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Good leadership is vital in taking forward improvements and preparing the next generation of principals. A major
theme of our further education reforms is the recognition that the sector must continue to improve if we are going
to achieve the economic and social rewards people deserve. We need skilled professionals to help every learner
realise their potential, and to achieve our ambitious targets for excellent quality provision and success for all
learners, wherever and whenever they access learning.

This is the first time that the roles, responsibilities and accountabilities of FE college principals have been clearly
set out. These role specifications were developed in collaboration with the sector, as part of the overall work being
undertaken by LLUK, and will help to support our agenda to professionalise the workforce. I am grateful for the
contributions many of you have made.

The role of college principals is challenging, complex and its local importance is on a par with other leaders of
public service. As well as qualified teachers and trainers, it is essential to have a highly professional and qualified
cadre of leaders for the sector. The role specifications and accompanying toolkit will enable college principals and
future leaders to assess their current skills levels and plan for their continuing professional development.

In the FE White Paper ‘Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances’ 2006, we set out our intention of introducing a
qualification for newly appointed principals and we are working with the Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL)
and the sector to develop this programme. CEL is also developing a qualification programme for serving principals.
The role specifications will form the basis for these developments, and other programmes across the diverse
FE system.

As leaders in the sector, you have a crucial role to play in implementing and delivering excellent provision for
employers and learners. Your enthusiasm and commitment are an essential part of delivering these reforms to help
create prosperity and success in the global economy.

BILL RAMMELL MP 



Introduction to the Benchmark Role Specifications
for Principals

Further Education has rightly been recognised as vital to the ongoing economic success and social well being of the UK.

FE colleges provide skills and education for many people, meeting the needs of the economy, the community and individuals. Employers benefit
from having access to a skilled and qualified workforce, developed through the FE system.

Government has now placed increased responsibility on FE colleges to play a strategically important role in 14 to 19 education and skills
development and to improve the general employability and skills of the workforce.

In order to deliver this ambitious agenda, FE colleges need to provide environments, facilities and cultures that are focused on high quality and
responsiveness. Colleges must also employ workforces which are capable, committed and professional in their approach.

FE colleges are usually large and complex organisations, increasingly acting as critical partners in local initiatives and developments and playing a
key role in the community. This high profile carries with it a responsibility for colleges to operate to high professional standards and, increasingly,
to self-regulate.

An FE college needs to be led with a passion and energy which inspires others, both within the college setting and elsewhere in the community.
Colleges need to be managed effectively, with an underpinning set of clear values which are ‘owned’ by both staff and governors. They should be
efficiently managed, making the best use of public funding.

The role of principal of an FE college is extensive and demanding, requiring a wide range of skills, knowledge, abilities and attributes.
These benchmark specifications provide the first set of clear statements of the expectations placed on those who perform the role of an FE
college principal.

They will underpin the development of the Centre for Excellence in Leadership’s new qualifying programme for FE principals. Additionally the
specifications will help college boards of governors to recruit and appoint principals with the skills needed for college leadership and assist in the
performance review and professional development of existing and aspiring principals.

These role specifications are also accompanied by a Career Planning Toolkit, which will provide support to serving and aspiring principals, their
mentors and college boards who are concerned with succession planning.

These specifications are referenced to the National Standards for Leadership and Management (MSC 2004), the National Occupational
Standards for Leadership and Management in the Post-Compulsory Learning and Skills Sector (LLUK 2005) and the CEL Leadership
Qualities Framework (2005). They have been subjected to comprehensive national consultation.
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The 6 elements of the Benchmark Role Specifications and their underpinning
components are set out in the following pages:

The following statements outline the role expectations of the principal of an
FE college

