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• If you have 
an issue about 
further education 
that you would 
like Leigh to 
cover in future 
newsletters, 
please email: 
education@
unison.co.uk

Have your say on your pay
Ballot for pay rise in FE colleges in England
The Association of Colleges (AOC) have made an interim pay offer of just 
1% or £250 (whichever is the greater) for staff working in FE in England. 
This is simply unacceptable, which is why we are balloting you to have your 
say on your pay. 

A consultative ballot opened on 
16 January and you have until 
6 February to let us know if you 
want us to launch a statutory 
ballot. The consultative ballot 
asks if you would be prepared 
to take strike action or action 
short of strike action and we 
recommend that you vote YES 
to both. 

The Association of Colleges 
recognise that pay in FE is 
too low and asked central 
government in July to fund 
a 5% pay increase over two 
years. However the Department 
for Education responded and 
said there would be no extra 
funding available for the further 
education sector before the next 
spending review. Consequently 
the AOC offered 1%, or £250,  
acknowledging that many 
colleges will not even be able to 
afford this.

UNISON and the joint unions 
negotiate national pay scales 
every year for FE staff in 
England. This is a benchmark 
for the sector and historically 
most colleges have awarded 
the nationally negotiated rates. 
However, every year fewer 
and fewer colleges award the 
national increases, leaving 
some staff without a pay rise 
for a number of years. This year 
the AOC and unions lobbied 
government intensely for a 
substantial, fully-funded pay 

rise. However the government 
rejected this appeal, despite 
allocating money to other public 
sector professions.  

You will receive emails from 
us with a link to cast 
your vote, so you must 
ensure you have given 
us an up-to-date email 
address. Ensure your 
details are up to date 
by logging into “My 
UNISON’ at unison.
org.uk. If you do not 
have an email please 
speak to your branch 
or rep. You can find 
their details using 
the branch finder at 
branches.unison.org.
uk or call UNISON 
Direct on 0800 0 
857 857.

After the vote closes on 
6 February, the national 
committee will meet and 
decide the next steps to 
take. Keep a look-out for 
emails from us and from 

your local branch.

Staff in FE colleges in England have seen their pay falling even further 

behind the cost of living in the last 10 years. Enough is enough.
UNISON is consulting members in FE colleges in England about what 

action you are prepared to take to help improve your pay. VOTE YESWe are recommending that you vote YES for both strike action and action 

short of strike action. Your vote will help us show the strength of your 

feelings as we negotiate with employers and the government.
The online consultation opens on 16 January and closes at 4pm on  

6 February. Go to unison.org.uk/FEpay for more information and to find 

out how to vote when the ballot opens on 16 January.Together we are stronger. Please vote YES and tell the government to pay up now!

Not in UNISON?Join today and have your say on pay. If you join UNISON by 23 January 

you can take part in the ballot on pay. Go to joinunison.org or call us  

free on 0800 0 857 857.
Contact a UNISON rep:

HAVE YOUR SAY ON PAY
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Has your college spent its 
Apprenticeship Levy?
As large employers, nearly all colleges will be paying the 
Apprenticeship Levy and it is important that colleges use 
the money they have paid soon – if it is not spent by April 
it will be lost! This money can be used to employ new 
apprentices or to upskill existing staff.

UNISON has developed a short 
e-note to help you find out more 
about apprenticeships. It gives 
essential information on how to 
set up an apprenticeship and 
how to negotiate the best deal 
for apprentices. You can find this 
e-note and many more on the 
LearningUNISON website  
learning.unison.org.uk

UNISON values apprentices. Learning 
how to support them effectively gives 
us the opportunity to build lasting 
relationships and encourage them 
into membership and trade union 
activity.

Apprentices can join UNISON 
for just £10 per year. For more 
information, go to joinunison.org  
or call free on  
0800 171 2193.

National Job Evaluation Scheme in 
Scotland
Alan O’Donnell, Scotland’s representative on the national 
further education and sixth committee, gives us more 
details on the process of harmonising support staff pay 
and conditions in Scotland.

