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At the end of the year, when my tutor called to say 

I’d got a first, that I was in the top six per cent of 

the country, I was absolutely stunned. My dad was 

so proud he cried at my graduation ceremony.

I’m now in my second year of a part-time teaching 

course at Sunderland College, which is accredited 

by Sunderland University.

When I was working at Connexions I saw how 

a little bit of encouragement could go such a 

long way. All young people often need, is a bit of 

positivity, someone to believe in them. It’s that, 

and my own experiences of education, that have 

inspired my desire to go into teaching.

It’s not about what you can’t do, it’s what you can 

do. That’s what I always say to the young people 

I work with. Helping them recognise and achieve 

their full potential is what makes it all worthwhile.

Lesley Watson completed a foundation degree in 
health and social care at Sunderland College.
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Rama Nanda

Positive welcome 
for international student
I grew up in Orissa in north-east India. At 16, I got a scholarship 

to study business at the Moscow State University. After 

university, I moved into the hospitality industry, working in a 

variety of management roles in bars, restaurants and clubs. 

I’ve always enjoyed working with people, so a career in the 

service industry seemed like an obvious choice.

I moved to the UK in 2007. I wanted to improve 

my English and improve my chances of working in 

Europe or the US. My degree from Russia is not 

recognised as equivalent to a degree from a UK 

university, so I wanted to top up my qualifications.

I spent the first six months in London, doing 

an intensive English language course. Then 

I applied to New College Nottingham to study 

hospitality. Because of my degree from Russia 

and relevant experience in the industry, I was 

able to join the third year of the service sector 

management degree.

The first few weeks were tough, but fortunately the 

college has a team of specially trained advisers 

who can help with most issues, including course 

enrolment, visa entrance requirements and finding 

suitable accommodation. The international team 

helped me access language support, as I was 

concerned about my reading and writing skills.

My course leader made me feel really welcome. 

In just three days, she taught me about critical 

thinking and how to write well-structured academic 

essays. I was impressed by the tutors’ hands-on 

approach to teaching. 

There were just 12 students in our class, which 

allowed the tutors to get to know our strengths 

and weaknesses. Feedback on assignments was 

always very prompt and I felt very comfortable 

asking for help. Most of the tutors were combining 

teaching with work in the industry, so were able to 

offer up-to-date industry knowledge.

Because lectures were held just three days a 

week, I was able to combine theory with practice. 

I worked part-time at a boutique hotel, as a food 

and beverage supervisor, giving me hands-on 

experience of the UK service industry.

In my dissertation, I looked at the psychology of 

the service industry and how emotions play a part 

in delivery, which was interesting because I was 

able to make comparisons with my work in Russia.

Since finishing the course last year, I’ve become 

the manager of a 250-capacity restaurant in 

Leicester. Doing the degree has helped me 

become a more analytical, critical thinker, which 

has helped a lot with my work.

I’m also doing a part-time PGCE course at 

the University of Northampton and a part-time 

master’s degree in hospitality at University 

College Birmingham.

I’d like to stay in the UK for the next four or five 

years and my long-term plan is to combine 

restaurant management with part-time teaching. 

I think it is so important for people working in the 

industry to pass on their skills. I was so impressed 

by the positive attitude of the tutors at my college. 

I’d like to give something back.

Rama Nanda completed a BA (Hons) in service 
sector management at New College Nottingham.
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International student support

Further education colleges offer a range of 

support for international students. Many of 

them have an international students support 

unit and a dedicated international student 

liaison officer. 

Services vary from college to college, but can 

include advice and information about finances, 

accommodation and enrolment, before arrival in 

the UK and throughout the course of study. 

They may have advisers who can offer 

immigration advice and information about 

student visas and work restrictions.

Some colleges offer additional English language 

programmes, English seminars, proofreading 

services, personal tutors, specialist induction and 

social programmes and even airport pickups.

Further information can be found at 

www.ukcisa.org.uk
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Suzanne Dekker

Artist behind the glass
I’ve always been a creative person. My parents lived through the 

second world war and were part of the ‘make do and mend’ 

generation. In our family, if you needed something, you didn’t go 

out and buy it, you made it or adapted something you already 

had. As a result, I could knit, make my own clothes and was 

a good cook.

I didn’t enjoy school. I wasn’t particularly academic 

and I was bullied because I was overweight. On 

the advice of my careers teacher, who thought 

I should train as a chef, I dropped art and 

some of the other subjects I loved. My creative 

side dwindled.

By the time I left school, I’d decided I didn’t want 

to be a chef. I went into secretarial work instead. 

Marriage and children followed soon afterwards, 

so there was little time to think about my career. 

I kept up my interest in arts and crafts through 

evening classes in ceramics, jewellery-making, 

silversmithing and other creative subjects. Bringing 

up three young children, money was tight, so 

I carried on the family ‘make do and mend’ 

tradition, making my own clothes, curtains and 

other household items.

Six years ago, I took part in a taster day at York 

College, where I got the opportunity to design 

some leaded glass. From the moment I cut my first 

piece of glass, I was hooked. I spent three years 

making stained glass windows at evening classes. 

