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Briefing on specialist further education
and ALN in Wales

Specialist further education colleges in Wales

Wales has seven specialist FE colleges dedicated to meeting the needs of young people aged
16-25 with complex additional learning needs (ALN). These settings provide a valuable bridge
between school and adult life, offering highly personalised courses that focus on employment
and skills for independence. All colleges have multi-disciplinary teams of tutors, support staff,
therapists and care professionals who plan and deliver leaners’ programmes. Some cater to
particular needs, such as autism or visual impairments, and some offer residential placements
or on-site support living options for between 36 and 52 weeks of the year. Whilst the ALN Code
refers to these settings as independent specialist post-16 institutions (ISPIs), the phrase
“independent” suggests an association with private schools, when in actuality these colleges are
entirely state funded. The word "institution" is also inappropriate given its historical
connotations, and as such the term “specialist further education (FE) colleges” is more
appropriate.

The sector is operating within a period of significant educational reform in Wales, driven by
major legislation concerning the new curriculum, ALN reform, and post-compulsory education
and training (PCET) reform.

Difficulties in accessing specialist FE for learners
with ALN

Ambiguities in the ALN code

Across the specialist FE sector in Wales, there is significant concern that the ALN Code is at
odds with the intentions of the ALNET Act. Without clear guidance from Welsh Government,
ALN reform could result in a drop in the number of learners with complex ALN being able to
access FE. For learners whose additional learning provision (ALP) is not a Further Education
Institution (FEI), this lack of clarity is particularly damaging. Without it, learners with low
incidence and complex ALN are at the mercy of a "postcode lottery," as different local
authorities (LAs) make their own interpretations of the ambiguous ALN Code. This lack of clear
expectations increases the risk of LA-centred decision-making, which undermines the person-
centred principles at the heart of the Act.

Channelling into FEIs

The ALN Code largely defines 'inclusion' as being educated in a mainstream setting, establishing
a default policy for learners with complex ALN to progress from special schools to their regional
FEI unless the FEI states they are unable to meet a learner’s needs. The danger of this
approach is that if an FEI cannot appropriately meet a learner’s needs, the placement may
break down, leading to a complete disengagement from education. Critically, the Code provides
no mechanism to review a learner’s Individual Development Plan (IDP) to find a more suitable
placement in these circumstances. For learners best served by a specialist college, the core
principle of access to provision that meets their needs should always take precedence over a
simplistic, place-based interpretation of inclusion.



https://www.gov.wales/education-changing
https://www.gov.wales/additional-learning-needs-transformation-programme-frequently-asked-questions-html
https://www.gov.wales/tertiary-education-reform-presentation-and-background-information
https://www.gov.wales/tertiary-education-reform-presentation-and-background-information
https://www.gov.wales/additional-learning-needs-code
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Hurdles to accessing specialist FE provision

For learners seeking a specialist FE placement, they must first prove a ‘reasonable need’ for
education and training, a criterion not applied to their peers. When assessing the ‘reasonable
need’ for specialist placements, the Code makes no stipulations on the qualifications and
experience required by individuals in LAs to make this assessment, unlike in England where
educational psychologists handle such judgments. An equitable route to FE is further
jeopardised by radical changes to funding and admissions, including the loss of a lead
commissioner for learners whose FE is funded through social care and/or health budgets.

Programme durations

The ALN Code contains further ambiguities regarding what constitutes further education,
suggesting a two-year limit to learning is the norm. In reality, learners with ALN often require
more time to complete programs than their peers. Therefore, learners whose best placement is
a specialist college should not be prevented from undertaking three-year vocational programs
to align with their aspirations and life goals.

Funding

A mechanism for protecting funding for learners whose additional learning provision is a
specialist college is essential. This funding, currently held centrally by the Welsh government,
will be devolved to LAs under the ALN reforms. The concern is that the different funding
mechanisms for learners whose ALP is a specialist college as opposed to an FEI will compromise
the decision-making of cash-strapped LA officials. This apprehension is heightened by the lack
of information provided by Welsh Government on the devolution arrangements and the fear
that the funding will not be ringfenced.

Access to information and guidance

Learners with complex ALN and their families are currently being systematically excluded from
information and guidance on post-16 options if their provision is not an FEI. This exclusion is
driven by multiple factors, including Careers Wales no longer having statutory responsibilities
for this group and the ALN pathfinder website providing no relevant information. Additionally, a
review in July 2025 found that despite an Estyn recommendation for all LAs to publish a post-16
ALN strategy, none have done so on their websites. Only six LAs make any reference to
specialist FE, and even then, they provide no information on the procedures to follow.

Individual Development Plans

The well-documented issues with the quality and content of IDPs, highlighted in Estyn's reports
on ALN reform, will be detrimental to timely transition planning for learners. These IDPs in no
way replace the highly personalised Learning and Skills Plans from the previous system, which
effectively served as a commissioning tool for specialist colleges. To secure a specialist college
placement, a learner requires an accurate assessment of their post-school education and
training needs. There is concern that the quality of these assessments is dependent on the
experience of LA staff with complex needs, creating a risk that crucial information may be
omitted from plans, preventing learners from securing the ALP they require.

Additionally, we are concerned that the ALN Code contains few or no references to the quality
and expectations of Post-16 ALP, which can be perceived as a fundamental lack of ambition for
young people with complex ALN.


https://estyn.gov.wales/improvement-resources/thematic-report-the-additional-learning-needs-system/
https://estyn.gov.wales/improvement-resources/thematic-report-the-additional-learning-needs-system/

