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Introduction (250)
In this essay I will be looking at how covid-19 has impacted on the journey and development of Further Education (FE) in Wales.  This educational project will be informed through the process of a literature review. In the first instance I will look at the history of FE and how it has progressed, considering also the position it was in pre-covid-19 and the developments it has made since.  

Situations encountered that highlight inequality, exclusion and shortfalls, tend to inspire theorists and governments to examine schooling and education and address the issues that they identify.  In order to provide some background information and consider more recent developments, I will be reporting on new Welsh Government legislation.  This will provide clarity on what concerns were being raised and the recommendations on how to improve provision.

When covid-19 hit the UK, it had an immediate impact on education; it had an immediate impact on students; it had an immediate impact on staff.  This research will gather the evidence through literature resources in order to provide clarity on the  changes made during covid-19 and the affect this has had on all areas of the sector.

This research will focus on several areas including wellbeing; teaching; training, learning and the curriculum; leadership; and funding.  This essay will consider if covid-19 has put an additional strain on these areas?  Has enough been done to mitigate the effects of covid-19? There has been a huge emphasis on the negative aspects, but in order to provide a balanced report on the findings, positive outcomes will also be explored.

Lastly, this research will consider the position of FE since the tidal wave of change hit.  What has been learned from this unprecedented situation?  Are we building a stronger foundation, or are we still in the midst of devastation?

Further Education in Wales
Further Education (FE) includes education and training provision mainly for people aged 16 years and over.  The level taught ranges from basic skills, work-based training to foundation level degrees (National Assembly for Wales, 2013).  The origins of the sector can be traced to vocational education in the 19th century, particularly the mechanics’ institute movement. These were funded by private individuals, providing vocational training aimed at those from humble social backgrounds, (Royle, 1971).

An uncritical satisfaction in liberalism regarding development prevailed and educating the working population was met with scepticism, a cultural disposition in favour of liberal education and against ‘utilitarian’ education existed (Green, 1995).  This lack of interest and priority within FE by previous governments have left the sector feeling invisible. This shortage of passion and commitment have created complexities and a lack of continuity.  Metaphorically speaking, if you were to draw a map of the sector prior to recent changes, there would be some large blank spaces on it because previously, relatively few people had researched and mapped it (Petrie, 2015).

When governments realised there was a significant link between improving FE and improving the economy, they began commissioning reviews to identify weaknesses and opportunities to improve the sector.  The OECD reports that around the world, education is widely recognised as bringing ‘significant benefits to society, not only through higher employment opportunities and income but also via enhanced skills, improved social status and access to networks’ (OECD, 2013).

Devolution in Wales (2006) has given policymakers the opportunity to develop a distinctly Welsh approach to education (National Assembly for Wales, 2001). Education and training are of the first importance for Wales - they liberate talent, extend opportunity, empower communities and help create wealth.(National Assembly for Wales, 2001).  This provided Wales with an opportunity to tailor education to meet the expectation of individuals, to promote Welsh culture and to meet economic needs.

‘Collaboration’ was the priority for the Welsh Government in 2008, and it played a major role in the Transformation agenda. This signalled colleges to begin merging in order to become Further Education Institutes (FEI).  To progress the Transformation agenda the Welsh Government proposed that geographic and sectoral learning partnerships should be established to improve institutional effectiveness and the quality of provision (National Assembly for Wales, 2013).  After many mergers, in January 2021, there were 12 colleges providing further education in Wales (Estyn 2021).  Mergers were crucial to colleges due to the decrease in student enrolment, reduced revenue and increasing expectation.  A report by ColegauCymru identified that, in recent years, further education enrolments have been falling, especially amongst those studying part-time (Buchanan et al, 2020).  The number of part-time enrolments is expected to fall further in 2020-21, due mainly to the impact of the covid-19 pandemic (Estyn, 2021).

