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Abstract

The change of the higher education (HE) system in the United Kingdom
(UK) since the 1960s is a case “against the stream”.

The core problems of this research are as follows: how did the HE system
in the UK change from the binary system to the unified system? What caused the
UK to abolish the binary system? With the hope of answering the questions, the
dissertation is made up of 5 chapters. Chapter 1 is the prodrome. Chapter 2
casts back the foundation of the National System of the UK HE and identifies
some important concepts. Chapter 3 describes the process from the binary sys-
tem to the unified system in the UK HE, and compares the difference between
the university and non-university, and Chapter 4 analyses the causes. Chapter 5
draws the basic conclusions.

In order 1o explore the higher education system in the UK, this research
first defines the national system of the UK HE, binary system, unified system
and some other important concepts. On such basis, from the historical perspec-
tive, the researcher traces back to the whole process from the binary system to
the unified system, and compares the inner binary structures of the university

and polytechnics from the horizontal section. Having understood the connotation



and the extension of the higher education system in the UK, the author endeav-
ors to explain the causes of the change of the HE system in the UK from the di-
mension of drift theory, homogenization, policy change and the transformation of
the HE organizations of finance distribution from two dimensions: macro-struc-
ture and micro-structure.

According to the main subjects of the process and its causes, the researcher
comes to two conclusions. One is on the process from the binary system to the u-
nified system. Only till the middle of the 20" century was the national system of
the UK HE formed and it tends to be more and more centralized. From the
1960s to the 1990s there appeared a binary structure of the university and non-
university with a system of multi-levels and multi-scales. This stage is a process
from elite to the elite-mass higher education. It may be inferred that the UK HE
from the 1960s to the 1990s is in a process from the binary system with formal
division in status and functions of the university and non-university but obvious
identity in academic practices, cultures and standards to the unified system
without formal division but more and more obvious differences in academic prac-
tices, cultures and standards.

The other is on the causes of the change from the binary system t6 the uni-
fied system, in which three aspects in the micro-system of HE made the univer-
sity and non-university come along the same road: (1) the increase of the HE’s
function from “teaching” to “research” and finally to “serving the society” ;
(2) the change of training students to be “gentlemen” then “specialists” and

i

finally “generalists with humanism” ; (3) the trend from non-university’s “aca-

“

demic drift” to university’s “vocational drift”. From the macro-system outside
HE, first, the culture conformity in globalization and the HE programs in the
European Union made the UK higher education more and more homogeneous.
Second, the university and non-university, under the same institutional environ-
ment, has been required to adapt to legitimacy mechanism; in the same organi-
zational field the coercive, mimetic and normative mechanism make university
and non-university identical. Finally, HE Funding Council replaced the two fi-

nancial organizations to allocate subsidies, therefore the university and non-uni-



versity are under the same governance of one financial organization. From the
policy analysis perspective, the binary system is an incremental model, as well
as a cyclical model. What’s more, from the route of the system change perspec-
tive, the system change of the UK HE is originated from the HE inner logic and
the government supervises with the decisive policy. It is a longitudinal “top-
down” route from the micro-education dimension to the macro-state dimension as

well as from inside the system to outside the system.

Key words: higher education system in the UK; binary system; unified
system; drift theory; homogenization; institutional environment; incremental

model; cyclical model
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