1. Planning for the Future (strategic focus) page 5

2. Leading Learning and Teaching (learner and learning focus) page 6

3. Employing, Leading and Developing People (people focus) page 7

4. Managing Operations, Finance and Resources (operational focus) page 8

5. Accountability, Responsibility and Risk (accountability focus) page 9

6. Working with Partners, Employers and Networks (systems focus) page 10

The Principal must:

l Lead the college with passion and energy, inspiring others

l Provide clear strategic leadership which takes account of the current
policy agenda

l Work closely with and support the college board of governors

l Focus clearly and consistently on the mission, purpose and outcomes of
the college

l Ensure that the college provides excellent teaching and learning

l Promote the interests and engagement of students and employers within
the college

l Set clear performance standards to achieve high standards of quality and service

l Manage the college efficiently and effectively based upon clear and agreed
performance standards

l Encourage all college staff to continually develop and improve, building
college capability

l Create positive relationships and develop collaborative working with
other organisations

l Take responsibility for leading delivery and beneficial change
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Element 1 – Planning for the Future

The principal is accountable for maintaining a sustainable and responsive college operation, which provides good
value for money and delivers a programme of consistent high quality.

Based on a clear understanding of Government policy for further education and the national, regional and local
environment the principal must work with the college board of governors and other key stakeholders to set the
direction of the college, create a shared mission and produce a comprehensive strategic plan for the college.
This plan must seek to continually improve and develop excellence in the college.

The principal must identify with and promote the vision, values and beliefs in the strategic plan.

The principal must lead with passion, pace and drive to deliver the college strategic plan.

The principal must lead self-assessment processes to ensure evidence-based improvement.

A1.1 Leading the analysis and interpretation of the
political and operational environment

A1.2 Supporting the work of the college board in the
discharge of their statutory and regulatory duties

A1.3 Encouraging the active participation of the board,
college staff, stakeholders and other interest
groups in developing and agreeing the college’s
strategic vision, mission and standards

A1.4 Identifying strategies, timescales and
responsibilities for translating the vision into a
comprehensive strategic plan

A1.5 Leading the translation of the strategic plan into
operational planning and measurable delivery

A1.6 Monitoring the progress of the strategic plan,
providing staff, stakeholders and interest groups
with accurate information on performance

A1.7 Reviewing and renewing the strategic plan in the
light of changing policy priorities

A1.8 Ensuring that robust self-assessment
appropriately identifies weaknesses, and actions
lead to improvement

K1.1 Sources of information about local, regional
and national priorities, needs, funding and
best practice

K1.2 The statutory framework for the establishment,
maintenance and governance of FE sector
institutions

K1.3 Theories, techniques and tools of strategic
thinking and decision making, business appraisal
and organisational development

K1.4 The organisation, operation and character of
stakeholder and other interest groups at local,
regional and national levels

K1.5 Effective strategies and channels for
communicating with stakeholder and other
interest groups

K1.6 Effective marketing and public relations

P1.1 Investing time and energy exploring and
understanding complex new ideas and
information

P1.2 Systematic strategic planning and
self-assessment systems for monitoring progress

P1.3 Meeting and sharing strategic ideas with staff,
stakeholders and other interest groups

P1.4 Wide communication of the college’s
strategic plan

P1.5 Reviewing and revising strategy in the light of
feedback and changing circumstances

P1.6 Exploring the introduction and development of
new technologies across the college organisation

P1.7 Responding to the needs of employers
and students.

Is able to

P1.8 Use often ambiguous or contradictory
information to interpret implications for
the college

P1.9 Evaluate options for viability and appropriateness

P1.10 Encourage others to participate in strategic
analysis

P1.11 Communicate effectively with individuals and
groups through speech, writing and
communication technologies

P1.12 Monitor progress against strategic objectives and
targets and act on the results

P1.13 Work with, persuade and influence others in
embracing beneficial change

P1.14 Balance often conflicting and contradictory
requirements to enable the college to move
forward successfully

Activities – spends time Knowledge – knows about

Personal and professional qualities – committed to



Element 2 – Leading Learning and Teaching

The principal is responsible for establishing the value of knowledge and raising the quality of learning and teaching
in the college. This means setting challenging standards and expectations for both staff and students.

The principal must create appropriate academic leadership and management structures in the college. These
should continually improve the learning culture of the college and thereby encourage excellence in the quality of
courses and services provided. Consistently high standards of learning, teaching and achievement will enhance the
reputation of the college.

