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College staffing challenges in 2022   
 

Foreword 
Colleges have faced ongoing challenges in staff recruitment for years. In some teaching 

areas, such as construction and engineering (accounting for around 17.5% of the 

teaching workforce in FE colleges1), this is a longstanding problem, due to the widening 

gap between college and industry pay as funding cuts hit colleges throughout the 

2010s.   

In Autumn 2021, though, we started hearing from more and more members about a 

wider set of vacancies due to both recruitment and retention problems. This is no 

surprise in a labour market which has got much tighter, with 450,000 more vacancies 

reported in Sept-Dec 2021 than in the pre-covid period of Jan-Mar 2020. Colleges are 

now reporting hard to fill vacancies across the whole organisation with a concerning 

trend emerging of persistent vacancies (role vacant for 3 months or more). 

This report sets that challenge against a commitment from the government in its 2019 

election manifesto of a starting salary for school teachers of £30,000.  Our report shows 

that this target and actual teacher pay in schools and colleges is wider than ever before. 

Until this disparity is addressed then colleges will continue to struggle to recruit and 

retain the talented teachers and other staff they need.    

In the same election manifesto, the government set out positive ambitions to level up, 

to meet employers skills needs and to improve productivity. It recognised the need to 

have an education system which focused on the need to upskill and reskill those 

entering and already working within the labour market to ensure they are fully 

equipped to deal with technological change and innovation in industry. Much of this 

role will sit with colleges, but they will be hampered without the skilled staff they need 

to teach and support students and learners. 

As well as describing the challenges, this report sets out a range of the creative 

solutions colleges are using to address the issue.  However, with over a decade of cuts 

and frozen funding rates, it is unsurprising that pay within the sector is the single 

largest factor.  

Colleges want to step up to the levelling up, adult skills ambitions and supporting a 

growing number of young people to make a good start in life. What our report shows, 

though, is that without increased investment in the post-16 sector which can support 

 
1 Education and Training Foundation (2020). Further Education workforce data for England.  

Analysis of the 2018-2019 Staff Individualised Record (SIR) data. https://www.et-

foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf  

https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf
https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf


 

 

 

 

more competitive pay for highly skilled teachers and other staff, this ambition may well 

fail.  

David Hughes 

Chief Executive, Association of Colleges 

  



 

 

 

 

Higher numbers of vacancies 

In December 2021, the Association of Colleges undertook a short survey of staff 

vacancies within colleges in response to anecdotal reports of increasing challenges in 

recruiting and retaining teaching and support staff.   

1. There are gaps in data about college staff which is why AoC carried out a survey of 

HR directors in December 2021. 48% of colleges replied. Headline findings from 

the survey are: 

• The colleges who responded reported 3,293 vacancies. This implies a total of 

6,000 vacancies across the sector, a vacancy rate of 5.5% 

 

• The average (mean) number of vacancies per college was 30 with a maximum 

of 162 for one college 

 

• 1,404 vacancies were reported in curriculum areas, with high levels of 

persistent vacancies in construction, engineering, health and social care and 

science and maths 

 

• 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 is creating 

increased pressure on existing staff, 61% that vacancies were have a 

significant impact on agency fees 

Difficulties in retaining staff 

2. Whilst there is little up to date information regarding retention of staff within 

further education, there are, as with other areas of the education sector, long-

standing issues around retaining staff.  The final ETF Workforce Return2 

completed in 2018-19 confirms that over 60% of the FE workforce have been in 

post for five years or less.  The return also highlights the relatively low 

proportion of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) staff in colleges (11% 

compared to 13% nationally and 27% of 16-18-year-olds and 34% of adults 

studying in colleges).  Retention of BAME staff is also poor compared to their 

white colleagues with 66% of black staff, 68% of Asian staff and 76% of mixed 

staff having been in post for five years or less. 

3. The DfE College Workforce Data Analysis3, published in 2021, draws on Teacher 

Pension Service (TPS) data up to 2018 to analyse retention in the sector and 

 
2  Education and Training Foundation (2020). Further Education workforce data for England.  

Analysis of the 2018-2019 Staff Individualised Record (SIR) data. https://www.et-

foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf  
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/further-education-college-workforce-analysis 

https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf
https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf


 

 

 

 

indicates a significant loss of new entrant teachers after the first few years.  Only 

49% were still in teaching after 3 years of starting.  The report also highlights that 

the attrition rate is increasing, rising from 33% in 1998/99 to 52% in 2014/15 – 

with those leaving within the first year of teaching more than doubling. 