Then I got interested in glass fusing, a process 

that involves heating glass in a kiln to make larger 

pieces of glass and create different effects. My 

tutor was very encouraging. She was doing the 

contemporary crafts degree at the college at the 

time and suggested I join her.

The idea of starting a degree at 40 was daunting, 

as I was working 25 hours a week as a college 

administrator at York University. 

While my children were growing up, they still 

needed me to be around. Fortunately, everything 

fell into place at the right time. My husband, 

who has severe epilepsy, had recently retired on 

medical grounds, which meant he could help out 

more at home. And my boss agreed to let me 

work on a flexible basis, so I could attend college 

two days a week.

But just three weeks before I started the course, 

my father died of cancer. We were very close and 

it left a huge hole in my life. Still grieving, it was 

tempting to put my plans on hold, but I knew he 

wouldn’t have wanted that. My dad had taught 

motor engineering at York College for years and 

was proud that I was going to be studying there.

I was a bit worried how I’d fit in at the college, 

especially as many of the students were just out 

of school or college, but we all get on really well. 

Writing an essay for the first time in 20 years was 

also intimidating, but much to my surprise, I have 

achieved firsts for many of them.

Life is quite manic though. As well as the two days 

I spend in college, I’m working most evenings and 

many weekends. I’ve always got my sketchbook in 

my bag, in case I get a few spare moments.

Last year, I won the student category of the Warm 

Glass Prize, a national competition for glass artists, 

which was a great honour. The brief was to design 

and make a piece of contemporary glass with the 

title ‘Influences’. My entry, inspired by the death 

of my father, was entitled ‘Hope’ and features 

glass feathers floating in the air, communicating 

a discreet message of hope to people who 

have lost someone.
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I’m now going into the final year of my degree 

and thinking about what I’d like to do next. I’ve 

worked at York University for 23 years now and 

I love it there, so I want to carry on with my job. 

I’m planning to set up a part-time business, so 

I can design, make and sell my own work.

My 18-year-old daughter is also at York College 

now, in the first year of the contemporary crafts 

degree. I’ve learned so much in the last two years, 

have been inspired, encouraged and supported by 

so many of the tutors, technicians and other staff 

at the college. I hope she can do the same.

I dabbled in so many things before I found my 

niche, working with glass. It’s been a challenging 

journey, but I’ve realised that it’s never too late 

to learn. Now I really understand the value of 

lifelong learning.

Suzanne Dekker is studying for a BA (Hons) 
degree in contemporary 3D crafts at 
York College.
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Wendy Brooke

Qualifying for promotion
I left school with ten GCSEs and started a BTec in graphic 

design at college. Towards the end of the two-year course 

I was offered a supervisory role at the training and conference 

centre where I worked part-time. Tempted by the prospect of a 

full-time salary, I left college and took the job.

Working for a company that specialised in 

training new licencees in how to run pubs, 

I became a real jack of all trades. I took on 

numerous roles, including reception and office 

work, merchandising, events management, cellar 

management and even running the bar.

I spent most of my twenties searching for my ideal 

career. After four years in my first job, I worked 

as a PA at a hair and beauty franchise for a 

while, then as an events officer for a quango, and 

also did some travelling across America. I did 

numerous night classes, including counselling 

skills, aromatherapy, sports therapy and nutrition.

By my late twenties, I’d become interested 

in database design and systems analysis. I’d 

even started to think about studying IT. But it 

was difficult to commit myself to anything more 

demanding than evening classes. My elderly 

grandparents, who I’d always been close to, 

had health problems and needed lots of support. 

I visited them most days to help with cooking, 

cleaning and shopping.

Juggling full-time work with my grandparents’ care 

became increasingly demanding, so I decided to 

take the plunge. I quit my job and enrolled on a 

foundation degree in e-technology at Leeds City 

College. I was fortunate to get a part-time job at 

my local Asda, as PA to one of the store directors, 

which meant I could combine work and study.

Returning to study after a long break was hard, 

but being in a small group helped. With just 12 

students in the class, the lecturers could provide 

more one-to-one attention and had a much more 

personal approach to teaching. I don’t think 

I would have got that in a university environment.

The course was ideal because the lessons were 

compressed into the two days I wasn’t working 

for Asda. Many of the students, who ranged from 

18 to 50, were also combining work and study, 

which was reassuring. Despite the wide age range, 

we really gelled as a group and were in constant 

email contact.

A year into the course, there was a big staffing 

restructure at work. My boss was moved to 

another department and my future looked 

uncertain. Because I’d been studying systems 

analysis on the foundation degree course, I was 

recommended for a project management role.

This involved overseeing the lengthy process of 

getting products on the supermarket shelves, 

liaising with buyers, suppliers, designers and 

numerous other professionals along the way. 

Knowing that the foundation degree had helped 

me get a better job made it all seem worthwhile.

But there were many times I felt like giving up. 

During the first year of the course, I found out 

my grandmother was suffering from lung cancer. 

