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The introduction of Medr, the Commission for Tertiary Education and Research in Wales

Outline the context for change
In Wales, the tertiary education system is often referred to Post-compulsory Education and Training (PcET), which covers all structured learning from age 16 onwards. This will include Higher Education (HE), Further Education (FE) colleges, apprenticeships and Work-Base Learning (WBL), adult community learning, and sixth form schools/academies. For many years, governance of these separate systems felt noticeably fragmented (Hazelkorn, 2016).
The Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW) was the arm’s length body of administration responsible for the funding and regulation of HE that operated indirectly from Senedd ministers. The Department for Education and Skills (DfES), that controlled FE, apprenticeships, WBL and adult community learning, was directly overseen by the Welsh Government.  This siloed approach created two distinct models of governance that created separate rules for funding, quality assurance procedures and overall accountably that ran parallel but not interconnected (Audit Wales, 2021).
A significant moment was Professor Ellen Hazelkorn’s independent review in 2016 of the system. Hazelkorn characterised it as one with a lot of duplication of effort, weak collaboration between sectors, inconsistent standards and real difficulties for learners trying to move seamlessly between further and higher education (Hazelkorn, 2016). According to Hazelkorn, Wales was losing ground to countries such as Scotland and New Zealand, which had already adopted a more integrated perspective on post-secondary scrutiny. 
The main change this report focuses on is the establishment of Medr, the Commission for Tertiary Education and Research. Created by the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022, Medr became fully operational on 1 August 2024 as a new arm’s length body of the Welsh Government (Government, 2022). It now brings together strategic oversight, funding, regulation and quality assurance for the entire tertiary sector, replacing HEFCW and taking over functions previously managed directly by the Department for Education and Skills. 
What makes this reform particularly significant is that it represents more than a simple organisational merger. It requires the whole post-16 sector to be viewed and led as a single, interconnected system. This new directive requires a shared set of objectives for the entire post-16 education and training system to work towards, all framing within the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Government, 2015). The act aimed to increase participation, support lifelong learning, improve Welsh-medium provision, and focus education and research more with economic and social needs. In practice, it asks universities, colleges and other providers to see themselves as part of one interconnected system rather than operating largely independently.
The introduction of Medr therefore signifies a significant macro-level system change in Wales. It incorporates virtually all the components that enable the education and training systems to work; governance and funding models, learner pathways, data sharing and cross-sector collaboration. According to Senge (2006), this reformation requires a genuine system-led approach where the entire sector mobilises itself around new shared objectives.


Summarise the main drivers for change
The decision to create Medr grew out of several overlapping pressures that had developed over time. At the heart of the case for change was the deep structural fragmentation of the tertiary system. With higher education under HEFCW and the rest of post-16 provision managed directly by the DfES, there was too much duplication and too little coordination across sectors (Hazelkorn, 2016).
Hazelkorn’s 2016 review brought these weaknesses into sharp focus. She highlighted confusion around roles and responsibilities, lack of coherent learner pathways, inconsistent quality assurance and an overall absence of strategic direction for the post-compulsory sector as a whole. The review made a persuasive argument for a single arm’s length body that could provide unified oversight and stronger strategic leadership across the entire system.
These findings fed directly into the Welsh Government’s 2018 consultation paper, Public Good and a Prosperous Wales – Building a Reformed PCET System. The document built on Hazelkorn’s analysis and set out the case for establishing a new commission for tertiary education and research in order to achieve greater coherence and a clearer focus on public benefit (Government, 2018). Many stakeholders supported this new direction of overall accountability, although some raised understandable questions about the balance between central oversight and institutional autonomy.
Economic and social factors from rural parts of Wales, added further weight to the argument for a reform of the system. Persistent skills gaps, the impact of Brexit on the labour market and the continuing challenge of widening participation all pointed to the need for a more holistic approach. The 2021 analysis by Universities Wales also highlighted the potential economic benefits of a more joined-up tertiary system. It showed how a whole-system approach could help spread the advantages of higher education more evenly across Wales, including in regions that do not have their own university (Kelly, 2021).
