FINAL PROJECT REPORT

Managing managers’ competence and developing leaders

Project reference number: PRP200607-003

Philip Barker and Janet Brewer

City of Bristol College

March 2007

This project has been funded by, but does not necessarily reflect the views of the Centre for Excellence in Leadership. The Copyright of all publications on work commissioned by CEL is owned by Inspire Learning LTD, from whom permission should be sought before any materials are reproduced

Executive summary
This project took place in a large college of further education in the south west of England. It aimed to explore the impact of introducing competence based standards to support the performance of a group of curriculum middle managers. Using a web based survey, face to face and telephone interviews, and the results of a postal survey, the views and experiences of 43 curriculum middle managers and a sample of their managers were sought. The initial findings point to the insufficiency of the competence based framework to support the development of middle managers; the difficulty of using the framework to ensure standardisation amongst middle managers; and the effects of using financial incentives to ensure the competence of middle managers. The notion of leadership, although recognised as important by both middle managers and their managers, appeared underdeveloped within the framework. This is recognised as an important issue if curriculum middle managers are to effect change within the organisation and successfully progress to senior management positions.

The report is organised into five sections:

· Introduction
· Research Framework
· Research Methods
· Research Findings
· Conclusions and Recommendations
Introduction

This project aimed to explore the impact of the introduction of locally devised competence based standards on curriculum middle managers in a general further education college. It took place in one of the largest general further education colleges in the UK over a six months time frame between October 2006 and March 2007. 

Between 1996 and 2002 the college had seen considerable expansion due to mergers with four local colleges. It now operated from seven main centres with numerous local community sites. In 2005/06 there were 38,463 students of whom 14% were full-time and 86% were 19 years or over. 76% of full-time students were between 16-18 years old. During the past five years, recruitment of 16-18 year olds had increased by over 25%, from 3,000 in 2001/02 to 4,078 in 2005/06. The college structure included 14 faculties providing education and training provision ranging from Art and Design, Construction, and Hairdressing and Beauty Therapy, through to Engineering, Humanities and Science, and Transport Technology.

The college had achieved considerable success. In 2004 it achieved Beacon status, and at the time of the project had Centres for Vocational Excellence in Aeronautical Engineering, Supervisory Management and Hospitality Services. An Ofsted inspection in February 2006 graded both Leadership and Management, and Capacity to Improve as Outstanding.

The effects of these developments, coupled with continuing demands to maintain and improve both quality and financial viability, had placed increased demands upon the role of both Heads of Faculty and middle management in the college. Senior managers had recognised the importance of middle managers in implementing change and had introduced two new grades for middle managers within faculties. One of these grades referred to curriculum middle managers, who were responsible for the management of teaching and learning. The other new grade was that of programme co-ordinator which was responsible for a specific area of education and training provision in a faculty. Programme co-ordinators reported to curriculum middle managers. Curriculum middle managers reported to Heads of Faculty. At the same time Heads of Faculty were developing their strategic role for their faculty. 

Earlier research in the college had referred to the difficulty in the recruitment of curriculum middle managers and explored the different perceptions of middle management held by teachers and curriculum middle managers (Barker 2007). This work supported a strategy for succession planning throughout the college, with a view to promoting existing staff to management positions. A further issue identified by senior managers concerned the diverse responsibilities amongst middle managers and variations in the rewards they received. These differences could be explained in terms of the merging of colleges and their different systems, together with faculties’ different responses to their own particular sector’s needs. Nevertheless, the differences presented challenges in terms of ensuring quality and financial responsibility across the whole college. Ensuring standardisation of performance across all curriculum middle managers should ensure that there were no gaps in either quality or financial viability of provision. It was with this intention that the college had started to introduce locally devised standards of competence for its managers, starting with the curriculum middle managers.

