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Bringing 
Learner Voice 
to Area 
Reviews 
 

We aim to support decision makers in 
making informed choices about future 
provision which are truly in the best interests 
of both current and future learners. 
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Bringing learner voice to Area 
Reviews 

Introduction 

Area Reviews present the most significant 

reform to post-16 education and training, which 

will fundamentally change the way that 

education is delivered and accessed by 

learners. 

 

Government policy announced in July 2015 

moves the sector towards “fewer, often larger, 

more resilient and efficient providers” with a 

potential increase in specialisation1 to address 

the growing financial crisis in FE.  The area 

review process will bring college principals and 

corporation chairs together with other 

stakeholders to shape to future provision across 

the area “to ensure that we have the right 

capacity to meet the needs of students and 

employers in each area.” 

 

The decisions made by the area review board 

(ARB) will have a long lasting impact on the 

ability of learners to access the course they 

wish to study, to engage with high-quality 

teaching and learning and to progress to a well-

paid job, further study or being equipped to 

make a positive contribution to their 

community. 

 

However, we are concerned that the pace of the 

reviews, along with the lack of student 

representation on the area review board, could 

lead to conclusions being drawn that do not 

best reflect the needs or expectations of 

learners in the area. 

 

As student governors and lead representatives 

of learners from colleges across Kent, we want 

to make sure that our voice is heard within the 

review process.  This report represents that 

voice. 

 

This report is not about conflict or rejection 

outright of any proposals.  Though we have 

concerns about the impact of the reviews on 

learners, we want to work in partnership with 

our principals and governors, helping both the 

ARB and our own corporations understand the 

views of learners.   

 

By providing this report, outlining learners’ 

expectations of Further Education in the area, 

we aim to support decision makers in making 

informed choices about future provision that 

are truly in the best interests of both current 

and future learners. 

 

We hope that you receive and discuss this 

report in this spirit and we look forward to 

working in partnership with you all as we 

reform our providers going forward. 

 

 

Endorsements 

Canterbury College Students’ Union 

Jess Foster, President 
Elliott Lawton, SU Officer 
 
East Kent College Students’ Union 
Hayley Beck, Vice-President, Dover 

Shannon Young, Vice-president 
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Background 

Initial guidance on area reviews published in 

September 2015 set out an expectation that all 

parties involved in the reviews adopt some 

general principles, which included: 

 

 “A strong commitment to collaboration and 

relationship building across local steering 

group members and other local stakeholders, 

recognising the importance of fully 

understanding and taking account of the 

views of learners and employers”2 

 

Developing the process 

Though the guidance is clear of the need to 

understand learner voice within the process, 

initial guidance did not formally outline a 

process for those involved in reviews to engage 

with learners.  With different colleges adopting 

a wide range of approaches to learner voice, 

the need for a consistent process to bring 

together learner voice from across the colleges 

under review was needed. 

 

In October 2015, the National Union of 

Students (NUS) agreed with the Department for 

Education (DfE) and Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills (BIS) to develop and 

implement a learner voice process to be 

delivered in every area review.  This is reflected 

in the updated guidance published in Feb 2016. 

 

Who are NUS? 

NUS is the representative body of learners and 

students’ union from over 300 colleges across 

England.  NUS has an extensive knowledge of 

learner voice within the FE sector and works 

with learners to develop strong and active 

students’ unions and empower learners to 

shape their educational experience. 

 

NUS is a key representative of learners 

nationally through the Area Review, sitting on 

the national Area Review Advisory Board. 

 

As NUS members include student 

representative bodies from almost all colleges 

across England, NUS is well placed to use their 

expertise of working with learners to facilitate 

the collation of learner views within each area 

review. 

 

Engaging the learner voice 

Once an area review is announced, NUS will 

organise a Student Roundtable event.  Where 

possible, these will be held in a ‘neutral’ venue, 

usually at a university students’ union not 

involved in the area review. 

 

The following people from each college under 

review are invited to attend the roundtable: 

 All student governors 

 Lead student representatives, such as the 

students’ union officers, chair of student 

council etc. 

