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FE Colleges must think beyond the  
‘local community’ box and become  
the ‘world’s local college 
 
Dick Palmer, Principal, City College, Norwich  
(The Guardian, 24.2.09)
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Introduction 
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Context 
The impact of global forces can be seen in all aspects 
of UK society, through changing economic patterns, 
access to instant global communications and the 
increasingly culturally diverse nature of communities.

Indeed, the forces of globalisation permeate 
all aspects of social, cultural and economic 
life today. Whilst there are many different 
views about what globalisation is and how it 
is interpreted around the world (see Friedman 
2006; Stromquist and Monkman 2000), there 
are a number of common themes. The first is 
economic in terms of the relatively borderless 
nature of the production and marketing of 
goods. The second is the declining role of the 
nation state as the principal site of identity 
construction. The third is the nature of global 
communications and that, resources permitting, 
people have instant access to knowledge, 
information and dialogue around the world.

There has been recognition within a number 
of areas of education that as a result of 
globalisation, learning in all settings and at all 
levels – be it in a school, college or university – 
needs to be more international in its outlook. 
However, there is also an awareness that 
globalisation raises a number of new issues 
for education. These include: the impacts 
of instant global access to information and 
knowledge; increased social mobility; contact 
and dialogue with people from a wide range 
of cultural backgrounds; the impact of events 
elsewhere in the world on what and how people 
learn in a specific locality; and above all the 
diverse cultural and social influences on the 
development of an individual’s identity.

Regardless of the different theoretical 
views regarding the value and impacts of 
globalisation, it seems obvious that nation-
states can no longer ignore learning about 
other cultures, societies and political systems 
in the development of their educational 
programmes. In particular, people will need 
to understand and engage with different 
viewpoints and perspectives for both economic 
and social reasons. However, globalisation will 
require more than simply the development 
of dialogue between cultures, because it will 
also likely result in increased hybridity and 
a more complex and fluid world. Living in a 
globalised world therefore does not only create 
homogeneity and polarisation, but can create 
an eclectic mix of identities and perspectives 
(Ray 2007), and can also lead to the increased 
individualisation of societies, the disembedding 
of traditions and the emergence of uncertainty 
and fluidity (France 2007).

Thus, if globalisation is seen as more than 
just the creation of borderless economies and 
increased competince ond4(c)11((a)1(l-3(d c)10 -1.16T15(0)3051hg)3(e)1(n)3(c)1(o)3(n)-8(-)]TJ
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This suggests that simply adding ‘international’ 
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Aims of the Research 
As noted above, globalisation is ever present within 
UK society and economy. There have also been 
noticeable changes in UK government policies and 
programmes with regard to skills and training. 

From a perspective in the 1990s that emphasises 
disadvantage in the labour market, the focus 
as outlined in the 2009 Skills for Growth 
strategy is on linking skills needs to changing 
economic needs and flexible labour markets. 
This includes increased emphasis and support 
to apprenticeships and vocational routes into 
higher education and the professions (DBIS 
2009). Central to this strategy is the ambition 
of training more people to advanced vocational 
skills. Examples of new priorities were skills in life 
sciences, digital media and technology, advanced 
manufacturing, engineering construction and 
low carbon energy. It also recognises and 
encourages the promotion of skills that can  
be transferred from job to job. 

A primary aim of this research is to identify 
how colleges and other training providers have 
responded to the challenges of globalisation 
and what have been the specific features  
of changes of priorities in terms of provision 
and courses. 

Linked to this, the research had a secondary aim 
to look at how the providers are equipping both 
staff and learners to respond to the challenges 
of globalisation and more specifically the recent 
economic downturn. This has meant looking 
at whether there have been any changes of 
focus in terms of staff development and new 
approaches towards learning. 

Thirdly the research has looked at how as a 
result of globalisation and increased tensions 
within communities, providers are making links 
between the influence of global forces and 
relationships and community cohesion. 

Finally, as a result of identifying the evidence 
of the impact of globalisation on colleges and 
training providers, this research indicates ways 
in which providers are implementing strategies 
that equip learners with the skills, knowledge 
and values to actively engage in the global 
society and economy of which they are a part. 