During 2005/06 the Human Resources Unit of the college had produced competence-based standards for curriculum middle managers. This was achieved using a functional analysis approach, similar to that used in the development of national standards of occupational competence, and used to underpin the design of National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). The process of producing the standards involved interviews and consultations with curriculum middle managers and Heads of Faculty. This produced four competency groups (Being a leader; Achieving results; Making processes and procedures work; and Expert in your field). Each competency group then identified four or five competency areas, there being a total of 19 competency areas across all four competency groups.

The importance of curriculum middle managers achieving these competence standards was deemed paramount by senior managers. All curriculum middle managers were to attend an eight-day training programme over a four-week period, which was based on the standards. They would then be required to demonstrate their competence over the following thirty six months through the production of a portfolio of evidence. Failure by middle managers to produce evidence of their competence within this timescale would result in the introduction of capability procedures. This portfolio would be assessed by the appropriate Head of Faculty, and if deemed competent, the middle manager would receive an extended salary scale.

This project explored the experiences of those curriculum middle managers attending the training programme, and the implications of the use of competence based standards both for the curriculum middle managers and for their managers, the Heads of Faculty. The research questions were negotiated with different interested parties in the college (for example, Human Resources and Workforce Development, Quality Improvement Unit,). Whilst each party had slightly different interests, the following research questions (taken here from the original proposal) were agreed:

1. How can we support and improve the performance of managers in the college? In particular

1.1. How can we ensure a consistent approach by senior managers (Heads of Faculty) and curriculum middle managers (Programme managers/co-ordinators) across the college?

1.2 Does the use of locally-devised competence-based standards improve the performance of managers?

1.3 What factors support the effective use of competence-based standards?

1.4 What are the needs of senior managers in using competence-based standards with their managers?

1.5 What is the impact of competence-based standards on managers’ motivation for self development and improvement?

Throughout the work of the project, ethical considerations were paramount. Participation in the project was always voluntary and anonymous. No respondent could be identified by any person other than the researchers. Only the researchers had access to the data and it is planned that respondents will receive findings from the survey.

Research framework

The project was conducted in a context of increased significance for middle management. Recognition of the important role of middle managers in managing, leading and effecting change and development in organisations is key to the notion of distributed leadership. Some recent discussion has focussed on the notion of middle leadership, rather than middle management. In the context of education, middle leaders provide an interface between senior managers, and teachers and their learners. They take the organisation’s vision to the “sharp end” where teaching and learning take place. This can have the effect of increasing morale and confidence throughout the organisation. “Middle leaders play a pivotal role in making schools successful” (NCSL 2006 p1).

The multifaceted nature of middle management in education has been identified by a number of authors (Briggs, 2005; Clegg and McAuley, 2003; Wolverton & Ackerman, 2005). This, in itself, creates tensions in the role of middle managers. For example the “go-between” or “liaiser” role (Barker, 2007; Briggs, 2005) requires a constant reconciliation between the demands and requirements of senior managers, their external bureaucrats, and the middle managers’ own staff.  Collinson’s useful recognition that FE staff seek leadership which provides “both structure and teamwork, both distance and proximity, both external and internal communities” (Collinson and Collinson, 2005: p10) provides further insight into the demands made of middle managers in FE colleges. Whilst these concepts are clearly not incompatible, it is the middle managers dealing directly with their staff who face the reality of putting these different expectations into practice.

In the 1990s, in common with other organisations, further education colleges experienced a process of delayering. This process attempted to reduce the negative effects of bureaucracy, particularly in public sector organisations, by removing middle management roles in organisations. Middle managers were accused of slowing down the decision making process; impeding the flow of information; empire building; adding unnecessary costs; creating barriers between the organisation and the customer; and disempowering the worker (Handy 1995).  Delayering resulted in devolved responsibility for the achievement of performance targets and budgetary controls. Thomas and Dunkerley (1999) question the efficacy of this process in removing inefficient bureaucracies, suggesting that the old bureaucracies have only been replaced by a different type of bureaucracy which is driven by an audit culture and the of chasing targets. 

