YPearson

Perspectives on
life and learning in
further education

<A Pearson School & College Report 2025>




APearson School & College Report 2025 2

Since 2022, the Pearson School Report has offered an annual
snapshot of what’s shaping education today - bringing together
the voices of thousands of teachers and students across the
country. It’s become a touchpoint for educators, policymakers
and employers who want to understand how learners experience
change and where the system can better support them.

Here, inthis college-focused digest, we shine alight onhow colleges are adapting

to new expectations, technologies and pathways to work. Colleges play a vital role in
equipping young people and adults with the skills, confidence and opportunities to
thrive - and their ability to innovate will be central to the success of the UK’s skills system.

Across the findings, we see evidence of thatinnovation - from the growing use of digital
tools to the renewed emphasis on transferable skills and partnerships withindustry.

The challenges arereal, but sois the sector’s determination to evolve and deliver
learning that’s relevant, inclusive and life-changing.

Theinsightsinthisreport point to what comes next - a furthereducation system that
isboth practical and ambitious, preparing learners forjobs that don’t yet exist and
industries still taking shape. Together, we can turn today’s momentum into lasting
progress forevery learner.

Freya Thomas Monk
Managing Director, Pearson Qualifications
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Foreword

These findings show that some of the biggest factors impacting students’
successrelate to worries about finances and job prospects, whichin turn
affect their mental health and ultimately their academic performance.

With college students almost three times more likely to be worried about
money than school students, there is a clear challenge for colleges across
the country to address the factors affecting students’ mental health.

This report comes as the skills and apprenticeships portfolio moves to the
Department for Work and Pensions, a pledge that two-thirds of young
people will achieve higher-level skills, either through university, further
education or a gold-standard apprenticeship by age 25, and nearly
£800min extra funding for 16-19 education next year. Skills policy is
central to the growth story and to a fairer labour market.

- AngelaJoyce, CEO, Capital City College
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Part1 Challenges and barriers

What are the top challenges?

Since thefirst Pearson SchoolReportin 2022, we've been asking
schools about the top barriers and challenges they expect to manage
overthe next 12 months. This year, to support aricher picture of the
challengesineducation, we asked the same question to colleges.

Nearly a quarter of college tutors expect the top challenges and
barriers for their college to manage in the next 12 months to be:

@ Student mental healthand wellbeing

= Digital safety and wellbeing
L

Budget pressures

Teacher/tutorand college leaderworkload

Theincreasinguse of Alinteaching, learning and assessment

Wi
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Discussion
point
These challenges differ from those
seeninschools.

> Explore themin greater depthin
the 2025 Pearson School Report.
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https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/schools/insights-and-events/topics/school-report/2025.html

Part1 Challenges and barriers

What are
the barriers
to student
learning?

Beyond these pressures, tutors
and students alike pointed to

factors that directly affectlearning

inthe classroom and beyond.

-

“Trying to balance college
work with my part-time job is
the hardest part. Sometimes
it feels like there aren’t
enough hoursinthe day to
keep up with everything.”

- College student
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Around one in five tutors identified the top factors they think willbe a
barrier to learning for students in college in the next six months as:

16 to 18-year-old learners
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Timetable inflexibility

The volume of curriculum
and assessment content

Work/time pressures

Accessto special
educationalneedsand/
ordisabilities provision

Lack of confidence
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Adult learners

Work/time pressures

Timetable inflexibility

External pressures
impacting their ability to
attendclasses(e.g. work)

Accessto special
educationalneeds and/
ordisabilities provision

The volume of curriculum
and assessment content
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In addition, students revealed that some anxieties
stretch beyond the classroom walls.

Students themselves told us what impacts their learning: Studentsreport being worried about:
1 Mentalhealth 1 Money

G 35% G 38%
2 Lackofconfidence 2 Gettingajobinthe future/progressingintheircurrentrole

G 30% G 37%
= Work/time pressures 3 Uncertainty over their future

G 30% G 31%
4 Timetableinflexibility 4 Balancingwork and study

Gl 20% G 29%
= Thevolume of curriculum and assessment content 5 Succeedingintheirlearning/studies

o 20% o 28%
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“What am | currently worried about?

A Closer IOOk: Financial issues with the cost of living.”
across the phases - College student

As notedinthe Pearson SchoolReport 2025, these concerns are shared across allages
and stages of education, butincrease as students progress into their college years.

