited at least three times over the 

span of three years. 

NON-PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION 

As outlined in the Research Cycle diagram, the researcher at Westshire 

College also spent days as an observer at a range of meetings within the 

college calendar during the period of research. These included the 

following: 

the senior management team, in its various guises 
and changing memberships; 



the short -lived Principalship, which consisted of the 
Principal, the Vice-Principal and the Director of Corporate 
Planning; 

college 'away days' for selected personnel which centred 
around the early planning of and outcomes of Incorporation; 

whole college 'strategy days' which were infonnation 
giving, discursive and feedback days for the whole staff; 

joint Governors meetings with senior managers where 
strategy was reviewed, decisions made and the strategy 
approved. 
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There were various other meetings, both fonnal and infonnal, which 

contributed to an understanding of the activities and culture of the college. 

In all these situations the researcher was physically to 'one side' of the 

meeting arena to confirm his status: what Hammersley and Atkinson 

(1995:112) call the "marginal position." In early meetings the researcher 

was fonnally introduced to the members present and his role explained. 

As time passed the researcher was recognised on return visits and the role 

no longer commented upon, though in more fonnal meetings it was 

indicated on the agenda that he would be in attendance. There was a risk 

in this research activity of possibly failing to understand, as an outsider, 

the perspectives of the participants. 

The risk here is not simply of missing out on an important 
aspect of the settings, but rather of seriously misunderstanding 
the behaviour observed. 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 110) 

This difficulty may be seen as being balanced out to a substantial degree in 

that some of the key participants in these observed meetings were also 

members of the interview groups. In this way clarification of and 
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expansion on points of issue were possible in later individual interviews 

and settings. 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

The decision to use a questionnaire came early on in the research, before 

the focus on the case-study college had been detennined. It was perceived 

by the researcher as a way of getting a quick overview of the way 

respondent colleges were dealing with the early days of incorporation. It 

made use of questions whose response was to be by selection on a Likert­

scale. These related questions were sectionalised under major headings: 

college ethos and aims, decision-making, strategic management and 

planning process, the incorporation of the college and managing change. 

At the end of each of these sections a space was left for the respondents to 

make additional personal comments on the particular aspect. The 

instrument reflected the questions from the interview programme, but was 

more extensive in its range and the type of questions it posed. The 

questionnaire was based upon an established and tested instrument used in 

another educational setting (Bolam, McMahon, Pocklington, Weindling 

1993), but adapted for a FE context and the process of incorporation (see 

Appendix 1 for the 1994/1997 copies.) The completion of this 

questionnaire was undertaken anonymously with the only biographical 

details being concerned with the respondents' length of service at the 

college and an indication of level within the hierarchy - management spine, 

lecturer grade, technical, administration staff. A pilot was undertaken with 

the questionnaire by issuing a first draft to one of the initial four colleges 

before release to the others. This questionnaire was issued twice to all the 

case study college's employees. The first was in March 1994, the first 

year of incorporation and, as in its original application by Bolam et al, it 
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was used in an attempt "to obtain perceptions and views on various 

aspects of management" (Bolam et al 1993: 141) but now was to include 

the incorporation process in the college. It was issued for a second time, 

on the same basis, some three years later in May 1997, with some 

amendments to the questions to test views about the operation of the SMP 

over this period. On both occasions 200 questionnaires were issued to the 

case study college and the response rates to these two questionnaires 

varied significantly. In March 1994 the rate was just over 44%, but in 

1997 it was down to just under 26%. The latter showing was explained by 

a member of the SMT as a possible reaction to a recent survey carried out 

by consultants and additional work being undertaken as the college 

prepared for self-assessment under the new inspectorate regime. It was 

suggested that there was 'questionnaire fatigue' amongst the staff. 

DOCUMENT ANALYSIS 

The college also gave access to, and allowed an analysis of, relevant 

internal and external documents and college literature. The incorporation 

of FE was justified, supported, guided and prescribed by a wide range of 

official documents emanating from the then Department for Education 

including an Act of Parliament, a brace of management consultants -

KPMG and Touche Ross and the newly created FEFC. In setting the on­

going context for the research these cannot, and have not, been ignored. 