As part of the National Bargaining 
Agreement, a process to harmonise 
support staff pay and conditions 
across Scotland’s FE colleges has 
been set up, using the mechanism of 
a national job evaluation process. A 
working group has been established 
to design a jointly owned scheme 
and will be co-managed by Chris 
Greenshields, chair of UNISON 
Scotland’s FE Committee (FESCOM). 
Following two frustrating years, and 
despite some significant issues still 
needing to be resolved, we have a 
road map we think we can move 
forward with. UNISON helped secure 
£11.2M of funding for the outcome. 
UNISON has a clear interest in a 
fair and transparent process that 
gets funding from the government 
into support staff wages. If anybody 
would like more detail just ask your 
local branch.

Alex Neil MSP was the first politician to 
sign up to support the Job Evaluation 
project.

Message from 
Leigh Powell, 
National Officer 
for Further 
Education

Whether in 
parliament 
or on a 
picket line, I 
hear people 
speak with 
warmth and 
admiration 
for colleges 
and the great 

job you do. However it is also 
recognised that further education 
is woefully underfunded and 
this is affecting staff’s ability to 
do their job properly. This is 
universally accepted amongst 
the various stakeholders I meet. 
Just one person doesn’t seem 
to be listening and that’s Phillip 
Hammond. In this year’s budget 
he talked about the urgent need 
for the UK to invest in skills and 
improve productivity without 
mentioning colleges once. These 
problems are not going to go 
away or solve themselves and 
colleges are an integral part 
of the solution. This is why we 
will continue to demand that 
Westminster sit up and take 
notice. In England, the Love 
Our Colleges campaign saw 
employers, unions and students 
come together with one voice 
in an unprecedented show of 
unity. In this newsletter two of 
our activists tell us about their 
experiences of this campaign. 
But this is not all we are doing. 
Our members must be given the 
chance to get their voices heard 
even louder and that is why a 
consultative ballot was opened 
on 16 January. We’re asking 
members what action they want 
to take in their colleges at a local 
level –strike? Action short of 
strike action? What we do know 
is that things cannot continue 
as they are now. Let your voice 
be heard by voting in the ballot 
before 6 February.



Sixth form pay negotiations
UNISON presented the support claim for a substantial increase for all sixth 
form college staff at the first meeting of the 2018/9 pay negotiations in 
September. At the meeting, the employers stated that were not in a position 
to make an offer until they have finalised the funding position of colleges. The 
trade unions have written jointly to the DfE to request additional funding for 
sixth form colleges and have a meeting with the minister early in the new year. 
We hope to be able to re-commence negotiations shortly and will update 
members on any developments.

Lessons from the pay ballot in Wales
Joanne MacMillan, the representative for Wales on the 
national committee tells us what worked well and what can 
be learned from her recent experiences of national balloting 
for action.
Whilst the ballot voted 90% in 
favour of strike action and we saw 
a far higher turnout than in previous 
consultative ballots, a decision was 
taken not to proceed as we expected 
to receive a new pay offer that would 
invalidate the previous ballot.

This began with the employers 
requesting to bring our scheduled 
meeting forward from 16 November, to 
6 November. Then at the last moment 
they cancelled the early meeting. 
When we met on the 16th they still 
said they weren’t in a position to make 
an improved offer, but they hoped to 
be able to do so in January, and gave 
details of what offer they planned to 
make. 

They told us they were “firmly 
committed to pay parity” between 
lecturers and teachers, (which would 
mean 3.5% or 2% at the top of the 
scale for lecturers) and would “wish to 
mirror” the local government offer (2%) 
for support staff.

On 20 November the minister with 
responsibility for FE made a statement 

in the Senedd saying the Welsh 
government would fund a pay rise for 
lecturers. However, the confidential 
funding letter that was sent to 
ColegauCymru specifically mentions a 
“differential offer” for management and 
support staff.

Whilst we are pleased that the pay 
offer is improved, we are not happy 
that staff will receive different offers 
and this will be discussed in future 
negotiations.