It concludes by posing some recommendations 
and suggestions for priorities that need  
to be addressed by both policy-makers  
and practitioners.
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�Our aim is that all 
students will be more 
globally aware as a result 
of being at the College 
 
Hilary Anson, Principal,  
King George V College, Southport
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This suggests that there is still a major problem 
with perceptions about the global agenda 
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The Global Dimension within the  
Colleges and other Training Providers  
Throughout the further education and training 
sector there is recognition that global economic, 
social and cultural forces have influenced the 
nature and form of learning and training over  
the past decade. 

All of the providers interviewed agreed with 
this. However, the impact of global forces has 
varied considerably from college to college. In 
some, the impact has been much more in terms 
of economic factors, such as the decline in 
traditional industries in West Nottinghamshire, 
whilst in others, such as those based in London, 
the impacts have been largely social and 
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In many areas, communities have also become 
fragmented as a result of globalisation and 
if there was one grouping that was perceived 
as a major problem it was white working class 
boys. Asha Khemka from West Nottinghamshire 
particularly noted: 

“When we look at the Neet group [teenagers 
not in education, employment or training], 
we find significant numbers of white working-
class young people who don’t really have a 
strong family infrastructure behind them. We 
find they are from three or four generations of 
worklessness and a poverty of aspiration. There 
are high levels of teenage pregnancy and low 
levels of progression to higher education.3“

The traditional career patterns that many of 
the parents of these boys would have had 
are now gone and several people interviewed 
stated that there was a need to not only 
give them a sense of positive self-image but 
to experience different social and economic 
environments. City and Islington’s partnership 
programme with Raleigh International and  
visit to India is one example of this.

Finally there were a range of views in regards 
to securing cohorts of international students. 
Some providers saw this as important not just 
in economic terms but as a way of enriching 
college life. Partnerships with particular 
countries, most notably China and India, 
were seen as helping the college community. 
However, a number of colleges noted that 
many of their international students were 
having problems securing visas to study in the 
UK. These problems were also having a wider 
impact on community-college links.

For a number of adult education providers, of 
course, learning about global and international 
issues is nothing new. Organisations such as 
the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) 
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Examples of projects supported by DFID since 
2007 include:

•	� Co-operative College – a three year  
project on ‘Food and Development’  
aimed at co-operative members and staff

•	� Transport and General Workers Union –  
three projects on how to incorporate 
international development within their  
core learning activities

•	� Workers Educational Association – a 
three year project entitled ‘Out of Africa’ 
with the aim of delivering a series of 
‘performance-based one day development 
education sessions for trade unionists and 
disadvantaged adults in the West Midlands

•	� Age Concern – a three year project  
on ‘Engaging Older People in the  
Development Debate’

•	� National Federation of Women’s  
Institutes – a three year project on changing 
perceptions within its membership on global 
interconnectedness

•	� Prospect trade union – training courses  
on development awareness with six  
unionised employers.

Adult education providers have also made 
links to global themes through engagement 
with the areas of citizenship and sustainable 
development. The WEA in South Yorkshire, for 
example, recently ran an ‘Active Citizenship’ 
project which included a wide range of courses 
including one entitled ‘Food, Fashion, Famine 
and Fear’. Also within a number of local 
authorities, notably Enfield and Chesterfield, 
often as a result of some of partnership 
programme, learning about global and 
international issues has increased. The whole 
area of community partnerships is outside 
of the scope of this research but in light of 
new funding for this area from DFID 6, it 
is potentially an important entry point for 
learning about globalisation. 

6 
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There is evidence across all of the colleges of 
increased demand for courses and re-training, 
and a corresponding need to adapt to changing 
local circumstances. Some of the colleges have 
been actively involved in providing specific 
re-training and support to redundant workers. 
An unusual example of this was from City and 
Islington College, which encountered demand 
from more middle class professionals who 
needed re-training as a result of losing their  
jobs in the city.

Indeed, the financial services sector has seen 
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Around England numerous examples could be 
found that demonstrate the changing focus 
of colleges in relation to courses and local 
employment provision. For example at Lancaster 
and Morecambe College, the director of Learning 
stated that whilst her college was responding to 
the challenges of globalisation through changes 
to courses and the needs of learners, it was 
not something that had been thought about 
strategically. It had just happened.