However, the problem with official documents has been realised and 

...... rather than being viewed as more or less biased sources of 
data, offiCial documents and enumerations should be treated as 
social products: they must be examined, not relied on uncritically 
as a research resource. 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995:168) 
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This awareness has supported the reflexive approach. There was also the 

collection and analysis of internally generated documents which included 

not only the day-to-day documentation of agendas and minutes of a range 

of relevant meetings, memoranda, staff bulletins but also substantial policy 

and strategic documents, including a raft of material relating to and arising 

from the FEFC inspection of the college in 1995. This enabled 

comparison with the observations at the various meetings with the resultant 

minutes. 

PUTTING THE CASE 

The use of this multi-method research can be supported in that it will 

strengthen qualitative research findings. What is being sought is an idea of 

congruent validation. Does the data from this variety of sources support or 

refute ideas emerging from the research? Even if challenged, the findings 

will inform the resultant explanations and conclusions, whilst contributing 

to the richness of texture of the research. By this use of triangulation 

methodology the researcher has been consciously seeking convergence, 

inconsistency and contradiction and to: 

.,. ... clarifY meaning by identifYing different ways the phenomenon 
is being seen. 

(Stake 1994:241) 

What is being sought is not a simple collection of data from a variety of 

sources. Hopefully such naivety has been avoided for the research has 

been informed by an understanding that: 

...... the aggregation of data from different sources will (not) 
unproblematically add up to provide a more complete picture. 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995 :232) 
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The research methodology as outlined justifies and supports the relevant 

collection of evidence which will be used to put into a meaningful 

perspective: 

...... the inflation of management as an activity with little reference 
to what is being managed or why particular management approaches 
are needed. 

(Scott et al 1993: 11) 

Also, the methodology has been operationalised over time for: 

.. , ... the more we look at present day events, the easier it is 
to identify change; the longer we stay with an emergent process 

and the further back we go to disentangle its origins, the more 
likely we are to identify continuties. 

(Van de Ven 1992:181) 

One might also add that this research allows observation of breaks in the 

patterns and resulting organisational dissonance. 

It is anticipated that the operation of the case study method and its multiple 

perspectives will support a new look at the role of strategy in the FE 

college by getting behind the 'hard' quantitative approach that has so often 

been the preferred model. It will challenge that movement which is: 

., .... wedded to analyses which are based almost exclUSively 
upon quantitative data. If managers, therefore wish to question 
such analyses, it becomes necessary to present alternative data, 
grounded in the distinctive characteristics of each institution. 

(Elliott/Crossley 1994: 192) 

In doing so, it will contribute to the development of a model which reveals 

another dimension, likely to be more appropriate for an educational milieu 

by being grounded in, and emerging from, education. It is also capable of 

testing a 'softer' key role for the SMP not just as a management tool, but 

as an instrument of social process (Eden 1992). 
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The ensuing chapters will develop the theme of challenge and the 

emergence of new ways of looking at the SMP in the incorporated college 

as the context of the college is examined through the enactment of the 

research methodology. 
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Chapter Four 
CASE STUDY CONTEXT: THE CHANGING COLLEGE 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter puts the case study college into its changing context over the 

immediate years leading up to incorporation, and the early years of post­

incorporation. Here the aim is to make explicit the influences arising from 

incorporation, both directly and indirectly, upon the college's changing 

internal environment from events such as - the various college re­

organisations, staff redundancies, the appointment of the new Principal. It 

is also necessary to consider the wider influence of the college's external 

environment such as - FEFC circulars, the FEFC inspection, the KPMG 

audit. In setting the scene it is possible to describe how these combined 

influences impacted upon the college organisation and its management. 

The description is aided by the use of a model that is derived from 

business management literature. This model is used as an aid to analysis 

rather than as a reflection on reality and has been adjusted to the college 

setting. In picking out the major influences it draws attention to the fact 

that these are not to be seen as discrete in their operation, but shows their 

interconnectedness in moulding the work of the post-incorporation college. 

In order to provide a more specific backdrop to the research, two key 

dates will be considered: 1993/4 and 1996/7, when the first and second 

three year strategic plans were being formulated and submitted to FEFC. 