 Learner Voice Practitioners (LVPs) within 

colleges to provide support to students 

attending 

 

AoC Regions, SFCA and the Joint Area Review 

Delivery Unit (JARDU) have all agreed to 

support NUS in promoting the roundtables to 

students, clerks, principals and chairs of 

governors.  All colleges will be invited to send 

representatives, whether they have an NUS-

affiliated students’ union or not. 

 

The events will be facilitated by NUS staff and 

attended by NUS Vice President FE or an 

elected representative from NUS Zone 

Committee. 

 

Delegates will be given a short presentation to 

outline the area review process taking place to 

help provide context for discussions. 

 

Learners will be given time to discuss and agree 

their expectations of Further Education in their 

area.  The discussion will be framed around 

answering a key question, broken down by 4 

sub-questions: 

 

Key Question: What are learners’ key 

expectations of Further Education in Kent? 

 

Sub-Questions: 

 What makes high-quality education? 

 What do students need in order to access 

education? 

 How do you expect learner voice to be part of 

new, larger institutions? 

 What is important to students when they 

complete their education (outcomes)? 
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For colleges who are not able to attend, NUS 

will provide other methods for learners to 

provide their expectations.  This will be 

primarily through the use of an online survey 

and web-chats. 

 

Producing the report 

NUS will collate the feedback given by learners 

at the roundtable and elsewhere and produce a 

draft report.  This report will then be sent to 

student representatives and governors from all 

those colleges involved to suggest amendments 

and agree the content of the report. 

 

Once agreed, the report will then be presented 

to the ARB to help decision-makers understand 

and take account of the views of learners when 

making their decisions about future provision. 

 

NUS will work with the JARDU to identify the 

most appropriate time for this report to be 

considered by the board.  In principle, there is 

an expectation that reports will be received by 

the third meeting of the ARB.  However, due to 

the time constraints associated with 

establishing this process, the seven areas in 

Wave 1 of reviews should receive their report 

by the fourth meeting of the ARB. 

 

Why “learners’ expectations of further 

education”? 

The area review process will bring about huge 

reforms to the FE sector, making significant 

changes to the delivery of further education 

and to the size and shape of institutions. 

 

As the sector may look radically different post-

review, there is a need to ensure that learner 

voice isn’t restricted by viewing the delivery of 

FE only in its current form. 

 

Furthermore, the changes will offer new 

challenges and potential barriers for learners to 

access a high-quality education.  These will 

need to be addressed by institutions, local 

authorities and employers working in 

partnership with learners and students’ unions 

to find effective solutions that represent the 

best deal for learners and the community. 

It is therefore important that we do not restrict 

the learner voice within this process to only 

raising problems or outright opposition to any 

change to the status quo.  This perception of 

learner voice is not helpful and does not seek to 

foster a partnership approach to student 

engagement that the sector needs moving 

forward. 

 

Instead, providing the unique perspective of 

learners and our expectations of our education 

should support decision makers in ensuring that 

the outcomes of area reviews go as far as 

possible to meet learners’ expectations cited in 

this report. 

 

Learner voice outside of this process 

NUS is a campaigning organisation made up of 

many of our students’ unions and learner 

representatives in the area.  We seek to 

promote, defend and extend the rights of 

learners. 

 

In participating in this process, neither NUS nor 

any learner or student representative body is 

surrendering their right to challenge, question 

or criticise the area review process, its 

implementation locally or nationally or the 

outcomes decided by the area review board, 

either privately or publically. 

 

We seek to build a partnership with providers 

and the local community to improve the 

educational experience of learners.  In any 

good partnership, there is space for discussion, 

debate, disagreement and compromise.  In 

maintaining our autonomy to do this, we hope 

to foster a stronger partnership between 

learners, providers and communities. 

Though we have 
concerns about the 
impact of the reviews 
on learners, we want to 
work in partnership 
with principals and 
governors, helping to 
understand the views of 
learners. 
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What are learners’ expectations of 
Further Education in Kent? 

What makes high-quality 

education? 

 

 We want our tutors to be qualified in 

teaching and have expertise in the 

industry or subject which they teach, 

with up-to-date knowledge of their field 

 

We believe that our teachers should both be 

qualified or have relevant industry experience, 

in addition to having training and qualifications 

in how to educate students effectively. Passion 

and experience for their specialist subject is 

vital for engaging learners. 