© 2] i

Beingworried about uncertainty over Perhapsunsurprisingly, college students 15% of primary students are worried
theirfutureisanissue for12% of primary are more than twice as likely toworry about gettingajobin future, doubling
students, doubling to 24% at secondary about money as theiryounger peers, to 31% at secondary. At college, 37% of
andincreasing to 31% in college. with 38% saying they're concerned, students are worried about getting a
comparedto 16% of secondary students job orprogressingintheirrole.

and 9% of primary students.

Primary Primary Primary
] 12% ] 9% ] 15%
Secondary Secondary Secondary
Gl 24% a 16% Gl 31%
College College College

31% 38% 37%
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Part 2 The studentlearning experience today
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Foreword

Doing an apprenticeship is an amazing experience, butit doesn’t come without its
challenges. One of the hardest parts can be balancing the demands of work and
study. At times, project deadlines pile up, and it feels like there’s little space left for
focused learning.

But the positives shine through. When | started my apprenticeship at 16, | knew very

little about engineering. Studying for a BTEC alongside my day-to-day role gave me
a strong foundation, and that learning quickly translated into confidence. | felt more
capable when tackling projects and more comfortable stepping into new situations.

Anditisn’tjust about confidence: it’s about curiosity too. These findings show that
a third of college students enjoy learning new things, and that’s been true for me as
well. Going to college meant | could get hands-on with practicals, like surveying,
while also discovering the commercial side of the industry that | hadn’t seenin the
workplace. Every new skill has taken me a step closer to the career | want, and even
now each day feels like another chance to learn something new.

- Santina, former BTEC student
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Part 2 The studentlearning experience today 1

Engagement
and enjoyment

Despite the challenges shared,
students'resilience and motivation to
learn shine through.

B More thanhalf (54%) of students
agree that students at theircollege are
interestedinlearning

B 47% of them agree that students enjoy
learning

B 47% agreethatall students getthe
support they need for theirlearning
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Part 2 The student learning experience today 12

How do college
students feel
aboutlearning?

Many college students  m Athird(33%)say that they like
N learni thi
report eﬂ_]Oylﬂg earning new ings

; B 29% like applying what they
B Morethanlin4(27%)feel confident aspects of |earmng’ learn
intheirlearning but the |level of
. B 1in5(21%)students see how
B For26% of students, Ie.arnmg engagement often what they are learning s
makes them feel confident d d relevant to their everyday life
B Thesamenumber(27%)sometimes epen s on context.
feelanxious about learning B 1in4(24%)students say they
fi hat th I i
B 18% of students say they struggle irlir']c(::;staing eyareleamning
to engage with learning
B Lessthan1in4(23%)feelin control u 3'I%.sayitdependsonthe
of theirlearning subject
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Part 2 The student learning experience today 13

Confidence and support

Overall, confidenceinlearningis high.

Most students feel able to understand what they're learning, use the
right technology to supportit,and access the help they need.

Students show the highest levels of

confidencein: Snapshot of digital confidence
For students For tutors
o Understanding what they
69% arelearning/studying ‘ . .

. . . Are confidentintheir
owndigital skills

Whenitcomestotech,3in4
students are confident using

it to support theirlearning.

Similarly, more than 6 in 10 (61%)

Getting theright support Similarly, more than7in10 are tutors are confidentin their abilities
fortheirlearning needs confidentusing tech effectively to help students develop digital
(72%) and safely (70%). skills forthe workplace.
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Part 2 The student learning experience today

Taking steps towards change: tutor views

Tutors offered clear views on what would make the biggest

difference to student progress, highlighting flexibility, accessibility,

and life skills as the mostimportant levers forimprovement,

In anideal world, which of the following would you focus
on toimprove student learning?

% o

-

9

<« Previous

Flexibility in curriculum development or delivery

Improving accessibility inlearning materials

Greaterfocus onlife skills

Digitallearning

Improving digital infrastructure (e.g. broadband, Wi-Fi, devices)
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Foreword

Artificial intelligence is already shaping the way we live, learn and work, and
itsimpact will only grow. For colleges, thisisn’t a distant horizon; it’s a shift
happening now in classrooms and workplaces across the country.

These findings show a sector that recognises both the promise and the
challenges of Al. Tutors are eager to build their confidence and skills. Students
are curious and motivated to learn how to use Al well. And employers are
looking for graduates who can apply these tools in real-world settings.

That’s why embedding Alisn’t simply about access to technology: it’s about
investing in people. It’s about equipping educators with the training and
support they need, weaving Al skills into the curriculum, and forging strong
partnerships with employers to make learning meaningful and future-focused.

