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Policy Considerations for Designing (Regional) Post-16 
Education and Skills Systems 
The shift towards a skills economy and the need to align growth and inclusive opportunity 
elevates the importance of developing a coherent, integrated post-16 landscape and 
creating the conditions for meaningful collaboration between further education (FE) and 
higher education (HE) providers, employers, regional government, governing bodies, and 
learners. 

However, the extent that a more joined-up system is achievable will be shaped in England by 
differently mature contexts of devolution, capacity, the interactions with wider dynamics of 
competition or collaboration within and between FE and HE providers, and local, regional and 
national policy contexts and population dynamics. If there is not sustained dialogue with, and 
active participation from, FE and HE, the success of or buy-in to an integrated system will 
inevitably suffer.  

Equally, the sustainability of an effective joined-up education and skills system depends on the 
ability to deliver genuine equity of regard, voice and outcome within and between providers and 
pathways. It will require significant culture change, particularly within HE, that acknowledges any 
innovation will only develop at the pace of trust. FE has gone through an extended period of 
restructuring, increasing efficiency and designing education to deliver the relevant skills and 
knowledge for economy and society and there is much for HE to learn.  

On behalf of the Quality Council for UK Higher Education, the University of Salford, Salford 
College Group and partners in Greater Manchester ran a series of workshops exploring lessons 
from tertiary systems in Scotland and Wales and how these related to experiences in the city-
region, co-chaired by Rebecca Parks and Prof Nic Beech as leaders in FE and HE. We asked the 
question ‘what could we learn from the experience of tertiary in Wales and Scotland that could 
inform how we think about, and potentially design, greater forms of collaboration at the post-16 
level in England, and potentially for devolved geographies in England?’.   

These roundtables included expert input from regulators/funders and academics from the 
devolved nations, and led to the identification of a set of short policy considerations that need to 
be explored if we are to help strengthen collaboration and drive quality improvement across the 
whole system. The considerations are a direction of travel, not a defined end point or a 
transformation that can happen overnight. Rather, they provide a framework that can enable the 
constructive dialogue needed to develop a culture of trust and then ultimately support it in action.  

The considerations indicate the likely parameters of a world-class, joined-up education system 
that drives productivity, innovation, and inclusion, premised on collaboration between FE and 
HE, industry, quality standards and regulatory bodies. For regions in England, such as Greater 
Manchester, they are both an indication of what already exists and a set of provocations for 
different ways to explore deepening the degree of collaboration and surrounding governance.  



 
 

 
These policy considerations have been drafted to present to policy audiences (A), and the public 
(B), establishing what should be explored to allow greater post-16 integration of skills and 
education where learner, employer, policy and provider needs are balanced to maximise success 
for learners and the (regional) economy. To ensure these considerations are useful for the sector, 
they are deliberately very concise, intending to reflect the complexity of the systems without  
overwhelming by the detail, nuance and variety the workshops generated. 

Workshop Development 
To develop these considerations, three roundtables ran between November 2025 and March 
2026, inviting a broad spectrum of participants from education, policy and the regulators both 
within and local to Greater Manchester, and drawn from Scotland and Wales each with differently 
developed tertiary systems.  

The initial discussions were framed with expert presentations on skills and education policy, 
access and social mobility, quality enhancement, and lessons from Scotland and Wales.  The 
subsequent workshops explored what we want to achieve with a tertiary education approach, 
what learners need and how can we best design learner journeys and pathways. They also 
considered the most effective relations and links between providers, regulators, and local and 
national government. The output of this discussion informed an initial draft of five considerations, 
critiqued and refined in the following roundtable. The final meeting re-wrote the agreed principles 
with two target audiences in mind: a) policy makers, and b) the general public.  

  



 
 

 
Policy Considerations for Post-16 Pathways: Policy Brief (A) 
The post-16 learning skills and education ecosystem is shaped by interacting, and at times, 
competing dynamics. Learner employment aspirations, changing labour markets and industry 
characteristics, advances in research-led or practice-informed teaching and subject 
development, or variations in policy and funding all contribute to a vibrant and shifting landscape.  

A more integrated system has value, whether for learners and their families, educators, leaders, 
policy makers or employers, and has become a goal following the recommendations of the 
Curriculum and Assessment Review.  

Drawing on the experiences of experts in education and policy from around the UK, we propose a 
series of policy considerations to guide discussions on the development of and guidance for 
post-16 pathways, potentially at a regional level, based on collaboration of existing sector 
agencies and emphasising engagement with and participation from FE and HE providers. 

Principle 1: Working together, establish, maintain and amplify equity of regard for, and 
consequences of, diverse academic, technical and vocational pathways for learners. Ensure 
effective, impartial advice for learners of all ages about the current and potential opportunities 
available to them, adapted to their learning interests and developing aspirations for particular or 
general career paths. 

Principle 2: Create a coordinated regional system for post-16 education that maps provision, fills 
gaps through partnership working and creates clarity of learner journeys through streamlined 
transfer and learner progression across institutions. 

Principle 3: Collectively establish an expert-, employer- and learner-informed regional skills and 
education implementation and impact framework to support development of broad curricula and 
experiential design based on a variety of perspectives on knowledge, skills and practice. 
Alongside a new regional governance body (with strict parameters on remit) co-design 
shared objectives and outcomes, emphasising flexibility and pathways that enable multimodal 
pedagogies and assessments. 

Principle 4. In a clearly defined local area, establish alignment between how the content of 
education is developed and delivered for local priorities while also ensuring standards are 
comparable across local areas and nationally. Standards, regulation and governance should 
encourage the creative design of education by professionals, attuned to the local context, 
developed through engaging with students and employers to ensure courses are relevant to 
industry needs and supports engaged learners while meeting national quality standards. The 
governance of national quality and standards could be more coordinated and provide the basis 
for assurance across the country while also enabling space for local innovation. 

Principle 5. Develop collaborative structures across organisations that enables us to recognise 
equivalent learning pathways, support potential staff mobility (which may be temporary, part-
time or informal), and student support structure that builds a shared culture that enables 
organisations to work effectively as a connected system.  This could go further to develop policy 
for mobility of students, staff and potentially shared resources. 



 
 

 
Policy Considerations for Post-16 Pathways: Public Brief (B) 
The Curriculum and Assessment Review set out to establish a curriculum framework for 
education up to age of 19 and in Scotland and Wales tertiary systems have been established, to 
coordinate learning from the age of 16.   

Building on this work, we brought together experts from around the UK to propose some key 
messages on how we could develop the education system for ages 16 and up in England, 
potentially with a regional focus.   

Principle 1: Work together to provide knowledge and recognition of the different pathways for 
learners of all ages, and to ensure learners have effective impartial advice about the 
opportunities available to them and their potential outcomes, depending on their learning 
interests or career goals. 

Principle 2: Make it easier for learners to move between courses and institutions without barriers 
and to have their different knowledge and skills recognised for progression to further/higher study 
and into work.  

Principle 3: Develop a learner pathway framework mapping a variety of approaches to learning 
and assessment to meet the needs of different learner journeys and different employers.  

Principle 4: Working with regional businesses and organisations, develop locally relevant  
approaches to education content and delivery whilst also ensuring national standards are met.  

Principle 5: Improve the coordination of schools, sixth form or further education colleges, and 
higher education providers to more effectively deliver high quality learner pathways mapped to a 
common framework. Identify opportunities for shared staff development. 

  



 
 

  

  

This report has been prepared based on the contributions from attendees at three 
roundtables, co-chaired by Prof Nic Beech (Vice-Chancellor, University of Salford) and 

Rebecca Parks (Group Principal, Salford City College Group)  
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