 

Some learners gave examples of being 

regularly taught by staff who were covering in 

an area outside of their main expertise.  One 

learner stated how this affected their learning, 

saying: 

“Tutors will either read 
through the slides 
written by someone 
else or ask that we 
progress through the 
textbooks ourselves, so 
you are not really 
actually being taught or 
learning properly” 
 

Providers should expect staff to engage in “top-

up” training to enable them to revisit their 

specialist industry and ensure the learning they 

offer is cutting edge.  Teachers should be given 

the time and resource to enable them to do this 

as part of their role, not as an unpaid add on. 

 

There should be a shared vision of what 

excellent teaching and learning looks like 

between students, tutors and senior leaders in 

the college. At the core of this, is the 

partnership between tutors and students; a 

commitment to work together to co-evaluate 

and co-produce education.  

 

 Courses should be consistent and 

reliable, taught by permanent staff 

where possible. 

 

The last 6 years have seen huge changes in FE 

as colleges respond to cuts to funding.  

Learners are still seeing courses change, even 

sometimes removed completely as colleges 

struggle to adapt. 

 

The area review and potential mergers this 

brings, along with the post-16 skills plan means 

colleges will again have to adapt.  This is 

worrying for learners who believe that it could 

lead to a lack of consistency of courses, with 

teachers looking elsewhere for roles as colleges 

merge and structures change. 

 

Colleges should try to minimise this disruption, 

particularly for learners in the middle of their 

courses.  Where staff change is necessary, 

there should be a clear process to communicate 

with and protect learners on-course, agreed in 

partnership with the students’ union and 

colleges should look to replace teachers swiftly, 

ideally into permanent roles in order to protect 

the educational experience. 

 

 There should be good access to a range 

of industry standard learning resources 

available for all learners.  

 

Access to industry standard learning resources 

and facilities is vital to ensuring quality 

outcomes – and it is clearly already stretched.  

We are concerned that post-area review, 

“larger colleges” might not result in the needed 
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increase and improvement to facilities and 

resources. 

 

Colleges should work closely with employers to 

make sure learning resources are industry-

standard, with employers supporting colleges 

with the funding and resources to deliver this.  

Furthermore, there should be specialist 

training, both for tutors and learners in how to 

work in the industry linked to courses. 

 

As well as industry-based learning resources, 

colleges should ensure that there are enough 

books, online journals and computer labs for all 

learners to further their learning. 

 

Suitable and accessible buildings should also be 

considered when reviewing educational 

provision; this is an opportunity to ensure our 

buildings are fit for purpose and support a 

positive learning environment. 

 

 Support for our learning doesn’t stop in 

the classroom or workshop.  Learners 

must be supported in their learning 

continually. 

 

Learners want to know that they can be 

supported to make the best of their learning.  

This includes having access to support outside 

of the classroom. 

 

Academic staff should be given time in their 

contract to provide additional support for work 

and understanding the subject being taught.  

Teachers should be expected, as part of their 

role, to offer face to face, 1-2-1 contact time 

with learners.  There should be a clear point of 

contact and an expectation that tutors will 

respond to correspondence from learners. 

 

Furthermore, there should be a range of other 

sources of support for broader, non-academic 

support that learners may need and 

tutors/academic staff should know where to 

signpost learners to in order to receive this 

support. 

 

 The learning experience should be just 

that – an experience.  A well-rounded 

education should be created and able to 

be personalised, not just focussed on the 

classroom. 

 

Learners should be encouraged and enabled to 

aspire for “better than expected” from their 

learning experience. The ability to personalise 

your own learning journey, so that you can 

choose a route through the overall course that 

aligns with your own interests and potential 

future career choices is vital to motivation, 

retention and achievement. 

 

In addition to a core subject of study, options 

to complete additional modules, assignments or 

qualifications in other subject areas support the 

individual development of learners, opening up 

future opportunities for continued progression. 

 

Key to this is making sure that advice and 

guidance on careers in embedded and available 

throughout our courses. Colleges should offer 

flexibility where possible to enable learners to 

study on courses which they enjoy and will 

benefit them, but don’t tie them down to a 

specific path too early.  This should be a key 

consideration when colleges in the area are 

reviewing their curriculum offer. 