Initially FE colleges received funding through the Further Education Funding Council for Wales (FEFCW) (National Assembly for Wales, 2013).  Under the Learning and Skills Act 2000 the National Council for Education and Training for Wales was established, which became known as ELWa. ELWa replaced the FEFCW with the remit of planning and funding post-16 learning and aimed to develop a coherent FE structure. ELWa was merged into the Welsh Government in April 2006. (National Assembly for Wales, 2013). In 2013 the Welsh Government’s Department for Education and Skills (DfES) funded each FE college directly as well as FE colleges being able to generate their own income.  Over the years, the sector has undergone considerable changes with respect to structure and organisation, governance and funding (Hazelkorn, 2016).  ‘We know that difficult funding choices have been most keenly felt in this area in the past (Miles, 2022).  So far around £310 million of additional funding has been allocated to support post-16 providers in Wales to respond to the pandemic (Welsh Government, 2022).

Professor Ellen Hazelkorn had vast international experience in the field of education. Her review was commissioned to examine the provision gaps across post-compulsory education and training, and to inform the Welsh Government of ways they could build a first class post-compulsory education system for Wales.  The report was produced in March 2016.  The system, prior to the review, is described by the Education Minister, Kirsty Williams, as ‘growing in complexity’ (Williams, 2017).

The Hazelkorn Review, Towards 2030, was published in March 2016, in it, Hazelkorn recommended the creation of a new body to oversee FE and HE training.  This body would have a responsibility to lead and shape FE and HE rather than just having a funding role  The intended responsibilities of The Commission for Tertiary Education and Research were to protect the interest of learners by: 

ensuring vocational and academic learning are equally valued; align education and training more closely with the needs of employers; monitor performance and governance whilst protecting the academic freedom of institutions; monitor and promote improvement in education and training providers; take a whole system approach to research and innovation funding with an ability to provide funding to a wide range of HE and FE institutions.(Hazelkorn, 2016).


Many of these topics had been raised by John McCormick and colleagues in 2011 after they were asked to conduct a review of Higher Education (HE) governance in Wales (Hazelkorn, 2016).  In addition to these, Hazelkorn identified further matters of serious concern such as, poor connectivity between/across different sectors of the post-16 education system; inadequate accountability; insufficient attention to learning outcomes and pathways; and poor links between education and other societal goals (Hazelkorn, 2016).

The CTER will be established as an independent Welsh Government body in 2023 (Reid, 2017).  The Post-16 and Transitions project is dedicated to addressing the disruption caused by the covid-19 pandemic, and is separate from the work of Welsh Government in establishing the Commission (Welsh Government, 2022).  This suggests a commitment to pursue the goals already set by the Welsh Government pre-covid, fulfilling its role in improving education in Wales.

The worldwide incidence of covid-19 cases kept increasing after the World Health Organization (WHO) declared covid-19 as a pandemic disease on 11th March 2020 (Basheti et al, 2022).  Between the 20th of March and Christmas 2020, face-to-face teaching was suspended for 60-65 days at FE colleges across Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).  Post-16 providers mobilised quickly to respond to the challenges of covid-19, with leaders and practitioners working innovatively and at pace to ensure that they supported their learners’ progress and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2020).  According to Hagell, the long-term harms to physical health caused directly by the covid-19 virus to young people appear to be low (Hagell, 2021).  Obviously colleges were unaware of this information at the time of suspending teaching face-to-face.

The pandemic inflicted great stress on students and FE staff, mainly due to the shift from face-to-face education to complete online delivery.  Teachers faced adapting lessons and adopting new online teaching strategies which may have been, to some, very new methods.  Many educators, now working from home, also had to facilitate the education their own children; provide regular meals; consider the wellbeing of their family; care for parents who may have been vulnerable; shopping whilst also living by new isolating rules; and collaborating with colleagues online or via email. The results of a review published in 2021 showed that psychological symptoms following the closure of universities and other educational institutions and the need to adapt to new teaching modalities have led to 30% of teachers suffering from stress (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al, 2021).  