To further understand this changing college context during the post­

incorporation early years the chapter examines and compares the 

responses that were made to the two whole-college questionnaires issued 

in 1994 and 1997. 
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THE COLLEGE 

Westshire College, the case-study college, is a county college of FE 

serving a large and predominantly rural county whose density of 

population is low. The main site of the college stands in the county town 

and was built in 1962 in the traditional LEA design of the period. The 

college also owns a stand-alone Edwardian building in the town now 

housing a range of college work from which it provides LEA community 

education. In September 1992 a smaller, local college of FE was integrated 

into Westshire College after protracted planning, discussion and some 

indecision within the LEA, the local District Council and local 

communities. Additional sites were sold off as part of the post­

incorporation estates strategy. Across the remaining sites, the college 

serves a population of some 153,000. 

Since its establishment in 1962 the college has gone through numerous re­

organisations which, over the past decade have been of relatively short 

duration. These changes range from the establishment of a faculty 

structure in 1976, through to a fashionable matrix system in 1986, on to the 

creation of nine schools in 1990 and a reduction to five schools in 1993, to 

the establishment of a Principalship as the top echelon of management in 

1995 and eventually, back to a smaller faculty system in 1996 with a 

College Management Board which now includes the college accountant 

and the human resources manager following the appointment of a new 

Principal. These revisions have been in response to a combination of 

internal changes: new Principals, new programmes or external demands, 

LEA pressures, the Education Acts 1988/1992 or even, as a response to 

contemporary, fashionable ideas, typically the matrix fad of the 1980's. 

This indicates that the college environment has been dynamic and that the 



81 

organisation and its staff have had to cope with a range of changes in its 

recent history. 

This very much reflects what McGinty/Fish (1993) observed within the 

sector as a whole when they wrote: 

The recent history of FE has been one of continual change which 
has allowed colleges little time to absorb and respond to a series of 
policies and priorities. 

(1993:27) 

THE CHANGING PROFILE OF THE COLLEGE 

A review of the recent history of the college indicates that its internal 

stability has constantly been challenged by changes generated by an 

altering external environment and the demands made upon the FE sector 

by a range of Government initiatives over the years - Youth Training 

Schemes, Work Related Non-Advanced FE, Technical and Vocational 

Educational Initiative, the Education Act 1988 and so on. Changes have 

also arisen from the activities of the LEA as they enacted these new 

policies and formulated, over a period of years, a post -16 educational 

policy for the county as a whole. Another layer of change has included the 

development that came about with alterations in internal staffing and, 

especially, with the appointment of a new college Principal, of which there 

have been three at Westshire in the past fifteen years. As stated earlier, to 

put this into context it is necessary to examine the college setting, the SMP 

and the response to on-going changes at two key dates which were 

outlined in the introduction to this chapter. 
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1993/94 

The college was incorporated under the FRE Act 1992 on what became 

known as Vesting Day, April 1 st 1993, and at this time Westshire had 

3,150 full-time equivalent students (FTEs). In the original strategic plan 

these statistics were analysed as follows - "2,000 plus full-time students 

and 3500 part-time students with 50 full-time and 330 part-time HE 

students plus 4,500 Community Education students." (Westshire Internal 

Document - WID - 1993) Staffing costs at the time represented some 80% 

of the college's budget and the staff mix comprised "200 full-time 

academic staff, 350 part-time academic staff and 100 support staff." 

(WID 1993) At this time the college had some seven sites within a 

twenty-five mile radius of the main site in the county town. This range of 

buildings had come about as a process of growth over the years but, more 

significantly, the college had acquired by merger in 1992, a smaller local 

college of FE serving an adjacent market town. This was preceded by 

much speculation and change to existing plans as the then LEA went 

through a planning process aimed at the rationalisation of local provision. 

The Vice-Principal from the merged college then took on specific 

responsibility for oversight and planning of the incorporation process for 

Westshire college. He has maintained this role, though the remit and 

nature of the work has changed as the college moved into the post­

incorporation era. 

As part of the incorporation process, the Senior Management Team, with 

approval from the Governors, decided that the internal organisational 

structure would change and that this would be accompanied by a voluntary 

redundancy programme. These key aspects of the change matched the 

ideas emanating from FEFC and their management consultants, as new 

senior management roles were created to support services previously 
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provided by the LEA - human resources management, estates management 

and the accounting function. The rationale for many of the change ideas 

may be seen in the Touche Ross (1992) incorporation handbook issued at 

the time of preparation for the new order, which directed college 

management to be aware that in the new competitive environment there 

was a requirement for: 

...... the additional managerial capabilities which colleges will need to 
develop in time for independence. 

