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ESOL Network meeting
26 February 2026
10:15am – 1:15pm
Online:  Teams 

Attendees
Reina van der Wiel (Chair), Medr; Umi Ahmed, Coleg Sir Gar; Jackie Amey, Gower College Swansea; Steve Bell, Estyn; Saffa Bellis, Adult Learning Wales; Mike Chick, University of South Wales; Allison Davies, Coleg Ceredigion; Genevieve Davies, Vale of Glamorgan Council; Gemma Dowsell, Newport ACL; Elinor Franklin, Gower College Swansea; Emma Ganderton, Coleg y Cymoedd; Jenni Griffiths, Pembrokeshire County Council; Rebecca Huddleston, Torfaen Council; Bethan James, Coleg Sir Gar; Nikki Jones, Monmouthshire Council; Kieran Keogh, Gower College Swansea; Michelle Kerswell, Adult Learning Wales; Sharon Kitching, Vale of Glamorgan Council; Kim Llewellyn, Medr; Bethan Milton, Medr; Samantha Moore, Coleg Cambria; Sarah Nichol-Hughes, Welsh Government; Cliona O’Neill, Medr; Julie Richards, Coleg y Cymoedd; Kay Smith, L&W; Alex Stevenson, L&W; Terri Vaughan-Taylor, Cardiff and Vale College; Tracey Warr, Carmarthenshire Council; Nichola Watkins, Coleg Gwent; Catrin Williams, Grwp Llandrillo Menai; Catherine Winter, Welsh Government  
Apologies 
Amy Cole-Davies, NPTC Group of Colleges; Rhian Evans, 	Gwynedd Council; Alex Huggett, Cardiff and Vale College; Megan Lewis, Powys County Council; Ryan Pimm, Newport City Council; Lorraine Rogers, Merthyr College; Elin Stoodley, Bridgend College; Ceri Thomas, Coleg Cambria; Martin Walker, Grwp Llandrillo Menai; Pauline Whatmore, Caerphilly CBC; Erica Williams, Strategic Migration Partnership Wales 

1. Welcome and introduction 
Reina van der Wiel, Chair, welcomed colleagues and introduced herself as the Adult Community Learning and ESOL policy lead at Medr. 
Reina outlined Medr’s vision to work collaboratively with partners to create a tertiary education and research system centred on the needs of learners, society and the economy, with excellence, equality and engagement at its core.  
Colleagues were informed that Medr’s five‑year strategic plan (2025–2030) commits to improving access, participation and success in essential skills and language provision. Their operational plan reinforces this through funding and supporting lifelong learning activities, improving data collection, sharing effective practice across ACL, essential skills and ESOL, and implementing actions to strengthen ESOL provision.
Reina reported that Medr is funding Learning and Work Institute to: support the ESOL network, to deliver an ESOL Development Day, to co‑produce a framework for effective ESOL delivery, and to conduct a survey exploring Welsh‑medium delivery in ACL partnerships, including WSOL provision.

