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About Learning and Work Institute
Learning and Work Institute is an independent policy, research and development organisation dedicated to lifelong learning, full employment and inclusion. 
We research what works, develop new ways of thinking and implement new approaches. Working with partners, we transform people’s experiences of learning and employment. What we do benefits individuals, families, communities and the wider economy.
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Introduction
This report sets out findings of a study carried out by Learning & Work Institute (L&W) on behalf of Welsh Government into how adult learning is delivered through the Adult Learning Partnerships.  We undertook the work between January and March 2023.
[bookmark: _Toc133414332][bookmark: _Toc133569840]Aims of the study
The study is intended to inform consideration of what actions may be needed to strengthen the local delivery of adult learning to increase learner engagement and participation. It aims to assist with understanding how the overall system currently operates and provide a basis on which to assess both the appetite and need for change.  
It seeks to provide insights into:
· What is broadly needed to support future expansion.
· What opportunities exist to share and learn from effective practice.
· Common challenges and how these could be addressed. 
· What activities, if any, might be better placed to be developed at a regional/sub-regional or national level
[bookmark: _Hlk131584017]The strategic context for the work is a renewed emphasis in post-16 education and skills policy on promoting adult learning.  The Programme for Government includes a commitment to increase adult participation in learning;[footnoteRef:2] while the new Commission for Tertiary Education and Research will have a strategic duty to promote lifelong learning and to secure ‘proper facilities’ for eligible adult learners.  It is anticipated that these changes will act as powerful levers to advance Welsh Government’s commitment to making Wales a ‘second chance’ nation, where everyone can reach their potential and it is never too late to learn.  During the Covid-19 pandemic, the number of  learners and learning activities fell considerably, exacerbating a longer term decline in the number of adult learners on Welsh Government funded programmes.[footnoteRef:3]  While most Partnerships now report an increase in the numbers of adult learners enrolling on their courses, these remain below pre-pandemic levels.[footnoteRef:4]  As part of its support for the post-16 sector’s post-pandemic recovery, Welsh Government has provided two rounds of funding via local authority adult learning providers for activity specifically designed to re-engage with adult learners.   [2: Welsh Government (2021)  Programme for Government Update]  [3:  Estyn (2022) Sector Report: adult learning in the community, 2021-22.]  [4:  Estyn (2022) Sector Report: adult learning in the community, 2021-22.] 

[bookmark: _Toc133414333][bookmark: _Toc133569841]Our approach
Welsh Government was clear that the study should be carried out in the spirit of an exploratory dialogue with the sector. This is reflected in our approach, which consists of the following stages:
· Conversations with Partnership lead representatives and stakeholders 
We held in-depth, semi-structured conversations with the chair, co-ordinator, or other lead representative from each of the eleven partnerships.[footnoteRef:5]  The conversations explored: partnership structures; how provision is planned to meet needs; promotion, outreach and learner engagement; delivery models; quality; the adult learning workforce; funding and sustainability; and priorities and strategy.     [5:  Bridgend, Cardiff and Vale, Carmarthenshire, Ceredigion, Conwy and Denbighshire, Gwent (Five Counties), Gwynedd and Mon, Neath Port Talbot and Powys, North East Wales (Wrexham and Flintshire), Pembrokeshire, and Swansea.] 

To allow us to access wider perspectives on the delivery of adult learning, we also spoke to a sample of five sector stakeholders, including provider representative bodies, HE partners, and Regional Skills Partnerships. Nine organisations were invited to participate in the study, and the sample was based on those who could do so within the project timeframe. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk131415335]Analysis of emerging findings  
We conducted a thematic analysis of the evidence from our discussions with Partnership representatives and wider stakeholders. This suggested that emerging findings fell into the following six broad areas: Partnerships’ operating capacity; planning, funding and delivery of learning; marketing, promotion and engagement activity; quality; and workforce development; national actions to support adult learning. 
· Partnerships’ webinar  
We invited Partnership leads who had participated in the initial conversations to a webinar to provide feedback on our emerging findings. The purpose of the webinar was twofold: to “sense check” the results of our analysis; and to provide a collective opportunity for participants to reflect on the questions we had posed and generate additional insights.
[bookmark: _Toc133414334][bookmark: _Toc133569842]Reporting
Findings on how adult learning is delivered through the Partnerships are reported in five thematic sections:
· Partnerships’ operating capacity
· Meeting local learning needs
· Marketing and promotion of learning
· Quality and workforce development. 
Under each theme, we discuss what we found in terms of: current approaches; opportunities and strengths; and issues and challenges.  
The final section draws out messages on national actions that Partnership representatives and stakeholders suggested would help to strengthen the role of the Partnerships in delivering adult learning.
It is important to stress that this is a fairly small-scale study that was carried out with the aim of starting a conversation with the adult learning sector to inform future developments.  Findings are based largely on the views of one – occasionally two – individuals from each Partnership and show what they think are the issues and opportunities facing the sector. It was not intended to be a critical review or an evaluation of effective practice.

[bookmark: _Toc133569843]
How adult learning is delivered through the Partnerships

This chapter sets out our findings on current approaches, opportunities and challenges in relation to five key aspects of adult learning delivery: Partnership’s operating capacity; meeting local learning needs; marketing, promotion and engagement activity; quality and workforce development.  
