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EWC response to Welsh Government’s paper on the future of tertiary education in Wales
The Education Workforce Council (EWC) is the independent, professional regulator for the education workforce in Wales. Established by the Education (Wales) Act 2014 (the Act), as amended, we regulate education practitioners across 13 different registration categories spanning schools, further education, youth work, adult learning, and work-based learning. Our Register of Education Practitioners (the Register) is the most wide‑ranging register of education professionals in the world, with over 91,000 practitioners registered. 
Many tertiary education professionals, including Further Education (FE) teachers, FE learning support staff, and work‑based‑learning (WBL) practitioners, are required to register with the EWC in order to practise. New legislation enacted in May 2024 saw us also welcome principals and senior leaders in further education, as well as Welsh Government–funded local authority adult learning practitioners working in the community, onto our Register. However, although our remit has expanded to cover an increasingly broad range of tertiary education practitioners, a notable anomaly in the current legislation is that the higher education workforce remains outside the scope of EWC registration and regulation. 
As the workforce regulator, we welcome the publication of the Future of Education in Wales paper, which provides a comprehensive overview of challenges relating to learner participation, progression and demand. However, the focus of the paper is predominantly on learners, with comparatively limited focus given to the workforce required to deliver these ambitions. In particular, it does not explore in detail issues relating to workforce supply, recruitment and retention, Welsh-medium capability, professional learning, or the safeguarding framework that underpins high-quality provision in Wales. Given that the sustainability and quality of tertiary education are fundamentally dependent on the practitioners who teach and support learners, our response is framed from a workforce perspective, concentrating on matters within the EWC’s statutory remit including safeguarding, professional learning and workforce sustainability, and on the conditions required to ensure a stable, skilled and confident tertiary education workforce.


Safeguarding and professionalism 
Significant growth in FE participation, together with a changing learner profile and increasingly complex support needs, are developments that have important implications for safeguarding. Expansion in lower-level and vocational pathways, alongside rising expectations around ALN support, means practitioners are working with more diverse cohorts who may require enhanced pastoral support and specialist assistance. It is therefore essential to ensure that the FE workforce (leaders, teachers and LSWs) is well-supported, with clear expectations of conduct, and access to high-quality professional learning. Clear professional standards, underpinned by high-quality professional learning, are fundamental to safeguarding, supporting practitioner confidence, and maintaining public trust in the system.
Professional standards
Clear professional standards, that establish consistent expectations about conduct, competency and ongoing development provide an essential foundation for effective safeguarding, alongside the EWC’s Code of Professional Conduct and Practice (the Code). Such a framework is particularly important as FE provision in Wales grows in scale and complexity. 
The EWC was previously commissioned by Welsh Government to work with stakeholders from FE, WBL and adult learning to develop resources to support practitioner engagement with the professional standards. This work included working with stakeholders to develop a series of descriptors, exploring how the standards may be interpreted at different levels of practice. Whilst this work was well received within the sector, we believe that more work now needs to be done to ensure that the standards themselves are fit for purpose in terms of establishing a common language of practice, clarifying minimum expectations, enabling fair and proportionate judgements to be made in relation to professional competence, and providing the foundation for safeguarding and public trust. 
We would also like to see greater coherence across the professional standards that apply to different groups of EWC registrants. At present, there are notable differences in tone, focus and underlying purpose between the standards for school-based practitioners and those that apply to further education, work-based learning and adult learning practitioners. While recognising the distinct contexts of each sector, the EWC considers that a more coherent overarching approach to professional standards could help reinforce shared expectations of professionalism, support career mobility, and strengthen understanding of professional identity across the education workforce. Greater coherence across the different sets of standards would also support more consistent learner experiences, ensuring that expectations of professionalism and safeguarding do not vary unnecessarily between pathways.
It is also our long-standing view that custodianship of the professional standards should rest with the EWC, as the independent regulator. We believe that this would bring important benefits for learners and for the wider system. At present, confusion over the ownership of the standards and differing interpretations may create uncertainty about expectations of practice, therein weakening coherence and potentially compromising safeguarding. The EWC acquiring responsibility of the standards could therefore help ensure greater consistency, providing a clear and reliable foundation for safeguarding and professional conduct, and enabling practitioners, employers and learners a to share a common understanding of the expectations around standards of practice across the tertiary system. 