Meanwhile, my grandad had developed dementia 

and needed round-the-clock care. There were 

times when my mum and I had to take it in turns to 

stay with my grandparents overnight, for weeks on 

end. It was exhausting, particularly when a college 

deadline was looming.

My grandmother died at the end of my first year of 

the course. I was devastated, but whenever I felt 

overwhelmed, I’d think of her and that would spur 

me on. I knew she’d have wanted me to finish 

the course.
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Despite everything, I passed with a 70 per cent 

average, which is the equivalent to first class at 

degree level. Last year, I was given an award for 

digital industries by The West Yorkshire Lifelong 

Learning Network (a partnership of further and 

higher education institutions), which was a very 

proud moment.

My long-term plan is to move to the US and work 

for Walmart (Asda’s parent company) in business 

IT. I need a degree to do that, so I’m keen to top 

up my qualifications. Leeds City College is hoping 

to offer a top-up degree course in e-technology, 

starting next year, and I’d like to join the course.

I’m 31 now. It has taken me a long time to find my 

niche, but now I know where I’m heading. I don’t 

regret going into higher education later in life. Like 

many young people, I had no idea what I wanted 

to at do 18. I’m grateful I had the opportunity to 

return to education when I was ready.

Wendy Brooke completed a foundation degree 
in e-technology at Leeds City College.

The benefit of small class sizes

At further education colleges, higher education 

students feel like a person, not a number. 

Class sizes are generally small, so tutors can 

give one-to-one attention. This is particularly 

valuable for students who have been out of 

education for a while and may need that extra 

bit of reassurance.

Small group sizes mean if someone is 

struggling, we can pick up on it early and offer 

extra support. As a result, our retention rates 

are excellent. Many students are combining 

part-time work with study, so flexibility is also 

important. We’ve compressed out foundation 

degree into a couple of days a week, making 

easier for students who need to work. It’s rare 

to get that in a university environment.

Julie Best, programme manager for level 4 
and applied computing, Leeds City College. 
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The 157 Group
As a membership organisation, the 157 Group brings together 

large, successful, high-quality, innovative further education 

colleges and the individuals that lead them, providing a powerful 

voice for the FE and skills sector and related policy.

The group was established in March 2006 in 

response to Sir Andrew Foster’s review3 on the 

future of FE colleges and named after paragraph 

157 of the report, which advocated that principals 

of large successful colleges should play a stronger 

role in the sector:

“... a greater involvement of principals in 
national representation, in particular those from 
larger, successful colleges where management 
capacity and capability exists to release them for 
this work. There is a strong need for articulate 
FE college principals to be explaining the 
services they give to society and how colleges 
can make a significant contribution to the 
economy and to developing fulfilled citizens.”

The 157 Group has established itself as an 

influential and challenging force that offers a 

thoughtful and creative voice for large, complex, 

successful and high-quality colleges that have 

received a range of external validation and 

acknowledgments.

157 Group members are committed to using 

their expertise to influence policy formation 

and the future of further education; developing 

innovative and effective programmes; enhancing 

the reputation of further education; continually 

improving their own standards; and contributing 

to the development and improvement of the 

sector as a whole.

3 Foster, A, 2005. Realising the Potential – A review 

of the future role of further education colleges. 
Nottinghamshire: DfES Publications.

Member colleges usually have an annual turnover 

of at least £35 million and the largest has a 

budget of £180 million. They take seriously their 

college and sector-wide leadership roles and the 

importance of raising the sector’s reputation. 

Between them, they turn over around £1.5 billion 

a year and deliver provision for more than 

640,000 students. Member colleges work closely 

together, sharing ideas, resources and effective 

practice to meet employer and government 

priorities in the most effective way possible.

As well as working proactively with partners in the 

government, local communities and the sector to 

influence policy formulation and futures thinking, 

the 157 Group takes practical steps to implement 

policy in order to achieve and sustain excellence 

for learners and employers.
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157 Group members

  Barnet College

  Bedford College

  Birmingham Metropolitan College

  Bournemouth and Poole College

  Chichester College

  City and Islington College

  City of Bristol College

  City of Sunderland College

  College of Haringey, Enfield and North East London

  Cornwall College

  Ealing, Hammersmith and West London College

  Highbury College

  Hull College

  Lambeth College

  Leeds City College

  Lewisham College

  Newcastle College

  Newham College

  New College Nottingham

  St Helens College

  Stoke on Trent College 

  Sussex Downs College

  The Manchester College

  Warwickshire College 

  West Nottinghamshire College

  York College
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Together, 157 Group colleges:

 turn over £1.5 billion a year

 serve 645,000 learners

 employ 39,000 staff

 engage with 31,000 employers.



Contact us

The 157 Group Limited

5th Floor, St Andrew’s House

18-20 St Andrew Street

London EC4A 3AY

www.157group.co.uk

info@157group.co.uk

Chair

Graham Moore OBE

Principal, Stoke on Trent College

Executive director

Lynne Sedgmore CBE

Our patrons

Sir Andrew Foster

Sir David Melville

Baroness Margaret Sharp

Baroness Perry of Southwark

Sir Mike Tomlinson

Baroness Wall of New Barnet




