
Dear Nigel, 

I am writing in my capacity as Chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on 

Further Education and Lifelong Learning to draw your attention to some of the issues we 

discussed at our recent meeting which focussed on the role of college sport in supporting 

student health and wellbeing.  

We were delighted that you intended to join the session and speak to the Group about 

the work that the Government is doing in this space and were sorry that you were unable 

to join us due to a Ministerial commitment, although we naturally entirely understand. I 

therefore wanted to summarise the key issues raised by our speakers and other 

attendees, to set out what action the Group feels Government could be taking to allow 

colleges to do more of the fantastic work we heard about at the session, and to explore 

ways we might work with you on this agenda. 

Colleges across the country have high-quality facilities and over 100,000 students 

studying sports courses – and as such, they represent an ideal channel for delivering 

sport and physical activity opportunities to a diverse range of people up and down the 

country. The many benefits of being physically active are of course well known - it reduces 

the risk of developing a range of medical conditions, including diabetes, cancer, dementia, 

strokes, heart disease and depression. In 2018, the Association of Colleges, the 

membership body represent English colleges, published a report based on data collected 

from 15 colleges that supported students with mental health problems or had low levels 

of mental wellbeing to become more active. The results showed that 70% of participants 

who had an increase in activity levels had a positive change in their wellbeing score. At 

this session, our speakers told us about how college sport has the capacity to improve 

not only physical and mental health, but a range of other aspects of wellbeing. 

One of our speakers, Michaela Lines, Director of Study Programmes at Lincoln College, 

highlighted how their sport programmes have been playing a really important role in 

helping students rebuild their social skills after the long periods of national lockdowns 

during the pandemic. The impact of these lockdowns on students’ ability to make friends 

and work as part of a team continues to be felt, but it is clear that participation in college 

sport can play a big role in helping to rebuild these skills which are vital for students’ 

transition into employment.  

Gemma Bell, a third-year degree student at Lincoln College and a coordinator for the 

Project You programme, spoke about the transformative effect college sport has had on 

her own life. She spoke powerfully about how as a single mother she didn’t appreciate 

her body anymore and no longer felt like she could fit into the world of sport - until she 

became involved in college sport, which allowed her to overcome these anxieties and 

grow her confidence. She has seen a similar transformation in many of the students who 

participate in Project You, which focusses less on the competitive side of sport and seeks 

instead to reinforce the recreational element, which allows them to positively engage with 



students who have come to college fearing physical activity due to poor PE experiences 

in school. 

We also heard how participation in college sport also leads to better outcomes for 

students in other areas of their studies; Michaela highlighted her college’s experience of 

sport participation leading to improved English and maths engagement. It also improves 

retention rates; Karen Dobson OBE, Principal and CEO at Newcastle and Stafford College 

Group, noted that their Academy of Sport in year retention was 98.9%, which is 

significantly higher than in other areas.  

Mark Lawrie, the Chief Executive of Street Games, talked about how social prescribing 

models in colleges can positively impact on student wellbeing. Mark highlighted how his 

organisation has worked with further education colleges to help provide sport 

opportunities to young people from low-income, underserved communities, and the 

excellent outcomes this work has had. I know that the Government is committed to 

enhancing the role of social prescribing, and I would urge you to explore what more can 

be done to support organisations such as Street Games to role this work out in colleges 

across the country to help build healthier, safer and more successful communities 

through sport. 

There are of course other wider societal benefits to expanding college sport. I was very 

interested to read the House of Lords’ National Plan for Sport and Recreation 

Committee’s report which highlighted that “there are too many groups in society who are 

not meeting minimum recommended levels of activity”. The report noted evidence from 

the Association of Colleges which argued that a lack of focus on colleges in this agenda is 

a missed opportunity - colleges have above national average representation of ethnic 

minorities, 23 per cent of students have learning disabilities and high levels of students 

are from lower socio-economic backgrounds. If Government want to improve levels 

activity in these groups, then supporting college sport must be a key element of this.  

What was clear was the impact that funding pressures in recent years have played in 

preventing colleges from doing more in this space. Karen said that sport is one of the 

areas that has been squeezed most in the last 15 years, meaning college leaders have 

had to make very difficult decisions about what to prioritise, with sport often losing out. 

We also heard about funding from Sports England that placed Sport Development 

Officers in approximately 250 colleges and made a huge difference, which had been cut 

in recent years. Since those Development Officers have left, college sport activity has 

dropped 3-4%, and it is now the lowest across education in terms of participation, and 

the worst funded. It was clear from the meeting that colleges could be doing so much 

more of this important work if college sport funding was increased, and the wider historic 

funding pressures on further education sector were addressed.  

I know that the Government is currently in the process of developing a new sport strategy 

to be published this year, as well as updating the School Sport and Activity Action Plan 

and the National Physical Activity Framework. I also welcomed the Government’s recent 



announcement on its commitment to continue the PE and Sports premium to give more 

children in schools access to high quality PE lessons and sporting opportunities, 

supporting both their physical and mental wellbeing. However, it’s important that the role 

of colleges and college sport in supporting student health and wellbeing is embedded 

and included in all of these, and our APPG is keen to support the Government in ensuring 

that happens. Reflecting on the issues raised in this meeting I would encourage you to 

commit to ensuring that enrichment funding is a universal offer for FE students, and that 

there is parity of esteem with schools in terms of funding and policy. And I believe that in 

order to ensure this is seen as a key priority, someone within your department should be 

given responsibility for driving FE enrichment and sport going forward. 

I would be very keen to hold a roundtable discussion with you and college leaders, and 

other organisations working in this space including AoC Sport, to discuss these issues 

further. Please do let me know if that would be of interest. 

Yours sincerely, 

Peter Aldous MP, Chair of the APPG on Further Education & Lifelong Learning 

 