It was difficult to see how the lockdown would impact on students, however a rapid literature review was conducted in September 2021 to gather information and examine what was known about the impact of covid-19 on learners and educational practitioners across the post-16 sectors in Wales and beyond (Edwards et al, 2021).  This review focused on identifying the most effective mitigations against the main harms caused by disruption (Welsh Government, 2022).  However, some were difficult to overcome.  In a Barnado’s survey of 4,000 8-24 year olds, 68% reported that not seeing their friends was the most difficult aspect of lockdown (Barnado’s, 2020).  A publication by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales, ‘Coronavirus and Me’ reported on the views and experiences of children and young people in Wales and identifies that ‘life has been difficult for all age groups’ and ‘strong negative feelings were expressed by many children and young people’  (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2021a). 
In recent years there has been a substantial increase in concern for children and young people’s mental health.  An English research foundation recorded that over the last thirty years behavioural problems have doubled and there has been a 70% increase in emotional problems.  It was estimated by the American Psychological Association in 2012 that one in five children and teens suffer from mental health problems and the World Health Organisation (WHO) expected that by 2020, neuro psychiatric disorders in children will swell by 50% compared with other health issues, making them one of the five main causes of disability and death ( Palmer, 2007).  The topic already had great focus within FE, but it was prioritised further when covid-19 hit.  Measures to mitigate negative impact included supporting physical activity; improve sleep quality; and provide counselling for young people (Edwards et al, 2021). However in March 2021, in a report published by FE Week there were shocking results.  94% of colleges have students who have attempted suicide in the last 12 months and 90% of colleges saw an increase in students diagnosed with mental health  in the past 12 months (FE News, 2021)
In 2020/21 £4.5m of funding was allocated to the FE sector for the purpose of making additional resources available to support mental health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2022).  However, was this money used effectively to support students and improve wellbeing outcomes?  During the full lockdown in 2020, there were very little opportunities for students to have in-person meeting with counsellors.  However, Estyn states that colleges maintained regular contact with vulnerable learners through face-to-face meetings; telephone; text; social media; video calls; and online platforms (Estyn, 2021).  They do not expand on how often face-to-face meetings happened in comparison to the more distant approaches.  A summary of 12 recent studies collected by the Education Endowment Foundation concerning the impact of school/college closures and the digital divide on disadvantaged young people, showed a learning gap or loss was about 2 months behind normal expectation of learners. However, the gaps were much bigger for disadvantaged learners(Education Endowment Foundation, 2021).  They further added that whilst small gaps in learning could be improved quite quickly, longer gaps could be very damaging (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021).  Compelling evidence of the disproportionate effects of the pandemic on those taking vocational courses is shown in data.  The declines, which appear to be more prevalent in lower level learners and adults, are for participation and attainment in vocational learning both at college and in the workplace (Spours et al, 2021).
Futhermore, a report released  by the UCL Social Research Institute claims that a systematic study of research on the views of children and young people during the pandemic showed that lockdowns did not result in a universal negative effect (RCPCH, 2020).  A minority of young people reported that their mental health and sense of wellbeing had improved due to not experiencing bullying at school and having greater family contact (Spours, et al, 2021).  Estyn’s wording in their 2020/21 annual report suggest some inconsistencies in FE when they state that ‘In many cases, colleges prioritised vulnerable and disadvantaged learners’ (Estyn, 2021).  This suggests that not all FE colleges had the same priorities.