Some important lessons were 
learned in this ballot. Firstly, where 
sister unions co-operated with us to 
increase turnout, this was successful. 
Unfortunately, there were places where 
we felt let down on this commitment 
to co-operate. To address this, it 
is felt that we wish to use our own 
UNISON leaflets and posters in future, 
rather than joint literature. Additionally, 
car park campaigning worked well – 
people were much happier to stop and 
talk on the way into the building rather 
than once they have started work for 
the day.

Pay updates for 
2018-19
Scotland
Members in Scotland have a hard-
won package deal over 29 months 
with a significant levelling up of a 
suite of terms and conditions and a 
pay rise of up to 3% per year (those 
earning under £36,000) or £650. The 
committee recommended this deal 
to members in order to concentrate 
on the forthcoming national Job 
Evaluation Scheme – see previous 
page.

Wales
Members in Wales were balloted 
last term over an offer of 1% and 
despite a majority of members voting 
for strike action, the Westminster 
government’s pernicious Trade 
Union Act, which sets a minimum 
requirement for turnout, meant that a 
recommendation not to take action 
had to be given.

However it transpired that the 
devolved administration was 
concerned over the morale in their 
further education colleges and later 
announced that £8 million of extra 
funding would be made available for 
pay. ColegauCymru subsequently 
made an improved offer of 1.5% to 
managers, 3.5%/2% to lecturers and 
for support staff: 4.5% on salaries 
below £19,500 and 2% on salaries 
above £19,501.

The Cymru/Wales FE Forum feel that 
this offer is divisive and sends a clear 
message that colleges value some 
lecturing staff above some business 
support staff. There will be further 
updates and please contact your 
local UNISON branch if you have any 
further questions.

England
The Further Education and Sixth 
Form committee have agreed that 
members need to be consulted by 
eballot on the latest offer of 1% or 
£250, whichever is the greater. See 
front page for further details.

Funding campaign for sixth form
We are working with sixth form employers employers on the ‘Raise the Rate’ 
www.raisetherate.org.uk campaign to increase funding levels for 16-18 pupils. 
The funding rate for these pupils has been frozen since 2013, so has fallen in 
real terms resulting in severe cuts for sixth form students.

The campaign has launched a petition for the public to sign calling for 
improved funding for sixth form students. The petition has already attracted 
over 12,000 signatures. We encourage members to sign the petition and 
circulate it as widely as possible.

Find the petition at petition.parliament.uk/petitions/230140



#LoveOurColleges campaign for increased 
funding in English colleges
Gavin Cartwright is an ICT technician at South and City 
College, Birmingham and chair of UNISON’s Further Education 
and Sixth Form committee. He was one of three UNISON 
representatives who spoke on the rally bus in Parliament Square at 
the ‘Love Our Colleges’ march and rally.

I am a passionate advocate 
for the Further Education 
(FE) sector. My parents 
attended the local FE 
college, as did I when I was 
a teenager and all three 
of my children have been 
educated in FE. This is why 
I jumped at the chance to 
stand alongside politicians 
and speak in Parliament 
Square at the ‘Love Our 
Colleges’ rally. 

Support staff have been 
cut to the bone in most 
colleges and this was a 
great opportunity to let the 

country know why further 
education is so vital.

In the morning, we 
gathered at Waterloo 
Place. Although it was a 
rather grizzly morning, the 
weather didn’t dampen our 
spirits. We marched with 
students, headteachers 
and other unions.

It was pretty nerve 
wracking waiting to speak 
on the bus, with thousands 
of people looking up at 
me! But afterwards, I felt 
brilliant! It was great to feel 

like I’d given a voice to the 
support staff that contribute 
and keep our colleges 
running. We are at breaking 
point in terms of workload 
and some of us are being 
pushed into poverty after 
ten years of stagnant pay.

Later on, my colleague, 
Maxine, a learning 
support assistant at South 
Tyneside college made a 
great speech about how 
the needs of students 
with Special Educational 
Needs and Disabilities are 
being undermined by the 

staggering cuts to funding 
in colleges. Colleges 
provide a vital link between 
school and the world of 
work for young people with 
SEND and starving them of 
funds is an indictment on 
our society.

We need to keep up 
the noise with our 
campaigning. We cannot 
allow this government to 
keep attacking the staff 
who work in colleges and 
the communities we serve.