Alongside these economic drivers, there was a growing emphasis on lifelong learning as a way of addressing the improvement for skills development among working-age adults and support for the broader societal goals of language expansion. The Wales Centre for Public Policy review highlighted the importance of the new Commission in creating a more integrated lifelong learning system that could respond to both productivity needs and wider social objectives (Pember, 2021).
International evidence also helped strengthen the case. Models such as Scotland’s Scottish Funding Council and New Zealand’s Tertiary Education Commission suggested that bringing further and higher education under one strategic body could improve collaboration, reduce inefficiencies and lead to better learner outcomes, although success would depend on careful implementation (Fullan, 2010). At the same time, scholars of system reform have consistently warned that the real challenge lies in balancing stronger central direction with enough flexibility and trust at institutional level (Andy Hargreaves, 2009).
Collectively, the drivers for Medr reflected both long-standing structural problems and more recent economic and social pressures facing Wales. The pre-2022 evidence base, particularly Hazelkorn’s review, the 2018 consultation, and supporting analyses from Audit Wales, the Wales Centre for Public Policy and Universities Wales, provided a clear and well-documented rationale for moving away from a divided system towards one that could operate, and be led, as a more coherent whole.


Outline the role of system leaders - key players, core expectations, actions
System leaders have been central to the introduction of Medr, operating at national, organisational and institutional levels. At the highest level, the Welsh Government’s Cabinet Secretary for Education and senior civil servants within the Department for Education and Skills set the overall direction. Their role was to positively drive the legislation, ensuring that cross-party support was secured within the Senedd and begin to establish the strategic framework that Medr would work within. In practice, this meant translating the ambitions of the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022 into clear and solid expectations around lifelong learning, coherence and equity goals (Government, 2022).
Once Medr became operational in August 2024, its own board and executive team took on the role of central system leaders. Chaired by Professor Dame Julie Lydon, the board is responsible for strategic planning, risk-based regulation, funding decisions and performance monitoring across the entire tertiary sector. The Chief Executive and senior staff have had to balance the need for robust oversight with sufficient flexibility for providers. Their core expectation is to create a single, interconnected system that replaces the previous split between HEFCW and the direct departmental controlled sub-systems. In doing so they must demonstrate the kind of adaptive, evidence-informed leadership that Fullan (2010) describes as essential when systems are being realigned.
At institutional level, leaders such as university vice-chancellors and further education college principals have become crucial system leaders in their own right. They are expected not only to manage their own organisations but to collaborate across traditional boundaries, for example, by aligning apprenticeship frameworks with higher education pathways or contributing to Medr’s consultations on registration conditions. This distributed form of leadership requires them to look beyond their own institutions and allow a greater perspective of the whole tertiary system (Hazelkorn, 2016).
The specific skills these leaders need, have been well documented in the further and higher education literature. Jameson and McNay (2007), in their Ultimate FE Leadership and Management Handbook, emphasise the importance of practical, day-to-day leadership that keeps a clear focus on quality, staff development and organisational improvement while navigating external policy pressures. Many FE principals may have drawn on this kind of guidance when trying to balance Medr’s new regulatory demands with the need to protect staff morale and institutional identity due to new registration categories and reporting requirements. 
Quality assurance has become another key area of responsibility. Gravells (2026), provides a detailed framework for both internal and external quality assurers in the FE and skills sector. System leaders at Medr and within institutions are now expected to apply these principles consistently across what were previously separate sectors. This includes developing shared standards, monitoring processes and mechanisms for continuous improvement. In the Medr context, leaders at both national and institutional level are using these principles to develop shared approaches to quality that bridge further and higher education. Beyond mere compliance, this is about building a culture where quality enhancement supports better learner experiences across the system.
Equally important is the management of teaching and learning itself. Ashcroft and Foreman-Peck (1994) argue that effective leaders in further and higher education must pay close attention to the two-way processes of curriculum design, assessment and learner support. In the new system educators are being asked to develop skills that span the FE–HE sectors. Leaders are expected to encourage staff to develop flexible pedagogies and assessment approaches that would support seamless learner progression, something that was far more difficult under the old disjointed arrangements.
