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The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 257 colleges in 

England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 

 

Industrial action – pay, pensions, and strikes  
Industrial action is a particularly sensitive issue for colleges as they look to find a 

balance between their responsibilities to the college as an institution and to their staff. 

Additionally, there’s a fine line between ensuring the college’s position is made clear 

and further inflaming an already delicate situation.  

 

It is important that the college shares these messages and explains the wider context 

that has helped shape its decision with key stakeholders. This is usually the role of a 

member of the executive team and it is useful for these messages to be shared with the 

press office as the media is likely to contact your local MP or members of your 

governing board for comment. In the case of long-running or particularly bitter 

disputes, a government minister has sometimes taken an interest and requested 

information.  

 

Successful strategies include:  

• Prepare a statement beforehand for release under embargo - union 

officers will issue statements to the press as part of their work. In fact, they 

often issue three releases in relation to the action – before, during and 

after.  

• Use your release to reassure staff and push positive messages, describing 

the excellent teaching and staffing quality.  

• Students and members of the public are likely to see people on strike at 

the college gates so consider using social media (Twitter/Facebook) to 

reassure them that it is ‘business as usual’ and the college is putting the 

needs of students first.  

• Set out the facts regarding the (often limited) proportion of lecturers who 

will be/are involved in action and ensure that on the day of industrial 

action the reporter covering the story is given the correct numbers. Unions 

tend to exaggerate the level of support.  

• In all releases stress that the college places students’ needs first and 

explain the steps taken to ensure students do not lose out during action. 

This is particularly important if there is a strike during the exam period.  

• Do not rule out the possibility of releasing a joint statement with a union 

which links pay conditions to national funding difficulties. Local unions,  

• unprompted, have issued releases in many areas of the country claiming that 

pay difficulties were a general funding (rather than college management) 

problem. AoC’s communication team can help provide the most up-to-date 

national facts and figures to include in your statement.  
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• If the industrial action is on a national scale, or is about pay, working 

conditions, or pensions, AoC’s communications team also may be able to 

provide national key media messages that will add weight, or provide a wider 

context, to your release or media statement. (See example of an AoC national 

media response below).  

• In the event of redundancies due to restructuring – it is always important 

to explain why restructuring is needed to ensure that students and the 

local community receive a value for money service. (Please see the next 

section on restructuring and redundancies for further advice).  

Example  
This AoC media statement was issued in July 2013 in response to national 

industrial action by UCU in reaction to redundancy programmes at a number of 

colleges. The sections in bold are information that colleges could have used in 

their own statements at the time to add national context.  

 

“AoC is disappointed that UCU members decided to take industrial action. The 

union’s position with regard to our colleges using national austerity measures as 

an excuse to renegotiate local terms and conditions is to deny the reality of the 

impact of a significant reduction in their funding since 2010. Colleges don’t make 

changes for the sake of it; they (colleges) are being forced to adapt to stringent 

financial circumstances. Since the Government’s last Comprehensive Spending 

Review (CSR), colleges have seen their funding reduce by 25% - a cut of £250 

million in this year alone. This means many of our members have been faced 

with challenging decisions around their course provision which has in some 

cases resulted in restructuring.  

 

“In the context of a sustained global recession and the need to make £11.5 

billion public spending cuts, many colleges will be waiting with bated breath to 

hear what further impact tomorrow’s CSR announcement (26 June, 2013) will 

have on their funding. Colleges are subject to serious restrictions on transferring 

funding between different budgets and so are hampered in their ability to 

mitigate against the effects of such reductions in Government spending. 

 

“This industrial action is likely to have a detrimental effect on colleges, students and 

staff in this already difficult economic climate and we urge UCU to reconsider their 

position, especially as there’s a national joint agreement in place which requires the 

unions to engage meaningfully with employers on redundancy consultations. The 

joint agreement aims to mitigate the impact on employees, perhaps through 

voluntary redundancy, reduced hours, redeployment or unpaid leave, and where 

this works well colleges have agreed innovative solutions with the unions and 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/communications-advice/contact-the-communications-team
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workforce. Our member colleges have faced significant change over the last few 

years and the workforce also needs to be flexible and responsive.” 