John Riley – Lobbying an MP
John is an online assessment officer at City of Liverpool College. Below he describes his 
experience of political lobbying in the recent #LoveOurColleges campaign.

Although I would describe myself as 
a politically active person, the Love 
Our Colleges march, rally and lobby 
was the first time I have been into 
parliament to lobby an MP.

A few weeks before the lobby was 
due to take place I wrote to my local 
constituency MP, Angela Eagle, and 
asked if I could meet with her in 
parliament to discuss the concerns 
we have regarding funding cuts in 
FE and the appalling levels of pay for 
staff working in colleges. 

I was pleased to receive a response 
offering me a time and place to meet. 
It was important that I made full use 
of the time that I would have with 
Angela so I made sure that I prepared 
a written list of the issues I wanted 
to raise to take down with me on the 
day. I wanted to make sure that we 
stuck to the main concerns.

I felt the meeting itself went really 
well. She was very supportive and 
assured me that she will write to the 
Apprenticeship and Skills Minister, 
Anne Milton, expressing our shared 
concerns. She also entered some 
parliamentary questions on the 
FE funding crisis. She requested I 

continue to email her with 
further questions and 
points to raise. 

Locally held lobbies have 
also been very beneficial. 
UNISON campaigners 
have managed to meet 
Maria Eagle MP and 
Louise Ellman MP, who 
have both been very 
positive and shown their 
support.

My advice to everyone 
would be if you get a 
chance to lobby an MP – 
take it. Although it can be 
daunting the first time, it’s 
very empowering to feel 
you are getting your voice 
heard by the people that 
can make change happen.

The #LoveOurColleges rally in Parliament 
Square hosted a range of speakers, 
many of whom had never shared the 
same platform before. We heard from 
politicians including Jeremy Corbyn, 
Angela Rayner, Gordon Marsden and 
Caroline Lucas; students including 
Shakira Martin, NUS President; college 
Principals; union leaders from UNISON, 
UCU, the NEU and the TUC and front-
line staff, including college lecturers. The 
fight for more funding has not been won 
and we need members and activists 
from across the UK to join us in calling 
for significant funding increase. Contact 
your local branch secretary to see how 
you can get more involved. 

Lobbying your local MP is a very effective way to raise your concerns at a national 
level. UNISON has template letters that anyone can use for this purpose, just contact 
the education team at education@unison.co.uk and they will forward one to you. We 
also provide advice on how to prepare for a meeting with an MP to ensure that you get 
the best out of the meeting.



Campaigning for the rights of disabled staff in education

Joanna Vanderhoof is a UNISON Steward at Anglia Ruskin University and Co-Chair of 
the Eastern Region Disabled Members Self Organised Group. In November, she was 
invited to speak at a parliamentary debate as part of the National Day Against Disability 
Discrimination in Education. Here she tells us about her experiences. 

As a steward and disabled worker 
myself, I have come across cases 
where the employer refuses 
reasonable adjustments or agrees 
to adjustments on paper but never 
implements them. The weakness 
of regulations for disabled people 
working in education has a huge 
impact on those employees. 

I have experienced issues with 
reasonable adjustments first hand. 
After moving roles within my 
organisation, the previous reasonable 
adjustments that had been 
successfully implemented vanished 
and my new line management 
refused to provide reasonable 
adjustments. Over the next year, I 
informally tried to rectify the situation 
by trying to educate my managers 
and speaking to HR but to no avail. 
Finally I went through the internal 
grievance procedure. As a result, I 
founded the Disabled Staff Network, 
have implemented Disability in the 
Workplace training, have inspired the 
implementation of a Disability Leave 
Policy and held awareness days and 
much more. 

My employer broke the current 
legislation in multiple areas, yet I am 
the one that has suffered and they 
have faced no repercussions. In my 
case, and in so many cases, this is 
an impossible task and proves the 
current law is simply not sufficient. 

Our members are also experiencing 
problems when requesting disability 
leave. Employers often do not 
understand that disability leave is a 
reasonable adjustment and this leads 
to reluctance to grant it.

