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Call for expressions of interest to participate in 
Study visits to the Netherlands or the Basque Country (Spain) 

 
The college’s role in supporting local business productivity and innovation 

 
 

Background 
 
Funded by The Gatsby Foundation, AoC is organising two study visits to either the Netherlands or the 
Basque Country to look at how vocational and technical schools, in partnership with wider stakeholders, 
support their local business communities to innovate and grow.  Given the current DfE interest in this 
area of work and potential upcoming support for colleges through Innovate UK, we are keen to invite 
college leaders to participate in these short visits to look at European best practice and whether it is 
transferable to a UK context.   
 
The government introduced College Business Centres (CBCs) in the Skills for Jobs White Paper as a 
way of supporting collaboration between employers and colleges. The aims of the CBCs are ambitious 
and include supporting local businesses to increase levels of innovation and productivity. 
 
CBCs were fundable through the Strategic Development Fund pilots in 2021/22. This funding was 
welcomed by the sector and provided a real opportunity to strengthen business innovation and improve 
productivity in local communities leading to national economic growth. Whilst not a specific strand of the 
most recent call for SDF projects, DfE is still keen explore how the CBC model could work.  

 
According to the Productivity Institute, productivity supports inclusive growth and is positively 
correlated to wellbeing. Productive jobs support higher wages and companies that are productive grow 
faster thus creating new employment opportunities. They also report that the UK has become 
‘productivity poor’ over the last 15 years given to a number of factors including a mismatch between 
demand and supply of human capital, weaker technological changes, and regional divides. 
 
In July 2020, AoC conducted a FE Innovation Survey on behalf of the Gatsby Foundation to 
understand the role innovation plays within FE colleges’ strategic planning and employer and local 
engagements. The survey showed that colleges understand their local, regional, and national business 
needs and in the main they have excellent relationships with local stakeholder organisations. Colleges 
are committed to partnership working with each other and local stakeholders however there are a 
number of challenges faced when fostering innovation. These include a lack of capital funding to 
develop innovation spaces within colleges and a lack of financial support to enable colleges to fund 
business innovation account managers to work with SMEs. Additionally, providing college staff 
alleviation time to engage in innovation development and research activities was another challenge 
cited. 
 
  
Project objectives 
 
The programme will be delivered in two stages, stage one will include college leaders participating one 
of two study visits to Europe in the Autumn term 2022 to identify best practise internationally.  
 
Stage two will be to work with CBCs in the North, Midlands and South who are engaged in innovative 
practise which supports productivity and have strategic working relationships with their local employers 
and ecosystems. Stage two will include a 2-day programme in each region for the wider FE sector to 
engage in. We hope that some of those involved in the EU study visits will be available to join one of 
the three UK based study programmes to share their learning from the Netherlands and/or Spain. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skills-for-jobs-lifelong-learning-for-opportunity-and-growth
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The main project activities in stage one will be the two study visit programmes in either the Netherlands 
or the Basque Country in Spain.  Each study visit will include: 
 

• A national overview of the vocational education and training (VET) system in each country. 

• An understanding of the specific challenges around supporting innovation and productivity within 
the business community and the role that VET plays. 

• Visits to hosting partner colleges to meet and talk to staff engaged in these areas of work and 
see the environment in which they are operating. 

• Meetings with employer representatives, municipal/local authority level representatives and other 
external stakeholders with a commitment to this area of activity. 

 
It is hoped that college leaders will be joined on the EU study visits by representatives from Innovate UK, 
The Gatsby Foundation, and the Department for Education. 

 
In terms of intended outcomes, we envisage that these will be the opportunity to: 

 

• Share and gain knowledge around some of the opportunities for greater college/business 
collaboration which results in positive business growth. 

• Learn new approaches to working innovatively with local employers and stakeholders. 

• Spend time away from the workplace with other UK participants who have a similar remit 
allowing for reflection on leadership and practice in this area, the chance for group discussion on 
national strategy and a group approach to discussions with EU colleagues. 

• Visit Dutch and Spanish colleges and training centres to understand the context in which they are 
working and the learning environment. 

• Hear other countries' national and regional strategies/directives around the areas of business 
innovation, productivity, and growth through briefings from local/national government 
departments and/or regional/national experts. 

• Forge professional partnerships for continued dialogue around this area of work. 
 

Potential longer-term benefits include: 
 

• Learning will hopefully feed into individual colleges’ strategies around future skills and the role 
colleges play in local productivity and growth. 

• Learning outcomes from the project will be shared in particular with Department for Education, 
Innovate UK and others and will hopefully inform future national and regional strategies in this 
area of work.  

 
Participation in the project 

This Study Visit programme will provide the opportunity for AoC member college leaders to participate in 
a five-day programme. The programme in the Netherlands will take place in November 2022 (dates 
currently being agreed but either w/c 7th or w/c 21st November (fly out Sunday, fly back 
Wednesday evening – depending on flight availability). The programme in the Basque Country has 
yet to be confirmed but will be in either October or early December 2022 (fly out Sunday, fly back 
Wednesday evening or Thursday morning – depending on flight availability). For successful applicants, 
associated costs including European flights, accommodation and meals will be covered by the 
programme. Funding is provided by The Gatsby Foundation. Flights and accommodation will be booked 
on your behalf by AoC. 

 
Eligibility  
The programme is open to senior leaders in AoC member colleges in England and will support one 
member of staff from a college.  
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The participants should: 
 

• Hold a leadership role in the college. 

• Have a responsibility for the role the college plays in supporting local business innovation in growth 
or have a clear objective to develop the college’s work in this area. 

• Have clear professional development objectives and are committed to meet them. 

• Be interested in developing international understanding and willing to contribute to dialogues and 
debates with EU colleagues. 

• Have the support from and approval to participate from their line manager. 

• Be prepared to contribute a short end of visit report on their findings. 

• Commit to presenting at an AoC webinar to spread the learning to the wider sector (date to be 
agreed) 

• Potentially present at one of the three UK based workshops in early 2023 (dates and venues to be 
agreed). 

 
Funding available 
 

• Economy class flights to Amsterdam * (Netherland’s study visit) or Bilbao * (Spain study visit) will 
be booked for participants.  It is likely that these may be from a central point (depending on the 
geographical make-up of the participating group) i.e., London or Manchester. This is to allow 
participants to meet and travel together, where possible.  Onward travel from European airports 
will be arranged nearer the time. Standard class travel to and from the UK airport will be 
reimbursed on production of receipts. 

• Accommodation and subsistence.  Accommodation will be booked and paid for directly by AoC. 
We have yet to decide whether evening meals will be taken together or whether participants will 
be free to do their own thing on an evening.  If it is the former, then AoC will pay directly where 
participants are eating as a study programme group, if the latter then participants will be informed 
of subsistence expense limits and how to claim expenses back after the trip. 

 
* Please note that you are unlikely to be based in the city into which your flight arrives – exact location is 
yet to be confirmed.   
 
Unfortunately, we are unable to cover any staff cover costs. 

 
Expressions of Interest are now invited. For further information, please contact 
 

Shcara Strudley Smith     
Project Manager    
Association of Colleges     
Shcara.StrudleySmith@aoc.co.uk     

Please ensure the completed Expression of Interest form is returned to projects@aoc.co.uk by Friday 8th 
July 2022. 

mailto:Shcara.StrudleySmith@aoc.co.uk
mailto:projects@aoc.co.uk