4. The DfE College Staff Survey 2018 and the 20194 follow up further examined 

churn in the FE sector, providing context.  Overall, four in ten teachers indicated 

they were likely to leave within the next twelve months and a further 14% said 

they were very likely to leave. 42% pointed to pay as the primary reason for 

leaving, 32% cited workload. 

5. Losing new members of staff is unsettling, disruptive, and expensive. 

Onboarding new staff de-stabilises the quality of teaching as the cycle of 

recruitment, induction, development and upskilling in terms pedagogy are costly, 

both in terms of time and resource. The high proportion of new starters and 

staff churn presents a further strain on college resources. 

What colleges are doing to recruit and retain staff  

6. Colleges are not alone in facing higher vacancy levels. Across the economy, the 

Office for National Statistics5 reported 1,247,000 vacancies for the last three 

months of 2021, which is a record number and 60% higher than the pre-pandemic 

first quarter of 2020.  ONS also report that average weekly earnings are rising at 

4.9%, at a time when the public sector pay in general lags behind at 2.5%. Our 

survey included several reports of support staff (for example learning support 

assistants) moving into hospitality or warehousing as hourly pay has been 

increased in these areas.  
 

7. Given this, colleges have become increasingly creative in their recruitment 

strategies in a bid to address persistent vacancies.  In addition to the unexpectedly 

buoyant job market over the last 6 months, colleges report that staff are 

rethinking their priorities because of Covid 19, with some choosing to retire earlier 

than planned and others asking for more flexible working arrangements.  

Respondents to the AoC survey fed back several strategies they are employing to 

reduce the burden on existing staff and potential negative impact on student 

experience of long-standing vacancies, these include: 

• Temporary to permanent arrangements with recruitment agencies. 

• Partnerships with employers to release industry specialists to teach (usually 

only within public sector employers) 

• Recruitment open days for staff 

• Asking existing staff to ‘refer a friend’ 

• Promoting teaching in FE to parents at student open days 

• Commissioning agencies to head hunt staff (sometimes from other colleges) 

 
4 College Staff Survey 2018 and Follow Up 2019, published September 2020, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/college-staff-survey-2018 
 
5 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/feb/19/gulf-between-public-and-private-sectors-

lies-behind-uk-pay-growth-reports  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/feb/19/gulf-between-public-and-private-sectors-lies-behind-uk-pay-growth-reports
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/feb/19/gulf-between-public-and-private-sectors-lies-behind-uk-pay-growth-reports


 

 

 

 

• Golden hellos and retention bonuses 

• Market uplift for specific subject sector areas (SSAs). This can create internal 

tension with less well paid, high performing teachers in SSAs where industry 

remunerates at a lower rate 

• Social media campaigns 

• Broadening advertising of vacancies to industry and local media 

• Grown you own (although this takes time) 

• A ‘teach last’ approach with colleges working with employers to recruit staff 

close to retirement in physically demanding areas 

DfE’s recruitment campaign 

8. There have been many Department for Education campaigns to attract people to 

teaching careers but these have previously always focused on schools. The 

absence of activity means that colleges have had to compete against initiatives 

such as ‘Your Future, Their Future’6 for secondary school teacher recruitment, 

which launched as a national campaign in 2014 and was linked to the Channel 4 

series Educating Yorkshire (attracting over 4 million viewers).  The well-resourced 

website ‘get into teaching’ effectively raised awareness and signposted routes into 

teaching, with links directly into national teacher training programmes.   

 

9. DfE’s “Share your skills, teach in further education campaign”7 started on 24th 

January 2022 and is a long overdue and welcome initiative.  However, it cannot, by 

itself, overcome long-standing challenges around promoting teaching in further 

education. There are different levels of pay between colleges reflecting three 

decades of competition and variable funding. There are many different course 

subjects. There is a variety of routes into the profession. Colleges locally may not 

have specific vacancies in specific locations in nationally promoted subjects. 

Different descriptions are used for roles within colleges. There isn’t a single, simple 

navigation tool into a teaching job in FE in a national level.   

 

10. The current campaign recognizes these challenges. By working with the sector, DfE 

have developed a national campaign with a webpage offering case studies of 

different routes into teaching in FE and links to the main FE jobs boards.  This will 

inevitably improve awareness levels around potential roles within further 

education.  However, questions remain around how attractive any teaching role in 

further education really is. 

