
TITLE: 
 
Hierarchy or Diversity?  
Dilemmas for 21st-century Higher Education 
 
ABSTRACT: 
 
In 1992 Britain created a unified system of higher education when the former 
polytechnics became universities. Although a few administrative differences remain 
between the so-called pre-1992, i.e. traditional, universities and the post-1992 
universities, i.e. former polytechnics, they are relatively unimportant. The British 
university system is now characterised by a spectrum – or hierarchy – of institutions 
that place different emphases on teaching and research, academic education and 
professional training. The old binary division is well-and-truly dead, with some post-
1992 universities overtaking the less successful pre-1992 universities in league tables. 
 
However, there have been regrets about the abandonment of the binary division – or, 
more accurately, suggestions that a new division-of-labour among institutions should 
be developed because the re-imposition of the former distinction between universities 
and polytechnics is not a serious option. In its recent White Paper on higher education 
the Government suggested that ‘teaching-only’ universities should be established – 
although this proposal appears subsequently to have been dropped and does not 
appear in the Higher Education Bill currently being debated in Parliament. More 
subtle forms of institutional classification have also been developed – for example, 
through much more selective funding of research (although the major – negative – 
impact of research selectivity has been on the less successful pre-1992 universities not 
the former polytechnics). The major proposal in the White Paper, and now Bill, is to 
allow universities to charge variable fees – thus encouraging greater institutional 
differentiation rather than leading to a new classification of institutional types. 
 
The British experience since 1992 illustrates the tension between these two broad 
strategies for coping with complexity in modern higher education systems. In a 
knowledge-based society, and also a society in which social and professional 
identities are becoming more fluid, the roles and responsibilities of higher education 
are constantly being extended. The result has been mission spread / stretch. Activities 
which were once regarded as peripheral, such as knowledge and technology transfer 
and continuing professional development, have moved into the mainstream.  
 
One strategy to respond to this mission spread / stretch has been to encourage 
institutions themselves to behave in a more dynamic and entrepreneurial way, 
developing their own distinctive missions; the other has been to seek to specify the 
roles of groups of institutions through a top-down process of classification.  However, 
it is important to recognise that the apparent similarities between binary and / or 
unified higher education structures can be misleading. They are rooted in specific 
national contexts, administrative regimes and intellectual-ideological frameworks. So 
a one-size-fits-all strategy is difficult to conceive.  
 
Nevertheless it is possible to identify the major strengths and weaknesses of unified 
systems – such as the British. The strengths are enhanced flexibility, increased social 
equity and greater adaptability in the face of the complexities of modern higher 



education (which cannot be reduced to simple dichotomy between academic / 
scientific and professional / vocational, or teaching and research). The weaknesses of 
unified systems are their (alleged) tendency to encourage mission convergence (which 
is much more complex and multi-directional than the label ‘academic drift’ suggests) 
and the obstacles they place in the way of system-wide planning and ‘steering’. On 
balance the strengths outweigh the weaknesses. The future development of higher 
education is likely to be characterised by the evolution of market-like systems which 
are differentiated at the level of institutional missions rather than by the persistence 
(still less, the re-introduction) of planned systems in which differentiation takes the 
form of a classification of institutional types. 
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