 



 4 

Poor Ofsted report  
An Ofsted report remains one of the most powerful drivers of a college’s reputation. 

Parents, staff, media, MPs and other partners often use it as a shorthand marker for 

quality. If the inspection is not a success, a college faces a major reputational challenge.  

 

Communications management will not, and should not be expected to, directly address 

any substantive quality issues raised by a report or any disagreements between a 

college and Ofsted on the inspection process itself. But communications can be used to 

reassure staff and students, to provide balance and perspective and to reinforce 

partnerships that make a positive difference to the people who work and study in a 

college.  

 

Your college will be told by the inspection team when your report will be published. It is 

normally five weeks after final day of inspection. If the report is delayed for any reason 

your college will be told. The report will be published at midnight and will appear on 

Ofsted’s website – just type in your college’s name. Before you issue your official press 

statement in response, it is wise to check there have not been any last minute changes 

made to Ofsted’s final report.  

 

There is no ‘one size fits all’ piece of public relations advice for colleges handling 

communications related to a disappointing Ofsted report; communications strategies 

will depend on the detail of the report, the type of college, the wider reputational 

context and much more.  However there some common experiences and tactics that 

might help you develop those strategies:  

 

General 
 

• Colleges and schools do not have to wait for inspection to begin drafting a 

communications plan – the basics of timing, key spokespeople, key 

messages (dependent on result) and channels can be covered in a plan 

well in advance.  

• Ofsted takes a dim view of newspapers or other media who break the 

embargo of its inspection reports and it has the option of removing those 

that do so from its report distribution list.  

• However it does not expect the same of inspected institutions, nor can it 

apply the same sanctions in this regard; which means colleges can start 

communicating with key partners, including media, MPs, school heads and 

others, prior to the official publication of an inspection report if they see 

fit. The media will not be able to publish this information prior to the 

official embargoed Ofsted report and you should ensure that Ofsted’s 

embargo is clearly highlighted in any communication work you do with the 

media or stakeholders.  

http://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/
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• Seek support from your stakeholders for use in communications where 

appropriate.  

• Be very wary about criticising Ofsted in any external communications – 

there is a considerable risk that the college will be seeking to shift the 

blame for poor performance and unwilling to address weaknesses.  

• Colleges with procedural queries about inspections are encouraged to 

contact AoC’s Policy Team for advice.  

 

Media  
 

• Ofsted reports, both good and bad, are almost always taken up by the 

local media.  

• Tactics should include a press release embargoed to coincide with official 

report publication. Colleges will usually want to highlight the positive 

elements of a report and PRs need to do the legwork here and make sure 

all the positive angles are clearly presented to the media  

• If appropriate, stress the college commitment to addressing substantial 

and substantive issues raised in a report, explaining how the college plans 

to improve/has improved provision since the inspection took place.  

• Be aware that the media will often push for information on possible 

restructuring or redundancies because of an inspection, prepare a 

response to these lines of enquiry in advance.  

• Within media releases seek to offer, where possible, a strong human-

interest story to illustrate the positive elements of a report.  

• Consider including reassuring messages to staff about their value and 

professionalism.  

• Ensure that a spokesperson, preferably the principal, from the college is 

available to supply direct quotes to media following distribution of release.  

 

MPs  
 

AoC would strongly encourage the college principal and Chair to meet your local MP(s) 

as soon as possible once you know the result of your Ofsted inspection – regardless of 

the final grade. It is preferable, and courteous, that they find out from you rather than 

via the local newspaper or gossip. If your inspection hasn’t gone so well, you need to 

invite your MP to college to explain the background to the inspectors’ conclusions, 

where you will be improving the college and obviously reassuring your MP that you 

have a plan in place to improve the education and training provided to their 

constituents.  

https://www.aoc.co.uk/teaching-and-learning/quality-improvement/contact-the-team
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Although you may have concerns about the conduct of the inspection, or the expertise 

of the inspectors, we recommend you don’t focus on this when discussing the report 

with your MPs. There is a risk that such views will sound like ‘sour grapes’ as your MP 

will rely on Ofsted to inform them of education standards in the constituency. This is 

not to say these concerns are not important, and should not be mentioned in passing, 

but we would advise against making them the focus of your conversation.  