 

 

 
6  Department for Education (2014). Your future, their future, new teacher recruitment campaign. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/your-future-their-future-new-teacher-recruitment-

campaign  
7 Department for Education. https://getintoteaching.education.gov.uk/  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/your-future-their-future-new-teacher-recruitment-campaign
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/your-future-their-future-new-teacher-recruitment-campaign
https://getintoteaching.education.gov.uk/


 

 

 

 

The pay challenge for colleges 

11. Education has fallen behind national increases to pay, with ONS8 identifying a 

4.9% increase to whole economy growth in December 2021.  The private sector 

with a 5.4% increase has moved ahead of public sector increases of 2.5%, with 

areas such as finance and insurance in the private sector reporting a 21.6% 

increase compared to 4.5% wage growth in health and social work.  The increase 

to pay in education during the same period is, by comparison, woeful, recorded 

at just 0.3%.   

 

12. Pay and conditions in further education remain a challenge when compared to the 

majority of the education sector.  The final ETF Further Education Workforce Data 

for England Report, for 2018-19, published in 20209, estimated that colleges pay 

teaching staff a mean salary of £32,000. In comparison, the School Workforce in 

England10 report 2020 records mean salary of £41,799 for teachers in state funded 

schools in England. 

 

13. The top of the school teachers’ pay scale is £36,961 (all figures quoted are outside 

of London), however the structure of teachers’ pay in schools enables progression 

onto an upper pay scale (UPS), up to £41,604 based on performance and length of 

service.  When considering the additional payment for Teaching and Learning 

Responsibility (TLR), for those teachers with sustained additional responsibility, 

which in TLR1 is up to £14,030, a teacher taking on a head of department 

(responsible for a team of subject specific teachers and developing plans and 

resources for delivery) or head of year role (responsible for oversight of pastoral 

care of a particular year group, in an average sized school, around 250 pupils), 

could be earning as much as £55,634, when performing well and having a number 

of years of service.   
 

14. Teaching staff in colleges taking on extra responsibilities are usually on fixed pay 

scales for specific roles, such as team leaders or curriculum managers, who may 

be broadly analogous to a head department in a school.  However, the vocational 

nature of much of further education delivery often means that these roles also 

absorb a head of year function, being responsible for the entire learner journey 

for the cohorts assigned to them (rather than discrete curriculum delivery aspects 

or leading pastoral care).  The Further Education Workforce Data for England 

report 2018-19 identifies mean pay for middle managers in colleges at £42,000 

(including London), a significant gap in pay between those with responsibility in 

 
8 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/feb/19/gulf-between-public-and-private-sectors-

lies-behind-uk-pay-growth-reports  
9 Education and Training Foundation (2020). Further Education workforce data for England.  

Analysis of the 2018-2019 Staff Individualised Record (SIR) data. https://www.et-

foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf 
10 Department for Education (2021). School Workforce in England report 2020. https://explore-

education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-workforce-in-england  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/feb/19/gulf-between-public-and-private-sectors-lies-behind-uk-pay-growth-reports
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/feb/19/gulf-between-public-and-private-sectors-lies-behind-uk-pay-growth-reports
https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf
https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-workforce-in-england
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-workforce-in-england


 

 

 

 

school compared to a college. 

 

15. Schools and colleges both designate roles as skilled practitioners to support and 

coach staff internally.  In colleges, this role would fall under the ‘middle manager’ 

remit and be included in the modelling for the mean salary.  In schools, this role 

often includes aspects of sharing practice externally, with pay ranging from 

£42,402 to £64,461, indicating a stark difference in the value placed on skilled 

teachers and the sharing of pedagogical practice. 

Job adverts for comparable roles posted in the East Midlands, December 

2021 

Cybersecurity analyst: £35,000 - £48,000 + bonus 

Lecturer in Cyber Security (university): £34,500 - £43,500 

Teacher of IT (school): £25,714 - £41,604 

Lecturer in Computing (college): £23,898 - £34,080 

Terms and conditions 

16. Terms and conditions vary between colleges. Many general further education 

colleges offer 35 days of annual leave, some with college closure days and bank 

holidays in addition, often totaling around 48 days of leave per year.  This is 

generous compared to the private sector, where this would be closer to 30-33 

days in total but does not compare well to the 60 days leave offered in schools. 

Sixth form colleges typically match the school entitlement. 
 

17. College staff also have access to the Teacher Pension Scheme which compares 

very favourably to almost all private sector schemes, but which now has a pension 

age of 67 for new joiners. 
 