At Grimsby, 10% of the local food manufacturing 
industry has gone in a single year due to a 
combination of commodity and utility prices. 
But as the Executive Director for Projects, Policy 
and Local Enterprise and Growth Initiative at 
the College commented, these changes should 
be seen as a wake up call for further education. 
Colleges, he said, need to ‘bring forward skills 
programmes on innovation, technology transfer 
and productivity improvement and re-define 
(themselves) as vital part of regeneration... 
and invest and support human capital’. 

Alongside India, China is being seen by  
many in the sector as a key country with 
which to develop partnership programmes. 
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Another example of promoting learning about 
global issues is through Citizenship. At Croydon 
College, ‘Citizenship Learning’ is a key focus 
of their Enrichment programme.7 This is done 
through the organisation of regular conferences 
on Global Issues. The conferences are planned 
in collaboration with curriculum teams, linking 
the citizenship focus with the curriculum units 
as applicable. 

This encourages students to apply knowledge 
gained from their curriculum units whilst being 
involved in a ‘live’ project that will bring about 
meaningful change. One group of students at 
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Some were aware of the DIUS11 strategy, but 
there was a general recognition that this whole 
area of work needs to have a higher profile and 
to become more closely linked to strategies and 
programmes related to areas such as skills for 
employability and raising standards. 

Examples were cited in areas such as hotel  
and catering, tourism, and health related 
courses of the need for skills to deal with 
people from a range of cultural backgrounds 
and to understand some basic issues around 
sustainable development. It was also recognised 
by some colleges, such as Lewisham, that some 
of these skills needs could often best be met  
by visits and exchanges with students from  
other countries.

Numerous examples can be found of 
international partnerships between colleges 
that are seen as being part of building global 
skills. This area has been led by the British 
Council’s Skills for Employability programme 
that addresses ‘the demands for skills in 
a global economy’, in order that national 
educational and training systems are better 
able to respond to labour market demands  
and learner needs.12
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As mentioned earlier language skills are 
potentially a key component of global skills.  
One of the few projects in this area that 
explicitly made connections with the global 
agenda in colleges is the Lancashire Global 
Education Centre’s project on “Global Skills: 
Understanding the World Through English”  
– a teaching pack for Skills for Life classes  
which had funding from DFID.15

In Training, which is a private training provider, 
has recently developed some ground-breaking 
work with Yorkshire Forward that looks at 
equipping employers to re-think the skills needs 
for their workforce in the light of globalisation. 
They have developed a model that outlines the 
need to develop a way of thinking and learning 
that moves to a more open and organic style  
of work. This includes seeing work as an 
activity-time, recognising that structures today 
are complex networks and that the emphasis 
should be on moving away from a focus on 
export to one of global collaboration:

‘�Today’s organisations exist in a global 
marketplace, as a result of which experience 
new threats. We believe that organisations 
need to ACT NQ(SsW)-4(a)5(0t5)7()12-211b0N56k0(i)19nd25  scn
/G(d25  sc-3(e)-3(d)4(s11()3(a)5(6 0 0 6.99g a)4 -174i)10r5(6 0 d5t)11(o)3(n)-4(76(s)-931(m)5(p)3(l)-1(y)5(-)7(t)6(i)10(m)5sW)-)4(e)-3(e)-pl11(s1(n)11(i)11(s)-4(a)5)2(pe)nr, 
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Perhaps the most obvious and direct role 
colleges play in this area is through their 
enhancement programmes and personalised 
learning strategies. This not only relates to 
the skills needs of the individual in terms of 
their social and cultural background; it can 
also address questions of what are very often 
complex personal identities. Linked to this area 
for many students is the fact that English is  
not their first language. Several college lecturers 
spoke about the need to ensure learners 
have the necessary language skills to secure 
employment and to play an effective role in  
the community. The language skills element 
was also seen as an entry route to  
local communities.

Several colleges discussed the importance 
of broadening learners’ personal, social and 
cultural experience. The Raleigh International 
project with India at City and Islington was 
mentioned as a transformative experience for 
many students. City College, Norwich17 in a 
report on the success of their India partnership 
programme stated that ‘the eyes of some 
of the UK students who visited India were so 
opened to other world cultures that, as a direct 
consequence, they applied – and one was 
accepted – for the UK government sponsored 
China study programme’.