This process placed increased pressure on those middle managers who managed to retain their jobs. Thomas and Linstead (2002) point to the psychological impact of delayering on middle managers and their resulting “fragile identities”. “I feel sometimes like I’m losing the plot” (2002: p 84) states one middle manager that they interviewed. The psychological and gendered effects of the process of delayering on middle managers in the insurance industry are also explored by Collinson and Collinson (1997). The use of time-space surveillance as a means to monitoring and controlling middle managers may be particularly pertinent to the FE sector, where the demands made upon middle managers by senior managers and external agencies appear to be ever increasing. Collinson (2006) explores further the effects of an organisation’s strategies of surveillance on individual identities and categorises the potential impact on individuals in terms of conformist selves, (career followers, rule followers); dramaturgical selves (manipulators, concerned with self image, information or data manipulation); and resistant selves (time-keeping, going slow, whistle blowing).

A further dimension to the context of this project is the use of competence based frameworks to support improved and consistent performance of managers. The notion of competence has become second nature in the context of education and training, with little consideration as to its meaning. Jessup referred to the importance of ‘breadth’ in his discussion of the concept of competence. He stated “(it) does not refer to a lowish or minimum level of performance. On the contrary, it refers to the standard required successfully to perform an activity or function” (Jessup, 1991; p 25). He went on to refer to the inclusion of ‘task management’, ‘contingency management’ and ‘role/environment skills’. Although this contribution informs the detail of the concept of competence, for the purposes of this project it is sufficient to state that competence is concerned with performance to standards required in the workplace.

In 1981, the Manpower Services Commission’s New Training Initiative referred to the development of new standards to support the upskilling of the workforce and the widening of opportunities for the population, in response to a perceived lack of competitiveness in both the home and world economic markets. The development of competence based standards for occupational sectors and organisations gathered pace in the late 1980s and 1990s with the Review of National Vocational Qualifications (1986), the subsequent establishment of the National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ) in 1987, and the production of national occupational standards by Occupational Standards Councils. The NCVQ subsequently merged in 1997 with the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority to become the present day Qualifications and Curriculum Authority. This embedded the use of competence based standards into National Vocational Qualifications. Within the context of Management, the Management Charter Initiative under the auspices of the Forum for Management Education, developed competence based standards for managers in the late 1980s.

At the same time, organisations started to produce their own locally devised standards of competence as means to enhancing their own performance, and for use in specific management roles such as recruitment, appraisal, and in some cases as indicators of reward. Recent research on the effectiveness of these standards in improving performance is scant, and the earlier research that exists is frequently part of an evaluation study to monitor the use of standards. These evaluative studies, whilst useful for the projects they were supporting, were usually funded through the projects’ sponsoring body.

More recently, the notion of management competencies has been extended to the concept of Leadership. Bolden and Gosling (2006) warn against over reliance on the use competence based standards in the context of Leadership, stating that this approach is “a repeating refrain that continues to offer an illusory promise to rationalise and simplify the processes of selecting, measuring and developing leaders yet only reflects a fragment of the complexity that is leadership which may be required of Leaders”. (Bolden and Gosling; p150). This comment suggests limitations to the use of competence based standards, particularly in the context of leadership. 

CEL’s Leadership Qualities Framework attempts to define the “core characteristics” of Leadership and includes the definition of Qualities and Descriptors which show the attitudes and behaviours that may be required of leaders. Clearly this does not attempt to be competence based in the sense that the term is used in this project, or in the college’s competence framework. Each Competency Groups contained in the college-devised standards is accompanied by a list of Behaviours and Attitudes which middle managers must demonstrate. The following table shows a comparison of the CEL Leadership Qualities Framework, and the attitudes and behaviours which accompany the college’s Competency Group ‘Being a Leader’:

Comparison of Competency group ‘Being a Leader’ with CEL’s Leadership Qualities Framework

