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The Significance of Sectors and their Rationale

This paper examines the history and rationale for a division into two sectors of tertiary education in England and its influence on policies to widen participation in higher education. Based on an analysis of policy texts produced over the last twenty-five years, together with policy interviews with the leaders of sector bodies and government directorates over this period, the reluctance or refusal to provide a public justification for this separation is reviewed. Reasons for this policy silence are considered and, drawing on the international and comparative literature on post-secondary education, a number of rationales for the survival of separate sectors are posited.
The influence of dual-sector regimes on policies and patterns of expansion, provision and participation in English higher education is traced over two periods: the shift to a mass scale of higher education in the late 1980s and early 1990s; and the renewed growth and drive to near-universal access initiated at the end of the 1990s. In each phase, the contribution of further education colleges to increased and widened participation is discussed. It is argued that the shape taken by expansion in the first phase has exercised an important influence on democratisation, diversion and transfer in the current phase, with a two-sector system serving to deny or delay the possibility of a tertiary concept of higher education.