It is important to remember that a high number of students in FE fall into the age category often referred to as adolescence.  Studies show a dramatic increase in the rate of overt depression and depression-related disorders during adolescence (Barnes, 1998).  Adolescents are in a state of preparing themselves for adulthood by experimenting; studying; resisting; or playing (Modell and Goodman, 1990, p93).  The term was not discovered in sense that anyone studied the behaviour of young people and noted its distinctive character.  Instead it was identified as an age period (Rutter, 1979, p6).  It is noted by Barnes that adolescence is a time when young people are subject to more conflict, confusion and stress (Barnes, 1998, p323).  According to the current education minister, Jeremy Miles, one of the most important things education can do is help learners become more resilient, so that they can cope with adversity and change.  I know a lot of colleges are doing innovative work in this area (Miles, 2022).
The rapid reviews second measure was additional subject specific tutoring for learners in small groups (Edwards et al, 2021).  For the 2022/23 academic year £21.4m of additional funding had been ear-marked for pandemic related support for school sixth forms and FE colleges (Welsh Government, 2022).
As a direct effect of the pandemic, there is no doubt that financial challenges have increased for many young people.  The disruption to normal routines, education, recreation, as well as concern for family income and health , has left many young people feeling anxious, frustrated and concerned for their futures (Welsh Government, 2022).  Hagell gives an example of this through benefits, she states there were over 400,000 additional households with dependent children claiming Universal Credit in April-May 2020 (Hagell, 2021).
In some ways covid-19 has encouraged positive development within FE.  The digital college model offers opportunities for increased personalisation of learning, helping fit into students’ lives, rather than the other way around (Miles, 2022).  The Welsh Government provided over 12 million to support remote learning, this funding was prioritised to address digital exclusion and led to 26,600 new devices being distributed to enable students to study from home (Welsh Government, 2022).  However there were cases of delays to learning due to the lack of access to devices and internet, understandable given the unprecedented circumstances but this did cause moments of exclusion for some students.
The Education Policy Institute (EPI) published a report that described the way the Welsh Government provided laptops and wi-fi devices to address the lack of access to online learning caused by the coronavirus as commendable (Sibletta and Cottell, 2020).  The report also highlighted that this was in contrast to other UK nations, that they were able to ‘make use of well-established infrastructure on digital inclusion’ due to this ‘policymakers in Wales were able to make early steps.  Policymakers and schools were able to re-purpose existing stocks of laptops and send new MiFi devices (wireless routers) to disadvantaged learners by the end of May (the latter covering 2.7 percent of pupils) (Sibletta and Cottell, 2020).
Some practitioners had constraints around online delivery due to a lack of capability of using online learning platforms (Welsh Government, 2020).  Digital delivery professional learning resource development was an early support measure by the Welsh Government.  This was a programme of staff training units to advance digital delivery practice among FE practitioners, developed by Jisc on behalf of the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2022).  
Concerns were raised that children and young people were now being encouraged to regularly use their digital devices.  UNICEF’s recent report ‘Growing up in a contented world’, explains more attention should be paid to what children and young people are doing online rather than having concerns over time.  It states that while a small group of children will inevitably encounter adverse experiences when they use digital technology, this is not directly related to time (UNICEF, 2020).  As a result of this, one of the actions of the Welsh Government was to update its 2019 ‘Online Safety Action Plan for Children and Young People’ on the 20th November.  This reflected the important role that cyber resilience  and data security has in ensuring children and young people are kept safe and secure online (Estyn, 2021). As the COVID-19 pandemic shows, we are increasingly reliant on digital technology. It has become a lifeline for those confined to their homes (UNICEF, 2020).

