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Gemma Ellis  Welcome to the Jisc podcast.  Day two of the Association of Colleges’ annual conference saw Phil 

Richards, Jisc’s chief innovation officer join City of Liverpool College Group to host a session on 

delivering accelerated transformation.  Phil speaks with Val Keay, marketing manager about the 

college’s shared service vehicle SharEd and how Jisc is supporting work in this area. 

Val Keay Can you tell me about your session, who was involved and what you covered? 

Phil Richards Yeah, I was very pleased to have been asked and been invited by David McIntyre and Alasdair 

Redmond of the City of Liverpool College Group to come and help with their presentation.  So 

really it was about them being a group of what were previously separate colleges.  What they’ve 

done is had an opportunity as they’ve brought those separate components together to look at all 

the different activities and to work out what was really important, what was core business and 

what they could put off to one side and do in a different way.  And of course what’s core business 

for an FE college is teaching students and ultimately getting a strong Ofsted grade, and one of 

the things they’ve been looking to put off to one side was their back office functions and 

particularly the IT around that.   

  So what they’ve done is they’ve created a shared services vehicle company called SharEd and 

they use that to deliver all of their back office services across the college group, that includes all 

of the IT, and actually the way the information system to support those back office functions 

works that’s a key part of SharEd.  And David gave some really good evidence of how in a very 

short space of time, just in a couple of years, millions of pounds have been saved on that by 

consolidated that back office function.  Millions of pounds which is now being invested where it 

really matters into education and the learner experience. 
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Val Keay So why is the topic of shared services so important to the sector? 

Phil Richards Building on from that last answer, with all of the changes that are going on in the sector and the 

funding situation, it’s really important for colleges and college groups to focus on what their 

priorities, what their core business really is, and other stuff, things like back office systems, it just 

needs to be good enough.  It just needs to be fit for purpose.  You don’t get a better Ofsted grade 

because your HR payroll system is a bit better than one of your competitors.  As long as it’s good 

enough, as long as it meets the requirements and all your staff get paid properly, that’s all it 

needs to do.  So I think shared services is really important, not directly, but indirectly because the 

better colleges can do those non-core services in a shared way, the better they can really focus 

their money and resources where it really matters on students and education.  That’s actually 

really important about where Jisc can help as well, because Jisc as a body tries to support the 

whole sector, so if it spends all its time just supporting one or two colleges with some things 

which are very specific to them, okay we help one or two colleges become a success, but the 

other colleges are saying, “Hang on a minute, that’s not really fair.  We all put money into you.  

You’re meant to be helping all of us.”  We’re at the shared services area.  Everyone’s in it 

together.  If we can help those shared service initiatives, like City of Liverpool College Group are 

doing, we really are providing our help fairly and equitably right across the sector. 

Val Keay How was the session received and what’s been the feedback? 

Phil Richards Yeah, as far as I could tell the session had been really well received.  City of Liverpool College, 

they got across how they’d really … they had real clarity on what wasn’t their core business, back 

office systems etc.  They were putting that off to one side and through a shared services vehicle 

delivering that as efficiently as possible giving millions of pounds more to invest in their core 

business and now they have the opportunity to open up those shared services to a wider set of 

colleges outside their group.  And for me I hope what people took away from what Jisc is doing, 

Jisc is very much supporting this particular activity by City of Liverpool College Group who are 

really blazing a trail, but we have to be there for the whole sector as well.  So I hope people can 

see all of the other things that we’re doing around supporting FELTAG, supporting the area 

reviews and other shared service initiatives that people might want to take. 

Val Keay So what have been your highlights from the conference so far? 

Phil Richards Highlights is a slightly unusual word, but it’s the realisation that with the current funding regime 

area reviews, that whatever people think about it personally - and there’s a wide section of views 

- that is the way it is at the moment.  We don’t make the rules, but everybody seems to be of a 

mind, well let’s make the best of it.  Okay, if that’s the way it’s going to be, let’s roll up our 

sleeves, let’s buckle down and let’s make the best of it.   

  So there’s a real sense I’ve picked up that whether people like it or not, they really want to make 

the best of it and make it work as best they possibly can, and certainly from Jisc’s point of view 

that’s what we want to do.  We don’t make any of these top level policy decisions, but when 
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those decisions have been made we want to do our utmost to help people to make the best of it 

and to implement them as well as possible for the benefit of their learners. 

Val Keay And finally what are you looking forward to seeing for the rest of the event? 

Phil Richards There’s so much going on at the moment in FE and it’s all happening here.  You pop out of the 

room for half an hour and you can back and there’s some new rumour about some new change in 

an area review that’s been brought forward or something like that.  So actually it’s really exciting 

to have all the key people in one place and it’s a rare opportunity really to get on top of what’s 

going on.  So what I’m looking forward to is around the Jisc stand, which I have to say is looking 

very good; it’s been really busy and a hub of activity. it’s really getting on top of what’s going on, 

getting on top of all the different developments and working out exactly how best Jisc can 

support it all.  Unfortunately I’ve got to disappear fairly early tomorrow to go off to another 

meeting so I’m missing the final keynotes and in particular Lenny Henry, so I’m a bit disappointed 

on that.  But it’s a fantastic event and just catching up with people and the massive amount of 

change that’s going on at the moment, it’s a great opportunity to do that. 

[ENDS] 