	CEL’s Leadership Qualities Framework
	College devised Competency group

Being a Leader and a Manager: Behaviours and attitudes

	Focus to Achieve

· Shaping the future

· Business acumen

· Action orientation

· Cultural sensitivity
	· Act with integrity, honesty and fairness respecting and valuing diversity

· Encourage  creativity and support risk taking

	Mobilise to impact

· Organisational expertise

· Influential relationships

· Distributed leadership

· Performance accountability
	· Manage and lead by example and empower colleagues and team members, is visible and approachable

· Communicate regularly, consistently and appropriately

	Sustain momentum

· Change management

· Building organisational capability

· Growing future talent

· Driving for results
	· Recognise the potential of others and motivate and enthuse colleagues and team members, demonstrate active coaching skills

· Recognise and celebrate success

	Passion for Excellence

· Drive & direction

· Common purpose

· Learning orientation

· Self awareness & growth
	

	
	· Demonstrate support and conviction to business decisions, accept responsibility for decisions

· Treats staff with respect at all times

· Demonstrate active listening

· Persistent and optimistic, even in difficult circumstances, stays calm under pressure


Research methods

The research was carried out by two researchers. Four research methods were used to gather data as follows:

1. A web-based survey. All 43 curriculum middle managers who attended the eight days training were invited to complete the survey. Responses were received from 39, a response rate of 91%. Each manager was sent an email requesting the completion of the questionnaire. This email contained a web address which took them directly to the questionnaire. The high response rate was achieved through informing curriculum middle managers about the survey during their training and the intention to send them the questionnaire. In addition, two follow up emails were also sent before the closure date. These follow up emails contained details of the response rate at that point in time. Throughout this survey, anonymity of respondents was maintained. It was not possible for the researchers to know which middle managers had responded.

The questionnaire was devised following consultation with the interested parties and one small group of ten of the curriculum middle managers. It was piloted with six staff (none of whom were curriculum middle managers). The questionnaire included a mix of four point rating scale questions, multiple choice questions, and open box questions.

2. Interviews with curriculum middle managers. The web-based questionnaire provided respondents with the opportunity to volunteer for an interview with one of the researchers. Six respondents volunteered and all were interviewed. These semi-structured interviews followed up issues which had arisen from the web based survey. Each lasted between 45 and 60 minutes and were audio recorded to facilitate the analysis.

3. Interviews with the managers of curriculum middle managers. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five of the managers of curriculum managers. Three interviews were conducted by telephone. Those interviewed were Heads of Faculty and in one instance a senior manager in a support unit. Interviews lasted for between 30 minutes and one hour, and aimed to explore their perceptions and understanding of the competency framework, the use they had made of the framework, and also to explore their views on the function of middle management in the college. Owing to the time of year when the competence framework was introduced and the timeframe for appraisals in the college, use of the competence framework during appraisals in some of the faculties had not yet taken place.

4. Postal staff climate survey. Approximately two months prior to the start of this project, the researchers had conducted for the college a climate survey of all 2000 staff. At the time of this climate survey one third of the middle managers had completed their management training. The survey explored the staff’s experiences of the college, on the theme of “What is it like to work at the college?”. The staff survey included 36 statements with which respondents were asked to agree or disagree using a four point rating scale. Although the survey was conducted anonymously, staff were asked to select from a list of job roles the title that best fitted their own role. One of these roles was curriculum middle manager, and it was therefore possible to isolate the responses of these managers for use in this project. The survey was sent to the home addresses of all staff, although the survey was also made available on-line for those staff who wished to respond electronically. There were 32 responses which stated they were a curriculum middle manager, which represents a response rate of 74% in terms of the 43 curriculum middle managers in the college. This was considerably higher than the overall  response rate for the survey, which was 51%.

Rationale for research methods. These research methods were chosen for a number of reasons. The web based survey provided an economic and efficient means of contacting all the curriculum middle managers. It was accessible to them all, as it was known they all used email, and they could complete the survey at their own convenience. Confidentiality was ensured since SSL encryption was used. A further convenience for the researchers was the automatic collation of the data which respondents provided.