Professional learning
A workforce that is committed to continuous professional learning is fundamental to enabling learners and young people to realise their potential. Professional learning is one of the core principles within the EWC’s Code, and is central to maintaining competence, confidence and public trust. High‑quality professional learning not only strengthens practitioner confidence, but also directly enhances the quality and consistency of learner support and teaching across the tertiary system. However, access to professional learning remains inconsistent, with participation often constrained by workload pressures. We believe that greater consistency and equity of access are essential and would like to see a strengthened professional learning entitlement that reflects the diverse circumstances of all of our registrants working within the tertiary sector, including those working part-time or on flexible contracts. Such an entitlement should guarantee access to high-quality provision that supports continuous improvement, enables compliance with the Code, and helps ensure ongoing suitability to practise.
Professional learning should also be clearly aligned with national strategic priorities, including ALN, diversity and anti-racism, digital transformation and leadership. In vocational and technical areas, maintaining up-to-date industry expertise is also critical to ensure credibility and relevance. In addition, equitable access to Welsh-language professional learning opportunities will be vital in strengthening the capacity of the workforce to contribute to national language ambitions.
Workforce recruitment and retention issues
The ongoing shift in learner destinations described within the paper, with FE colleges now receiving the majority of post‑16 learners, has significant and ongoing workforce implications, with providers requiring sufficient numbers of appropriately skilled and qualified practitioners to teach increasingly diverse learner cohorts, including on a growing number of lower‑level programmes where retention can be particularly challenging. However, while the number of learners progressing from Year 11 to tertiary education has increased year on year since 2018/19, this growth has not been reflected in the number of registered practitioners working in FE. Ensuring that workforce capacity keeps pace with increasing learner demand is essential not only for institutional resilience but also for maintaining the quality, continuity and safeguarding oversight that learners need to progress successfully.
The EWC’s Register provides a unique, real-time source of workforce intelligence across FE, WBL and adult learning. Our data shows that the number of registered FE teachers in Wales remained broadly static between 2021 (when there were 6,606 registered) and 2025 (when there were 6,588). The number of registered FELSW’s also remained relatively static during this period[footnoteRef:1]. However, our registration data indicates that the FE workforce has experienced high levels of turnover in recent years, with recruitment challenges in specific curriculum areas and learner‑facing support roles. There are also issues in relation to workforce retention across all parts of the FE workforce but particular amongst FELSWs. These trends point to a significant and growing challenge in recruiting and retaining the practitioners needed to sustain high-quality FE provision in Wales. Workforce instability also carries safeguarding implications, particularly where high turnover reduces continuity of oversight and institutional knowledge. [1:  The number of FELSWs registered in 2025 (5,117) was slightly lower than the equivalent figure for 2021 (5,321). This reflects a recent data-cleansing exercise to reduce instances of duplicate registration across multiple categories, undertaken to improve the overall accuracy and integrity of the Register. Looking at the number of registrants from that group recorded as ‘in service in a FE institution’ this figure stood at 2,445 in 2021 and 2,665 in 2025. ] 

The projected decline in the number of 16–18-year-olds, alongside an ageing population and growth in part-time participation, highlighted within the paper, will also have significant implications for the structure of the FE workforce. Greater reliance on hourly-paid or short-term arrangements may increase flexibility, but it also risks affecting stability, career progression and access to professional learning. The growth of “portfolio careers”, where educators combine teaching with other professional roles, may bring benefits, in terms of flexibility but may also make it harder to sustain a coherent professional identity.
Strengthening the attractiveness of tertiary careers, supporting early-career entrants and improving retention must therefore be central to future planning. A strong professional identity, underpinned by robust standards, credible progression routes and clear support for professional development, will be key to attracting and retaining talent. In vocational and technical fields, creating accessible pathways for experienced professionals to enter teaching whilst maintaining current industry expertise, will also be essential to ensuring provision remains credible, relevant and aligned with labour-market need.