The pandemic inflicted great stress on students and FE staff, mainly due to the shift from face-to-face education to complete online delivery.  Teachers faced adapting lessons and adopting new online teaching strategies which may have been, to some, very new methods.  This was in addition to an already strained workforce, where in a survey in 2021, just over half indicated, they worked on average 50 hours during a typical week (EWC, 2021).  Many educators, now working from home, also had to facilitate the education of their own children; provide regular meals; consider the wellbeing of their family; care for parents who may have been vulnerable; shopping for themselves and others; and collaborating with colleagues online or via email.  The results of a review published in 2021 showed that psychological symptoms following the closure of universities and other educational institutions and the need to adapt to new teaching modals have led to 30% of teachers suffering from stress (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al, 2021).  Not only were 75.3% of FE teachers concerned about their own health but also those close to them (EWC, 2021).

Staff experienced their own difficulties around illness, caring responsibilities and mental health (Welsh Government, 2020).  Some of the early support measures being developed by Welsh Government were the ‘Well Aware’ pilot project to promote mental health and wellbeing among teaching practitioners, conducted by the Joint Trade Union’s and FEI’s, reviews of school teacher workloads (Welsh Government, 2022).  Given the challenges staff faced, many didn’t have the time to prioritise their own health and wellbeing, taking time out may have concerned them due to even more backlog of work.
Covid-19 had also impacted on FE teachers’ wellbeing and safety at work, 68.5% were fairly or very concerned (EWC, 2021).  Education Support launched its new mental health and wellbeing hub in April 2021, offering free wellbeing resources for teachers and school staff in Wales, called ‘Taking Care of Teachers’.  Welsh Government provides the funding for the hub, it provides information, guides and tips to support the mental health and wellbeing of staff (Estyn, 2021).
59.8% of FE teachers say that, if more time was available they would use it for planning and preparation (EWC, 2021).  Sector leaders needed to develop new approaches to engage with learners returning to or progressing into post-16 learning (Welsh Government, 2020).  Some students remained at home due to anxiety, or because they were in the extremely vulnerable group of individuals.  This meant that models of blended learning were used when returning to college after the first lockdown.  Teachers were simultaneously teaching online and face-to-face which put pressure on resource accessibility and time for lesson planning.  This involved additional planning and preparation for teachers.  In the 2021 National Education Workforce Survey, all respondents claimed that administration and paperwork featured highly in terms of the number of hours spent over and above core work activities such as teaching (EWC, 2021).
On the 18th of March 2020, the Minister for Education announced that the summer 2020 examination series of GCSE’s, AS and A levels, would not take place and that learners would be awarded grades based on teacher estimates and on previously completed work (Welsh Government, 2020).  This has caused uncertainty for learners, and an increase in workload for staff who are required to work with awarding bodies to estimate grades (Welsh Government, 2020).  On the 12th of October 2020, Qualifications Wales published a breakdown of the final results that were awarded in summer 2020 for GCSE’s, AS and A level qualifications which showed nationally that the results were considerably higher than in recent years (Estyn, 2021).
In 2021, Kirsty Williams, the then Education Minister for Wales, confirmed that there would be no exams for learners sitting their end of year GCSE’s, A and AS levels.  Instead educational institutions would implement externally set and marked, teacher-managed assessments.  These would be delivered within a classroom environment under teaching supervision (Estyn, 2021).  Even though this was seen as a way of having a more accurate result than on the previous year, grades for GCSE’s improved again in August 2021, with 28.7% of pupils achieving an A* or A grade compared to 18.4% in 2019, the last year of examinations.  73.6% of grades were A* to C compared with 62.8% in 2019 (Qualifications Wales, 2021d).
There are some learners and associated groups whom the disruption is likely to be particularly significant.  An example of these learners are those with ACE’s or who are vulnerable; current learners with additional learning needs; and students progressing into post-16 education; and students who have received estimated grades and may need additional support to step up to the next level (Welsh Government, 2020).  Why is the latter so significant? Many felt that grades had been inflated during covid-19 which led many students to be accepted and enrolled on courses above their ability.  This not only put pressure on the learner but also on the teaching team, especially as one of the by-products of this situation was difficult behaviour caused by frustration and a sense of failure.  Hagell found in her research that in particular, young people already facing challenges in their lives (such as those living in poverty, living with disability or in challenging family situations) seen likely to have been hardest hit (Hagell, 2021).
Estyn’s activities remained suspended due to the pandemic.  As part of their engagement work with the sector they continued with the link inspector engagement with colleges remotely.  Their discussions with leaders focused on the wellbeing of learners and staff and how colleges supported teaching, leadership and learning throughout the pandemic. Performance measures for FE outcomes were not produced for 2019/20 which, along with the inspection suspensions by Estyn, were expected to free up the sector in order to focus on the safety and wellbeing of its learners and staff (Welsh Government, 2020).