The principal must ensure that the college is responsive to learners and employers and delivers to agreed plans,
outcomes and performance targets.
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A2.1 Maintaining an in-depth understanding of key
issues affecting the achievement of students

A2.2 Providing clear direction and guidance on the use
of college values in the learning process

A2.3 Ensuring that high quality teaching and learning
in every specialism, and pastoral care are central
to the work of the college

A2.4 Ensuring a rigorous focus on data to monitor
achievement, success rates and progress of
students, to include value added and distance
travelled measures

A2.5 Securing high standards of support and guidance
for students throughout their college experience

A2.6 Taking a lead role in implementing new
technologies to improve learning

A2.7 Establishing and maintaining high standards
of behaviour, ethical professional practice
and probity

A2.8 Promoting diversity in the leadership,
management and workforce of the college

A2.9 Ensuring that the student voice is clearly heard
and responded to by the college

A2.10 Recognising and celebrating excellent practice
and results and challenging unsatisfactory
performance

K2.1 Strategies for raising the retention, achievement
and qualification success rates of students

K2.2 Broad based pedagogy and the educational and
development needs of young people and adults

K2.3 Relevant curriculum design and management in
the learning and skills sector

K2.4 The role which the college can play in
contributing to higher education and skills
development

K2.5 The part played by new learning technologies in
effective teaching and learning

K2.6 Models of quality assurance, which assess
learning and teaching

K2.7 Discrimination and its impact on the lives of
employees, students and communities

K2.8 The use of equality and diversity standards to
promote good practice in teaching, learning and
the curriculum

K2.9 The influence of Treasury PSA targets and
government policy on FE colleges

P2.1 And passionate about education and skills
training

P2.2 A student centred vision that underpins all
college strategic and operational goals

P2.3 Making learning enjoyable

P2.4 A culture that tests current ideas and practices
against students’ needs and interests

P2.5 Continually driving up the quality of college
provision

P2.6 Valuing and supporting inclusively those with
diverse needs and backgrounds

P2.7 Frequent consultation and sharing of information
about individuals progress in learning and setting
high ambitions for each learner

P2.8 Responding to the needs of learners and
employers

Is able to

P2.9 Demonstrate personal enthusiasm for and
commitment to learning

P2.10 Take a lead role in articulating the centrality of
learning and teaching in the work of the college

P2.11 Work with colleagues throughout the college to
engage all students in meaningful and
challenging learning experiences

P2.12 Use performance data to review the effectiveness
of learning and teaching

P2.13 Acknowledge excellence and challenge poor
practice in the work of the college

P2.14 Effectively draw in specialist and expert help
when needed to drive improvements in learning
and teaching

Activities – spends time Knowledge – knows about

Personal and professional qualities – committed to
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Element 3 – Employing, Leading and Developing People

As leader of the college team the principal must be an excellent role model and manager, operating within a
clearly understood corporate framework of values and ethics. This means that people are treated with respect,
fairness and equity.

The principal should set the standards expected from college staff.

The principal will value good communication and an open dialogue with others.

The principal will be committed to continual self-improvement in order to develop the high level of capability
required to be a college principal in a complex environment.

The principal should take the lead in encouraging individual staff and staff teams to be qualified for their role,
develop, achieve high standards and thereby improve the college.

A3.1 Effectively managing own workload, priorities
and objectives

A3.2 Seeking feedback on own performance and
responding appropriately

A3.3 Making effective arrangements for own and
others’ continuing professional development

A3.4 Leading beneficial change management and
planning for succession

A3.5 Planning and reviewing the recruitment, balance
and deployment of staff and developing a well
qualified workforce

A3.6 Challenging unsatisfactory performance

A3.7 Reporting to board members and senior
colleagues on the outcomes of performance
management reviews

A3.8 Celebrating the success of individuals and teams

A3.9 Maintaining a regular dialogue with employees,
staff associations and board members on
staffing matters

A3.10 Acting swiftly and in line with college policy and
procedure to resolve any disputes and conflicts
between individuals or groups

K3.1 The importance of core values, ethics, fairness
and accountability

K3.2 Self-assessment, reflective thinking and effective
time management

K3.3 The use of upward feedback, rewarding good
performance and dealing with poor and coasting
performance