(1992:1.2) 

Special funding was allocated from the FEFC for a transitional period to 

match the costs of re-structuring and down-sizing as colleges were driven 

to greater efficiency and productivity. The pre-incorporation college 

structure is outlined Appendix 2 Diagram 1 and immediately after 

incorporation the college was as in Diagram 2. 

1996/97 

In June of this academic year, the strategic plan statistics revealed, with a 

much greater degree of precision, that there were "1871 full-time students, 

7136 part-time students and 396 HE part-time students." (WID 1997) 

The documentation did not reveal the size of the Community Education 

programme, but this says more about the changing nature of the funding 

system from FEFC than it does about the nature of the college's planning: 

non-vocational education attracted no FEFC funding. In the same way, 

figures for the staff at the college were precise. They were now expressed 

as "353.7 full-time equivalent staff in post, 236.9 of whom were teachers, 

31.3 were teaching support, 14.8 other support, 29.6 administration and 

central services, 37.3 premises staff and 3.8 other staff." (WID 1997) 
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It is suggested that this change in the use and precision of the language in 

the college documentation over a three-year period is an example of the 

impact that the SMP had upon the college as it strove to conform to the 

needs of the FEFC' s statistical planning and management information 

regune. 

During the time spanning these two dates, other changes took place within 

the internal and external environments of the college. Major alterations in 

the central funding mechanism for the FE colleges, the on-going review of 

growth and the nature of educational provision in the sector created 

ambiguity and worry for colleges in response to FEFC' s apparent 

uncertainties about the long-term goals for the sector. 

Internal changes were wrought by Westshire itself as it adjusted its staff, 

structure and strategy to suit the needs and demands of the post­

incorporation 'market'. These changes required a further 'voluntary' staff 

redundancy programme, including the pre-incorporation Vice-Principal 

and some of the senior managers. The organisation also faced the 

introduction of new conditions of service for teaching staff and the 

necessary signing of new contracts, re-structuring of the college's 

organisation, divestment of college sites, a re-think of the college's course 

portfolio with emphasis on the need to generate growth and income and, 

eventually, the appointment of a new Principal. This was followed by yet 

another college re-structuring with a further 'flattening' of the management 

levels and the amalgamation of schools into faculties (Appendix 2 Diagram 

4). These factors combined to contribute to a period of growing insecurity 

and organisational disturbance. 

The sources of the changes in Westshire may be further examined from a 

different perspective using a model which, whilst simplifying the 
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influences through the use of four key adjectives, in no way tries to deny 

the complexity and inter-relatedness of the situation. 

THE INCORPORATION DIAMOND 

This model, Fig. 2 overleaf, has been developed to illustrate the key 

elements, and the impact, of the internal change in Westshire' s 

organisation during and following the incorporation process. It draws 

upon and adapts the organisational analysis tool (the 7S Framework) 

constructed by Waterman, et al (1980) in which they were attempting to 

highlight the: 

...... multiplicity of factors that influence an organisation's ability 
to change. 

(re-published in MintzberglQuinn 1991:309) 

This re-configured tool, has also been placed in the context of the college's 

external influences which are often seen as being in the 'hard' dimension. 

By this is meant that they sit within the cognitive domain of formal 

documentation, comparative statistics and trends, rules and orders, reports, 

budgets and formalised plans. Much of this has emerged to meet the 

demands of the FEFC, the Secretary of State and successive governments. 

These external forces can be seen as an attempt at 'shaping' the culture of 

the college into a planned and prescribed format, often in response to an 

ideological imperative, which in tum enhances the ability of the FEFC to 

control the FE sector in a neo-Taylorist way. This has underpinned the 

hard format that is in the legislative framework of the Education Acts of 

1988 and 1992 which directly relates to FE and which has, paradoxically, 

effectively diminished college discretion by tailoring its funding directly to 

prescribed, external goals - the National Training Targets for the year 





























































































































































































































TABLE 1 
COLLEGES' FINANCIAL HEALTH -1997 

CATEGORIES 

Reasonably Robust* 

Financially Vulnerable 

Financially Weak 

# forecast 

1994 

309 

106 

25 
( 1) 

defined as 25 days cash in hand 

1995 

257 

135 

60 
( 10) 

( ) those colleges experiencing cash difficulties 

Source - FEFC Council News No. 41 October 6th 1997 

1996 

206 

148 

93 
( 23) 

1997# 

199 

156 

93 
( 52) 
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