 

Why does it matter what your MP thinks?  

 

It is worth remembering that your MP meets countless local stakeholders as part of 

their weekly duties. For example, he or she will meet school heads, local councillors, 

business people and parents through the local Party, meetings and events etc. So, it is 

important the MP understands what is happening at the college post-inspection so he 

/she can, in turn, praise or defend your college’s reputation.  

 

For further advice on liaising with your MPs on serious issues, contact AoC’s Public 

Affairs team. 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/media-and-parliament/our-work-mps/contact-the-public-affairs-team
https://www.aoc.co.uk/media-and-parliament/our-work-mps/contact-the-public-affairs-team
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FE Commissioner intervention 
 

General guidance 
• Plan your communications approach in advance as much as possible. 

• Tackle any concerns raised in the report by detailing how the college is 

addressing these. 

• Stick by any embargo’s imposed by the FE Commissioner in relation to the 

publication of the report. 

• If the report is focused on college finances, take extra care as this is 

reputationally sensitive. 

• All external and internal messages should be consistent and you need to 

share your messages with key stakeholders (governors, staff, students, the 

local MP(s)and the local authority). As the media will often approach them 

for comment too and it is best they are fully aware of the bigger picture. 

• Be clear about what you can and can’t say in relation to anything related to 

college finances. 

 

Media 
• If this is picked up by the media, it is important to say something.  Having a 

declined to comment in this situation is not helpful in these situations. 

• It is worth having a holding statement in place, to be sent out reactively 

only.  This should be factual and not go into the intricacies of the 

inspection.  Suggested wording for this could include: 

• “The FE Commissioner has visited the college.  We are always looking at how our 

systems can be tightened to ensure we are providing the best possible service to 

our students.   We are working closely with the FE Commissioner and his team, 

and will look to make further improvements to our systems based on their 

recommendations.” 

 

Internal communications 
• It is important to ensure that your staff is made aware of what is 

happening.  

• Internal communications to staff should be sent before anything is issued 

externally and should be consistent with anything sent out to the media or 

stakeholders. 
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Stakeholders 
• Ensuring your key stakeholders are kept up to date is important, 

particularly your MP(s). 

• It is recommended that you provide them any statements you are issuing, 

and inform them about the progress of the intervention, the findings, and 

how you are going to implement any recommendations.  This will ensure 

that should they be approached by the media, they are fully briefed and 

are aware of the situation. 
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Other regulatory issues  
 

You may find that you must deal with media enquiries on other regulatory issues, such 

as an inspection on your higher education provision, or in connection with notices of 

concern or interventions by the FE Commissioner. The FE Commissioner’s interventions 

are triggered either by a grade four Ofsted rating, a notice of financial concern from the 

Skills Funding Agency or Education Funding Agency, or failure to meet national 

minimum standards of performance set by the Department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills (BIS) or the Department for Education (DfE). Short versions of the reports are 

published on the BIS website.  

 

In most cases, the main guidance above on Ofsted inspections stands; plan your 

communications approach in advance as far as possible, tackle any concerns raised in 

the report by detailing how the college is addressing these and check to see if the 

report is under embargo. If so, your communications should carry the same embargo. If 

the report is focused on college finances, take extra care as this is reputationally very 

sensitive.  

 

It’s not possible to give generic advice here, so if you are in doubt, please call the AoC 

communications team for further discussion. 

