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About AoC: The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents more than 90 per cent of the 234 colleges in 

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

1.7 million students every year and employ approximately 106,000 full-time equivalent staff. Further 

education colleges are an essential part of England’s education system. Whether it’s through top-class 

technical education, basic skills or lifelong learning, colleges help people of all ages and backgrounds 

to make the most of their talents and ambitions. Rooted in local communities, they are crucial in 

driving social mobility and providing the skills to boost local and regional economies. 

Topical notes – Introduction to colleges and key facts 

English colleges educate over 1.7 million students every year and employ approximately 106,000 full-

time equivalent staff. Further education colleges are an essential part of England’s education system. 

Whether it’s through top-class technical education, basic skills or lifelong learning, colleges help people 

of all ages and backgrounds to make the most of their talents and ambitions. Rooted in local 

communities, they are crucial in driving social mobility and providing the skills to boost local and 

regional economies. 

• 1 million - adults study or train in colleges 

• 652,000 - 16 to 18-year-olds study in colleges 

• 55,000 - 16 to 18-year-olds undertake an Apprenticeship through colleges 

• 10,500 - 14 to 15-year-olds are enrolled in colleges (7,500 part-time; 3,000 full-time) 

• The average college trains 1,100 apprentices 

Staff retention and recruitment 

Colleges around the country are finding it extremely difficult both to recruit and retain staff. This is for 

a number of reasons including the salaries, which are lower than equivalent positions in schools and 

higher education and the lack of appropriately skilled staff. In 2019, the median pay for state-funded 

classroom teachers was £37,832, while in General FE colleges the median pay was £32,820. 

The AoC report, ‘College Staffing Challenges in 2022’ calls for a concerted national push to tackle the 

recruitment and retention problem before it worsens and details some worrying findings. There are 

now estimated to be more than 6,000 job vacancies in England’s colleges – the most there has been in 

over two decades - with high levels of persistent vacancies in priority areas such as construction, 

engineering, health and social care and science and maths. The report, which had responses from 48% 

of all colleges, found: 

• The average number of vacancies per college was 30, with one reporting 162 vacancies 

• 1,853 vacancies were in support areas, with high levels of persistent vacancies in learning support 

roles, student services and facilities and estates roles 

• 96% of respondents report that the current level of vacancies creates increased pressure on staff 

• 61% said that vacancies were having a significant impact on the amount spend on agency fees. 

 

Though there have been recent announcements of new funding for the sector, the varied nature of 

courses and provision offered in colleges, means that a cash injection in one area (16-18) does not 

necessarily lead to stable financial health overall, given many colleges cater for everything from level 1 

to higher education students. Funding to teach adult learners has not increased for 13 years, despite 

huge increases in costs. This is especially important because AoC data shows that the average age of a 

student in a college is 28. 

 

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/system/files/Report%20-%20AoC%20college%20staffing%20challenges%20-%20February%202022%20-%20FINAL%20%28002%29.docx


For further information or to discuss these themes in more detail, please contact: 

David MacKenzie, Public Affairs Manager (AoC) – david.mackenzie@aoc.co.uk / 07553 891837 
 

Annual workforce survey recommendations 

The report makes a number of recommendations but acknowledges that longer-term, the situation with 

college staffing will not turn around without some concerted action from all involved, including funding 

increases and action to reduce external bureaucracy.   

However, it concluded that there were a number of simple steps which could be taken which include:  

• Matching the promised £5,000 per secondary pupil funding rate for post-16 education and training  

• Removing the discounted rate for 18-year-olds - as these are often students who need more 

support, not less 

• Increasing funding rates for adult qualifications to reflect inflation, which has not been adjusted for 

over a decade 

• Aligning hourly teaching rates in apprenticeship delivery with programme weighting which is baked 

into the funding formula for 16-18 classroom-based provision 

• Removing the requirement for colleges to pay VAT, putting them in line with schools and academies 

• Increasing financial support for hard to recruit roles with additional funding for market premiums 

• Providing funding increases to enable colleges to have the financial confidence to commit to 

meaningful increases in staff pay 

 

May 2022: Workforce update – Staff retention and recruitment crisis deepens 

Since the publishing of AoC’s annual workforce report in March 2022, the situation has worsened. 

Inflation now stands at 9%, the highest in 40 years and is set to rise further. Things were bad but in the 

last two months pressure has increased and reached a crisis point and without immediate action, the 

Government will struggle to proceed with their ambitious skills reform agenda.  

 

AoC Chief Executive, David Hughes wrote to the Education Secretary Nadhim Zahawi outlining the issue 

and recommended a number of shorter-term policy levers to increase the financial breathing space and 

alleviate some of the financial pressures colleges face so they can make much-needed pay awards to 

staff. These measures include: 

• Designing the business case process to allow more leeway for 2021-2 and 2022-3 AEB and 2022-3 T 

level shortfalls, as colleges risk clawback on both 

• Flexibility on the extra 40 funded hours in 2022-3 which are eating into the funding available, and 

which are challenging to deliver given the widespread difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff. 

• Suspending intervention action on ESFA financial health assessments and the FE commissioner’s 

65% staff cost benchmark as these measures will severely constrain colleges from making better 

pay offers to staff. 

• A cost increase sharing mechanism for approved DFE capital projects (currently 100% of extra costs 

fall to the college) because of the large inflationary increases in construction materials and labour 

costs since the bids were made.  

• Offering an income guarantee for colleges where the grade inflation in last summer’s exams led to 

more young people staying in school sixth forms. This impacts through the lagged system on income 

from the autumn, just when we expect those student numbers to bounce back. The lagged system 

was not designed for such unique circumstances and needs to be amended for the next academic 

year to ensure colleges have the resources to deliver courses 

• Considering a rate increase on AEB, learning from the approach taken in London by the GLA with its 

devolved powers. The AEB funding rates have not increased for over a decade. 

• Consideration of a rate premium on priority courses and qualifications, including in skills shortage 

areas such as construction, engineering, digital, and health where colleges have the most difficulties 

in recruiting skilled staff. This would allow for T Levels, HTQs and other courses which the 

Government wishes to see grow. 
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