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Introduction  
 

The coronavirus pandemic has forced a period of rapid change and adjustment in the post-

16 sector in Wales. Over a matter of weeks, the sector has responded to this logistical 

challenge by taking steps to protect students and staff, ensure continuity of learning, engage 

with new assessment processes, and plan for the start of the new term. 

To help to start to understand the lessons from the crisis we convened a group of sector 

leaders to share experiences and ideas. Our remit was to share the emerging lessons from 

the crisis and how these might be used to reshape the sector in the future. Over the short, 

medium and long term there will be implications for the delivery of learning, for workforce 

development, and for the way providers work with each other and with other stakeholders. 

The report is not a comprehensive assessment of the impact of the crisis.  It is a snapshot 

of opinion and experiences and is intended to inform policymakers and key stakeholders in 

the sector and to set out some of the key emerging lessons to date.  

There was an overwhelming feeling from participants that the crisis has helped to foster 

innovation in the face of new challenges. Crucially, even if it were possible there was no 

desire to a return to a simple ‘business as usual’ model for the sector and instead there is a 

commitment to trying to capture what has worked and looking at ways it can be used to 

widen access, to develop more flexible learning opportunities, to engage better with 

learners, and to create new opportunities for lifelong learning. Despite how difficult the crisis 

has been for individuals, for institutions, and for the wider community, there was agreement 

that wherever possible positive change should come from it. 

There was also agreement that the sector has considerable collective strengths that should 

enable it to work together to deal with the immediate crisis and to shape a different kind of 

future. 

Below are some of the key emerging lessons identified during the discussions.  Following 

this will be a series of recommendations and also some more detailed, specific questions 

which we believe will need to be addressed. 
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Emerging lessons 
 

1. Positive opportunities: The response of the sector since the crisis began demonstrates 

the opportunities that exist to provide more flexible learning and to better engage different 

types of learners.  While there are very significant financial challenges for much of the 

sector there are also positive, longer term opportunities to harness this experience. 

 
There is also evidence to suggest that this has not been universal across the sector. We 
know that some providers in the sector have responded quickly with continuity of learning 
and support, while others have not had the resource and capacity to offer the full 
curriculum they would normally do at this time in the academic year. 

 
However, despite the rapid pace of change and adaptation in the face of the crisis, a 
permanent switch to a new way of working will take time and will require additional 
investment. As one participant summarised, ‘even if we wanted to, we shouldn’t all try 
and become the Open University overnight.’ Instead a better balance of provision, where 
there are multiple ways for learners to engage and to access education, should be 
developed. 
 
This will present significant challenges that will need to be addressed: for learners, 

providers, and for specific sectors. Each sector will require the opportunity to develop 

their own approach as each will be impacted differently. For example, while a higher 

education model built in part on international students and on a largely residential student 

base will potentially be the least pandemic proof of sectors, community based learning 

providers will need to overcome  a lack of access to community facilities, specific 

challenges moving to different models of learning provision, and how to support students 

with digital skills. 

Working together, the sector should take responsibility for responding to the 

challenge of shaping a new way of working and developing new opportunities for 

learners. As well as serious and immediate challenges there are also longer-term 

opportunities to improve access for those currently marginalised from learning. 
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2. Understanding the impact on learners: There is emerging evidence that the crisis is 

impacting different groups of learners in different and unequal ways.  This experiences 

of those working in the sector raises concerns about the negative impact on learners 

from lower socio-economic backgrounds, those with caring responsibilities, disabled 

students, and those for whom the social interaction of learning provides a positive impact 

on their health and well-being. However, there is also anecdotal evidence that some 

learners, where they have been given positive opportunities to engage with tutors, have 

found this a positive experience. This evidence includes positive experiences from ESOL 

learners who have welcomed the opportunity to engage remotely and learners at lower 

levels who have found benefit from being able to engage more directly with tutors away 

from a classroom environment. 

Broadly speaking there were significant concerns reported by all types of providers that 

digital poverty was proving to be a genuine barrier to learning, engagement and 

progression. This includes a lack of access to technology and to data, adequate 

broadband in specific areas, and also a lack of digital skills and confidence to access 

learning online. Beyond these specific concerns about digital access was a sense that 

for many adults, especially those engaging at the lowest levels of learning and / or have 

overcome the most significant barriers, that their home environment was not conducive 

to learning and that this was proving to be a significant barrier. 