It is worth emphasising at the outset that an overarching message from our conversations with participants is that no two Partnerships are alike. Across Wales, there are substantial variations in the activities and experiences of the different Partnerships, and the findings discussed below need to be viewed in that light. We have sought to make clear the extent to which the views we heard reflect differences of opinion or point to a more consistent message.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414335][bookmark: _Toc133569844]Partnerships’ operating capacity
Adult Learning Partnerships are intended to fulfil a central coordinating role for the delivery of adult learning in their local area. We asked participants how they are structured in order to perform this function, and how effective they feel their Partnerships current internal arrangements are.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414336][bookmark: _Toc133569845]Current approaches
There is no single or consistent operating model for Adult Learning Partnerships, with considerable variation being apparent in terms of both which organisations / services make up the membership and the structures and processes through which they work together.  All Partnerships are based on a core membership of the local authority or authorities and a college or group of colleges, with one of these partners acting as the lead. Beyond that, most Partnerships include Adult Learning Wales and third sector providers (often represented by the local CVS) and may also involve other wider partners such as universities, employability support services, DWP, Learn Welsh, Regional Skills Partnerships and other public service providers.  
Ways of working are defined through a range of mechanisms, depending on what best reflects the relationships between partners and the scope of their intended joint working.  These include service level agreements (SLAs), terms of reference and strategic plans.  The kinds of activities covered by these arrangements is hugely varied and includes: schedule of meetings; funding; planning provision to eliminate duplication, address gaps and establish progression routes; quality; learner engagement; pastoral support; access to premises; and staff continuing professional development. To carry out their coordination activities, Partnerships convene and work through various groups and committees. A strategic group generally provides high-level leadership of the Partnership, with operational groups reporting into it which cover key areas of collaboration such as curriculum, quality, learner involvement, and Welsh language.   
A common theme mentioned by all participants was the need to re-establish a fully operational partnership in the wake of the pandemic, and they reported doing so with varying degrees of success so far. Some have been severely impacted, with Partnerships that were previously active having ceased to meet and now struggling to regain engagement from partners.
The following examples illustrate the breadth that is currently evident in the internal operation of the Partnerships.
· Pembrokeshire Adult Learning Partnership effectively ceased to operate during the pandemic and Learning Pembrokeshire, the local authority provider, is now leading work to re-establish it.  In late 2022, they began holding Partnership meetings with Pembrokeshire College, and a draft SLA has been prepared to formalise how they will work together. It includes provision for joint termly planning meetings, access to each other’s premises, joint advertising using Welsh Government engagement funding, and college support on matters such as safeguarding, pastoral support and student complaints. Once the SLA has been agreed and this bipartite arrangement is in place and has been tested, it is intended that the core partners will invite others to join the Partnership and grow it from there.  
· Swansea Adult Learning Partnership brings together Swansea Council’s Lifelong Learning Service and Gower College Swansea (which chairs the Partnership) with Adult Learning Wales, Swansea University, Trinity St David’s University, Swansea CVS and Learn Welsh Cymru. As the Partnership works to get back to full operating arrangements following the pandemic, it is focusing on strengthening collaboration between the existing seven partners. However, in the longer term it aims to re-engage other bodies which were formerly active partners, for example the prison service and housing associations. The Partnership is led by a strategy group, into which an operational group, quality group and Welsh language group all report. Each group has its own terms of reference. The strategic plan sets out high-level values and principles to which all partners can sign up.  
· Neath Port Talbot and Powys Adult Learning Partnership was formed in June 2021 with the merger of the two separate Partnerships. Its core members are the two local authorities and NPT Group of Colleges. Other partners are: Adult Learning Wales, Swansea University, Aberystwyth University, the two CVS’s, Learn Welsh, an employer representative and DWP. NPTC Group was a lead partner in the two previous Partnerships and was instrumental in facilitating the merger, and now chairs the merged Partnership. A merger was felt to be a way of bringing a more coherent strategic approach to planning provision across the whole geographical area, and of strengthening collaboration, sharing of resources and effective practice. The Partnership structure includes a strategic group, a curriculum and quality working group and a range of task & finish groups to take forward key actions. The focus of its work is defined in a vision and principles document which sets out aspirations for the Partnership, and an implementation plan with key milestones towards which partners are currently working.
· Cardiff and Vale Adult Learning Partnership is formed of the two local authorities of Cardiff and Vale of Glamorgan, Cardiff and Vale College and Adult Learning Wales, which work together to try and bring a regional approach to adult learning. These core partners make up the strategy group, which is chaired by the college’s vice principal. Operational groups for learner involvement, curriculum and progression, and data and quality, report into the strategy group. The Partnership’s strategic plan is informed by the Regional Skills Partnership’s priorities and focuses on high-level actions to support delivery and progression. The four core partners have developed and agreed joint strategies and policies covering key areas such as safeguarding.  
Those Partnerships which reported that they are not strong and are still struggling to recover from the effects of the pandemic expressed a keen interest in sharing experiences and learning from those that offer models of more effective practice. They indicated that some such sharing is already taking place informally with neighbouring Partnerships, for example in looking at how they have developed key documentation such as terms of reference for their operational groups.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414337][bookmark: _Toc133569846]Opportunities and strengths
Participants generally pointed to the high level of trust between partners as a key strength of current arrangements. It is reflected in an ability to work well together and get things done. The following comment was typical:
The levels of trust and cooperation between the partners are excellent.
Partnerships are often based on longstanding relationships. Even participants from Partnerships which are experiencing challenges in re-establishing their role post-Covid stressed the strong positive relationships that had previously characterised their work and the hope that these would continue to offer a solid foundation on which to develop. Where mergers have taken place between Partnerships, the process has included specific activities to build shared understanding and collaboration: 
We brought in an external consultant to facilitate two quite long workshops to develop what we call our quality standards for recruitment, progression and engaging adult learners across the partnership. So collectively through those workshops, we set aspirational goals as to what we are trying to achieve for our learners.
In particular, participants emphasised the importance of building trust between senior leaders in partner local authorities and getting buy-in from elected members.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Anything from W&F Estyn case study?] 

The comments of many participants suggest that the degree of involvement of college partners can be an important factor affecting their Partnerships’ operational capacity. Our discussions identified numerous examples of ways in which some Partnerships draw on college partners’ substantial infrastructure to access expertise, services and support to strengthen their work.  
It is an effective partnership backed up by a good college.