South Nottingham College have two major 
international projects, one with South Africa on 
sports development, entitled Balls to Poverty18 
and one with Gambia on tourism and travel 
entitled Building Tomorrow Today.19 Since 2000 
the College’s Travel & Tourism team have taken 
their Level 3 students on a final year residential 
to Gambia in West Africa. The teaching team 
had identified that taking learners out of 
their comfort zone to a completely different 
culture would have many potential benefits 
for students wishing to forge a career in the 
tourism sector. 

The results were that for a number of learners 
undertaking these visits was a transformative 
experience. For two students involved with the 
Gambia project, for example, the experience 
encouraged them to go into higher education 
and teaching. 

The engagement in the South Africa project 
has also led to major changes in the outlook 
on life of many learners, and given increased 
confidence and a purpose to their lives. 

Personal, Social and Cultural  
Development of the Learner  
Virtually all of the colleges talked about their wider 
support programmes with students as a key area 
for promoting the global dimension. This can and 
does take several forms. 

17   UK-India Education and Research Initiative- Financial Services – Final Project Report – for British Council (unpublished report)
18   See www.ballstopoverty.net
19   See www.ittog.org
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For example one mother of a learner involved 
with the project stated:

“�I’m particularly impressed because of the 
balance between curriculum and non-curricular 
activity, Lee knows he has to do the work in 
class. I’ve seen him mature so quickly because 
the project covers the value of global citizenship 
and creates inter generational opportunities. 
He’s been coaching young children from his own 
neighbourhood, something that would never 
have happened without this project. His self 
confidence and how he carries himself is totally 
different, now he’ll look you in the eye and I also 
like his understanding of where he sits in society 
and what he can contribute.”20

One student stated:

“�Before this I was doing nothing, not listening 
in school, getting low grades and hanging on 
corners causing trouble. Now I regret everything 
I have done to myself and everyone I’ve hurt. 
Now I listen, get on with myself, help others, 
even getting better grades. I’ve achieved more 
in 1 year at college than all 5  
at school.”21

A learner involved with the Gambia  
project stated: 

“�I now have lovely Gambian friends that I have 
made through Institute of Travel and Tourism 
of Gambia (ITTOG) whom keep in touch via 
face book. The Gambia project has had a huge 
impact on my life and has encouraged me to 
go into Higher Education and eventually teach. 
I am going to undertake voluntary work at 
ITTOG next winter which will help improve my 
confidence and skills.”22

These initiatives could only have happened with 
the commitment and vision of particular staff 
members. Several colleges noted that it was a 
major challenge to just encourage learners to 
have a learning experience beyond their locality. 
Linked to this was often a lack of funding and 
possibly family support to encourage any form 
of international experience. 

The third area that links an element of a 
student’s developmental needs with the 
context of globalisation are the initiatives, 
events, celebrations and exhibitions that are 
linked to global issues such as Refugee Week, 
International Women’s Day, World AIDS 
day, Fairtrade Fortnight or the Anne Frank 
Exhibition. Examples of these types of activities 
were seen in several colleges, although they 
tended to be seen as one-off activities and were 
not always connected to the mainstream work 
of the college. This was perhaps because the 
leadership for these activities had come from 
students rather than staff.

20   Comment supplied by South Nottinghamshire College
21   Comment supplied by South Nottinghamshire College
22   www.ittog.org

For two students involved with the 
Gambia project, for example, the 
experience encouraged them to go  
into higher education and teaching. 
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Everyone is becoming more 
complex – being a young  
person is more complex.  
They need to understand  
this complexity which can  
help them make sense of  
their place in the world. 
 
Kirsty Webb-Wood, Director of Learner  
Engagement, City and Islington College
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A number of colleges, for example, have 
put considerable resources into their ESOL 
programme in terms of ensuring it links 
directly to broader community needs. This is 
particularly a feature of Southend’s community 
cohesion strategy. Colleges such as Lewisham 
have strongly cultivated inks with local faith 
communities to the extent that they are now 
investigating, through dialogue with staff 
and learners, what a person of faith brings 
to a secular college in terms of different 
perspectives, values base and outlook on  
the world.