- LesHopper, Digital and Product Director, Pearson
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Part3 Aluseincolleges 17

The Al confidence and skills gap

Alis filtering into classrooms and workplaces, but many tutors still feel underprepared.

:::: More than4in10 (43%) of college Sl 'S to get students ready
tutors lack fid . ing Al for what’s next. That means
Jtorslack contidence inusing Al. giving them the confidence
and understanding to make
_ . smart, ethical choices with Al -
::::: More than 6in10 (62%) tutors believe now, and in the future.”
o they Can.ChOOSG edUCatlona"y - Anthony Bravo OBE, Principal of
) appropriate Al tools and solutions. Basingstoke College of Technology

It’s no longer just about whether Al is present in education, but about building tutor
confidence and embedding Al through meaningful training.

:::: Nearly 6in10 (59%) agree that college tutors need more Al training to
support student upskilling. Less than1in 5 (18%) disagree.
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Curriculum and workforce readiness

If staff confidence is one piece of the puzzle, curriculum designis another.

Connecting to the world of work

58% of college tutors think that Al will
have a positive impact on vocational
job prospects.

The same number agree that
employers are engaged in Al topics.

6in10 tutors told us:

However, to support this, college tutors agree that we need _
B Vocational courses prepare students

more partnerships for hands-on Al learning (58%). well for Al-driven careers (59%)

. . _ B The curriculum should be reformed
Both tutors andlearners are increasingly conscious of a future to embed digital/Al skills. Just 15% of
Al-driven workforce which leaves them weighing up what Al tutors disagree

means forlearning today.
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“Itis fantastic to see students
notjust getting excited about a
topic, butreally starting to think
critically about the content they
consume every day. Learning
more about how Al works gives
them up-to-date, practical skills
that will be vital for their future.”

- Digital and Information Technology lecturer
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Part3 Aluseincolleges

Students’ views

Much like college tutors, students have differing
levels of confidence inusing Al.

1in 4 (23%) of
students say that
Al helps them with
their learning.

Around 6in10 B UsingAlto supporttheirlearning,
31% are not
students are . .
. . B Choosing appropriate Al tools to
confident with: support theirlearning, 34% are not

B Using Al tools accurately and fairly
intheir college work, 32% are not

< Previous Home Part1 Part2 Part3

- Santina, former BTEC student

Part4

“l definitely use Al to help meiflam
struggling on some problems.”

Part5

B

Part 6

20

Next >



Part3 Aluseincolleges

21

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

“lunderstand the risks of using Al.” '
68% agree, 11% disagree

‘ “lunderstand the benefits of using Al.”
65% agree, 14% disagree
“lunderstand the limitations of Al.”
58% agree, 16% disagree ’

‘ ’ “I know how to use Al ethically.”

58% agree, 15% disagree

“I know how to use Al responsibly.” '
64% agree, 12% disagree

<« Previous

“lcanjudge the quality of

Al-generated content.”

60% agree, 15% disagree

“l have the skills | need to

use Al effectively.”

56% agree, 17% disagree

What could help?

1in 5 say students should learn about Al and how
touseitatcollege.

19% of students say they would like to learn about
Aland how to use it accurately. 16% say they
would like to learn how to use it fairly.
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Priorities for the future

These staff and student perspectives highlight both the opportunities and the gaps, and signal
what colleges need to do next. Taken together, the findings point to three priorities.

First, both staff and students need Second, embedding Al skills in Finally, colleges have an opportunity to

targeted training to move from the curriculum, in partnership with bridge the gap betweeninterest and

awareness to confident, effective use. employers, is vital to ensure vocational application, turning Al from a source of
learning stays future-ready. uncertaintyinto atoolto support equity,

innovation, and employability.

Support smarter, saferuse of Alin the classroom

Al Essentialsis a future-facing, fully resourced short course built to equip students aged 14+
with a foundational understanding of Artificial Intelligence.

Designedin partnership with Basingstoke College of Technology, developed by Pearson
and powered by ActiveHub.

> Find out more
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Foreword

As an employer, | see every day how the skills young people develop at college
determine their successin the workplace. Tutors are rightly prioritising problem-
solving, confidence, communication, adaptability, and resilience - skills that

go beyond grades and are essential for life and work. These findings show that
studentsrecognise this too, with 38% saying the mainreason they learnis to
develop skills for everyday life, closely followed by preparing for a future job (37%).