2. Quality and Continuous Improvement session part 1: Discussion of the opportunity statement, current situation, and prioritisation of ideas 
Aim of session
Reina informed colleagues that Welsh Government’s 2023 ESOL policy review set out 40 recommendations across key areas such as funding and infrastructure, awareness and access, online and blended learning, curriculum and quality, workforce development, Welsh‑language provision and ESOL unemployment. She clarified that Welsh Government continues to set policy, while Medr is responsible for implementation.
Reina reported that an ESOL Review Implementation Group was formed in September 2023 to draft an implementation and improvement plan, but this work paused following the creation of Medr.
She highlighted that the purpose of the day’s discussion was to establish priorities for 2026, identify key deliverables, understand challenges and determine where Medr can add most value.
Opportunity statement 
Cliona O'Neill, Head of Quality and Continuous Improvement, and Bethan Milton, Senior Quality and Continuous Improvement Manager, explained that the intention was to look at the ethos of the review and what it was intended to achieve and shared the opportunity statement that had been considered which tries to encapsulate the prime intention of that review.  
Colleagues were invited to comment on the proposed Opportunity Statement and to confirm whether it fully reflected the key elements required.  The original Statement - “For ESOL provision to be planned and delivered flexibly in a way which benefits learner pathways, inclusion and wellbeing” - was considered broadly acceptable, but needed updating. They highlighted the following should be taken into consideration and incorporated:
· A changing landscape – the significant rise in unaccompanied asylum-seeking children in urban areas has shifted delivery models and learner needs.
· Broader learner pathways - the current wording is too narrow on ESOL-only routes.  Pathways need to reflect wider progression options.  
· Aspirations – learner aspirations and learner voice needs to be central to the Statement.  Additional detail may be required which could potentially be included in an Annex so specific groups, particularly 16–19-year-old learners are not overlooked.  This would include considering how younger learners are currently assessed for language in schools through the EAL assessment model and how it aligns with REACH assessments used in post-16 settings.  Initial assessments may need to be reviewed or adapted so they better connect with the way learners are assessed before entering KS4.
Following discussion, the Statement was revised to:
“For ESOL provision to be planned and delivered flexibly to benefit broad learner pathways, aspirations, inclusion and wellbeing, in a changing landscape.”
Actions
Colleagues were informed that the Opportunity Statement is for internal use only at this stage and is intended to guide Medr’s thinking on what actions can be taken to move the work forward.  Cliona emphasised that actions should respond to the opportunity identified, recognising that the original review was completed several years ago and that needs have since evolved.  She highlighted three categories of potential actions:
· Actions within our control – decisions and activities that this group or Medr can directly undertake.
· Actions within our influence – areas where Medr can engage with stakeholders, such as Welsh Government, to highlight needs around legislation, funding or priorities.
· Actions outside our control – issues that cannot realistically be influenced, such as large‑scale funding decisions.

Colleagues were split into two groups to identify actions and asked to focus on actions within the group’s control, with awareness of areas where influence is possible. Unrealistic actions, such as requesting major new funding, were noted as outside the group’s direct influence.

Colleagues were given three types of activity to consider:
· Value‑added actions, that learners and practitioners directly benefit from.
· Essential but non‑value‑added actions, such as compliance requirements.
· Non‑value‑added actions that may be unnecessary and could be removed or streamlined, such as redundant paperwork or processes.