Key areas where colleges provide access to additional capacity include:
· Data management 
· Management of funding
· Workforce training and development
· Quality systems and processes
These are discussed in more detail in the relevant sections below.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414338][bookmark: _Toc133569847]Issues and challenges
Participants identified a range of specific issues which currently hamper some of their operating capacity. For some Partnerships, these clearly present significant challenges.
· The overall Partnership model was felt by some to be problematic as it currently operates. There is not a consistent, clearly articulated expectation about which organisations and services will be involved with the Partnerships, and the level and type of engagement that different partners will have. Participants suggested that it can lead to gaps in membership and weak engagement and can make it difficult to bring organisations into the Partnership which are not already engaged. Individual Partnerships are generally at the mercy of local circumstances, and in particular the degree of engagement and support which they can draw on from a college. One participant said:
We sit on the regular monthly meetings with the other Partnerships, and you can just hear the challenges that they are facing around getting people to meet, being able to cost out their provision and monitor spend, not understanding outcomes and data. You can hear those challenges and it's quite heart-breaking really to know that they need the support, and they haven't got the support of their local college in some cases to do that.
· Restructuring and staffing reductions in partner organisations in the wake of Covid have resulted in changes of personnel and a lack of staffing capacity to engage fully with the Partnership. This presents a particular challenge with regard to engagement of Third Sector organisations.  
· Related to the above point, staffing reductions in some partner organisations mean that they can devote only limited resource to the work of Partnerships, which are consequently reliant on the time and commitment of a small number of individuals to maintain and develop activity.  
· For some partners adult learning is not core activity and engaging with and supporting the Partnership may not therefore be a priority. This was mentioned by several participants in relation to the role of HE institutions within the Partnership, and they suggested that it can weaken efforts to promote collaboration and strengthen systems and processes across partners. For example, one participant stated that HE partners often send relatively junior staff to meetings and it is often not the same person, while another acknowledged that HEIs are unlikely to sign up to joint policies and procedures that the Partnership might develop on matters such as safeguarding.
There is a bit of uncomfortableness in there. You know, it's, 'we're a distinct organisation, you know, we do things our own way which are different. So we're interested in looking at what you're doing. But, you know, I'm not sure we're interested in signing up to it’.”
[bookmark: _Toc133414339][bookmark: _Toc133569848]Meeting local learning needs
This section looks at what participants told us about how Partnerships plan and deliver learning. It covers the following substantive aspects of their work: identifying local learning needs; planning provision; funding and sustainability; and delivery models.  
Central to our discussions with participants on these questions was an exploration of how far Partnerships feel they are currently able to achieve the right mix and balance of provision to meet local needs. Participants were clear that the key to driving up participation in adult learning lies fundamentally in their capacity to provide learning opportunities that are recognised by adults as being relevant to their lives, priorities, and aspirations, in terms not only of content, but also of how, where and when it is delivered. The degree to which they can maintain that focus on responding to learner needs represents the crux of Partnership’s activity.
[bookmark: _Toc133414340][bookmark: _Toc133569849]Current approaches
Identifying local learning needs
Participants described drawing on a range of sources of data and intelligence to understand the learning needs in their local area and inform planning. These include:
· Intelligence gathered from partners and other services with which adult learning overlaps, and which are in direct contact with target learners, including Third Sector organisations, employability support teams in local authorities delivering programmes such as Communities for Work, DWP, schools and business support services.
· Community engagement activities which directly access learner voice. For example, Coleg Menai is a lead partner in both Gwynedd & Mon and Conwy & Denbighshire Partnerships and has a dedicated adult learning coordinator based in each Partnership area who engages with communities, employers and learning providers. 
· Local labour market information (LMI), including data on vacancies, sectors and employer skills needs which Partnerships can obtain from sources including employability support services and Regional Skills Partnerships.
· Social-demographic data from sources such as the Census.
· Learner data collected and collated through college management information systems:
We have an ACL dashboard available to the partnership, but the college has got a postcode one. So it clearly shows you the demographics of where the learners have come from and where they're travelling to.
· Experience of previous years’ delivery, to see what has been popular and successful.    
It is worth noting that the degree to which planning is informed by research and evidence varies considerably, as does the quality of data on which Partnerships draw. One participant described how promoting better understanding and use of local data has been a key priority in their Partnership’s quality improvement plan.
Planning provision 
In our conversations with participants, we asked how far partners work collaboratively and carry out joint planning of provision. This is a key aspect of the coordinating function that Partnerships are intended to fulfil, with the aim of eliminating duplication, addressing gaps and supporting progression.  
Not surprisingly, the findings suggest that the extent of joint planning varies. As the previous section indicated, Partnerships have differing degrees of central capacity to fulfil the role of coordinating adult learning as a gateway back into education and training which can engage large numbers of learners. The operational groups with a focus on curriculum are generally the forum where provision planning takes place, with a greater or lesser degree of emphasis on joining up between partners. One participant stated that, as there is little overlap between what partners offer, there has been little incentive to plan together.  However, this approach is not typical, and the most common method seems to be for individual partners to develop their offer, then come together at least once a year in the curriculum planning group to review the overall picture and deal with duplication and gaps.  
In general, planning decisions are informed not only by looking at what partners are intending to deliver with Welsh Government’s core adult learning grant, but more widely at the breadth of provision that is offered across the partnership. This is particularly the case with regard to progression planning, which is a key focus of the collaborative planning that takes place within Partnerships. Partners aim to identify and map progression routes between provision across the Partnership for curriculum areas. For example, participants described how they have developed progression maps for key career and employment pathways that align with local priority sectors, and from community-based provision through to HE. A number of participants stressed that they take a broad view of progression, which encompasses moving to different types of provision as well as between levels. However, our conversations suggest that supporting progression from community-based to college-based provision is the priority for all Partnerships. 