K3.4 Successful recruitment, induction, review and
professional support systems for employees

K3.5 Working effectively with trade unions and other
representative groups

K3.6 The benefits of applying modern HR systems
to evaluate the success of employment and
staffing policies

K3.7 Approaches and procedures used to effectively
manage a large and diverse workforce

K3.8 Strategies to meet the needs of minority and
other under-represented groups and to address
specific employment barriers they may encounter

K3.9 Best employment practices and adhering to
employment law

P3.1 Continual improvement of self and others

P3.2 Frequent consultation and sharing of ideas with
the college board, staff and staff associations

P3.3 Securing the contribution, participation and
commitment of others

P3.4 Investing in People and encouraging
opportunities for progression and career
development of staff

P3.5 Building a workforce that reflects the balance of
the student body and the local community

P3.6 Securing commitment to equality of opportunity
and valuing diversity

P3.7 Encouraging a culture of creativity and innovation

P3.8 Values based upon mutual respect and service
to others

P3.9 Standing by commitments, acknowledge
responsibilities and meets agreed deadlines

Is able to
P3.10 Inspire and motivate staff to strive for excellence

in all that they do

P3.11 Inspire teachers to seek out and improve their
subject knowledge and pedagogical skills

P3.12 Prioritise, plan, set performance targets and
objectives for self and others, managing time and
delegating effectively

P3.13 Analytically self-assess then change priorities and
behaviour accordingly

P3.14 Communicate effectively with individuals and
groups through speech, writing and
communication technologies

P3.15 Chair and make effective contributions to
meetings

P3.16 Give constructive feedback

P3.17 Make best use of the diverse backgrounds and
talents of the college’s workforce

P3.18 Coach and encourage talented staff in the college

P3.19 Lead and manage organisational change

P3.20 Mediate, arbitrate, negotiate and resolve conflict

Activities – spends time Knowledge – knows about

Personal and professional qualities – committed to



Element 4 – Managing Operations, Finance and Resources

The principal is the chief executive officer of the college and is the Accounting Officer within the Instrument and
Articles of Government. As such the principal is responsible to the college board for the overall management of all
college staff and resources and delivery to agreed plans.

The principal must ensure that the college is financially sound, has adequate control systems and that public funds
are managed in line with HM Treasury’s guidance on propriety and regularity.

Principals have personal responsibility (which cannot be delegated) for ensuring compliance with the Financial
Memoranda of the relevant public funding bodies.

The principal must maintain a clear and effective organisational structure for the college.

The principal should ensure that the college is organised and managed to provide a safe, efficient and effective
learning environment, which contributes to the delivery of excellence and good value for money.
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A4.1 Leading the college in securing good staffing and
physical resources

A4.2 Establishing robust procedures to agree, allocate
and monitor budgets and resources

A4.3 Effectively monitoring and reviewing income and
spending against budgets and forecasts to
ensure the solvency of the college

A4.4 Ensuring that annual estimates of income and
expenditure are prepared for approval by the
governing body

A4.5 Continually improving the quality and accuracy of
management information through the successful
use of ICT and other appropriate solutions

A4.6 Establishing arrangements for the effective
management of college operations and
deployment of college staff

A4.7 Leading the analysis and assessment of
operational effectiveness and value for money

A4.8 Systematically monitoring and reviewing progress
against operational planning objectives, revising
activities or objectives where appropriate

A4.9 Monitoring and reviewing the quality of college
services

K4.1 Regional and national strategic priorities,
developments and best practice

K4.2 The benefits of good project management,
business planning, forecasting and review

K4.3 The strategic and operational priorities of the
college, including financial position, direction
and trends

K4.4 Strengths and weaknesses in the college
organisation and how to improve them

K4.5 Opportunities and threats from beyond the
organisation

K4.6 Benchmarks, best practice and statistical data for
comparable colleges and organisations

K4.7 FE sector and related funding and effective
financial management

K4.8 Sources of project and other non-core funding

K4.9 Effective deployment of college resources
including property

K4.10 Encouraging new business development

K4.11 Decision making, problem-solving and risk
management

P4.1 Exploring and clearly understanding complex
operational challenges in the college