The semi structured interviews were used to provide opportunity to explore in greater depth than the survey would allow some of the issues relating to the curriculum middle managers’ training and the use of the competence framework. The numbers of staff interviewed was relatively small and therefore manageable in terms of time. Telephone interviews were used with some of the managers of curriculum middle managers due to the limited availability of both the managers and the researchers.

The postal survey for the staff climate survey was chosen as the most appropriate way to reach as many of the 2000 staff as possible.

Research findings

Each of the four methods used produced a range of findings pertinent to this research project:

The web-based survey of curriculum middle managers

There were mixed views about the usefulness of the competence framework. 48% of respondents stated the framework contributed to the success of the training programme and 49% stated it helped them understand the content of the programme. 57% stated the framework helped them assess their learning at the end of the programme.

69% thought the framework reflected what they did as a middle manager, but only 48% thought there were clear benefits to using it. 50% neither agreed nor disagreed that there were clear benefits to the competence framework. 47% stated the competencies were important to them to show that they were competent.

Middle managers were asked in “In what ways could the college’s management competencies help you in your work?”. 61% stated the main use would be in evaluating training and development needs for their faculty and 58% stated they would be useful in determining whether or not their staff were providing what their faculty required. Respondents were also invited to add their own ways in which they might use the competencies. Six comments were received. Two suggested they would not use the competence framework in their work and a third respondent thought they were useful, but did not specify in what way. The remaining three made reference to limitations of the framework, two of which concerned the inability to measure work loads through use of the competencies, and the third to the framework’s lack of reference to issues concerned with equality and anti-discriminatory practice. 

Respondents also had the opportunity to write their own comments about the benefits of the framework. 28 comments were received. 12 of these referred to the standards ensuring consistency and standardisation amongst the work of the middle managers, and 10 to their importance in outlining their role and what was expected of them

Middle managers were also asked what they thought the disadvantages of the standards might be. 28 comments were received. Six of these felt that the standards did not reflect the structure of their work, and that they would be unable to achieve them. A further six were concerned about the time that would be needed to construct a portfolio to demonstrate their competence. Two comments referred to the lack of any links to accreditation or recognition of prior experience or learning. One person commented “When I first saw the competency framework I felt overwhelmed and anxious!”

70% of respondents stated that gaining accreditation through the use of the standards was important to them and a further 14% stated it was of “some importance” . 17% stated it was not important. 61% thought this accreditation should be for an NVQ level 4 or 5 in Management. Seven staff reported that they already held an NVQ in Management (two at level 4, five at level 5).

In spite of the mixed views about the competence framework, the training programme itself received positive responses. Asked “How useful do you consider the training to have been?”, 84% stated either “useful” or “quite useful”. 73% stated the training had had an impact on their motivation, and 72% stated it had an impact on their leadership skills.

Interviews with six curriculum middle managers

A content analysis of the interviews with six curriculum middle managers, each from different curriculum areas, produced the following findings:

· Curriculum middle managers were asked if the competence framework had changed what they do in their work. Two stated that it had made them more aware of their job and one of these stated that they now took more time to reflect on their work. The remaining four all stated that it had not really changed what they do and two of these stated they already knew what they had to do

· Five of the six stated that they had not used the framework since their training. One stated they had used the competencies “ a little bit”, in the context of identifying the evidence they needed to produce for their portfolio.

· Two of the six interviewees stated that the standards had helped to clarify their job role. Two stated that they were already clear about their role, and one stated that they were still unclear about their role. The sixth interviewee stated that it was “Difficult to realise that you are already competent- I don’t recognise things for what they are”

· Interviewees were asked how important it is that there are differences between the roles of middle managers in different faculties? A mix of responses was received. One stated that all curriculum middle managers could have the same job description and that the standards should provide this. Two felt that there were differences in the roles of curriculum middle managers but that there were broad areas of commonality. Two felt that there were huge differences between what different curriculum middle managers did. The sixth person stated that the competences provided a base, from which individuals could identify what it was they needed to develop, thereby implying that the standards would be useful for middle managers whether or not they were required to perform them all.