UNISON has called for a more robust 
right to reasonable adjustments with 
enforceable timescales and a right to 
disability leave and our AGS, Christina 
McAnea, has presented evidence 
to the education select committee 
highlighting this need.

Disabled people people have a lot 
to give. We have to fight hard for 
everything, for things that our non-
disabled peers often take for granted, 
and strengthened and developed 
legislation to protect disabled people 
within employment, will enable us 
to reach our potential and not be 
substantially disadvantaged as a 
result of disability.

UNISON has recently produced an 
excellent Disability Leave Bargaining 
Guide to help reps and organisers 
across the UK secure a right to 
disability leave in their college. Find it 
here www.unison.org.uk/content/
uploads/2018/10/Disability-Leave-
Bargaining-Guide-and-Model-
Policy.docx 

“Our members are also 
experiencing problems 
when requesting disability 
leave. Employers often 
do not understand 
that disability leave is a 
reasonable adjustment 
and this leads to 
reluctance to grant it.”

“We have to fight hard for 
everything, for things that 
our non-disabled peers 
often take for granted.” 



Mental health and FE
It wasn’t many years ago that talking about mental health 
issues was a taboo subject. Yet 1 in 4 people experience 
a mental health problem each year. Although there has 
been a shift over the last couple of years with more 
public figures speaking about the struggles they’ve 
faced, research shows that people are less likely 
to disclose their mental illness during the interview 
process for fear of being discriminated against.

While all educational organisations 
face the challenge of supporting 
increasing numbers of young people 
experiencing mental health difficulties, 
those working in further education 
face additional challenges.

These include:

• Further education recruits 
disproportionately from 
disadvantaged areas and it is 
recognised that there is a link 
between mental ill health and 
disadvantage.

• Most colleges recruit from several 
different Local Authorities hence 
staff are dealing with a range of 
different health authority services.

• All young students who have 
not gained the relevant grade 
in English or maths GCSE are 
obliged to retake these exams 
which cause additional stress to 
students vulnerable to mental 
health difficulties.

UNISON has produced 
guidance to assist 
branches and reps in 
supporting members who 
may need mental health 
support. This guide 
is designed to assist 
branches in ensuring 
that organisations treat 
mental health with the 
critical importance 
it deserves, that 
procedures protect 
the mental health 
of staff in general 
and maximise the 
assistance given to workers 
experiencing mental health problems 
in particular. The guide is arranged 
so that you can “dip in and dip 
out”, focusing on the areas that are 
relevant to your employer. Find the 
document here  
www.unison.org.uk/content/
uploads/2018/05/25005.pdf

Settled status 
applications for 
EU workers 
EU workers play a vital and valuable 
role in delivering services in colleges. 
UNISON branches are writing to 
all employers in Further Education 
and 6th Form colleges asking them 
to pay the application cost of EU 
workers, which is £65 for those who 
are not entitled to it for free. If you are 
affected by this, contact your local 
branch who will be happy to discuss 
with you how they can help.
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FE and 6th Form colleges seminar 2019
We are taking bookings for this year’s seminar at the Jury’s Inn hotel in Newcastle on the 
5 and 6 April. We would love to see as many of you as possible. It is a great chance to 
network, find out about developments in the sector and socialise! But don’t just take our 
word for it – here’s what some of the delegates from last year told us:

“Excellent programme,  
well run. As ever great  

opportunity to consider 
key issues across the FE 

sector UK-wide. Excellent 
contributors across a 
range of workshops 
professionally run.”

“I found it very useful to hear  
views from other colleges and 
UNISON reps. I have been a  

UNISON member for quite a while 
but have not been that involved, I was 

encouraged to attend this seminar 
by the information being presented 
on issues not always addressed at 

college. It was useful to hear policies 
should be successfully implemented.”

“Lots of food for thought –  
we clearly have a lot to do  
within the sector – some  
useful tips and prompts  

to take back.”

“This was my first 
UNISON FE seminar 
and I found it really 

interesting and 
accessible.  
Thank you.”

“Really enjoyed attending  
seminar, and having the  
opportunity to meet new  
people to share ideas.” 

Keep an eye on www.unison.org.uk/events for further details