Decisions about connections to broader global 
issues and questions were often made as a 
result of more in-direct reasons. A college with 
strong links with a local football team with 



26 Learning and Skills for a Global Economy 

Building on major changes within the school 
curriculum in England over the past decade 
where the global dimension and sustainability 
are today cross-curricular themes, global issues, 
understanding globalisations, international 
development and sustainability are included 
within a range of A and A/S level courses. 
Most notably the Welsh Board has developed 
a syllabus for A/S (from Summer 09) and A 
Level (from Summer 10) World Development 
exploring issues including development, 
resources, global citizenship and poverty 
and inequality. This has been taken up by 
colleges such as City of Bristol in their menu of 
qualifications. Global themes also occur more 
overtly in A Levels such as Geography and 
Citizenship. Many colleges and sixth forms are 
also providing opportunities for the Extended 
Project Qualification which is a compulsory 
part of the Advanced Diploma but is an 
option for anyone including A level students 
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There were two main reasons why the providers 
interviewed for this research were supportive  
of the global dimension, one was the leadership 
given by either the principal or equivalent senior 
manager and secondly the enthusiasm and 
expertise of champions within specific areas  
of learning. If a college or provider had 
someone with an international brief for example, 
the extent to which that person recognised 
the connections between the learning needs 
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The following policy priority areas are those 
currently outlined by LSIS. This section outlines 
some suggestions as to potential areas for 
movement within each of these priority areas.

14-19 Reforms
With major changes underway in the 
curriculum for 14–19 year olds there are 
potentially significant opportunities for making 
connections with the global agenda. DFID  
and DCSF have recently agreed a new joint 
strategy for global learning within schools.  
Part of the lobbying around the development 
of this strategy has been the need to recognise 
the importance of examinations, the diplomas 
and the IB as important vehicles for developing 
greater understanding of globalisation and 
global issues.

There is evidence from this research that 
a number of colleges and other providers 
have increased engagement with the IB. It is 
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i)		�  All providers to be encouraged to have 
a strategic discussion on the impacts of 
globalisation and global forces in terms of 
the type and nature of provision they offer.

ii)		� UK government and other relevant  
policy-makers to encourage and support  
all further education and training  
providers to make clear statements on 
where and how they are addressing and 
considering the changing skills needs in 
light of globalisation.

iii)	� In the way that health and safety and 
equality and diversity have become part 
of the mainstream provision of providers, 
inspection and funding bodies need to 
encourage providers to demonstrate ways 
in which they are addressing the skills 
needs for a global economy.

iv)	� Qualifications and awarding bodies to 
undertake audits of where and how they 
are and could be overtly addressing the 
global agenda.

v)		� National bodies that support professionals 
in the sector to consider ways in which they 
could provide staff development support to 
address global agenda and needs.

vi)	� Need for more research and gathering  
of evidence as to the value and impact  
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However, this is often seen as just part of what 
these providers do, and is not necessarily that 
high on the agenda in terms of their profile  
and programmes. 

This highlights the need for LSIS and other 
bodies interested in promoting international 
strategies within colleges and showing closer 
linkages with agendas such as globalisation to 
explore the best ways of demonstrating these 
connections. There is perhaps a need to look at 
the terminology and themes that promote skills 
for a global economy and how best the global 
dimension can enrich the learning process.

The impact of the recent economic downturn 
on colleges has varied, depending on the 
location and student base of the institution. All 
providers have reported increases in provision 
as a result of the crisis, but the extent to which 
this has resulted in a re-focussing of priorities is 
less evident.

There is also evidence of a number of linkages 
being made to agendas such as community 
cohesion and cultural diversity, but more 
research needs to be undertaken to assess the 
depth of these connections.

A concern was raised by a number of staff 
about the existing qualifications and curriculum 
programmes. A number of examples were given 
where awarding bodies could and should be 
making more references to global skills. The 
growth in interest in the IB programme should 
be monitored closely as this could provide a 
model that broadens and deepens learners’ 
understandings of the wider world.

The research team raised the issue of 
professional development with the colleges. 
However, there was not a demand from most 
providers for courses or training on global  
skills. The providers noted that there were 
problems about a general lack of time for  
such training, but also that more work would 
be needed to demonstrate global connections 
to existing priorities and core professional 
development needs.

Overall, everyone interviewed stated that they 
thought the research was important and hoped 
that it would raise the profile and need for more 
resources and support for equipping colleges to 
respond to the challenges of globalisation.

Conclusion 
The research has identified a wealth of practice 
taking place within colleges and other training 
providers that is addressing what learners need to 
live and work in a global society and global economy.
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