· Four of the six curriculum middle managers referred to the amount of time that it would take to put the evidence for their portfolio together. One stated that he had set up electronic files in which to collect evidence from his day to day work. When he realised that he would need to collect 57 separate pieces of evidence, he simply gave up. Another interviewee referred to taking a week off work simply to concentrate on getting their portfolio together.

· Interviewees were asked how important they thought Leadership was in their work? Five of the interviewees clearly thought that leadership was important. The sixth was less certain, and commented that they were more concerned with consulting and introducing change. Three of the five interviewees thought leadership was about “enabling”, “supporting” and “facilitating” and a fourth said they would aspire to be a leader. Two interviewees could not remember doing anything about leadership on their training course.

· Two interviewees referred to the importance of retaining teaching as part of their role as middle managers. One of these thought that this not only ensured they kept in touch with students, but also maintained their credibility with their own staff.

· Finally, interviewees were asked if they had anything else they wanted to say about the competencies. Two spoke about the amount of time that putting the evidence together would take, and one of these was particularly concerned about the lack of any link to national accreditation. However, both these interviewees seemed resigned to putting together their portfolios of evidence. One stated that issues concerned with ensuring equal opportunities were under-represented in the standards. The remaining three had no further comments.

Interviews with the managers of curriculum middle managers

Five managers of curriculum middle managers were interviewed, three by telephone and two face to face. There were common themes which arose in the interviews with these senior managers:

· Familiarity with the standards. All the senior managers interviewed said they were familiar with the standards and had already conducted or had dates set to carry out, meetings or one to one sessions with their curriculum middle managers to review how they might evidence the standards from their everyday work

· Limitation to the framework. All the senior managers thought the competences had limitations, but the reasons for this varied. One felt very strongly that they need to be seen in context, stating “our work is not black and white like that….if we become too obsessed with competence-based assessment we could do staff a disservice”. This implies that staff are required to respond to other factors in their environment which are not included in the competence framework. Another referred to the inability of all middle managers in the college to complete the standards since they were prevented by college regulations from managing budgets, (a requirement of the standards). Only two signatures per faculty would be accepted by the college finance office to authorise expenditure (the Head of Faculty and one other person). Hence if there was more than one middle manager per faculty, some could not be managing a budget. Lastly, one of the senior managers stated that the standards lack a focus on the management of performance. “They are not target driven” she commented and went on to state that this was an essential aspect to her middle managers’ work.

· Where does teaching fit? Two senior managers referred to the lack of reference to teaching in the framework. “If you are to be an ‘expert in your field’, what does this refer to? Is this the expert teacher?” asked one. The other referred to how middle managers had to stop teaching and this was something many staff did not want to do.

· Learning and the competence framework. Although one senior manager thought that training and learning needs might arise from the process of using the standards, four thought the exercise was about middle managers demonstrating that they were competent in order to progress to the increased salary. The individuals’ motives for evidencing the standards are therefore financial, rather than improving performance. As one senior manager stated, “This process is not about learning. People may be competent, but there is not a lot of learning going on…..but we really need to become a learning organisation and this doesn’t take us there”.

· Time. All senior managers referred to the time it would take for staff to demonstrate their competence. Although the whole exercise would provide a baseline of staff performance, the process was laborious and time consuming. Furthermore, the standards were far too detailed to be used in appraisal. One commented “if we test continuous competence, this will take up hours and hours of people’s time!”