Funding and sustainability 
We asked participants about the extent to which their Partnership plays a role in jointly planning for the use of funding which partners receive for the delivery of adult learning from sources other than the adult learning grant. The picture was mixed, although it is evident that participants at least seek to align adult learning funding and part time FE funding as part of their planning. For example, in NPT and Powys Partnership, the partner local authorities plan for the use of grant with support and facilitation from the college, and part time FE provision planning is informed by needs within the community and how the adult learning grant is being used.  There is also evidence that Partnerships have begun to align their adult learning funding with Welsh Government funding that is going into the local area via other routes, effectively pooling resources to develop and enhance the local offer. For example, North East Wales Adult Learning Partnership has made links with the local authority team in Flintshire managing Community Focused Schools grants, and has been able to develop Family Learning provision to complement that work:
Our conversations suggest that there is interest from Partnerships in doing more together as funding becomes available. Indeed, one participant said that in future they would like to see their Partnership having a formal role in deciding how any adult learning funding that comes into the area is used. In all our conversations, participants discussed how planning for Multiply has encouraged the development of a more collaborative approach between partners on numeracy. It was suggested that this could provide a testing ground for joint working which could be applied to other curriculum areas. In one Partnership, the local authority has put its Welsh Government engagement funding “on the table” for the Partnership to plan and use collectively for joint activities.  

Delivery methods
It is clear that on the whole, adult learning has moved away from the online learning that was adopted during the pandemic. Most provision now appears to use a blended approach, in which delivery is primarily face to face but supplemented by additional digital resources and activities.  
Participants stressed that face to face delivery is most appropriate for meeting the needs of their target learners. They noted that, at the start of their journey back into learning, many adults do not have the digital skills or access to technology that would be necessary to engage fully with online delivery. Furthermore, face to face learning supports a range of wider outcomes such as developing social skills, promoting wellbeing, tackling loneliness, and building confidence and self-identify as a learner. However, participants reported that a digital component is now routinely embedded into adult learning courses. Not only does this provide access to enhanced resources and activities to reinforce learning from the face-to-face sessions, but it also enables learners who miss a session to catch up as well as supporting learners to develop their digital skills and confidence.   
We know that face to face is the best engagement. But I think if we can use a combination of both, it seems to work pretty well.
You might be engaging with people face to face for two to three hours a week and then the digital gives them that enhanced experience so they can engage with things at other times of the week. But if it wasn't for that regular face to face, I don't think you'd have any momentum really with just digital on its own.
At the same time, participants were clear that as far as possible they aim to give learners choice with regard to delivery methods.  
I would say probably quite balanced at the moment. Because we deliver to lower-level learners. So you're talking about entry one, entry two, entry three, level one. A lot of those have gone back to face to face. So I would say probably 60 odd per cent is now face to face and then we've got a mixture of about 20 per cent of blended learning and then the rest is online. We cater to whatever people's needs are.
Two participants described how they have retained online delivery options on some courses in response to feedback from learners in some localities. It is recognised that online learning has the potential to open up more opportunities for adults in more sparsely populated areas where providers would struggle to get viable class sizes, and one participant told us that they aim to use Multiply funding to pilot new digital delivery models in areas of sparse population. Several participants also pointed to British Sign Language, where wholly online delivery has now been widely adopted.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414341][bookmark: _Toc133569850]Opportunities and strengths
Participants pointed to a number of ways in which the coordinating framework offered by the Partnerships strengthens and enhances the delivery of adult learning.  
First, partners work together to identify gaps and unmet needs and develop bespoke provision in response to these. For example: one Partnership has brought together adult learning providers with DWP to put on targeted digital provision for Universal Credit claimants aged 50+ using a Citizens’ Curriculum model. In another instance, intelligence from schools and the Regional Skills Partnership highlighted growing difficulties with the recruitment and retention of teaching assistants. Partners developed an accredited course focusing on supporting pupils with additional learning needs, with embedded careers advice to explore learners’ aspirations and build their motivation and commitment to the role. One participant said:
A lot of the partner organisations that some of the funding has been diverted into like Communities for Work and Job Centre Plus - they will fund us to do local tailored provision that they know we can't do through the government grant. So I'm very lucky here that I’ve got understanding partners and stakeholders and we've had ten years of working with them. You know there's a lot of trust, a lot of understanding. If there is a hole in the market generally somebody out there has got some funding to help us.
Participants identified a range of types of provision for which there is considerable demand, and which have the potential to engage many more learners if delivery could be expanded. These include:
· Family learning, which one participant stated they could expand ten-fold as they always have waiting lists.
· Learning linked to key employment sectors such as health and social care, green skills and digital. It was suggested by several participants that the Partnerships could do more to engage employers and understand their workforce needs, and providers should be explicit in their communication with employers about the ways in which adult learning can support both upskilling and reskilling for the local labour market.
· Learning to support mental wellbeing, which was identified as a key issue due to the pandemic and cost of living.
Secondly, joining up progression routes between community-based learning and FE can help to address barriers to progression. Several participants noted that the transition can present a significant challenge for learners, and providers therefore have a range of support measures in place. For example:
· Eligible learners are supported to access Personal Learning Accounts, which can reduce financial barriers to entering FE.
· Information and signposting on progression options are embedded into community-based programmes, with tutors having knowledge of progression routes from their courses which they can communicate confidently to learners.  
· Learners are taken on group visits to colleges or universities which offer progression opportunities, to show them what is available and provide an introduction to the institution and what it can offer. In one instance we heard about how learners were offered an opportunity to access the college’s careers advice service as part of their introductory visit.
· College and HE tutors come into community-based settings to talk to learners about progression opportunities, run taster sessions, and in some cases deliver courses to learners who do not yet feel ready to take the step to learning in the college.