P4.2 Achieving value for money in the management of
college operations and services

P4.3 Providing a safe, healthy and welcoming working
and learning environment for all

P4.4 Creating an enterprising and forward-looking
attitude

P4.5 Empowering staff to operate within a clear
organisational management framework

P4.6 The effective integration of new and emerging
technologies into college operations

P4.7 Careful and systematic monitoring of the
performance of college operations

P4.8 Reviewing and revising operations in the light of
feedback and changing circumstances

Is able to

P4.9 Recognise and understand the relationship
between local, regional and national priorities
and needs

P4.10 Understand and interpret high volume, complex
data

P4.11 Make confident use of new technologies

P4.12 Establish and use benchmarks and performance
indicators

P4.13 Set and monitor progress against operational
targets

P4.14 Read and understand financial information as a
basis of good decision-making

P4.15 Analyse problem and implement effective
solutions

P4.16 Establish staffing needs, monitor staff utilisation
and deployment

P4.17 Persuade and influence others to embrace
change and improve services

P4.18 Effectively manage the budget

Activities – spends time Knowledge – knows about

Personal and professional qualities – committed to
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Element 5 – Accountability, Responsibility and Risk

The principal is the Accounting Officer for the college and as such has a unique set of responsibilities as defined
by the Instrument and Articles of Government and the Financial Memorandum. Colleges in the further education
sector are independent legal entities and as such principals are responsible in law for their actions and directly
responsible to Parliament on matters relating to the use of public funds.

The principal must clearly understand the duties, responsibilities and risks associated with the activities of the
college and to ensure that the college board is fully informed and advised.

The principal must be able to operate the college whilst assessing and managing risks.

A5.1 Working closely with the college board, providing
accurate information, objective advice and
support to enable the board to meet its
responsibilities

A5.2 Ensuring the preparation and punctual
completion of accurate reports, returns and
statements to the college board and others

A5.3 Ensuring the completion of mandatory checks on
college staff working with young people and
vulnerable adults

A5.4 Establishing, monitoring and reviewing systems
and procedures for the acquisition and disposal
of resources

A5.5 Working transparently with funders to ensure that
contracts and agreements are fulfilled

A5.6 Recognising and managing any personal and
professional conflict of interests

A5.7 Co-operating and working with relevant agencies
to protect children and vulnerable adults

A5.8 Ensuring that the college operates within all
relevant legal, statutory and regulatory
requirements

K5.1 Ethical business standards and the 7 Principles
of Public Life

K5.2 Relevant legal, statutory and regulatory
requirements

K5.3 Mandatory quality assessment and intervention
frameworks within the FE sector

K5.4 Best practice in risk management

K5.5 The responsibility of the college to comply with
relevant statutory regulations, guidelines and
procedures as they relate to:

– Grievance and disciplinary procedures

– Data protection

– Health and safety and the environment

– Finance and audit requirements

– Procurement

– Employment and personnel practice

– Property

– Equality and Diversity, including race, age,
disability, gender and sexual preference

– Freedom of Information

– Religion and beliefs

– Child protection

– Human Rights

– And any other relevant legislation

P5.1 The highest ethical standards of corporate
fairness, professional and business practice
across all parts of the college

P5.2 The highest standards of financial probity,
transparent working and public accountability

P5.3 Compliance with the relevant legal, statutory and
regulatory frameworks affecting students, staff
and college operations

P5.4 Identifying and adopting best practice from within
and outside of the FE sector

P5.5 Obtaining best value for money

P5.6 Minimising risk whilst not denying future
development opportunities

P5.7 The protection of children and vulnerable adults
who are using the college

Is able to

P5.8 Lead self-assessment and self-regulation in line
with legal, statutory, corporate and ethical
requirements

P5.9 Balance the need to regularly measure and take
risks in order to develop the college

P5.10 Operate an effective risk-management strategy

P5.11 Deploy effective risk-management processes

P5.12 Advise the college board about the level of risk in
the college operation, particularly in the college
estate, equipment and systems and staffing

P5.13 Advise the college board when it is planning long
term and major capital investment

Activities – spends time Knowledge – knows about

Personal and professional qualities – committed to



Element 6 – Working with Partners, Employers and Networks

Colleges are an essential and unique part of a publicly funded system providing education, skills training and other
services. The principal should champion the college contribution to the economic and social well-being of its local
community and, where appropriate, play its part in the regional and national economy.