An international case study helps to illustrate what effective system leadership can look like in practice. When New Zealand established its Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) in 2003, system leaders faced similar challenges of integrating vocational and higher education. The OECD’s 2008 review of New Zealand’s tertiary system highlighted the TEC’s leadership in governance, steering and planning, particularly the way leaders negotiated charters and profiles that aligned national priorities with institutional diversity while preserving a high degree of autonomy (OECD, 2008). This approach involved extensive stakeholder engagement, adaptive planning and coalition-building, skills that Fullan (2010) also identifies as critical in successful system-wide reform. Welsh leaders appear to be adopting comparable approaches through Medr’s extensive consultation processes on the Strategic Plan and regulatory framework.
In practice, the skills needed by system leaders in Medr go beyond traditional management. They include strategic foresight to anticipate economic and social needs, the ability to build trust across sectors, and resilience when dealing with funding constraints leading to institutional anxieties. It can be seen in Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) that successful system change depends on leadership that is distributed rather than top-down. In Wales this can be seen in the way Medr has involved providers in shaping priorities while still maintaining clear strategic direction from its centre. Nevertheless, the early signs suggest that system leaders who can combine the practical wisdom found in Jameson and McNay, the quality discipline set out by Gravells (2016), and the learner-focused insight of Ashcroft and Foreman-Peck are better placed to make the reform work through openness to change.
In summary, the introduction of Medr has redefined what it means to be a system leader in Welsh tertiary education. The key players, including ministers, Medr’s board and executive, and institutional heads, carry clear expectations around strategic coherence, quality and collaboration. The skills required are both technical and interactive, and the international evidence shows that success depends on leaders who can think holistically while still supporting the people and organisations on the ground. How well these roles are performed will, to a large extent, determine whether Medr delivers the step-change in tertiary education that Hazelkorn first envisaged.
Give an account of what happened
The implementation of Medr has been a carefully managed, phased process that has sought to turn the policy vision of the 2022 Act into practice across the entire tertiary system. Following Royal Assent, the Welsh Government spent almost two years in preparation, including the appointment of an interim board and the formal dissolution of HEFCW on 31 July 2024. Medr became fully operational the next day, on 1 August 2024, marking the official start of the new system-wide arrangements (Medr, 2025). From the beginning the change was led with a clear intention to replace the previously fragmented and siloed approach to HE, FE, apprenticeships and adult learning with a single, coherent strategic body (Medr, 2025).
The implementation process has been deliberately staged rather than instantaneous. In the first twelve months Medr’s leadership team concentrated on foundational tasks, that included publishing baseline enrolment and apprenticeship data, launching formal consultations on the Strategic Plan 2025–2030, and developing a risk-based regulatory framework with new registration categories for providers. These processes required every institution to engage with a unified data returns and planning requirement, compelling previously separate sectors to begin aligning their internal systems (Medr, 2025). The Minister for Further and Higher Education, Vikki Howells MS, has overseen the legislative phasing of Medr’s powers, with the previous phase implemented in April 2025, the next major phase rolled out on 1 April 2026. This next stage will bring the securing, funding and inspection of further education and training fully under Medr, along with its powers to fund eligible higher education courses (Howells, 2026). The phased approach itself has been an important leadership decision, giving the sector time to adapt rather than attempting a wholesale change overnight.
System leadership has been exercised at multiple levels and has been largely consistent with the practices described in the previous section. At the centre, Medr’s board (chaired by Professor Dame Julie Lydon) and executive team (led by Chief Executive James Owen) have provided strategic direction while actively seeking sector input. Their coalition-building and stakeholder engagement mirror the adaptive planning skills highlighted in the OECD’s 2008 review of New Zealand’s Tertiary Education Commission (OECD, 2008). At institutional level, vice-chancellors and college principals have been critical players. They formed cross-sector working groups to address practical issues such as credit transfer and the integration of apprenticeship frameworks with higher education pathways. Their input has been essential in translating national policy into workable local arrangements. As Jameson and McNay (2007) argue, this distributed leadership is vital during periods of major external change, and in Wales it has enabled institutions to maintain day-to-day operations while contributing to system-wide coherence.