· Assessment. Three of the senior managers stated that they were already NVQ assessors and knew how to assess to standards. The issue of moderating evidence presented for assessment was frequently raised. At the time of the project little progress had been made on this issue, although Heads of Faculty had agreed to meet to review the issue. One of the senior managers interviewed was pessimistic about Heads of Faculty agreeing on the evidence required to meet the standards. Another referred to the need for centralised guidance on the assessment of the standards and a procedure for moderation.

· Staff perceptions of the standards. Two interviewees referred to negative staff perceptions of the standards. One stated “They see it as a hurdle to get through….there’s a degree of cynicism about it”. Another reported that one member of staff was initially quite angry about the introduction of the standards. This middle manager had worked for many years in her role and was now being asked to demonstrate that she was competent, with no regard or recognition of her experience. There had never been any suggestion that she might be “incompetent”. Yet a new member of staff could rapidly demonstrate their competence, and then be paid the same as she was.

Postal staff climate survey. Some of the questions in the staff survey were pertinent to this project and the findings from these are listed below:

· 93% agreed with the statement that they understood their job role and what is required of them

· 80% knew how their work would be judged

· 71% felt that their manager provided them with clear leadership

· 50% of curriculum managers disagreed with the statement “College systems help me do my work effectively”

Conclusions

Does using a competency framework ensure a consistent approach by managers across the college?

Standardisation of the role of curriculum middle managers across the college was an important aim of the managers who developed the competence framework. However, it is not clear how this will happen, since there is no process in place to standardise the evidence requirements demanded of the middle managers. Given the complex mix of culture, context, tasks and sector values found in a college this size, standardisation may result in inflexibility and lack of responsiveness to the needs of different client groups such as employers, community groups, ESOL students, HE or GCE A level students.

The importance of teaching to curriculum middle managers and their managers is still recognised, and there is concern that this issue is not addressed in the standards. The earlier research in the college (Barker 2007) had highlighted the variations in time that middle managers spent teaching. The issue reflects the work of Fletcher-Campbell (2003) in schools, who found some teachers simply did not want management positions if this meant that they would have to give up teaching and their contact with pupils. It is not clear how standards for teaching might be included in the middle managers standards, and in any case, such standards already exist (Standards Verification UK, 2006). However, the concern about teaching indicates that achieving standardisation in the work of middle managers will only refer to standardising their management functions.

The reluctance of some middle managers to forego their expertise as teachers is reminiscent of the work of Thomas and Linstead (2002). Just as the process of delayering changed the area of expertise of managers (and their views of themselves), so the process of becoming a curriculum middle manager  inevitably changes the principal focus of an individual’s role (from teacher to manager), with the potential for creating “fragile identities”.

Does using a competency framework improve the performance of managers?

There is no evidence to date that using competence based standards has actually raised the performance of managers. It is too early for clear evidence to emerge.

However what was apparent was that few of the middle managers or the senior managers seemed especially concerned about the issue of performance. Their discussion of the use of the competence framework centred largely on the question of portfolio building. The immediate concern was ‘to find the evidence’ rather than to improve performance. This attitude was driven by a strong financial incentive to complete the portfolio. Learning and development were secondary in their planning. Learning needs would be met only when lack of evidence proved a barrier to portfolio completion and the achievement of the extended salary scale. The case for the use of competence based standards to actually raise the performance level of staff, particularly those that are already performing satisfactorily, is not made. Contrary to Jessup’s assertion, this study suggests that competence based standards result in assessing to minimum levels of performance.

Competence is not the only factor that affects performance. 50% of middle managers stated in the postal survey that college systems did not help them do their work. So however competent managers might prove themselves to be, they may still under-perform due to the inappropriate or inefficient systems with which they have to work. Managers may of course become competent at working with inefficient systems, but at a cost to both themselves (such as long hours or low motivation) and the organisation (such as high unit costs, low morale or minimum levels of quality).

What supports the use of competence based standards?