A study was commissioned by the Welsh Government in order to better understand how professional learning could support the post-16 workforce to meet the challenges facing the sector (Thomas et al, 2019).  Effective education can be broken down in simple terms as an experience that allows us to acquire information that can enhance our thinking, expanding our knowledge and developing new ideas that subsequently allows the achievement of desired goals.  The potential impact that effective learning can have on a pupils’ level of engagement is significant, when individuals are engaged in the learning process they are more able to develop new thinking skills and explore new ideas and learning pathways.  Engagement can activate an individuals’ creativity to provide unique approaches to achieve learning outcomes and the learning goals.  The pandemic has forced a recognition of the need for higher investment in learning and development (Warman, 2022).  Even though attending courses/training was the most commonly selected form of professional learning in the last 12 months (in 2021), a lack of time was the main obstacle preventing 62.9% of FE teachers from accessing professional learning (EWC,2021).  It could be argued that staff were forced to develop new skills as a result of covid-19, benefitting students by adapting to the technology age that many of them have become accustomed to.  Also, by expanding on strategies for delivery, lecturers are far more equipped to differentiate lessons and promote equality within their classrooms.
In education there is an emphasis on ensuring smooth transitions into different stages of progression.  This highlights the significance of transitions and how important it is that students are supported from one area to another.  Going into lockdown was a huge transition, with new expectations, and the need for student to exercise new authority over themselves.  Boundaries were set but had very little consequences due to the priority to support wellbeing.  Some students would enjoy the experience, whilst others, maybe those who were vulnerable, would experience a traumatic period, escalating mental health concerns and having a negative impact on their development and progression.  Not only was this damaging, but returning to face to face was to be more challenging.   Yet there were no transition strategies, very little support for teaching staff to deal with behaviour, and no clear definition of boundaries and consequences.
Conclusion
History had shown a catalogue of errors within FE, especially in the Governments lack of engagement with the sector.  Developments were slow however, pre-covid the future was looking a little more achievable and positive. And then there was covid.  Students, teachers and staff were thrown into a ‘sink or swim’ situation.  Some adapted well while others had to draw on all their strength to survive.  Many of the reports don’t always reflect the true horror of the situation, it’s all just words and figures when in reality there is real pain and high emotion.  On paper it shows an effective strategy for students to return to college, however in reality there was a high level of staff sickness, student absences and leadership that encouraged the go easy approach.  They now realise that students needed strong boundaries and clear direction and expectation, without this there were no effective consequences to help support students in achieving.  This would also have promoted resilience.  In saying that there did need to be strategies to support students’ work after absences due to covid.  The true impact on emotional health has still to be established. Lots of young people are going to need help in the months and years ahead.  There is not one programme or intervention that is going to be the “quick fix” (Hagell, 2021).
The pandemic reminded us how important human interaction is, something we may have taken for granted pre-covid.  Some were completely isolated and had very little social interaction.  It could be argued that this shaped behaviours and forced a change in personalities.  All of these factors had great influence on the return to college and the ‘new normal’.  Although funding has been put in place to support students and staff, the demand on student support officers has been great, it is likely that students issues have become more severe since covid.  This will take time and a continuation of funding to improve.
The Welsh Government showed a quicker response and a more transparent decision making process, including direct responses to provider queries and requests.  This allowed colleges to make the necessary changes to policy and procedure without delay.  This also encouraged effective leadership within colleges.  Students accessing digital technology was a huge achievement for the Welsh Government and it pushed the sector into a far better position.   Covid encouraged collaboration across the profession, sharing good practice.  Although this was something that had been encouraged previously by the Welsh Government, now staff wanted to do anything they could to support each other.  The need to prioritise egocentricism had faded, on the most part people were kind, helpful and caring.  
There is discussion of how the pandemic has forced a rethink about our priorities, people had taken for granted the most basic need of human interaction, freedom to visit family and friends, days out and making memories and accessing effective education. We were all in it together, not even money could buy you out of this situation, however it did help to make the experience more bearable. The more vulnerable in our society were hit hard and will need to have continued support to overcome the experience, in all aspects of society including colleges.
The Welsh Government sets out its ambition for a world-class higher education system in Wales that serves the interests of learners and the nation in the twenty-first century.  They have continued with their commitment however additional responsibilities have needed extra funding and it is unclear how much will continue now that we have very few cases of covid-19 in the Wales.  Crucially the committed needs to continue, it would be foolish to brush everything under the carpet now, reflective practice and effective responses can support the Welsh Government to achieve their goals.
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