Thirdly, a more holistic approach can be taken towards meeting learners needs, by joining up the range of services and learning provision that they require.  For example, one Partnership is using the relationship between the college and the local authority to formalise the offer of ESOL funded through the adult learning grant to Ukrainian refugees enrolled on college courses.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414342][bookmark: _Toc133569851]Issues and challenges
Our discussions suggest that Partnerships currently face a number of challenges which hamper their ability to deliver the right mix and balance of provision to meet local needs.  These issues fall under the broad themes of: data; funding; and workforce capacity.  
Data
Three areas of concern were raised in relation to the data on which Partnerships base their delivery.
· Lack of access to good quality data on local learning needs undermines the ability of some Partnerships to plan their provision effectively. It is important to stress that a spectrum of experience was evident here and some Partnerships indicated that they plan on the basis of robust local evidence. However, others were clearly struggling. One participant stated that they are not sure whether there is unmet local need, while another reflected that there are probably lots of gaps and these are likely to have changed as a result of the pandemic, but they are not clear exactly what they are. Several specifically mentioned that they are unable to access good local labour market information (LMI). The college-based participant from one Partnership highlighted the contrast between the LMI that is available from the RSP to inform planning for full-time FE, and the absence of any equivalent data that would help with planning adult learning. 
· Weaknesses in the management information held by some Partnerships means that they are operating with limited intelligence about who their learners are, which local areas and backgrounds they come from, who is missing, what outcomes they achieve, and where they go after completing a course, although it is recognised that this data is vital to support engagement, retention, and progression. There were indications that these issues may be less apparent where a college is engaged to manage data on behalf of the Partnership.  
· Where data was reported to be patchy, this was largely attributed to difficulties around data sharing between partners. One participant said:
Data sharing is a massive issue which blocks effectiveness.  
Participants consistently stated that data sharing is a key issue where action is needed. Participants from some colleges that take the lead on quality within their Partnerships reported being hampered by difficulties with accessing outcomes data from partners unless they have a formal outsourcing arrangement in place for data management, and stated that some partners may choose not to share their data.  The difficulties were attributed to fragmentation and weak coordination within some Partnerships, and perceptions of the restrictions resulting from GDPR. 
Funding
Participants consistently expressed the view that, fundamentally, the value of the funding allocated to adult learning is not enough to meet local learning needs and to enable the sector to fulfil the role that is envisaged for it as the key engagement pathway into second chance learning. Furthermore, funding does not cover any of the costs of the Partnerships themselves. 
There are probably lots of gaps in the provision but with the current level of funding we've got, I don't think we'll be able to plug everything. 
There's never enough funding and we will grow demand, grow provision to meet demand, if we've got the funding to do it. But I think it's that bit really about what actual core funding is needed to really deliver provision and a Partnership.
In one instance, a college participant reported that the value of the adult learning grant received by the local authority is just two-thirds of the actual costs of delivery. The college therefore caps the invoice and funds the additional work from its part time FE budget.  Participants from both colleges and local authorities stressed that their organisation effectively supplements the costs of adult learning delivery through the posts of staff involved in the Partnerships at strategic and operational levels and related infrastructure support.  
Participants also expressed concern that current approaches to funding do not necessarily support longer term planning and marketing of the curriculum. There was a clear sense that moving from an annual to a three-year funding cycle for adult learning, as is the case for Welsh for Adults and Wales Union Learning Fund, would be a significant step towards bringing stability and certainty to the sector. Furthermore, while short-term additional funding, such as the Welsh Government engagement funding, is very welcome, it can be difficult to sustain activity that is funded through it. For example, if the engagement funding is spent on a website, it is not clear how this can be maintained, and any staffing appointments can only be on short, fixed term contracts.  
Where Partnerships cover areas with low population density and poor transport links, participants highlighted the additional challenges that they face due to the higher costs associated with delivery. It was suggested that a sparsity element should be included in the funding model for adult learning, to enable providers to run viable courses with lower learner numbers.  
Alongside the value of funding, participants also raised concerns about the challenges of managing the different funding streams that come into a local area for the engagement of adults in learning and skills, both from Welsh Government and from other sources. It was noted that this funding is often targeting the same people, leading to unhelpful competition between providers. For example, participants described having difficulties attracting digital skills learners due to competition from other projects. Generally, participants agreed that there could be better streamlining of funding for adult learning, part time FE and employability programmes that are delivered by both local authorities and colleges.  
If you could simplify the funding and make it easier for local authorities to kind of pool resources and coordinate at local level, that would be quite helpful.
It’s scrabbling for the same people, and since Covid, the people just aren’t coming out to play.  
The addition of the UK Government funded Multiply programme into the mix was clearly viewed with concern by many participants for adding another element of competition for numeracy learners, and potentially reducing enrolments that would contribute towards meeting their adult learning grant targets.  
Workforce capacity
Partnerships’ ability to respond to local need was reported to be limited in some cases by the challenges that providers face in attracting suitably qualified tutors. This was noted in particular with regard to the recruitment of tutors to deliver Welsh medium general adult learning. Several participants noted that they have strong local Welsh for Adults provision, but there are few opportunities for learners to go on to develop and practice Welsh by applying it in a wider learning context, and for others who wish to learn in Welsh.  It was suggested that more could be done to promote careers in adult learning to Welsh-speaking practitioners in disciplines where there is demand. One participant also reported that they are aware of skills gaps in local industries which they could help to address, but they cannot recruit tutors.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414343][bookmark: _Toc133569852]Marketing and promotion
This section reports our findings regarding Partnerships’ activities to market and promote learning opportunities to adults in their local area. As was noted above, the Covid-19 pandemic has had a severe negative impact on participation in adult learning, and participants in our study spoke of the need to restore the “habit and routine” of learning.  Making people aware of the learning that is available, and showing how it is relevant to their individual needs and interests, is an essential element of that reengagement.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414344][bookmark: _Toc133569853]Current approaches
It is evident that, overall, there has hitherto been little joint marketing and promotion of adult learning at Partnership level. Rather, each provider does their own publicity, using a range of materials and methods including: online and hard copy brochures and prospectuses; local radio and press; door-to-door leafleting; outreach events and taster sessions in the community; and social media. Several participants mentioned that they try to ensure that copies of partners’ individual prospectuses are available in across locations in the partnership. 