“I know from my 
friends who study at 
University that they 
regularly have a choice 
of modules within their 
subjects, whereas 
sometimes this doesn’t 
exist for us. We would 
be more motivated if 
able to choose the parts 
of the subject we are 
most passionate 
about.” 
 Work experience placements should be 

relevant, appropriate and high-quality. 

 

Many courses and study programmes now 

require a significant amount of work experience 
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as part of the course.  Where students are on 

work-related placement as a significant part of 

a course or apprenticeship, there need to be 

clear routes by which this provision is also 

checked and quality assessed.  This includes 

working on ensuring the quality of apprentices 

with employers.  The College must ensure 

students can still access more general welfare 

support even when not based on campus 

  

What do learners need in order 
to access education? 
 

 Learners must have access to affordable, 

reliable transport, including appropriate 

travel subsidies. 

 

Public transport is expensive and access to 

bursaries and support funds is inconsistent. 

Should learners have to start travelling further 

to study the course that they want to, we are 

concerned that the public transport 

infrastructure between the different towns 

across Kent will present a barrier for learners. 

Often the available services do not suit 

individuals’ needs, resulting in students having 

to travel at times that do not fit with lessons, or 

with other commitments such as work or 

childcare. 

 

There should be a subsidy for learners to 

enable them to travel to college as travel is 

often very expensive.  In addition, those 

subsidies should be appropriate and not bound 

to specific times of day so that learners who 

study in evenings or weekends are able to 

travel.  We are already concerned that 

reductions for disability travel are not available 

for some learners travelling in for a 9am start.  

 

We would encourage a clear commitment to 

develop a coordinated travel infrastructure for 

students across the region, which is both 

affordable and provides realistic travel times. 

We expect to be physically and financially able 

to travel to and from college, with support 

available to students who need it. 

 

We recognise that there are a range of 

stakeholders and decision makers who can 

address these issues.  Therefore, decision-

making should be a partnership between 

providers, local authority, travel companies and 

student representatives and we would 

encourage the formation of a working group to 

address this across Kent. 

 

 Funding support for those who need it 

should be in place to allow all potential 

students to access their education, 

regardless of their background or 

current circumstances. 

 

We expect that students are able to access 

their education without it affecting their 

financial and personal wellbeing.  Many of our 

students are returning to education with 

existing financial commitments and constraints 

or are unable to be supported financially by 

their parents. 

 

Students should be given both the financial 

support to attend their lessons and help in 

other ways, such as support to access to 

childcare facilities. Student Finance must be 

well organised and communicated, helping 

students to understand what support they 

might be entitled to and how they can claim it.  

 

Means-tested financial support should be 

available for those in financial hardship.  One 

learner at the roundtable commented on how a 

grant to cover their petrol money was vital as 

her parents were not able to support them. 

 

However, any means testing must also have a 

degree of flexibility, acknowledging that not all 

students’ family circumstances are the same. 

“I am given a grant for 
my petrol money to get 
to college, my parents 
would not be able to 
support me to make 
going to college a 
possibility otherwise” 
 

 Students need to know about and be 

able to access student welfare services 

when they need help.  
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Tailored, accessible and well-funded services, 

including welfare guidance, counselling, 

financial services, and childcare are vital to 

make sure students are supported in college. It 

is important that the college understands and 

meets the needs of its students, including 

around learners emotional and mental health 

support. 

 

Support services can be offered in a variety of 

ways but one-to-one and face-to-face support 

to ensure individual students’ needs are 

addressed is important. Any provision should be 

replicated across all campuses to ensure that all 

learners are able to access this, including those 

who are out on placements or on 

apprenticeships. 

 

There should also be a commitment to ongoing 

support for disabled students and students with 

learning difficulties – putting interventions and 

procedures in place where learning difficulties 

and disabilities can be identified and measures 

put in place to ensure learning is supported. 

 

 Learning is also about social 

experiences.  Our colleges should make 

sure we have space to meet others. 

 

Access to student centres, with social spaces in 

order to meet others are an important part of 

our education.  The ability to form a social 

network of peers and take breaks from study 

helps create a sense of belonging and helps 

increase our attendance and chances of staying 

on course and succeeding. 

