
Day three at AoC – what we’ve seen and heard 

 

 1 

Day three at AoC – what 
we’ve seen and heard 
 
 

Moderator Welcome to the Jisc podcast.  On the final day of the AoC annual conference Paul McKean, head 

of FE and skills for Jisc talks about his highlights over the past three days, the main themes that 

have emerged and how Jisc can help support colleges going forward. 

Paul McKean I think it’s been another excellent conference particularly in the challenging times for the sector 

and in light of the fact that the comprehensive spending review is taking place next week and the 

obvious impact that’s going to have and it’s an unknown impact at this moment in time.  With 

regards to the highlights that I’ve taken from the conference, I think it’s certainly been a focus on 

apprenticeships, the need for colleges in the Minister’s words to ‘step up to the plate’ and to be 

the core focus of delivery of apprenticeships, moving from the 33% currently being delivered by 

colleges to 66% by 2020.  I think there’s still a clear focus on English and maths and the need to 

improve English and maths for learners who haven’t got that Grade C at GCSE, and of course 

there’s been a focus and a certain amount of inquisitiveness from providers around area reviews 

and wanting to understand what area reviews are going to entail.   

 Has it been different this year for AoC?  I think from a Jisc perspective it has.  I think certainly 

FELTAG was on the agenda last year and there were conversations around FELTAG, but I think 

now the enquiry certainly that I’m taking from principals and senior leaders in organisations is 

around the fact of the recognition that blended learning, shared service and so on can create 

efficiencies and can actually drive up quality.  So I think there’s been more direct enquiries from 

senior leaders to see how Jisc can support them on the efficiency drives that they’re going to 

ultimately have to deal with and to ensure that by delivering those efficiencies that it doesn’t 

impact on quality, because obviously quality and the learner experience is absolutely essential.   

 The key issues that have been brought up have certainly been around area reviews.  Questions 

from senior leaders around how can Jisc support colleges in area reviews, be that the 

organisations that are currently going through wave one, or the expectation of support that Jisc 

can provide for organisations who are going to go through waves of area review in the future, and 

I think it’s been enlightening to understand how colleges want support from Jisc.  I think at the 

moment we were wary of how people would perceive Jisc in this process and we want to be clear 

that Jisc is here as a resource, we’re here to support you, we’re here to try and provide you with 
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the intelligence, if you like, and the information that you need in order to make important 

decisions around the use of technology.  We’re not here to tell you how to do anything.  It’s up to 

you to make decisions for yourselves but hopefully we can help you make those decisions, and 

actually I would absolutely say to any senior leader from a college, do approach Jisc, do speak to 

your account manager, wherever you are in this process and we can start to have that discussion 

and dialogue to enable you to make those informed decisions when the time is right. 

 Through speaking to colleagues who were on the stand that Jisc have had at the AoC conference 

this year, there has been quite a bit of dialogue around area reviews, about mergers, how we can 

create efficiencies.  I know there’s been a number of discussions around the shared services, 

around [Prevent 3.11], so the presentations that we provided on the conference have actually 

ended up with direct enquiries from Jisc customers.  I think that’s exactly the reason why we had 

the presentations, we want to invoke inquisitiveness from providers to understand what Jisc can 

do and we’re keen to follow that up.   

 What do I hope that customers will take away from Jisc for this year?  I think as I’ve already said 

it’s an understanding that Jisc is not involved in the area review process per se but we’re here to 

support colleges going through that process and we want to ensure that we are that neutral, 

unbiased organisation, we are a charity for the sector, by the sector, and it’s our role to help 

organisations understand their current position and how technology can enable them to create 

efficiencies and drive up quality.  So if there’s anything that we really want them to take away is 

to recognise we’re a resource, but it’s ultimately their decision to make, it’s not our decision.  So 

it is about enabling governors and principals, in essence, to make an informed decision based on 

the kind of evidence that we’re able to provide them with. 

 The next steps following the conference, I think it is to follow up on the enquiries that we’ve had 

on the stand, to follow up enquiries we’ve had through our presentations, to make sure people 

understand our positioning.  Also, just in the last few hours, there’s been presentations on the 

main stage from Google, which is talking about the use of technology, and I think we need to 

help providers understand where they are in the aspect of using technology and to help them do 

the kind of things that Google were talking about because we are the organisation who can help 

you get there.  Google may provide a platform or the technology, but equally as an organisation 

Jisc can help support your staff in staff development and continual professional development to 

enable them to embed technology into practice.   

 There’s work to be done also with the behavioural insight team in the respect that the recent 

presentation was around text messaging and the fact that that led to further retention of 

students.  And we recognise as Jisc through the work that we do that actually text message is 

kind of old hat technology and something that learners end to ignore, so if push messages were 

used rather than text messages, which is still technology, it’s just another technology, then 

actually that retention may increase even further.  So it’s not just about the conversation and the 

dialogue, the technology that you use is quite important.  So I think we can add more value to 

that particular conversation.  I think it’s also about continuing to listen to the customer to 
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understand in these austere times what kind of help and support they need.  There’s obviously 

going to be changes in the way colleges deliver their curriculum, not least because of the move to 

more apprenticeships.  How can technology and Jisc support that transition and make it as easy 

as possible for colleges and senior leadership teams to achieve that goal. 

[ENDS] 