Responsibility for promoting careers in education is shared across the system with many stakeholders including Welsh Government, Medr, Colegau Cymru, NTfW, FE colleges, work-based learning providers, adult learning providers, local authorities, higher education providers and others playing crucial roles in attracting and supporting new entrants to the tertiary education sector. The EWC, through our statutory responsibility to promote careers within the education professions in Wales, also makes a contribution. We are continuing to develop the Educators Wales advocacy service and website (funded by Welsh Government) as a central resource to support career entry, progression and mobility. Through our promotion and advocacy work, Educators Wales engages with thousands of individuals each year who are considering a career in education, helping to raise the profile and professional status of the sector.  However, in order to effectively promote careers in the tertiary sector, it is crucial to ensure that the ‘product’ being marketed is right. This means addressing the underlying systemic issues and establishing the strategic building blocks to move forward, many of which are referenced in this response. 
PCET ITE reform
The EWC is represented on the expert advisory group overseeing the reform of initial teacher education (ITE) for the post-compulsory education and training (PCET) sector in Wales. We believe this programme presents a significant opportunity to establish a more coherent and robust framework for entry into the profession as well as early career support. A strengthened ITE and early career model could enhance professional standards and safeguarding, support greater parity of esteem with the school sector and contribute to improved workforce supply through clearer and more structured entry pathways. A stronger ITE framework could also help ensure that new entrants to the sector begin their careers equipped with the skills and knowledge needed to deliver high‑quality learning and support to diverse cohorts.
The formal accreditation of the PCET ITE provision in Wales could provide a strong foundation and vehicle to drive the necessary change and reform.  This would be comparable to the arrangements currently in place for school ITE programmes, for which the EWC holds statutory responsibility. Through our ITE Accreditation Board, we accredit and monitor school ITE programmes against Welsh Government criteria. We believe that establishing a broadly similar accreditation and quality assurance framework for PCET ITE would represent an important step towards parity of approach between the school and post-16 workforce, strengthen professional recognition and address longstanding concerns regarding consistency and quality of provision.
Welsh‑medium provision and workforce supply 
We are pleased to note that the paper recognises the acute challenges that exist around Welsh‑medium provision in FE. As highlighted within the paper, just 0.2% of learning activities in FE colleges and 0.5% of activities in work-based learning settings were undertaken entirely through the medium of Welsh, and the overwhelming majority of post‑16 Welsh medium provision remains located in school sixth forms (where 15.9% of learning takes place through Welsh). This has significant implications for learner choice as well as acting as a constraint on the realisation of Welsh Government’s Cymraeg 2050 target of a million Welsh speakers.  
We therefore consider it essential to develop a clearer understanding of demand for Welsh-medium pathways across different regions and subject areas, so that planning for provision is informed, targeted and sustainable. Where demand exists or is likely to grow, the capacity of FE and work-based learning providers to deliver high-quality Welsh-medium and bilingual education will need to expand accordingly. 
The EWC’s registration data, including information on language capability, deployment and demographic trends, provides a valuable evidence base to support national and regional efforts to strengthen Welsh-medium capacity. According to our 2025  data, just 13.7% of registered FE teachers are able to work through the medium of Welsh- significantly below the equivalent figure for registered school teachers, which stands at 26.9%. 
The Register also enables analysis of the distribution of practitioners across the country, including which institutions they are working for. As might be expected the highest proportion of FE teachers who are able to work through the medium of Welsh are located in colleges serving areas where Welsh is more widely spoken. Of 664 such registrants, 43.1% are employed by Grwp Llandrillo Menai, 13.6% by Coleg Sir Gâr and 12.5% by Coleg Cambria. A much smaller proportion are employed elsewhere, including 3.6% at Cardiff and Vale College and 1.2% at The College Merthyr Tydfil. This demonstrates the limited capacity that currently exists to expand Welsh medium provision in many parts of the country.
