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Preston’s College is a further education 
college in the city of Preston, Lancashire. It 
specializes in vocational training, with courses 
ranging from construction to engineering, 
dental to hairdressing. The college has close 
ties to industry throughout the region.  
www.preston.ac.uk 
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Nviron is a provider of IT infrastructure, 
services, and solutions. Based in Cheshire, its 
services span from the data center to end user 
computing. It has been a VMware partner for 
more than 15 years. www.nviron.co.uk 

VMWARE FOOTPRINT

VMware Horizon® on Dell EMC VxRail

Delivers a secure, remote 
learning environment for all 

students and staff

Provides the scale and 
flexibility needed to switch 

between in-person and 
remote learning

Ensures cost predictability 
over five years

Boosts capabilities  
to attract new students  

and faculty

Preston’s College Accelerates 
its Digital Transformation with 
Dynamic, Remote Learning
Preston’s College recognizes that the learning experience is 
moving beyond the physical classroom. It wants to enable students 
and teaching staff to be able to work anywhere from their device of 
choice, and for students to have access to coursework around the 
clock. VMware Horizon® on Dell EMC VxRail delivers a radically 
simple and scalable foundation for virtual desktops and 
applications. The result is a more dynamic learning environment, a 
more resilient business, and a clearer roadmap to digital.

A specialist in vocational training
Preston’s College, located in the city of Preston, Lancashire, is a further education provider, 
founded in 1974. It serves around 20,000 students across full and part-time education. 
Preston’s College specializes in vocational training and has strong links to employers across 
North West England. It offers courses ranging from construction to engineering, dental to 
hairdressing. Its mission is to help make learners the most employable and thrive in their 
chosen careers. 

Creating a dynamic learning environment for career-minded students
“Our focus is on employability,” says principal and chief executive, Dr Lis Smith. “We want 
our students to have the skills required to succeed in the workplace, today and into the 
future.”

The challenge for Preston’s College is to create a learning environment that provides access 
to the latest software and applications found in modern industry, but also engages students 
in a way that is mobile and flexible. Learning should not be limited to college-owned 
desktops.

https://www.preston.ac.uk/
https://www.nviron.co.uk/
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explains. “The fact that Nviron recognised the potential benefits 
to be gained from using a payment solution and brought in Dell 
Financial Services to come up with the right commercial 
structure, means that we were purchasing the solution at a fixed 
price over five years with predictable costs. We know what our 
infrastructure spend is going to be each year.”

Delivering critical education through a 
challenging 2020
The solution was piloted in late 2019. Within weeks the college 
was able to provide a limited number of students and staff with 
complete mobility, and the ability to conduct full lessons from 
the device of their choice. 

However, the full force of the benefit was not felt until March 
2020. With COVID-19 creating a UK-wide lockdown, Preston’s 
College was forced to close classrooms and send all teachers 
and students home.

“We learned of the lockdown on the Tuesday, and by the 
following Monday we had all students and staff provisioned to 
work remotely,” says Stott. “There would have been no way of 
doing this without VMware Horizon and Nviron.”

Teaching material was made entirely digital, staff and students 
stayed connected via video conferencing, all applications were 
fully available on their virtual desktops, and, where possible, 
hardware was also made available. Students could access the 
necessary software from their own devices regardless of the 
device type, while enjoying a native and familiar Windows 
desktop experience.

“We’ve seen a number of other colleges struggle with remote 
learning,” says Stott. “Our engagement with VMware provided 
an almost instantaneous return on investment. Even people who 
hadn’t been 100 percent on the solution could see the benefits. 
It has validated our decision. The boost this has given to our 
reputation creates a competitive advantage.”

By September 2020, Preston’s College was able to allow a 
maximum of 50 percent of students back on campus. The use of 
Horizon means there is no difference between the digital and 
physical learning experience. 

Preston’s College wants to enable students and teaching staff to 
be able to work from their device of choice. It wants students to 
have access to coursework around the clock, recognizing that 
the learning experience is moving beyond the physical 
classroom.

For this to happen, Preston’s College needs an infrastructure 
that is scalable, secure, and easy to manage. 

“We need the freedom to move into cloud-based SaaS 
applications, and with central control of a dispersed user 
group,” explains Iain Stott, head of MIS, ICT, and data services 
at Preston’s College.

An aging data center infrastructure, running to end-of-support 
and facing expensive license renewals, presented an 
opportunity to rethink.

Establishing a scalable platform for digital 
learning
VMware Horizon on Dell EMC VxRail delivers an efficient and 
scalable foundation for virtual desktops and applications, with 
superior scalable performance and a rich user experience 
accelerated by NVIDIA vGPU technology. The solution runs 
from a 10 node VxRail cluster split over two rooms with disaster 
recovery capabilities plus replication.

The solution is designed and implemented by VMware partner 
Nviron, a long-term supplier of IT services to the college.  

“Nviron did a great job of explaining the hyperconverged 
infrastructure (HCI) route,” says Stott. “It shared references, had 
us speak to other customers, invited us to training days, and 
challenged some of our assumptions. We had a real opportunity 
to test the solution and assess the impact.”

VMware Horizon simplifies desktop and application delivery and 
management for the college’s diverse range of users. The use of 
thin clients reduces desktop spend. It is now much easier for 
Preston’s College to scale through a modular approach. 
Network resiliency is strengthened.

“One of the attractions of the Dell EMC VxRail solution was the 
simplicity. It was easy to set up and handle the load balancing, 
and it’s simple to add new nodes. Compared to the alternatives 
we looked at, it gives us a lot of power for the money,” Stott 
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A DYNAMIC LEARNING EXPERIENCE BEYOND THE PHYSICAL CLASSROOM

“There is no going back to the old ways 
of teaching. The success of the VMware 
environment changes the nature of 
learning.”

DR LIS SMITH 
PRINCIPAL AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE,  
PRESTON’S COLLEGE

https://youtu.be/M_RQH5qh4to


“We can now move SaaS applications or workloads either 
on-premises or to the cloud at very short notice,” says Stott. 
“We can expand or retract with complete flexibility.”

In addition to cost predictability, there has been an impact on 
the bottom line. Support and energy costs are down; hardware 
life is extended. “And software is running up to six times faster,” 
Stott adds. “The user experience is far better.”

Transforming the expectations of students and 
teachers
The adoption of VMware technology has been transformational, 
says Dr Lis Smith: “There is no going back to the old ways of 
teaching. The success of the virtual environment changes the 
nature of learning.”

The impact will be far-reaching, she continues. Preston’s 
College is already looking at how best to reconfigure its physical 
environment and is exploring how it might extend education 
beyond the local region and standard business hours. Blended 
learning may also influence the college’s ability to attract new 
teaching talent.

“It goes beyond Preston’s College,” Smith says. “Remote 
learning changes the paradigm. It creates a fundamental change 
in the way education can be delivered, and what students of all 
ages, and at all stages in their lives, expect from an education 
provider.”

#VMwareHorizon on #DellEMCVxRail helps 
@PrestonCollege accelerate its digital 
transformation through dynamic, remote 
learning
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