The mobilisation of the system to work in tandem has been supported by several specific processes. One of the most visible has been the development of shared quality assurance arrangements. Drawing on the principles in Gravells (2016), Medr has encouraged providers to review and align their internal quality processes with the emerging national framework. This has moved quality assurance from being a largely separate activity in further and higher education to a single more cohesive system-wide expectation. Similarly, professional learning funding made available through Medr has been used to support structured teacher collaboration. Ashcroft and Foreman-Peck (1994) emphasise the importance of treating teaching and learning as a managed, reflective process, and this funding has enabled joint staff development events between FE lecturers and HE academics. In practice, these events have focused on flexible learner pathways, shared assessment approaches and the expansion of degree apprenticeships. Consequently, teacher collaboration has evolved from informal, ad-hoc interactions toward structured, cross-sectoral engagement, systematically facilitated by institutional leadership and middle management. This ability for staff to view their position within the structure of the Medr framework has opened up networks of cross-curricular, and even cross-college, collaborations through events such as the Inspiring Skills Excellence in Wales and World Skills competitions (Inspiring Skills Excellence in Wales, 2025)
Not all aspects of leadership practice have been utilised to the same extent. While strategic foresight and stakeholder engagement have been strong, the financial pressures facing parts of the university sector have tested leaders’ resilience and emotional intelligence. A detailed critique by Schram (2026) highlights the scale of the crisis as Welsh universities are reporting growing deficits, with institutions such as Cardiff, Bangor, University of South Wales and Aberystwyth announcing hundreds of redundancies. Some institutional heads have had to manage large-scale restructuring and job losses at the same time as contributing to national consultations on Medr’s regulatory framework and Strategic Plan. Schram (2026) is particularly critical of executive leadership in some universities, pointing to rising senior pay alongside compulsory redundancies and decisions that appear to prioritise international expansion or capital projects over domestic stability. Medr’s “prudent” regulatory stance, which emphasises dialogue and institutional autonomy rather than direct intervention, has left some leaders feeling that the new system offers limited practical support during the crisis. Nevertheless, Medr’s regular publication of data and responsive adjustments to funding allocations demonstrate the evidence-informed decision-making that was highlighted as a core skill in the previous section.
Overall, the first eighteen months of implementation show that system leadership has been enacted in practice through a combination of central direction from Medr and the Welsh Government, active contribution from institutional leaders, and structured opportunities for teacher collaboration. The phased processes and consultative approach have helped mobilise the previously fragmented system to begin working in tandem. While some challenges remain, particularly around the pace of change and financial constraints, the leadership practices and skills discussed earlier have been utilised to a considerable extent. The critical input of ministers, Medr’s executive, and institutional leaders at all levels has been decisive in moving the reform from legislation into operational reality.
Provide a critical assessment of the impact of the change and conclude whether system leaders/ship made a difference or not
It could be seen, that after approximately twenty months of Medr being operational, the impact of this major system change feels decidedly mixed. On the one hand, the creation of a single arm’s length body has begun to bring a degree of coherence that simply did not exist before. On the other, the deep financial pressures facing much of the university sector have tested the new arrangements in ways that expose both the strengths and the current limitations of a systems-led approach.
There have been some clear, if notably early, positive outcomes. The publication of the Strategic Plan 2025–2030 and the associated Operational Plan (2026) have given the whole tertiary sector a shared set of ambitions for the first time. Medr’s work on baseline data, the subject review published in April 2026, and the phased development of a risk-based regulatory framework have started to create a more cohesive picture of provision across further and higher education. Professional learning funding has supported some genuine cross-sector collaboration, and there are signs of improved dialogue around flexible pathways and apprenticeships. The increased roll-out of the Enhanced Pathways, a series of programmes that combine courses with work placements outside of apprenticeships to increase learner experience for FE students and improved funding for colleges. In that sense, the systems-led approach has begun to facilitate the kind of collaboration across professional boundaries that the 2022 Act intended (Medr, 2025).