Nevertheless, there are indications of growing interest in and commitment to a greater degree of joint working on marketing and promotion, and participants highlighted this as an area where the engagement funding from Welsh Government has provided impetus to action. Pembrokeshire local authority has made its engagement funding available to the college partner so that the two organisations can develop a collaborative approach including joint open days, publicity materials displaying both partners’ logos and details of courses from both providers, and links to one another’s websites. Collaboration on learner engagement was described as “the low-hanging fruit” of partnership development. In other cases, participants reported that they plan to use the engagement funding to develop a web portal or similar online presence which would provide access for learners to the breadth of provision available across the Partnership. We also heard of several examples of work that is underway to develop a distinctive local brand for adult learning, to underpin more concerted efforts to build momentum around engagement.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414345][bookmark: _Toc133569854]Opportunities and strengths
Our discussions indicate that Partnerships are generally more successful at reaching and engaging target learners when they work in collaboration with other services and programmes that are already in touch with these adults. Staff from these partner organisations act as trusted intermediaries, and work with learning providers to develop referral routes and deliver outreach and engagement activities. For example: 
· Providers from North East Wales Adult Learning Partnership co-hosted an outreach session for Afghan refugee families with Communities for Work and Red Cross.  On the basis of intelligence about learning needs gathered there, they were able to engage parents in digital and ESOL classes with the initial aim of supporting them to pass the UK driving test.  
· Joint working with schools was reported to be highly effective at engaging learners through Family Learning. Several participants indicated that this is an area that they would like to develop.
· Adult learning providers are involved in the early stages of development work to look at setting up community hubs across North Wales, bringing in wider partners such as housing associations to provide engagement for communities with a range of services.
We want to create hubs where we bring together ourselves, housing associations, careers Wales, DWP. So that we've got that kind of a wraparound service available for the community in areas that are accessible by public transport. We need to look at this as being a huge opportunity for ACL in Wales.
Some Partnerships have been able to draw on the college partner’s marketing infrastructure to promote adult learning, although it was acknowledged that this may not have the reach into communities which are not ready to access college provision. One participant from a college indicated that they would like to do an annual event for adult learning which involved all partners and mirrored the large events that they lead for FE, HE and Apprenticeships.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414346][bookmark: _Toc133569855]Issues and challenges
The key challenge which participants consistently referenced with regard to the marketing and promotion of adult learning was its low profile and lack of visibility with the general public. This was attributed to the lack of a single, clearly articulated concept of what adult learning is, and the associated absence of a unifying “brand.”
Marketing in ACL is poor. It is dreadful and almost every single provider has its own brand. Everyone's trying to sell something different in a different way and that's not working. I think the opportunities are in developing some sort of national brand for the sector so the people can clearly understand what it is we do.
At the moment everyone's got a different concept, every provider and every partnership across Wales has a different idea of how to market what they do, even the same courses are called multiple things across Wales. You know we need to decide on what it is we are, what it is we can offer and otherwise the public can't understand what it is we're offering, if we can't.
Participants felt strongly that this is an area where there is a real need for national action, to raise the profile of the sector nationally and build a shared understanding of its relevance to people’s lives. Fundamentally, they stated that too few people know what adult learning is, and this makes it extremely difficult to promote.
One of the things that we need to talk about is a single marketing campaign. What we don't want people to see is the community provision marketing and then college provision marketing, and then think there's two separate things.  Let's market things together as one. So the learner is getting one experience through the whole journey.  Something that people can see, no matter where they travel in Wales, that is what adult learning can do for you.
Although some participants reported that they are already looking at strengthening the adult learning “brand” locally, they acknowledged that this may present challenges if it is seen as being too conspicuously led and owned by one partner. 
It is also worth noting that some Partnerships report continued significant difficulties with attracting learners back onto their courses. A small number of participants stated frankly that they are struggling in this area, despite “trying everything”. They pointed to the cost-of-living crisis as an additional barrier, in the wake of the pandemic, that is preventing adults from prioritising learning as they need to take on extra work or struggle with mental health difficulties.   
[bookmark: _Toc133414347][bookmark: _Toc133569856]Quality and workforce development
Participants were asked about the extent to which Partnerships provide a framework for collaboration on internal aspects of delivery linked to quality assurance, quality improvement and workforce planning and development.   
[bookmark: _Toc133414348][bookmark: _Toc133569857]Current approaches
Across all Partnerships, each partner is responsible for its own quality systems and processes. However, our discussions suggest that this is also a key area of collaboration, with only one participant stating that no Partnership-wide activity takes place on quality.  Partnership structures generally include a group with oversight of the quality of provision across the piece. Joint activities include:
· Cross-partner classroom observations and standardisation.
· Shared scrutiny of learner feedback and outcomes data.
· Production of a Partnership-wide self-assessment report (SAR).
· Development of shared documentation such as ILPs.
· Sharing effective practice.
· Joint workforce CPD.
Participants from Partnerships that are in formative stages of re-establishing their activity post-pandemic indicated that they are working towards bringing greater consistency to quality procedures between partners.  
Workforce development is an area where participants consistently reported that cross-partner collaboration takes place, with Partnership-wide CPD activity informed by the findings of quality processes being common. Approaches include the following:
· Regular development sessions on specific topics hosted by one of the partners.
· Annual whole-day CPD events for tutors, managers and frontline staff.
· The use of Google Classroom to support delivery of CPD, accessible by all tutors.