18. Teaching jobs include some specific demands. College teachers have to write 

schemes of work and develop resources for their classes. They typically teach 

courses across a number of units, specifications and levels. Support from 

awarding organization varies. This work would typically fall to a head of 

department in a school, who would be addressing national curriculum within a 

subject specific area with banks of national resources available to support 

delivery.   
 

19. School teachers will often have lunchtime and break duties, college teachers will 

be required to develop and deliver taster sessions for open events and provide 

marketing material and provide subject specific advice and guidance around 

careers. 
 

20. Assessment workloads also vary. School teachers have a frequent marking load 

for set homework (weekly) and larger group sizes but in a system where external 

exams which (in normal times) do not require the sort of summative, verified 

assessment required from college teachers.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21. Despite different responsibilities within schools and colleges, both equally 

demanding, Qualified Teacher Status in schools has a national brand which is 

universally understood and is held in academic esteem.  The further education 

equivalent of Qualified Teaching and Learning Status is less well understood and 

not regarded in the same esteem by the secondary sector, with staff with QTLS 

often being placed on ‘unqualified’ salary points in schools, regardless of their 

experience in the further education sector. 
 

22. Teacher training within the further education sector has many pathways with 

qualification available from level 3 to level 7, many of which are unregulated.  The 

alignment of the framework for the level 5 Diploma in Education and Training to 

the level 5 apprenticeship standard in Learning and Skills is a very welcome step in 

providing more consistency within the Initial Teacher Education qualification 

landscape and it is anticipated that this will dispel some of the remaining attitudes 

regarding the professional status of teachers within further education.   
 

23. It does, however, remain a source of frustration that in a sector which requires the 

planning and preparation of curriculum delivery demanded of a head of 

department in a school, the barrier to achieving a level 6 (or undergraduate 

degree equivalent) is the level of academic writing required to achieve the higher 

qualification, despite the required skills being demonstrated on a daily basis.  

Regardless, the drive to create more robust and high-quality teacher training 

within further education is not matched with a commitment to increase pay to 

recognise those who qualify to teach. 

 

24. Mergers have reduced the number of colleges from 325 in 2016/17 to 231 in 2022.  

This has resulted in larger organisations, often with flatter management 

structures, leading to fewer opportunities for career progression within further 

education at a local level and larger steps between management roles. 

How funding holds the sector back 

25. A simple question which is sometimes asked is why colleges do not pay their 

teaching staff more.  Colleges are free to set their own pay, terms and conditions 

so surely it is straightforward for them to prioritise staff pay to ensure this 

competes with other parts of education and with industry. 
 

26. Staff pay makes up almost two-thirds of college costs and is heavily influenced by 

funding on offer from government. From 2003 and 2021, there were two years 

(2010 and 2019) in which funding rates were increased and, in those years, the 

increase was limited to 16-18 education. Over this period, sixth form colleges have 

managed to match pay awards given to schools by recruiting more students so 



 

 

 

 

that they can increase average class sizes in more classroom-based academic 

subjects. FE colleges, by contrast, have had to manage not just fixed cash funding 

rates but also reforms to the way in in which apprenticeship and adult funding has 

been allocated. For many practical subjects taught in further education colleges 

there not sufficient resource to increase group sizes in line with sixth form 

colleges and health and safety implications often limit how many students can 

work in one space. 
 

27. AoC makes national pay recommendations for FE colleges and, for five years, has 

been unable to go above a 1% or £250 national pay recommendation. Some 

colleges have chosen to pay more than this, but overall, funding has caused the 

sector to slip behind. In their 2020 report on college finances, the National Audit 

Office11 explained that colleges were required to take “difficult decisions” to 

improve their financial health while coping with significant reductions to per 

student and total income. These decisions have included: 

• paying less than AoC’s 1% recommendation or offering no pay increase at all 

• freezing pay progression and setting spot salaries 

• removal of remission for work such as course development, internal 

verification and moderation, academic research, teacher training  

• Increasing group sizes (increasing marking load) 

• Recruiting more technician supervisors (who can deliver skills, but not 

assess, creating more assessment and marking for teachers) 

• Increasing contact time, a standard contract of 864 teaching hours per year 

• Increasing responsibility for teachers around marketing, recruitment, advice 

and guidance 

• Restructuring management positions to reduce the number of roles and 

increase individual responsibility (reducing progression opportunities and 

making the step to a promotion bigger to bridge) 

• Reduced investment in CPD (with DfE offering workforce industry exchange 

programme and FE professional development grants in response) 

28. The spending review settlement was designed to maintain funding per 16-to-18-

year-old student in real-terms but, in just three months, annual (CPI) inflation has 

risen from 3.2% to 4.8% and could hit 7% by April 2022. The rate was 2.4% when 

colleges set their budgets in July 2021. Rising inflation is a challenge for students 

(many of whom live in low-income families under particular stress from inflation), 

college staff (20% of whom earn less than £10.50 an hour) and colleges as 

institutions. 