Yet there is a gap. While nearly two-thirds of students feel ready to progress,
tutors are less confident that theirlearners are academically and emotionally
prepared. Barriers such as critical thinking, digital wellbeing, literacy, motivation,
and adaptability continue to hold many students back.

By listening to students and tutors, and working together across educationand
industry, we can ensure learners leave college not just with qualifications, but with
the confidence, skills, and mindset to thrive in work and in life.

- David Abrahams, Key Account Director, Schneider Electric
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Part 4 Studentskills and readiness

Prioritising
student skills

Beyond subject attainment,
tutors are focused on developing
broader skills that will equip
learners forwork and life.

“It’simportant that students
recognise theimportance
of transferable skills.

In particular, ‘soft skills’ as
these are the glue between
qualifications and success
inthe working world.”

- David Abrahams, Schneider Electric

< Previous Home Part1

Part2

The top skills or qualities tutors think 16 to 18 -year-olds should
develop at college:

@5 Solving problems (e.g. creativity, critical thinking)

Ib Confidenceintheirown abilities

Interpersonal skills (e.g. communication, teamwork,
culturaland socialintelligence)

@)
=2
9 Growth mindset

I_E_I Managing yourself (e.g. responsibility, resilience
and career planning)

Students echo this emphasis on skills, but with slightly
different priorities:

Students think that the mostimportant
reason forlearningis to develop skills they
canuse in everyday life (38%), closely

followed by to get ajob in the future (3/%).

Part3 Part4 Part5 Part 6
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Part 4 Studentskills and readiness

Studentreadiness
to progress

The 2025 Pearson School Report
showed that at least 1.9 million students
across schools and collegesinEngland
are not thought to be both academically
and emotionally ready to move on

to their next stage of education.

For colleges, this represents over
230,000 16 to 18-year-olds.

Note: These figureswere calculated by apportioning the highest
possible number of students thought to be ‘ready’ within each of
theranges provided andthensubtracting the combined ‘ready’
totalfromthe totalnumber of studentsin each phase.

< Previous Home Part1 Part2
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College readiness

The perceptions of readiness between tutors and students,
however, show a striking difference.

While two-thirds (65%) of college
students feelready to move onto their
next stage, tutors are less confident.

When tutors who teach students were asked what proportion of
16 to 18-year-old students from their last class will be both at the
expected level and emotionally ready to move on by the end of
theircourse:

B Aroundhalf (45%) think that between 26% and 50% of their
students willbe ready to move on by the end of their course

B 1in8(12%) think that less than a quarter of their students will
beready

B Just10% think that more than 75% of their class will be ready

Part4 Part5 Parté Next >
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A deeperlook: readiness

Tutors highlight a mix of academic, capability, and external
factors that they believe are impacting students’ readiness.

Overall, the top 10 things holding them back are *

1 Digital wellbeing 30%
= Critical thinking 30%
3  Struggleswithwriting 28%
= Digitalskills 28%
5  Accessibility needs 27%
6  Adaptability 26%
=  Struggleswithreading 26%
=  Self-motivation 26%
9 Assessmentunderperformance 25%

. S * According to tutorswho teach students and say they willnotbe 100%
= PrOblemSOW'ng 25% atthe expectedleveland emotionally ready to move onby the end of
theircourse.
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Part 4 Studentskills and readiness

Conversations about equipping young people for their futures
will spread far beyond these pages.

To supportthem, here’'s amore detailed ook at the readiness
factors' that tutors listed.

The top five academic, capability, and external factors, that tutors believe are
holding back 16 to 18 -year-old college students:

Academic Capability
Criticalthinking 30% Adaptability
Struggles with writing 28% Self-motivation
Digital skills 28% Problem solving
Accessibility needs 27% Emotionalliteracy
Struggleswithreading 26% Working with others

< Previous Home Part1 Part2 Part3
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“l feel like others around

me are more certain about
exactly what they want to
do and howto get there,
whereas |I'm stillunsure. |
canonly focus on the next
step rather than thinking

about my whole future.”

- College student

External

Digital wellbeing

Availability of suitable pathways/
routes forthem

Availability of jobs or
apprenticeships

Priorlearning experience

Physical health
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Foreword

High-quality work placements are the bridge between technical
vocational education and industry. They ensure our learners don’t just
gain qualifications - they gain real-world insight, confidence, and the
skills employers need now andin the future.

Embeddingindustry-aligned placements into vocational programmes
isnotjust good practice - it’s essential for driving economic growth
and social mobility. Embracing this through co-production with
learners, employers, stakeholders and awarding organisations, we
can address the barriers faced to gain valuable experiences; together
we can make a positive difference for a sustainable future.