 

 The student body is hugely diverse. 

Colleges must understand who their 

learners are and ensure provision is 

accessible for all. 

 

Colleges need to have a good understanding of 

who their learners are in terms of 

demographics, subject demand and support 

needs.  When coming up with any solution to 

increase participation, quality or any aspect of 

our education, colleges should clearly evaluate 

if a solution that works on paper will actually be 

viable for all students.  This should be included 

as part of a college Equality & Diversity 

strategy. 

 

The different needs of learners should always 

be taken into account.  This includes 

accommodating the different learning styles 

that everyone has and adapting teaching and 

learning for this, but also in terms of 

comprehensive support for learners with 

specific learning support needs that would 

otherwise be a barrier to success. 

 

 Catering options should be affordable 

and healthy. 

 

Learners’ health is important to our chances of 

success.  A big part of this is nutrition and 

learners should have access to catering that 

serves a range of healthy options at a 

reasonable price. 

 

How do you expect learner 

voice to be part of new, larger 

institutions? 

 

 Learner voice must have a profile with 

learners, where the benefits of getting 

involved can be seen. 

 

With larger colleges, there is a concern that 

learner voice will be “diluted” unless systems 

are reviewed to ensure they meet the needs of 

a larger student body. Increased time and 

investment needs to go into developing course 

representative systems so that even if some 

representation has to happen centrally for a 

larger college, there will be active reps at both 

course level and campus/site level in each case. 

 

Learner voice and students’ unions must be 

easily accessible to all students across an 

institution.  There should be a clear profile and 

a push to ensure there are student 

representatives at all levels across the college. 

 

 Learner voice should be a partnership, 

where there is genuine buy-in from staff 

across the college, senior leaders and 

governors. 
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Mergers will leave colleges with no reason not 

to invest in students’ unions and learner voice 

in order to ensure that larger institutions are 

more responsive to students’ needs and create 

inclusive communities for learners.  Clear 

messaging is needed about the value of learner 

representations and feedback and support from 

academic staff is needed on a practical level to 

recruit representatives via courses. 

 

However, strong learner voice only occurs 

where there is clear commitment from senior 

leaders and governors within colleges.  We 

would expect all providers to develop a learner 

voice strategy in partnership with students.  

This should include having learner 

representatives on key college committees, 

including student governors on corporation and 

whole-group boards. 

 

There should be a clear structure for learner 

voice that replicates the decision-making 

structure in the college.  This enables students 

to feed their issues through a rep and union 

structure to identify and change issues 

depending on whether they are course, 

department or college-wide. 

 

 Students’ unions should be adequately 

funded and resources across larger 

colleges.  The opportunity to increase 

investment and income must be taken to 

improve learner voice. 

 

In addition to having a core base of learner 

voice activity across the college, Student 

Union’s themselves will need greater resource 

so that the SU can have a meaningful presence 

across multiple campuses/sites to ensure that 

all their members know that they have access 

to a Student Union and the range of activities 

and services that it provides 

 

Larger student numbers provide increased 

opportunity for commercial activity, through 

initiatives such as NUS Extra sales to generate 

income for students’ unions. However, given 

the clear benefits for improving learner 

experience, quality and engagement with the 

wider community that students’ unions can 

bring, we believe that providers should provide 

funding to enable us to best represent learners.   

 

A funding level based on a proportion of college 

turnover would allow adequate running costs 

based on the size and numbers of learners 

within the institution. 

 

With support from NUS, we would hope to work 

with colleges during any proposed merger and 

implementation process in order to draw up a 

set of proposals for the establishment of 

effective students’ unions and learner voice 

structures. 

 

 Effective representatives need training 

and time to carry out their roles. 

 

As the responsibilities taken on by a student 

representative across a whole large college will 

be significant, resource is also needed for their 

training and development. Reps will need to 

spend time communicating effectively with 

learner representatives from across each area 

to inform submissions made on their behalf 

centrally and colleges should recognise this and 

support learners representative to engage with 

this. 

 

 Learner voice and SU structures be 

reviewed to be both campus and course 

based, but also build collective voice 

across larger colleges and Kent as a 

whole. 