29. AoC’s 2019 report Skills Shortages and Funding Gaps – Analysis of the costs of 

Under Investment in Skills12 demonstrates that the funding rates across 16-19, 

 
11 NAO (2020). Financial Sustainability of Colleges in England summary. 

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Financial-sustainability-of-colleges-in-

England-Summary.pdf  
12 Association of Colleges (2019). Skills Shortages and Funding gaps - Analysis of the costs of 

under-investment in skills. 

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Financial-sustainability-of-colleges-in-England-Summary.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Financial-sustainability-of-colleges-in-England-Summary.pdf


 

 

 

 

adult education and apprenticeships are inadequate to deliver high quality skills in 

line with the government’s levelling up agenda, with a model of 65% staffing costs 

to annual turnover, teaching and support staff pay is the crucial factor in 

delivering those skills. 

 

30. Colleges have shown during the Covid crisis that they deliver strong support to 

their students and local communities but not if their own budgets are under 

pressure. There are several aspects to this: 

• Colleges face higher costs, including higher energy prices, the higher 

minimum wage and the national insurance rise. 

 

• The expectation of a 7% increase in teaching hours for 16-18-year-olds (40 

hours a year for full-time students) will account for most of the 8-9% 

increase in course funding rates. 

 

• Recruitment has stalled and has fallen in some colleges in 2021. Higher GCSE 

grades and entry level job opportunities have diverted students who might 

in normal years have gone to college, into school or work. Some colleges 

anticipate falling 16-18 funding in 2022.  

 

• On average, 16-to-18 education is around half of college total income, and a 

lot less than that in some. With no adult education and apprenticeship price 

change assumed across the whole of the spending review period, colleges 

are being asked to deliver learning and skills to adults at rates per learner 

that will not have increased in cash terms for 15 years by 2024-25. This will 

make balancing budgets incredibly difficult. 

 

• Many colleges anticipate clawback of adult education funds for the 2021-2 

academic year because of missed targets resulting from the impact of the 

pandemic on recruitment during the year. 

Conclusion 

31. Colleges have faced staffing challenges for several years but these have worsened 

in the last 12 months. Funding constraints mean they will need to continue to hold 

down pay levels to balance budgets which will widen the significant pay gap with 

schools. This will make recruitment and retention of staff very challenging in an 

historically tight labour market. 
 

32. DfE could consider some short-term decisions to ameliorate the position, for 

example adjustments to the 2021-2 adult education performance rules and 

providing sufficient flexibility in 2022-3 16-18 funding to accommodate fluctuation 

in recruitment due to grade inflation caused by CAGs and TAGs. 

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/system/files/AoC%20skills%20shortages%20and%20funding%20gaps%20

may%202019%20-%20Final_0.pdf 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/system/files/AoC%20skills%20shortages%20and%20funding%20gaps%20may%202019%20-%20Final_0.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/system/files/AoC%20skills%20shortages%20and%20funding%20gaps%20may%202019%20-%20Final_0.pdf


 

 

 

 

33. Longer term, the situation with college staffing will not turn around without some 

concerted action from all involved, including funding increases and reform, action 

to reduce external bureaucracy. There are a number of simple steps which could 

be taken to address this: 

• Match the promised £5,000 per secondary pupil funding rate for post-16 

education and training  

• Remove the discounted rate for 18-year-olds, acknowledge these are often 

students who need more support, not less 

• Increase funding rates to adult qualifications to reflect inflation, which has not 

been adjusted for, for over a decade 

• Align hourly teaching rates in apprenticeship delivery with programme weighting 

which is baked into the funding formula for 16-18 classroom-based provision 

• Remove the requirement for colleges to pay VAT, in line with schools and 

academies 

• Increase financial support for hard to recruit roles with additional funding for 

market premiums 

• Provide funding increases to enable colleges to have the financial confidence to 

commit to meaningful increases in staff pay 

  

Association of Colleges 

24 February 2022  

  