- Vickilllingworth, Executive Principal, Chichester College Group
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Part5 Work placements and industry alignment

<« Previous

Home

Part1

Colleges play acriticalrolein
preparing students for work

::::: 6in10 tutors agree that current vocational
® qualifications are well-aligned with industry.
(] 16% disagree.

Tutorstold us about the alignment between vocational qualifications and industry, and the
barriers they facein deliveringwork placements.

Over a quarter of college tutors identified the biggest challenges as:

Limited placement Lack of employer Studentreadiness for
availability in thelocal area engagement workplace environments

Lack of clarity aroundlocal Limited placement availability

workforce planning skills gaps inthe relevant industry
Employer knowledge Mismatch between course Matching with
gapsaroundT Levels content andindustry needs engagedemployers

Part2 Part 3 Part4 Part5 Part 6

31

Next >



Part5 Work placements and industry alignment

“My work placement has really
opened my eyes to what the
job’s actually like. It’s helped
me gainreal experience anc
feel more prepared for w
comes next after colleg

- College student
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Foreword

Jobs and careers will evolve over the coming years, and so

must vocational qualifications. To truly support the UK’s skills
strategies and economic growth, itis imperative that vocational
educationis well-funded and flexible, with a genuine focus on
relevant skills foremployment.

My hope for the next five to ten years is that together, the further
education sector, awarding organisations and the government
will have achieved this.

- Gerry McDonald CBE, CEO & Group Principal, New City College
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Part 6 The future of vocational education 35

How do tutors see
vocational education
evolving over the
next five to tenyears?

Looking ahead, tutors are optimistic about
the future of vocational education.

Hundreds of tutors shared their perspectives with an overall
expectation that vocational education willbbecome more
tech-driven, flexible, and industry-aligned, offering learners
recognised, adaptable qualifications while embedding both
technical and soft skills.

Collectively, they believe vocational qualifications will achieve
greater parity with academic routes. They'll support lifelong
learning and play a centralrole in preparing students fora fast-
changing, tech-rich, and sustainability-focused workforce.
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“Students will be able to mix and
match small course units to
create custom qualifications
that fit their exact career goals.”

- College tutor

“In order to guarantee that the
curriculum contentis directly
in line with the demands of the
labour market both now andin
the future, vocational education
willincreasingly be co-designed
with business partners.”

- College tutor
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Part 6 The future of vocational education

“Vocational educationis set to progressively
integrate artificial intelligence, virtualreality,
augmented reality, simulations, and Internet
of Things technologies to provide practical,
immersive training in fields such as welding,
automotive repair, and healthcare.”

- College tutor

“Alongside traditional academic pathways,
vocational educationis expected to become
more widely acknowledged as a worthwhile
and equal means of achieving success.”

- College tutor

“Communications, teamwork and adaptability
training will be incorporated into vocational
curriculums as standard soft skills.”

- College tutor
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Continuing the
conversation

The findingsin Pearson’s first dedicated college digest
underline both the strengths of the furthereducation
sectorandthe weight of the challenges it faces. Tutors
and students alike are clear about what matters most:
accessible andflexible learning, stronger links with
industry, better support forwellbeing, and qualifications
that prepare learners forboth work and life.

Addressing these priorities calls for collective effort.
Colleges, employers, policymakers, and awarding
bodies eachhave animportantrolein shaping a system
that gives every learner the skills and confidence to
succeed.

Our goalisto share the perspectives of students and
tutorsand encourage deeper collaboration across the
sector. We hope thisreport can help spark an ongoing
dialogue that builds on evidence, listens to those at the
heart of education, and focuses on practical solutions.

We welcome the chance to continue this conversation,
drawing ontheinsightsinthisreport toinformaction,
shape policy, and strengthen therole of collegesin
supporting both students and the industries they go on
to serve.
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37

Next -



38

< Previous Home Part1 Part2 Part3 Part4 Part5 Part 6 Next >



39

“As a parent, | see college as the place where
my child can shape their own future and
explore whatever path they choose. It’'s up
to us to give them the support, guidance,
and opportunities they need so they can
step outinto the world feeling ready.”

- Parent of college student




Learning is an action that sparks areaction...

Add your voice

Real change happens when everyone getsinvolved.

We want to hear from educators, employers and learners
to shape what comes next for schools and colleges.

Jointhe conversation

@ @Pearson @Pearsonofficial

#PearsonCollegeReport
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