It is vital that we better understand the experience of learners during this crisis and what 
support will be needed to avoid groups being left behind as moves to greater online and 
blended learning accelerate. Specific groups of learners that are already at the margins 
in terms of participation and engagement must not be pushed further to the fringes as 
this change is implemented. 

 
An important starting point for shaping the future must be to ensure a better 
understanding of how the crisis has impacted on different groups of learners. 
Welsh Government should fund research to ensure a detailed understanding of 
the impact of new models of delivery on different groups and to help inform future 
policy and practice. 
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3. Delivering change with learners: A greater understanding of the experience of learners 

must go hand in hand with a commitment to genuine engagement with them over the 

type and pace of change to come.  Learners, of all ages and from all settings want their 

experiences of this period to shape the future of the sector and they must be central to 

planning and delivering the short and the long-term futures. 

Welsh Government, sector bodies, and individual institutions and providers 

should commit to developing future delivery and practice in partnership with 

learners. It will be important that the diversity of learners is reflected in this 

engagement and that the needs of vulnerable groups are met. 

4. Extending a deeper form of collaboration: Leaders across the sector have been faced 

with far more dynamic, collaborative and faster paced decision-making. 

Leaders reflected on their experience of far deeper collaboration within their own 
institutions, with other partners in the sector, and with other organisations in their locality 
and regions. While this deeper collaboration was forced upon them by circumstance, it 
is a new way of working which should underpin the future of the sector and which will be 
essential to supporting learners and ensuring they are able to progress. 

The question asked by one participant is potentially an important and significant 
challenge for the sector and highlights the depth of collaboration which could take place: 
planning for the future with fewer students able to be taught face to face can we find 
ways to share teaching virtually across schools/FE/HE so that the best teachers can be 
shared? 

It has also exposed where collaboration is less strong and effective, in particular during 
the transition into post-compulsory education. Now more than ever the interests of 
learners must be placed above those of individual institutions. Failing to respond in a co-
ordinated, collaborative way will be better than not responding at all but it will nonetheless 
represent a missed opportunity and it will fail learners. 
 
The deeper form of collaboration experienced by many sector leaders should be 

built on and developed further. This should include greater collaboration on 

planning, developing and delivering the curriculum, and sharing high quality 

teachers. This will help to ensure continuity of learning, progression for 

individuals and a high quality of teaching as more online and blended provision is 

embedded. 
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5. Developing the workforce: Staff within the sector have responded with innovation, 

commitment and ingenuity to the crisis. They have continued to provide continuity of 

learning, to respond to a quickly changing environment, and to engage and support 

learners.  There was praise too for the positive engagement of the trade unions, as has 

been subsequently evidenced by the agreement to ensure learners can undertake 

vocational assessments in FE. 

However, one crucial question asked by a participant was ‘how do we ensure that the 
digital offer is fit for purpose when some of it has been rapidly developed?’ There are 
concerns that staff do not have the skillset to be able to make the move to more online 
and blended forms of learning and to support and engage with students remotely. If the 
model for the future is a greater diversity in the modes of learning, then it is right to 
consider whether the workforce is equipped for this challenge. 

The emerging conclusions from participants was that there are gaps in the skills of the 
workforce and that a programme of professional development is required to ensure staff 
within the sector can deliver the highest quality of provision. This should be underpinned 
by mechanisms to ensure quality teaching resources and expertise can be shared across 
the whole sector. 

Participants reflected that it will be important for these opportunities to be available to 
different parts of the sector, including in adult community learning. There was also 
agreement that a reshaped sector could result in the development of new roles with the 
workforce, with changes to job descriptions and required skillsets. 

There were also concerns reflected that the shift to different forms of learning and 
engagement with learners was leading to concerns about both the health and well-being 
of staff and specific issues with safeguarding. Staff were reporting spending long hours 
planning and developing resources, as well as responding online to learners at  

Working through established mechanisms, the workforce must be given 
appropriate opportunities for professional development to ensure that they have 
the skills and competencies required to manage and to deliver high-quality 
teaching, learning and support into the future. This process of professional 
development should be driven by the workforce and underpinned by a 
commitment to collaboration between providers so that expertise and innovation 
can be shared. These should be opportunities available to all parts of the sector 
to ensure consistency and to benefit all types of learners. 
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6. Linking learning, work and well-being: There was recognition that the sector will have 

an increasingly important role in delivering skills, employability and retraining to help 

support the economic recovery. 