We also heard about CPD which takes place across Partnerships. The “Six Counties Group” of Ceredigion, Powys, Neath Port Talbot, Carmarthen, Swansea, and Pembrokeshire has pooled CPD funding from Welsh Government to put on a programme of training that is available across the group.    
[bookmark: _Toc133414349][bookmark: _Toc133569858]Opportunities and strengths
A common theme to emerge from the discussions was the key role that college partners play in providing access to quality and CPD infrastructure and support within many Partnerships. For example:
· Data to underpin quality improvement is produced by the college data team.
· The college leads on producing the SAR.
· The college opens up access to its staff CPD programme to partners, and hosts CPD events. This enables staff from partner organisations to access support with development needs such as digital upskilling, and to maintain the currency of knowledge and skills in priority areas.   
We put on refresher safeguarding training last year for members of our entire Partnership, because there were some members that hadn’t had an annual refresher. That’s normal practice for us.
· College staff support partners to develop and implement more robust quality systems. One Partnership has established a Standards and Performance Management Group through which the college head of adult learning is supporting core partners to review performance and put in place action plans to promote improvement with a focus on outcomes and success rates. This process was described as “scrutiny in a supportive way.”
[bookmark: _Toc133414350][bookmark: _Toc133569859]Issues and challenges
The issues relating to data sharing and the quality of data that some participants reported have already been discussed above. Several participants from colleges stressed that they are not questioning the quality of the provision that is delivered by partners but do have concerns about the robustness of their systems and processes that they have in place for assuring quality.  
It was also noted that there are probably limits to the extent to which integrated quality systems could be achieved across a Partnership, because wider partners such as universities already have their own well-developed arrangements in place and are unlikely to be willing to move away from these.  
On the broader issue of how the quality of adult learning delivery is monitored, participants in the webinar highlighted the role of Estyn. They noted that adult learning feels disproportionately heavily inspected compared with other funding streams. Not only are Adult Learning Partnerships inspected in their own right, but adult learning on college premises falls in scope for college inspections, while Adult Learning Wales and Welsh for Adults are separately inspected. It was suggested that the sector could be viewed as over-inspected, and it would be helpful to review the current arrangements.   
Participants across the Partnerships noted that they do not currently collaborate on workforce planning or the sharing of tutors, although this was felt to be an area where their potential for fruitful joint activity to be developed in future. For example, one participant said that it would be helpful to view the Partnership’s workforce as a shared resource and source of capacity on which all partners could draw. However, barriers to this kind of collaboration were noted, related to the differentials of qualifications, pay and wider terms and conditions between teaching staff in different types of organisations. Local authority participants stated that they are particularly disadvantaged by the pay levels that they can offer.  
We're about to advertise for some staff now and I've seen what it works out at per hour.  And then you look what the college is advertising per hour. Adult Learning Wales is advertising and the university, and I can't compete. I can't compete because we're a local authority. We've been job evaluated. That's it. We can't move from that figure.
This was felt to be part of a larger issue, referred to by both college and local authority participants, that there is no formal, recongised structure for initial teacher training and CPD for the adult learning workforce.  
Where's the teaching program for adult learning or where's the tutor program for CPD for adult learning? There's a massive framework around school teachers, and there's probably a lot of structure around college tutors, but there's not a lot around us.
It was stated that adult learning is largely neglected in the work that is currently taking place on post-16 workforce development and the exclusion of the adult learning workforce from the Education Workforce Council (EWC) was felt to be symptomatic of this. Our conversations with Welsh Government confirm that work is underway to bring adult learning practitioners delivering Welsh Government funded provision into the scope of the EWC from 2024, with the aim of supporting professionalisation and promoting parity of esteem. Nevertheless, participants also stressed that prevailing employment practices do not promote professional development: because tutors are often sessional or self-employed, it can be difficult to engage them in CPD.  


[bookmark: _Toc133569860]Proposed areas for national action

In our conversations with Partnership representatives, we sought to identify any areas where they felt support and interventions at national level would help to strengthen local delivery of adult learning to engage learners and increase participation. There was a high degree of consensus among participants about the priorities for action, which can be summarised under the following three broad themes: develop the adult learning infrastructure; reform the funding of adult learning; ensure parity of esteem in the Commission for Tertiary Education and Research (CTER). 
[bookmark: _Toc133569861]Ensure parity of esteem on CTER
The call for policy to promote parity of esteem for adult learning with other parts of the post-16 system ran through participants’ comments. The establishment of CTER as the national organising body for all post-compulsory education and training as identified as an opportunity to raise the status and profile of adult learning and promote parity of esteem, and it is anticipated that it would lead in taking forward the actions that we outline in the rest of this section. Participants stressed that they want to see this parity of esteem reflected in how CTER itself is organised, and that it needs to have some central capacity, in the form of dedicated resource, focused on adult learning and the work of the Partnerships.  
This is particularly pertinent as the new Commission puts into practice its duty to support lifelong learning and Welsh Government seeks to take forward secondary legislation relating to Section 94 of the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act to secure proper facilities for further education and training for adults. Both of these statutory responsibilities provide a positive opportunity for CTER to work with the sector to improve its coherence and ultimately outcomes for learners.    
[bookmark: _Toc133414351][bookmark: _Toc133569862]Develop the adult learning infrastructure
Participants proposed a range of ways in which the adult learning infrastructure should be developed through national actions, to support local delivery.
· Capacity building for Partnership’s coordinating role
There was general agreement that, for all Partnerships to fulfil their central role of coordinating local delivery of adult learning, support is needed to ensure greater consistency and effectiveness across Wales. While participants stressed that they were not calling for a single, rigid, Partnership model, and they emphasised the need to maintain local flexibility and ‘flavour’, they would like to see a greater focus on promoting consistency and best practice. This could include a toolkit and guidance for Partnerships, including: 
· case studies and models of effective structures. 
· clearly articulated expectations around which organisations and key individuals will be involved and key features or principles that should be embodied in all Partnerships.