The principal must ensure that the college responds to the identified needs of employers and others in the local
community.

The principal has a responsibility to inspire and cultivate leadership beyond the college itself.

The principal must ensure that the college operates in an inclusive and collaborative manner, working in partnership
in the community and in the workplace.
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A6.1 Maintaining regular and open dialogue with
partners, employers, stakeholders, learners and
other interest groups, listening and responding to
their concerns

A6.2 Supporting and contributing to college, regional,
national and international networks and expert
practitioner groups

A6.3 Collaborating with others to build leadership
capacity

A6.4 Engaging with employers to ensure the college is
meeting their needs

A6.5 Working collaboratively with local authorities,
LSC area partnerships and schools to enrich the
learning experience of young people, particularly
14 to 19 year olds

A6.6 Linking with Higher Education, work-based
learning and voluntary sector providers

A6.7 Working with other principals and leaders of
other organisations

A6.8 Managing collaborative projects to a successful
conclusion

A6.9 Maintaining a high profile as a champion
promoting the college and its mission in its local
community

K6.1 Current thinking on the role of the college within
the wider education and skills-training system

K6.2 Trends in education, social and economic
spheres, at national and global level, which need
a collaborative multi-partner approach

K6.3 How to relate to complex organisations, clusters,
networks and federations

K6.4 Leadership models which support collaborative,
partnership and systems working

K6.5 The benefits which flow from working with a wide
range of partners, reflecting the diversity of the
local community and its interdependence with
national and global economic, environmental and
skills issues

K6.6 Relevant expert practitioner groups operating on
a local, regional and national level

P6.1 Improving service for young people, adults and
employers

P6.2 Frequent consultation and sharing of ideas with
partners, employers, stakeholders, policy makers
and other interest groups

P6.3 Making a generous contribution to collaborative
activities

P6.4 Securing the contribution, participation and
commitment of others

P6.5 Collaborating with local providers of guidance,
education and skills training, in the best interests
of learners

P6.6 Understanding the needs of local employers and
providing a responsive service for them

P6.7 Learning from best practice outside the Further
Education sector

Is able to

P6.8 Engage in discussions about service reform and
development

P6.9 Make a valued contribution to and be a part of
local, regional and national networks

P6.10 Work effectively and collaboratively with other
colleges and organisations

P6.11 Continually rethink and reshape ways of
delivering the vision and mission of the college

P6.12 Explain and promote the services of the college
and the wider contribution of the FE sector to
economic prosperity and developing fulfilled
citizens

P6.13 Develop effective public relations, marketing and
promotion activities and develop and support
student representatives

Activities – spends time Knowledge – knows about

Personal and professional qualities – committed to



The lifelong learning sector has never been more crucial
in helping the UK become increasingly competitive in the

world economy. Our workforce of over one million will support
individuals in all sectors to develop the skills they need to

play an effective part in the workplace and in the community.

We need to make sure our own workforce is equipped with the
skills to bring out the best in learners. Lifelong Learning UK

will help employers to develop their staff by leading on
workforce planning and professional development.



Skills for Business is an employer-led network consisting of 25 Sector Skills
Councils and the Sector Skills Development Agency.

Through its unrivalled labour market intelligence and insights from
employers in all sectors of the UK economy, the network identifies change
needed in policy and practice relating to education and skills development.

With the influence granted by licences from the governments of England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and with private and public funding,

this independent network engages with the education and training
supply-side, such as universities, colleges, funders and qualifications

bodies, to increase productivity at all levels in the workforce.

Lifelong Learning UK
5th Floor
St Andrew’s House
18-20 St Andrew Street
London EC4A 3AY

Telephone: 0870 757 7890
Information and Advice Service: 020 7936 5798

www.lifelonglearninguk.org

Skills for learning professionals
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