 

Local engagement with learner voice and 

students’ unions is how many learners start 

their journey in becoming effective 

representatives.  The need to maintain a local 

learner voice presence within campuses and 

courses is important to given learners this 

opportunity to address local issues with 

education, quality and the local community. 

 

However there is also a need for collective voice 

to be established across larger colleges with 

many sites.  This is particularly important as 

more funding and key decisions about skills 

education are devolved to the LEP and local 

authorities. 

 

The consensus in the group was that there 

would be a need to retain some kind of student 

union structure based around course and 
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campus/site specific issues and for the practical 

purpose of arranging activities and events, but 

there would be a need for a regular mechanism 

to bring people together to put together 

feedback on issues that impact on all learners 

across the College. 

 

What is important to students 

when they complete their 

education (outcomes)? 

 Learners expect to achieve a high-

quality, respected qualification that 

enables them to be “work-ready” by the 

end of their education. 

 

This may sound obvious, but learners expect 

their education to give them the qualification 

and experience they need to progress.  They 

want their qualifications to enable them to go 

and do something after their education, be that 

a further course at a higher level at college or 

university or get a job in a career they want to 

work in. 

 

This should not just be limited to respect by 

local employers or dependent on the college 

that we study at.  Learners are very aware that 

we are now in a globalised economy and the 

options to work and study across the UK and 

beyond should be championed. 

 

The profile and perception of the college and 

it’s qualifications is also important for learners 

being able to progress. Colleges need to make 

sufficient progress both through Ofsted and in 

raising its profile within their local community 

so that the reputation of the College helps 

rather than hinders learners after they finish. 

 

 There must be opportunities and choice 

for prospective students to have clear 

pathways through education in to 

employment.  

 

College offers more than just a qualification – 

the whole college experience leads to the 

development of the person, their confidence, 

knowledge and skill set that sets them up to be 

successful in their chosen field of work. 

 

Students want to be successful, earn money, to 

have a better standard of living. We want to 

have security knowing that we have used our 

education to put us in the best possible position 

to get a good job to lead to better opportunities 

for us and our families. 

 

Access to high quality careers guidance that is 

personalised and targeted with relevant 

expertise around the area of work or education 

you are looking to progress is vital.  A 

comprehensive knowledge of the options 

available to learners from those involved in 

delivering careers advice and guidance should 

be in place. 

 

Colleges should also seek to extend links 

throughout courses with local employers so 

understanding the world of work and what 

employers are looking for is embedded into 

your everyday experience 

 

Finally, courses should also build in and give 

credit to the kind of activities that give you 

skills useful to a range of career paths such as 

the ability to communicate/public speaking, 

working as a team, networking etc. 
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Conclusions 

We believe that the area review process 

provides both significant opportunities and 

challenges for providers across the region.   

 

The impact of considerable changes to FE 

delivery could have on learners’ access to a 

high-quality education will be significant and 

potentially damaging if decisions are not made 

in the best interests of learners. 

 

Moving forward, we welcome an open 

discussion at individual corporation boards 

about the options drawn up by the ARB and we 

hope that you will help to support student 

governors in understanding the proposals put 

forward.   

 

We would then also ask for a commitment from 

all providers to fully engage with learners on 

the implementation of any proposals post-area 

review.  This includes: 

 

 Promoting the outcomes of the review and 

changes as soon as possible to all learners, 

engaging with any established learner voice 

or students’ union structures; 

 Working with learner representatives to 

understand the potential disruption to current 

learners’ studies and to put provision in place 

to minimise this disruption; 

 Aid the development of travel and financial 

support for learners; 

 To welcome learner-led submissions to any 

formal merger consultation; 

 And to actively support the development of 

effective learner representative structures 

and students’ unions within new larger 

institutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As student governors and lead student 

representatives, we know the level of 

commitment to putting learners at the heart of 

providers that many colleges, senior leaders 

and governors have and this is often reflected 

in our core mission, vision and values.  We 

want to thank you for your ongoing 

commitment to learners. 

 

We hope that this report offers an opportunity 

to follow up on that commitment; to better 

understand the expectations of learners and to 

put our voice at the heart of your deliberations 

about the future of our education. 
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