3. Network meeting 
i)	Terms of Reference 
Members received the Terms of Reference for the Network with Reina explaining that Welsh Government and Learning and Work Institute (L&W) had narrowed the ESOL membership to Medr funded providers.  When the Network meets again in June, members will be invited to share whether this structure feels effective or whether a broader membership would be beneficial.  This shift represented the main change in moving from the previous ESOL Forum to the new ESOL Network.
ii)	Co-chairs
Reina explained that taking inspiration from the co-chaired model used by the Adult Learning Partnership Wales Network, it was decided to adopt a similar approach for the ESOL Network to ensure representation across the sector.  Michelle Kerswell from Adult Learning Wales and Elinor Franklin from Gower College Swansea volunteered for the roles and have been confirmed as co-chairs going forward.  They will work alongside Medr and L&W to structure future Network meetings.
iii)	Date of next meeting
Monday, 15 June, 10am–12pm.
iv)	Provider updates
Gower College Swansea - Elinor Franklin provided an update on Gower College Swansea’s current ESOL provision, noting an equal split of around 400 full time and 400 part time learners. All levels are delivered through Ascentis, apart from pre-entry, which uses Agored. There has been significant growth in the teen learner cohort and in response, the college introduced a new programme this academic year, designed to mirror the structure of mainstream 16–19 provision, embedding essential skills in numeracy, digital literacy and communication, alongside contextualised learning. This approach aims to support progression by helping learners build strong digital capabilities and develop proxies for GCSE maths and English. Early feedback has been encouraging, particularly in maths, where demand has exceeded expectations, leading some learners to join GCSE maths groups alongside art and design students. Digital skills development has also been highly successful. Contextualised learning has been well received, especially given the predominantly male cohort, with subjects such as art proving unexpectedly popular and contributing positively to learner wellbeing. Additional contextualised areas, including digital, science and landscaping, have further enriched the programme. Learner voice forums in November reinforced that teen learners value project based, subject focused delivery rather than solely language based ESOL sessions.
In terms of full-time adult provision, the college continues to offer WSOL classes, which remain highly popular, alongside essential skills sessions for higher level learners.  Part time provision has expanded with additional classes focused on employability to strengthen progression routes both within the college and into employment. A notable trend has been the rise in adult Ukrainian learners resulting in increased demand at pre-entry. The department’s key priorities for this year have centred on developing wider key skills (digital literacy, numeracy, communication), strengthening progression pathways into mainstream courses, employment or apprenticeships, and enhancing enrichment. The ESOL team continues to deliver an extensive enrichment programme which contributes positively to learner wellbeing. Staff have undertaken trauma informed training, and the department has introduced sports activities through collaboration with mainstream sports coaches, particularly football sessions. A major development this year was the Junior Academy pilot for ESOL, created in partnership with the local authority to support Year 11 learners with very limited English. The pilot mirrors school entitlements to provide a rounded experience and aims to prevent learners from being placed on unsuitable vocational courses without the language skills to succeed. The programme’s intention is to help the young learners fast track through ESOL and progress more smoothly into mainstream college pathways.
Elinor reported that Swansea has a REACH hub and are in partnership with Adult Learning Wales to deliver.  The college also works closely with ACL colleagues in City and County of Swansea in terms of provision. This flexible cooperative approach is seen as a strength and a partnership the college is proud of.
Tracey Warr raised concern about the instability of unaccompanied asylum‑seeking children placements, and the significant impact this has on their education. Many learners get relocated and this disrupts learning, wellbeing and continuity.  This is made more challenging by limited information sharing when learners transfer - GDPR concerns prevent details of their progress being passed on.  It was felt that collective lobbying with social work teams may be needed to improve understanding around GDPR to ensure that when learners move between local authorities, their educational records follow them. This would help prevent learners from restarting at lower levels unnecessarily and support smoother, more consistent progression.
Nichola Watkins from Coleg Gwent, highlighted the strength of the REACH partnership in Newport and the value of the model as an example of effective collaboration, noting that curriculum planning across the area is fully joined‑up, which benefits both learners and providers. A key advantage of REACH is its robust data‑sharing arrangements: learners sign data‑sharing agreements at assessment, enabling REACH to act as an intermediary when learners move between providers or into neighbouring partnership areas.  
Adult Learning Wales - Michelle Kerswell and Saffa Bellis reported that ESOL represents a substantial proportion of Adult Learning Wales’ regional core funded provision, accounting for up to 40% of part-time delivery. Demand remains high, with significant ESOL related activity across the organisation. The team has been working closely with City of Sanctuary as part of its ongoing application to become a College of Sanctuary, strengthening its commitment to supporting refugees and asylum seekers. Adult Learning Wales also remains actively involved in NATECLA Cymru, providing an important forum for ESOL practitioners and stakeholders across Wales.  
The organisation is expanding online and hybrid provision, particularly to support learners in rural areas.  Tutors are being trained in blended learning approaches and supported to understand how online delivery appears from a learner’s perspective.
A wide range of contextualised ESOL courses are currently offered, including Life in the UK, business vocabulary, digital and AI for ESOL, driving theory, City & Guilds and Agored courses from pre-entry to Level 2, non-assessed options and IELTS preparation. Adult Learning Wales has also begun referring learners to Breaking Barriers for reaccreditation programmes.  Ascentis will be introduced in September as an additional pathway, with employability focused programmes from Entry 2 to Level 1.
WSOL provision continues to grow, supported by a mentoring programme that has enabled Welsh speaking ESOL tutors to deliver bilingual classes. Taster sessions last year reached around 200 learners, with WSOL offered from pre-entry to ensure accessibility for multilingual learners.
Trauma informed practice CPD has been rolled out to all ESOL tutors. This training focuses on supporting forced migrants, asylum seekers and refugees, ensuring staff are equipped to meet the needs of learners progressing into mainstream provision.
v)	ESOL Development Day
Kay Smith reported that the ESOL Development Day has been scheduled for 16 April, hosted by Cardiff and Vale College and is a free event.  Members were encouraged to share the invitation widely and to send any programme suggestions to Kay.  Kay confirmed that James Owen, Chief Executive of Medr, will attend part of the event to provide a welcome and meet ESOL providers and learners.
vi)	ESOL Development Tool
Alex Stevenson provided background on a new piece of development work commissioned by Medr, which involves creating a framework to support self-assessment and continuous improvement in ESOL effectiveness. The framework will align with existing sector approaches, such as Estyn’s self-evaluation principles, and will focus on wider aspects of provision including learner engagement, learner voice, pathways to employability and higher level skills, and responses to local employer needs. The work will draw on Learning and Work Institute’s experience with similar tools across the UK and may also explore approaches to identifying individual learning and support needs. Development will include opportunities for sector involvement through stakeholder meetings and testing of the draft framework, with efforts to incorporate learner perspectives. The project will run over the coming months, with further details to be shared as the work progresses.
v)	Trauma informed training
Reina asked members to share their views on whether current trauma informed practice training meets sector needs or whether Medr could play a role in developing ESOL specific resources or support.
Emma Ganderton highlighted a significant gap in trauma informed resources tailored to ESOL practitioners and learners. She noted that while general principles are understood, the sector needs guidance that reflects ESOL specific contexts, experiences and classroom dynamics.
Jackie Amey added that existing trauma informed training is often expensive, and making such training more accessible through Medr would be valuable.
Mike Chick emphasised that trauma informed practice should be a whole systems approach, not just focused on preparing individual teachers. He noted that the current assessment driven curriculum leaves little room for learner centred or multilingual approaches that better support vulnerable learners. A more flexible curriculum would give teachers greater capacity to address trauma related issues and reduce pressure on learners.
4. 	QCI session part 2:  Discussion of the aggregated priorities and agreement of SMART objectives 
The six key actions identified during the first breakout session were shared with colleagues:
 
