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About the report 

The Independent Commission on the College of the Future (which is supported by AoC) and Sheffield Hallam 

University, on behalf of the Civic University Network, have come together to explore how colleges and 

universities can work more collaboratively together across the four nations of the UK. They believe this will 

lead to the sectors collectively being able to better support individuals, employers, and communities and 

deliver on national government ambitions. Learning lessons from across the four nations, the report sets 

out the development in policy and practice that is needed.

Why is this important?  

• The four nations of the UK have one of the strongest higher education sectors in the world and many 

outstanding colleges. These institutions share a common purpose, to ensure all people, no matter their 

background, past experiences or where in the UK they live and work, can access high-quality and relevant 

education and skills, and the opportunities that these bring. 

• However, learners and employers are too often presented with a post-16 education and skills system 

that is driven by institutional interests, rather than focusing on public good. 

• The UK is facing huge changes in what we need from our education and skills system. There are 

transformational shifts that are happening locally, nationally, and globally that are driving the need for 

change, from climate change to an aging population. 

• Modelling from CBI has found that nine in ten employees will need to reskill by 2030 as new technologies 

and the economy are changing the skills needed for many jobs, with some roles being lost entirely. 

• Colleges and universities have a shared responsibility to drive the change need to deliver lifelong 

learning and to support and transform business and communities. 

Affirming a shared vision of colleges and universities 

A successful education and skills system needs colleges and universities to work in an integrated way. This 

is vital to create a world where: 

• People are empowered with the learning they need to thrive, with: 

o High quality education and training accessible to all. 

o Every adult having access to lifelong learning that enables them to upskill and retrain. 

About AoC 

The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents more than 90 per cent of the 237 colleges in England 

incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. English colleges educate over 2.2 

million students every year and employ approximately 111,000 full time equivalent staff. Colleges 

transform lives and are at the heart of their communities. They are a fundamental piece of the 

education and skills system and colleges train and educate across a wide range of sectors. 

About the organisations  

The Independent Commission of the College of Future was established in 2019 and commissioned by 

the Four Nations College Alliance, a network of college leaders and government officials from across 

the four nations of the UK. The Civic University Network supports universities to drive positive social 

and economic change in their local communities. Over 150 universities have joined the network since 

its establishment in Spring 2020. 

https://www.collegecommission.co.uk/
https://civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk/


o Young people who otherwise risk not engaging with education and training being properly 

supported with the journey that is right for them. 

• Productivity is accelerated through strategic business and workforce support for employers and 

knowledge sharing.  

• Places across the UK become more prosperous, sustainable, healthy and fair, redressing regional 

inequalities and supporting left-behind communities and places.  

• Partnerships drive a more connected and coherent tertiary education and skills system, so that all 

institutions can maximise their impact across people, productivity and place. 

What are the current barriers to a joined-up system that has impact?  

• Historic inequity in funding levels and approach in comparison to HE. 

• Disjointed oversight and accountability. The variations in oversight, as well as the lack of clarity on the 

desired outcomes of each sector, means that the roles that different parts of the system play are poorly 

defined, inhibiting parity and collaboration. 

• Limited levels of trust and long-term commitments to collaboration. 

• Uneven and unwieldy system architecture and advocacy. Narrow and compartmentalised views of 

education pathways have historically dominated ways of thinking about education and skills, for example 

those focused on school leavers. This means that individuals who do not follow traditional educational 

paths are often poorly served. 

• A disjointed and short-term approach to policymaking. 

• Insufficient institutional headspace and resources to focus on partnerships. 

What are colleges and universities already doing? 

College and universities leaders have an important role to play in delivering the change needed and are on 

varying stages of their journey in realising the vision the report calls for across the four nations. One such 

example is the Portsmouth Scholars scheme in England which supports mentoring between university, 

college, and school students to support transition. This scheme, where undergraduate students from the 

University of Portsmouth mentor final year college students, and the college students then mentor final 

year/transitioning students from schools into college. The use of a cascade mentoring scheme helps raise 

aspirations of students, school staff and the community for whom university and HE is not well understood.  

What is needed from UK government?  

Colleges and universities operate in different contexts and the system they work within shapes what is 

possible and practical. The English system is notably complicated and, at times, disjointed with colleges and 

universities often competing with each other for students and ultimately for funding. Current reforms were 

kickstarted by the Skills for Jobs White Paper, following the case made by Sir Philip Augar for a re-balancing 

of post-18 education opportunities and funding. These reforms have the potential to support greater 

collaboration and engender a more systemic approach. There are also some good institutional practices and 

initiatives, like Institutes for Technology (IoTs), that can be built on. 

The report makes five key recommendations to all governments across the four nations: 

1. Set an ambitious 10-year strategy to deliver a more coherent approach.  

2. Ensure the whole education and skills system is sustainably funded.  

3. Create financial support systems that work for every student, at every life stage 

4. Redress unproductive competition through clarity of roles. 

5. Ensure a joined-up approach to regulation and oversight.  

What you can do to support: 

• Table questions about the role government can play in supporting colleges and universities to 

improve collaboration. 

• Write to the Education Secretary urging him to support the report’s recommendations. 

• Raise these issues at report stage of the Skills and Post-16 Education Bill.  