· jointly developed resources to support key areas of activity such as curriculum coordination. 
Several participants suggested that any development of the Partnership infrastructure should be based on the expectation that a college should play a pivotal role. It was argued that they cover all geographical areas and already have a huge infrastructure, particularly in the key areas of data and quality, which could be drawn on to support adult learning.  
·   Supporting a data-driven approach
The challenges that some Partnerships face in accessing robust data presents a clear obstacle to effective planning and delivery. The following two areas in particular were highlighted as priorities for action.
First, Partnerships need high quality data on the learning and skills needs of both their local labour market and the communities that make up their potential learners.  Participants identified an important role that Regional Skills Partnerships could play in providing this data in a way that is tailored to the adult learning sector’s distinctive role and contribution to the development of entry and progression pathways. A nationally articulated expectation about the data that should be made available to Partnerships would promote greater consistency across Wales. 
Secondly, the establishment of effective systems and processes for sharing data between providers was identified as a critical need, to enable more robust tracking of progression across Partnerships.  
Participants stated that they would like to see a national steer on what this should look like, to help overcome issues around GDPR and enable the adoption of effective systems and processes. There were calls for the development of a national system for understanding and capturing progression, as it is time consuming and costly to develop at local level. During the webinar, participants highlighted the Unique Learner Number system which has been developed but suggested that this is not working on the ground so needs to be reviewed. 
As part of any work to improve the collection and sharing of learner data, several participants also stated that it would be desirable to develop a clear and consistent view of what progression means in adult learning. This will involve agreeing and articulating the breadth and types of outcomes that adult learning can bring for learners, covering areas such as health and wellbeing as well as skills and employment, as well as establishing coherent and meaningful approaches to capturing the impact of learning on health and wellbeing.
· A national brand and marketing campaign for adult learning
The development of a national, unifying brand for adult learning, but with local delivery to reflect local circumstances, was consistently identified by participants as an important step towards raising the profile and visibility of the sector, addressing fragmentation and promoting progression. 
Alongside this, there was widespread support for a coordinated national campaign to drive up engagement and participation. There was a strong feeling that this should be done centrally and led by Welsh Government, and mirror the kinds of campaigns to promote initiatives such as Welsh for Adults, Apprenticeships, and careers in teaching.  It was suggested that this should build on existing initiatives such as Adult Learners’ Week, to help generate and sustain momentum, raise awareness, and communicate more effectively the national ambitions for adult learning. One participant noted, the notion of ‘second chance’ learning has generally been well-received in the sector, but may have gained little traction beyond it.  
Several participants suggested that a national campaign should also include an employer engagement strand, to show employers what they can access locally and communicate the message that adult learning has a key role to play in addressing the staffing crisis that is affecting many employers in Wales.  
· Raising the status and recognition of the adult learning workforce
It was stressed that an increase in participation in adult learning can only be achieved if the teaching workforce is also supported to grow. Several participants suggested that a recruitment campaign is needed to attract new tutors into the sector, as the lack of teaching staff is a barrier to expansion, particularly in some curriculum areas.  However, for this to be successful, more needs to be done to raise the status of the profession.  
Including the adult learning workforce in the remit of the Education Workforce Council was consistently identified as an important step towards this. Nevertheless, several local authority participants expressed concern that the notion of achieving parity of esteem with the rest of the post-16 workforce presents practical challenges because “we can only pay them a pittance.” In this context, it was suggested that more work is needed at national level towards formaliising the qualifications of adult learning tutors and achieving pay parity for tutors across local authority and college provision, and CTER could support this.
· Developing the adult learning strand of Hwb
Participants stated that they would like to see further development of Hwb to support adult learning, for example with nationally developed teaching resources for literacy, numeracy and digital, including for materials designed for the delivery of non-accredited provision.  
· Information, advice and guidance
It was recognised that ensuring learners have consistent access to effective and impartial information, advice and guidance (IAG) is essential for driving up participation in adult learning. A national promotion campaign will not be successful without the development and appropriate resourcing of advice and guidance provision, to which adults can be signposted via initial messaging and which can support them to make decisions on their next steps in learning. One participant said:
The whole system won’t work unless IAG is in place.   
Reviewing current arrangements to ensure equal access across Wales was noted as an important action for CTER.  
[bookmark: _Toc133414352][bookmark: _Toc133569863]Reform funding for adult learning
Alongside the fundamental need for a higher level of funding overall to support growth in adult learning, participants identified the following specific areas for policy attention:
· Annual funding was widely cited as a barrier to growth, and it was suggested that a three-year funding cycle would allow providers to plan and develop their offer with greater confidence and effectiveness. It would also help to smooth over the difficulties that arise in relation to planning by inconsistencies which mean that FE plans on academic years, while adult learning does so on financial years.  
· To help achieve greater parity of funding with FE, Personal Learning Accounts should be accessible to local authorities as well as colleges. It was suggested that there is demand for some provision that would be fundable through PLAs that is not being met because colleges will not run courses for smaller numbers of learners, but local authorities argued that they would be able to attract people who will not consider accessing college provision.  
· Sparsity funding should be available, to recognise the challenges of delivering in rural and other sparsely populated areas with poor transport links. It was stated that, without looking at the funding model, learners in these localities will be disadvantaged and not able to benefit from second chance and lifelong learning, which "could be a barrier to equity across Wales."
· Restoration of the IT Maintenance Grant and Net Carbon Zero Grant to local authority providers would be greatly welcomed, as they enabled quality provision, for example by ensuring connectivity in community venues. Participants noted that this funding is still available to FE.
· Funding needs to be protected to support key parts of the local physical infrastructure for outreach and engagement that are at risk due to local authority cuts, such as public libraries. One participant described such settings as adult learning's “missile bases out in the community” and critical for connecting with and engaging prospective learners.  
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