1. Move away from constant assessments and introduce into the curriculum a more participatory pedagogy – which means a multilingual, trauma-informed approach – combined with teacher education
2. Strengthen community and employer engagement 
3. Conduct a targeted ESOL needs audit and map and expand ESOL friendly pathways to identify gaps
4. Review the core curriculum for ESOL and include vocational language 
5. Sharing resources and good practice 
6. More effective progression of ESOL learners onto mainstream provision

Colleagues were split into two groups to review the proposed key actions, scope the impact, how impact might be assessed, and resources required.  There was only time to complete this exercise partially, so the group would need to consider whether it should scope the remaining actions.  
 
· Developing, sharing practice and coordinating teacher education CPD and workforce support
· New models of provision
· Initial assessment and recognition of prior learning – including assessment needs of younger learners
· National and local coordination 
· Digital learning and teaching
· Vocational ESOL and employment 
· Funding model review – contribute to Medr consultation 
· Workforce professional learning and development – engage with Medr on this
· Collaboration with the National Centre for Learning Welsh, Adult Learning Partnership Network and ACL Partnerships

Colleagues felt that ‘initial assessment and recognition of prior learning’ should be included within the actions.

Prioritisation of the actions
It was agreed that the ‘initial assessment and recognition of prior learning’ and ‘sharing resources and good practice’ recommendation should be a high priority.  Further discussion generated additional wording to be included into the actions as highlighted in bold:  

· Move away from constant assessments and introduce into the curriculum a more participatory pedagogy – which means a flexible multilingual, trauma-informed approach – combined with teacher education – potentially more complex, potential funding implications 
· Strengthen community and employer engagement 
· Conduct a targeted ESOL needs audit and map and expand ESOL friendly pathways to identify gaps – to include initial assessment 
· Review the core curriculum for ESOL and include vocational language 
· Sharing resources and good practice – helps contribute to other areas
· More effective progression of ESOL learners onto mainstream provision and employment 
· Initial assessment and recognition of prior learning – including assessment needs of younger learners

Colleagues were thanked for their contribution and were informed that the resources and outcomes from the session will be passed to Reina and L&W who will determine the next steps. 
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