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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. 

 

How colleges can deliver the ‘levelling up’ agenda 

Colleges are in every community up and down the country and work to meet the needs of these 

communities and their employers. They have strong links with local employers and work collaboratively 

to support local and national business growth and innovation. Employers rely on these vital 

relationships for the skills and innovation they need to prosper. 

 

This is especially true in parts of the country that have suffered economic stagnation in recent years 

and have experienced further disruption due to the covid-19 pandemic. This has been recognised in 

the Skills for Jobs White Paper reforms and the Post-16 Education and Skills Bill. Building on this to 

embed the role of colleges in innovation could help to close regional disparities in economic 

performance and meet the ambitions of the ‘levelling up’ agenda. Colleges will be central to the 

upskilling of key sectors for the net-zero carbon economy too. They support employers and 

communities up and down the country and across all sectors with the skills development and 

innovation they need to grow, improve opportunities and jobs, and increase productivity 

 

Colleges also support people who have not experienced success at school and are still trying to find 

their niche. This can be both 16 to 18-year-olds and adults and covers a range of socio-economic and 

educational backgrounds. We know that: 

• 26% of 16 to 18-year-olds in colleges have specific educational needs 

• 16% were eligible for free school meals at 15 

• 79% of disadvantaged young people progressing to sustainable employment have studied at 

colleges 

• Over 90% of students resitting English and maths do so at college. 

 

These young people often start their college journey on programmes at Level 2 and below, and the 

majority of students on Level 2 and below programmes are in colleges.  Level 2 and below is where we 

can all help support the levelling up agenda. The majority of students working at this level have (and 

still do as they enter college) faced barriers, whether that be an achievement, engagement, attendance, 

personal and family challenges or diagnosed and undiagnosed special educational needs.  

 

As the Government seeks to ‘level up’, we believe that the role of colleges in this agenda must be 

recognised. This means colleges being a key feature of the upcoming ‘levelling up’ White Paper, which 

should also be closely aligned with the Skills for Jobs White Paper reforms, and the Skills & Post-16 

Education Bill. In addition, the current FE funding arrangements are disjointed and lack a clear and 

coherent strategic purpose – this must be addressed.   

 

Level 3 Qualification Review 

The Government recently published the Level 3 Qualification review which aimed to ensure clearer 

qualifications choices for young people and adults, in addition to ensuring qualifications approved for 

public funding have a distinct purpose and are of high quality. However, the Government’s decision to 



 
 

withdraw funding from hundreds of Level 3 qualifications starting in 2023 risks leaving some of the 

most disadvantaged young people without routes into meaningful work and will harm businesses’ 

ability to employ staff with the right skills to help them grow, especially in economic cold spots. This 

approach risks leaving thousands of disadvantaged students with limited or no routes to progress into 

work because: 

• The qualifications which are likely to be withdrawn are taken by higher proportions of Black and 

Minority Ethnic students, students with lower prior achievement, students with SEND or eligible 

for free school meals. 

• T Levels (which will be replacing many of these qualifications) are heavily reliant upon industry 

placements - it is unlikely that the hundreds of thousands of placements necessary would be 

found whilst T Levels are relatively unknown amongst employers, especially in economic cold 

spots. 

• As students need to achieve a grade 4 or Level 2 Functional Skill in English and Mathematics to 

be awarded a T Level, as many as 1 in 5 students may not achieve the qualification. 

 

If the government really wants to ‘level up’, it needs to slow down this major reform and recognise the 

risks to thousands of young people. 

 

Wider funding pressures on colleges 

Despite recent uplifts, further education funding remains wholly inadequate and compares extremely 

unfavourably with both university and school funding - with annual public funding per university 

student averaging £6,600 compared to £1,050 for adults in further education. Recent research from 

IPPR has found that if further education funding had kept up with demographic pressures and inflation 

over the last decade, we would be investing an extra £2.1bn per year on adult skills and £2.7bn per year 

on 16-19 further education. In order to ‘level up’, colleges need greater investment to meet the needs 

of these people, employers and places that are left behind.  

 

What the Government needs to do to support colleges and young people  

• Commit to a wider, long-term funding settlement for colleges delivered in the upcoming 

comprehensive spending review. 

• Slow down the Level 3 qualifications review to ensure disadvantaged students are not further 

disadvantaged. 

• Ensure that the upcoming Levelling Up White Paper aligns with current Government Further 

Education reforms, including the Skills for Jobs White paper and Skills and Post-16 Education Bill. 

 

What you can do to support: 

• Meet with your local college to hear what more they need from Government to help them deliver 

for their communities. 

• Write to the Education Secretary highlighting the priorities we have outlined above. We can help 

draft that. 

• Once the Levelling Up White Paper is published, work with us to identify gaps and opportunities 

to strengthen and integrate with current reforms in FE. 

• Become a member of the APPG on Further Education & Lifelong Learning which will act as a 

vehicle to share information and insight into FE and colleges. 

 

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 
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