
  3rd-7th Nov 2025 was “Get the Nation Learning Week” 

Started as “Adult Learners’ Week” by UNESCO over 40 years ago it was always significant to Colchester’s 
Adult Community College (“Grey Friars”). Tutors and students held many open days with exhibitions, 
demonstrations and taster courses to raise awareness and encourage access to learning for all. 

This year it coincided with a number of anniversaries concerning Colchester’s proud history of adult 
education and lifelong learning. 

60 years ago the Borough started a “Senior Evening Institute” which eventually became the adult college.  
 
30 years ago Ofsted gave Grey Friars one of the best-ever reports, finding teaching and learning good or 
better in 79% of classes and nothing below satisfactory. Students’ achievement was 70% good or above.  
 
25 years ago Grey Friars was a founder member of The Colchester Learning Shop partnership which ran 
successfully for 10 years next to Jack’s in St Nicolas St. That year local people spoke about the college in a 
documentary available on Youtube   www.Bit.ly/GreyFriars.  Also, Steve Parkin’s Economic and Social 
History A-level result put him in the top 5 candidates nationwide, continuing Grey Friars’ domination of the 
UK’s top candidates since the 1980s in Business Studies, French and Psychology. And Grey Friars art tutor 
Lavinia Hamer gained the runner-up slot in the national Adult Learners’ Week ‘Tutor of the Year’ awards.  
 

    
 
20 years ago a book was published celebrating the college’s 40-year history, its staff and students. In the 
foreword Helena Kennedy QC said “Grey Friars is a special place. It should be on the Grand Tour of every 
new education minister”. However, shortly after, it was “third time unlucky” because after two previous 
narrow escapes in 1986 and 1991, the axe fell as Essex County Council withdrew Grey Friars’ status as 
locally-managed college. Eventually Governors and other community-orientated groups were disbanded 
and adult education was managed centrally from County Hall. Grey Friars was sold in 2007 and is now a 
luxury hotel. Former staff and governors then formed the charity “Learning Never Stops” to keep alive the 
open-access ethos of Grey Friars, celebrating Adult Learners’ Week with festivals of lifelong learning and 
other activities encouraging post-school learning, such as a listings website. Sadly the charity closed in 
2021 having exhausted all resources. 
 
As well as its various awareness-raising activities, “Get the Nation Learning Week” sees the release of 
statistics. This year’s show a continuing decline in participation nationally. Compared to 2005, when 69% of 
adults had taken part in some kind of learning over the previous year, 2025 shows a severe drop. It 
concludes “Just one in five adults (21%) are currently engaged in learning of any kind. Too many 
people are being locked out of learning. However, when adults do learn, they thrive… with self-
confidence, personal development, love of learning, and jobs and skills gains the most common.”  
Participation rates reflect how fewer opportunities are available due to local and national government 
funding cuts. Grey Friars is not the only adult college to have been lost.  

However, Colchester has always had a reputation for having a vibrant culture of lifelong learning and it is 
sincerely hoped that this year’s campaign can draw attention to what opportunities are still available. For 
example, Adult Community Learning Essex has a branch at Wilson Marriage Centre in Barrack Street. 
Colchester Institute welcomes adults on many courses. The Open University is just that – open to all. And 
there are clubs, societies and organisations with learning programmes including Firstsite, the WEA, Friends 
of Colchester Museums, Colchester Recalled, Roman Circus House and the U3A. 

Whether you’re 18 or 80+ it's never too late to learn! 

http://www.bit.ly/GreyFriars