Amongst FELSWs, 11.4% of those registered are able to work through the medium of Welsh, compared to a figure of 17.9% of school LSWs. For work-based learning practitioners, 12.2% of registered practitioners have declared that they are able to work through the medium of Welsh, while the proportion amongst adult learning practitioners stands at 3.9%. However, the latter percentage is affected by a low declaration rate for the question within that group[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  A significant proportion of registered adult learning registrants (38%) have not provided a declaration in relation to Welsh-language capability, meaning that the available data may not fully reflect the sector’s potential capacity.] 

FE and WBL practitioners must be supported to develop the confidence, linguistic capability and pedagogical expertise needed to teach and support learners effectively through the medium of Welsh. Alongside strengthening the pipeline of new entrants with Welsh-language skills, equal priority should be given to providing accessible, high-quality opportunities for the existing workforce to build, extend and sustain their competence over time. The current absence of dedicated Welsh‑medium FE ITE provision represents a structural constraint on expanding the number of practitioners able to teach in Welsh and this is an issue that could usefully be examined as part of discussions relating to PCET ITE reform.  
ALN provision
The paper correctly highlights the increasing number of learners with ALN and more complex needs who are progressing into FE, particularly at Level 2 and below. These learners frequently require enhanced pastoral, academic and safeguarding support, placing additional demands on practitioner expertise, time and judgement. Meeting these expectations requires a skilled workforce with appropriate training, adequate capacity and access to high-quality professional learning. However, despite rising demand within FE colleges for practitioners with specialist expertise to support learner progression and wellbeing, particularly within learning support roles, many employers continue to face significant recruitment and retention difficulties (as highlighted above). We therefore believe that this is an area in which sustained, strategic workforce planning will be critical in order to provide the necessary standards of support for learners and maintain safeguarding across Wales.
System coherence, collaboration and workforce mobility
The EWC welcomes the ongoing development of a broader range of diverse post-16 pathways. However, achieving a more coherent and cohesive system will require greater focus on enabling practitioner mobility and securing parity of esteem between those working in schools and in further education. Differences in professional standards, qualification requirements, pay and conditions can act as barriers to movement, limiting the system’s capacity to deploy expertise where it is most needed. Greater alignment and clarity in professional expectations would strengthen cohesion, reinforce professional identity and support the development of a more resilient workforce.
The continued decline in sixth‑form provision across Wales also raises issues relating to the availability of specialist subject expertise within schools. As more learners move into the FE sector, valuable specialist expertise risks being dispersed or lost, potentially reducing the breadth of academic pathways available within some communities. We believe that that genuine collaboration between schools, FE institutions and local authorities is therefore essential, to ensure learners receive consistent advice, safeguarding support, and access to a broad curriculum. 
Financial Sustainability 
While the EWC does not comment on specific funding decisions, we would emphasise that financial sustainability and workforce sustainability are interdependent. Funding decisions shape the ability of providers to recruit and retain practitioners, support professional learning, and maintain safe staffing levels. These factors are central to safeguarding, learner experience and the quality of provision across the tertiary system.
Conclusion 
The EWC welcomes the opportunity to provide comments on the paper and recognises the ambition set out by Welsh Government to create a more coherent, high-performing tertiary system. The central theme running through our response is that progress will depend on the strength, capacity and confidence of the workforce. Ambitions for system reform must therefore be matched by sustained attention to workforce supply, standards, and safeguarding. As such clear professional standards, fair access to high-quality professional learning, and an evidence-driven approach to recruitment, retention and workforce planning are not peripheral considerations; they are essential foundations for safeguarding learners, maintaining public trust and achieving national ambitions. These considerations also sit within a wider context, including the need to address longstanding challenges arising from the fact that HE participation rates for 18-year-olds remain persistently lower in Wales than elsewhere in the UK. This further reinforces the importance of ensuring the tertiary workforce is equipped to support learners, regardless of the pathways they choose.
The EWC stands ready to work closely with Welsh Government, Medr and partners across the sector on all of these matters, in order to ensure that robust workforce intelligence underpins future planning. If I can be of further assistance, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Yours sincerely,
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Lisa Winstone
Chief Executive
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