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/communications-advice/contact-the-communications-team
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Restructuring and redundancies  
 

AoC’s communications team won’t comment on an individual college’s circumstances, 

but if the media (national or otherwise) come to us for a comment, we will let you know 

who has approached us and their question areas for your information.  

 

If AoC is pressed for a comment about the national circumstances that may mean 

several colleges are facing restructuring and redundancies, we will make a statement 

generally setting out the national funding cuts/financial constraints, and the lengths 

colleges go to in order to minimise the number of jobs lost. We’re happy for colleges to 

incorporate any of our national messages into their local statements for context or 

provide any other advice. 

 

Many colleges face the difficult process of dealing with restructuring because of 

financial pressures, so we have put together the following key points to consider in 

college statements:  

 

• Any public announcement on workforce issues is an opportunity to 

reassure and communicate directly with staff – statements should be clear 

about their value and professionalism.  

• Be honest and direct about the issues a college faces – if you are 

restructuring, explain why. For example, if pressures on the college relate 

to adult learning budgets, be clear that this is due to a national funding 

cut.  

• If faced with industrial action relating to redundancies or other workforce 

issues, communicate clearly how the college believes this will affect 

students - if it won't have an impact then say so.  

• Be robust about the process in order to minimise media or other third 

party speculation (and sometimes exaggeration) about redundancy levels.  

• Be clear about the communications you have with staff and unions and the 

efforts you will have gone to in order to minimise the impact of 

restructuring.  

• External communications should immediately follow internal 

communications (but not precede them), particularly if you are discussing 

a significant number of redundancies. Media will understandably seek out 

affected staff for comment, often via social media.  

• ‘No comment’ or failure to comment will result in coverage being 

dominated by third party commentators, who will be at best misinformed 

and at worst actively hostile.  
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• All external and internal messages should be consistent and you need to 

share your messages with key stakeholders (governors, staff, students, the 

local MP(s) and the local authority). As the media will often approach them 

for comment too and it is best they are fully aware of the bigger picture.  

• Colleges as educational establishments are not profit-making enterprises; 

they are at the heart of their communities with the welfare of their 

workforce and students at the centre of what they do.  

Colleges requiring guidance on employment issues in such cases should contact 

AoC’s employment helpline. Colleges requiring guidance on PR issues should 

contact AoC communications team. 

Disgruntled students – quality issues  
 

Parents, staff or students sometimes complain about the quality of college provision 

within the media. Increasingly students choose to do this through social media using 

blogs, Twitter, Facebook, the FE Choices site and Ofsted’s Learner View. Make it a habit 

to keep an eye on online comment as what can begin as a minor complaint or allegation 

can rapidly spiral with re-tweets and shares. If you spot them you have chance to 

address the complaint.  

 

Journalists monitor social media for these kinds of comments and will contact the 

complainant directly. Although they should contact you before publication for a balance 

of comment, not all of them do. Successful strategies include:  

• If the college is challenging an allegation, stress the quality of the course 

and staffing, including statistics comparing pass rates with local schools or 

national averages where possible. Include case studies involving students 

who were satisfied with provision on the same course.  

• Be aware that all previous correspondence regarding the matter is in the 

public domain for possible publication.  

• If the college has admitted (publicly or in correspondence) that there has 

been a problem with quality regarding certain provision, set out clearly 

how the college is working to rectify the problem and offer apologies to 

students concerned.  

• If the complaint involves a Health and Safety issue you may be unable to 

comment if the case is under review, although a prompt comment on how 

seriously the college takes this issue is advised in the first instance. Contact 

AoC communications team if in doubt.  

• If the newspaper does not contact you for a comment then you have 

recourse to a variety of actions, including a letter to the editor or action via 

the Independent Press Standards Organisation.  

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/employment/about-us-and-advice-line-information
https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/communications-advice/contact-the-communications-team
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/fe-choices-performance-indicators
https://learnerview.ofsted.gov.uk/
https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/communications-advice/contact-the-communications-team
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Working%20with%20the%20media_2.pdf
https://www.ipso.co.uk/IPSO/index.html
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