 
From a government perspective it will be essential to ensure that post-16 policy and 
economic policy are intertwined and complement one another.  This will mean supporting 
and facilitating more bite-sized, modular learning to support adults to retrain and to 
upskill. This may mean building on and extending the Personal Learning Account pilot, 
as well as extending part-time learning opportunities. Now more than ever individuals will 
require access to flexible learning and to employability support that enables them to 
upskill, retrain and to remain employable in what will be an increasingly competitive 
labour market. It may also mean a short-term extension of student numbers in further 
education to enable more young people to stay in learning for longer in order to be 
shielded from the impact of recession and to better equip them for entering the labour 
market. 

 
There was recognition too that it will mean questions for the apprenticeship programme 
and policy. This must include a debate on where resources should be targeted and 
whether investment needs to be made in pre-apprenticeship routes. Ahead of the 2021 
Senedd Elections political parties should resist chasing numbers of apprenticeships or 
focusing investment on a narrow apprenticeship guarantee when this may not be 
appropriate for every young person or even achievable in the current labour market. 

 
Likewise, the crisis has also shown the wider value of learning, whether that be for health 
and well-being, preventing isolation and loneliness, or general personal development. 
Providers reported hearing from learners how much they missed the personal connection 
and social interaction of learning. One provider quoted a learner telling them that they 
missed ‘the paint brush on the canvass but also talking to other people in class and the 
tutor over a cup of tea.’ This crisis has underlined the importance of recognising the wider 
value of learning and that’s why, as the sector reshapes after the crisis, there must be 
greater support for learning for life, health and well-being and greater support for 
community-based provision. The mental health and well-being impact of the crisis will be 
better understood as we emerge from it, but it is clear that learning has a role to play in 
supporting individuals and communities to recover. 

 
Welsh Government should review the policy framework for the sector to enable it 
to respond flexibly to meet learner need and to support the economic recovery. 
This should include apprenticeship policy and adult learning policy. 
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7. Short term crisis, long term challenges: Finally, while this is undoubtedly an 

unprecedented crisis, participants felt it was important not to allow longer term 

challenges to go unaddressed. Challenges such as our relatively low skills base, the high 

numbers of adults without essential skills, inequalities in accessing the labour market, 

and the need to create progression opportunities for learners, will all be exacerbated by 

the crisis. 

When Wales eventually starts the recovery from the crisis we will still be an ageing 

society and we will all still be faced with digitisation and the challenges this will bring for 

individuals accessing services and navigating a changing labour market. In particular, 

lifelong learning is arguably brought more sharply into focus as a result of the crisis. 

The immediacy and the scale of the crisis cannot be allowed to distract or to 
diminish our commitment to addressing these wider challenges and inequalities, 
and specifically to helping people to access the opportunities of lifelong learning. 

 

 
Questions for the sector 
 

The response from the sector to the pandemic is evolving day by day. There is also broad 

agreement that the crisis has the potential to significantly reshape how the sector looks, 

works, and acts in the future. While leaders, the workforce and learners right consider the 

steps needed in the short turn to deliver continuity of learning and support, there are longer 

term questions and challenges to be addressed. These questions need to be addressed 

collectively as a sector and now more than ever collaboration between the broad range of 

post-16 providers will be required. 

Based on the discussion at the roundtable and on our wider engagement with the sector 

since the crisis began, outlined below are the questions and challenges where continued 

debate and research will need to be focused: 
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1. If we are to accelerate to greater online, distance and blended learning, how do we 

ensure some learners don’t get left behind and that existing inequalities are not 

deepened even further? What opportunities are there to build on the experience of 

the crisis and develop different ways of delivering learning that will widen access to 

lifelong learning opportunities? 

 

2. What structures are needed to ensure a collaborative, co-operative approach to 

developing new blended, online and distance learning opportunities? Is this an area 

where there should be cross-sector collaboration with institutions sharing expertise 

and best practice? 

 
3. How can we capture and disseminate the successful innovations and interventions 

during the crisis and make sure they become part of mainstream practice? 

 

4. How do we ensure high quality teaching and learning as the sector develops 

different modes of delivery? What do we need to do to ensure that our leaders, 

practitioners and wider staff within the sector have the skills they need to teach, 

engage and support learners? 

 

5. How can we best understand the experience of learners and how do we ensure 

learners are given the opportunity to shape the future of the sector? 

 
 

 