If staff are to use competence based standards, they clearly need to be confident that they reflect what they do and that they are achievable. Curriculum middle managers and their managers considered the competence framework with which they were working, whilst largely reflecting what they did, did little to inform them about their work. This is evidenced in the web based survey of middle managers, and in both groups of interviews conducted. This is not surprising, since in the postal survey of all staff, 93% of curriculum middle managers stated they understood their job role, and 80% said they knew  how their work would be judged. Hence the standards only tell staff what they already know.

Both sets of managers saw limitations to the framework. Whilst some referred to the lack of reference to performance management and to teaching in the framework, others referred to inflexibility and the lack of recognition of context. Some staff would not be able to demonstrate their competence against the whole framework. This was because they either did not do some aspects of the framework, or in one instance would not be permitted to by college regulations. Interestingly, only one senior manager referred to the fact that middle managers, in negotiation with their Head of Faculty, could be deemed to have completed the framework on completion of 17 of the 19 competency areas. 

Although all curriculum middle managers see leadership as important in their role, and recognise leadership in their own managers, the subject receives limited coverage in the standards. Of the behaviours and attitudes referred to in the competency framework, only three could really be described as referring to leadership qualities (Manage and lead by example; Recognise the potential of others; Encourage creativity and support risk taking). The remaining qualities could be expected of all staff regardless of whether they were a leader. 

One senior manager referred to the need to become a Learning Organisation. This concept relies upon the decentralisation of leadership to enable staff to work towards their shared aims (Senge, 1990). Within this context, this confirms the significance and contribution of middle managers as leaders.

What are senior managers needs?

The senior managers in the survey were familiar with the system of producing evidence to meet competence standards. Some of them were accredited NVQ assessors. Their needs were concerned primarily with understanding the processes for implementing the standards within the college and in particular for guidance on assessment and in particular the moderation of evidence. They wanted to be clear that the process was being managed effectively.

What impact does a competency framework have on motivation, self development and improvement?

Whilst there is some evidence that the motivation of middle managers was increased by the attendance at the training programme, this increase was not as a result of the use of the standards. For some, the opportunity for accreditation also acted as an incentive, although there were concerns that the college standards were not the same as the standards in the Management NVQs.  In order to achieve accreditation, middle managers would have to duplicate their efforts and produce evidence for both sets of standards. 

The psychological impact of introducing competence based standards should not be under-estimated. Some staff had negative reactions to being required to demonstrate their competence, when they had been doing their job satisfactorily for several years. This resulted in their feeling undervalued, especially in terms of their considerable experience. Both middle and senior managers were concerned about the time that would be taken to assemble their portfolio of evidence. It demonstrates the potentially negative and de-motivating effects that can result from linking the measurement of performance through a competence framework to grade and reward. Rather than celebrating competence and achievement, managers felt they had to defend themselves in order to justify their position and salary.  This is very different from the approach the managers would have been used to using when teachers, where they would celebrate the achievement and competence of their students.

Furthermore the use of the competence framework can be seen as another form of surveillance. It is another organisation strategy to monitor and check on the behaviour and performance of staff. In this sense, the effects on  individuals to which Collinson (2006) refers may be counter productive if the expectation of middle managers is that they will introduce change, maintain excellence, and lead their staff.

Recommendations

In the light of these findings the project will develop a series of recommendations for senior managers in the college. Some of these recommendations are likely to apply to all colleges, whilst others are specific to the college where the project was carried out. These recommendations will address the following issues:

General issues

· develop the leadership potential of middle managers to support development, change and flexibility in their work context

· provide clear procedures and structures for the moderation of portfolio evidence to ensure standardisation of assessment, and hence standardisation of performance by middle managers across the college. (Since the research was conducted, college procedures for the verification and moderation of evidence are now being put in place).
· devise strategies to develop a learning culture within the organisation which is linked to notions of excellence and constant improvement (ref the learning organisation (Senge,1990))

· provide support for middle managers which recognises the psychological changes that some new to the role may experience.

Issues specific to this college

· review the standards to ensure the inclusion of  performance management
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