However, the financial reality on the ground tells a more sobering story. Welsh universities collectively reported an underlying operating deficit of around £94 million in early 2026 with several institutions announcing large-scale redundancies and course closures. Cardiff, Bangor, Aberystwyth and the University of South Wales have all been through painful restructuring processes. International student numbers have fallen sharply because of UK-wide visa changes, and domestic undergraduate growth has been modest at best. In this context, the “prudent” regulatory stance adopted by Medr, emphasising dialogue and institutional autonomy rather than direct intervention, has left some institutional leaders feeling somewhat exposed (Schram, 2026); (Jack, 2026). While no university is currently at risk of outright failure, the pace of cost-cutting decisions has often been made in isolation, raising concerns about the emergence of subject “cold spots” and reduced learner choice in certain parts of Wales.
A systems-led approach has undoubtedly made some difference. It has created new structures for collaboration, such as the North Wales Tertiary Alliance and various doctoral training partnerships, that would have been far harder under the old fragmented arrangements. Teacher and lecturer collaboration has increased in targeted areas, particularly where Medr funding has supported joint projects. Yet the deeper structural barriers, chronic under-funding, demographic pressures, and the limits of devolved student finance policy, have not been resolved by the establishment of Medr alone. In reality, the new system has had to operate in an extremely challenging fiscal environment, and this has constrained its ability to deliver the more ambitious, transformative change that many hoped for.
Unintended outcomes are already visible. The pressure to achieve financial sustainability has sometimes worked against the goal of greater collaboration, as institutions have understandably prioritised their own survival, leading to independent rather than coordinated decisions about course provision. There is also a risk that the emphasis on regulation and data collection adds to institutional workload at a time when staff morale may already be low (ColegauCymru, 2026). On the positive side, Medr’s regular publication of transparent financial and enrolment data has at least made these pressures more visible and evidence-based, which is an improvement on the previous patchwork of oversight (Medr, 2026).
Critically, system leaders and system leadership have been important catalysts, but they have not been decisive in the way that perhaps the original vision intended. Ministers, Medr’s board and executive, and institutional heads have all shown strategic foresight and a genuine commitment to dialogue. The phased implementation and the emphasis on consultation have prevented the kind of chaotic rollout that could have damaged learner experience. However, as Hazelkorn (2016) warned several years ago, structural reform without adequate resourcing can only achieve so much. The leadership skills discussed previously, distributed leadership, emotional intelligence, coalition-building, have been tested to the limit by the financial crisis. In some cases, they have helped mitigate the worst effects, however, in others, the constraints of the wider policy and funding environment have limited what leaders could realistically achieve.
A further test of system leadership has been the development and early operation of Medr’s risk-based regulatory framework. The framework aims to blend assurance that minimum standards are met with a stronger focus on continuous improvement, using proportional monitoring and a self-reporting culture where providers are expected to be transparent about emerging risks (Medr, 2026). In principle this respects institutional diversity and autonomy while still holding providers accountable. Yet in practice it remains largely untested. The only public example so far is Medr’s decision to reclaim funding from Coleg Sir Gar following an earlier allocation, though this has not yet been formally linked to regulatory non-compliance (Medr, 2026). With full registration not due until 2027, it is still too early to judge whether this lighter-touch, risk-based model will genuinely drive improvement or simply add another layer of reporting at a time when many institutions are already under severe financial strain.
In conclusion, system leadership has made a meaningful difference. It has begun the long process of turning a fragmented tertiary sector into something more coherent and collaborative. Without the creation of Medr and the determined efforts of leaders at every level, the situation would almost certainly be subject to an emergency intervention. Yet the change is still young, and its ultimate success will depend on whether the systems-led approach can evolve to tackle the deeper financial and structural challenges that remain. At this point, system leaders have been a necessary catalyst through the implementation phase, but not yet a sufficient handover to allow institutions to fully utilise the changes that have been developed and ultimately provide staff and learners the benefits of this new central organisation. The next few years, and the responses to the Welsh Government’s current call for evidence on the future of tertiary education, will show whether this new system can deliver the genuine, sustained improvement that Wales needs.
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