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Minutes of the Adult Learning Partnership Wales Network Meeting
Tuesday, 28 April 2026
On-line: Teams

In attendance: 
Sarah Quibell, Chair (Powys CC); Steve Bell (Estyn); Karen Bennett (Aneurin Leisure); Kerry Budden (Coleg Gwent); Wayne Carter (CAVC); Val Clarke (RCT CBC); Claire Colley (Coleg Cambria); Sharon Cook (Jisc); Genevieve Davies (Vale CC); Jo Davies (ARAD); Helen Davies (Bridgend College); Mark Davies (Vale CC); Steve Davis (Pembrokeshire CC); Richard Drinkwater (Monmouthshire CC); Rachel Edmond-Naish (Coleg y Cymoedd); Susan Edwards (Welsh Government); Wendy Ellaway-Lock (L&W); Rhian Evans (Gwynedd CC); Jacqui George (Swansea CC); Jenni Griffiths (Pembrokeshire CC); Stuart Harries (ARAD); Geoff Hicks (Medr); Claire Howells (Coleg Cambria); Bethan Hughes Jones (Ynys Mon); Sylvia Hughes (Denbighshire CC); Ffion Jones (Ynys Mon); Martin Jones (ARAD); Nikki Jones (Monmouthshire CC); Helen Kennedy (Welsh Government); Kieran Keogh, (GCS); Michelle Kerswell (ALW); Gareth Lanagan (Medr); Jennifer Lane (ARAD); Kimberley Llewellyn (Medr); Antony Mee (Merthyr Tydfil CBC); Caroline Millington (Caerphilly CBC); Samantha Moore (Coleg Cambria); Sian Morgan (Denbighshire); Alison Newby (Ceredigion CC); Sarah Nicol-Hughes (Medr); Judith Porch (Swansea Council); Angela Price (Torfaen Council); Sian Pritchard (Sgiliaith); Sharon Reader (Newport CC); Julie Richards (Coleg y Cymoedd); Kay Smith (L&W); Gareth Speers (Cardiff Council); Jo Tincello (Wrexham CC); Michelle Trigg (NPTC); Tracy Warr (Carmarthenshire); Matthew Welsher (Coleg Gwent); Reina van der Wiel (Medr); Catrin Williams (GLLM); Karron Williams (Medr).

Apologies:
Gemma Charnock (NPTC Group); Kathryn Dunstan (NPTC Group); Libby Duo (Conwy Council); Catherine Evans (Jisc); Nia Lloyd (Coleg Sir Gâr); Michelle Matheron (L&W); Dean Nolan (Coleg Cambria); Khalid Osman (Cardiff CC); Martin Walker (GLLM).


1. Minutes of last meeting – 27 January 2026
The minutes were accepted as an accurate record.

2. Matters arising 
i) Medr update on 16-19 learners - Reina van der Wiel thanked colleagues for taking the time to attend the ACL planning meetings on last year’s submitted delivery plans. She noted that Medr found the discussions valuable and hoped the sessions helped colleagues become more familiar with the Medr team and clearer about who to contact for planning, funding, or policy queries.

3. Post-16 Funding 
Gareth Lanagan, Kimberley Llewellyn and Geoff Hicks from Medr presented on ACL post-16 funding and highlighted:

Community Learning Grant (CLG) - the grant was reviewed in 2023/24, and allocations were pro‑rated based on the proportion of the local population without a Level 1 qualification. This calculation is based on census data, therefore does not update annually. The overall budget has remained unchanged.   From the academic year 2026/27, ACL delivery will move to LLWR.  Local authorities previously received a 16‑month funding allocation but from 2026/27, allocations will return to a standard 12‑month cycle.  Unit rates have risen by 5.4% this year, affecting the hourly rate rather than the total allocation and reclaims remain below 97%. Medr is working to provide clearer information on payment schedules, which are made in August, December, and April.

ACL specification document  - the document sets out the principles of adult community learning, including the focus on Level 2 and below provision and the expectation that learners progress to further study. The annexes contain important details for the upcoming transition to LLWR, including information on weightings and SSA splits. The investment and monitoring team at Medr want to work closely with providers and the wider sector to ensure this work is well understood and shared.

Post‑16 funding framework – this framework serves as the core guidance for both FEIs and local authorities and consideration is being given to how ACL fits within a post‑16 framework.  It includes guidance on Estyn inspections, partnership planning, the 3% centrally retained funding, and the 5% engagement requirement.  It also sets out expectations for accurate, timely data submissions and compliance with LLWR management principles, with useful links to support the transition. As part of Medr’s investment processes, any local changes affecting delivery must be reported – for ACL, this includes any partnership changes that Medr need to be informed about.   There is also a section that covers learner eligibility. 

Engagement activities - this guidance document is currently being updated, and the sector will be invited to feedback on the new specification.  ACL providers can use 5% of their CLG allocation for learner engagement activities, with current guidance focussed on re‑engaging learners not in education.  As LLWR becomes the main system for recording this work, the document outlines how it should be used.  Medr will use LLWR data to monitor compliance with the programme specification. 

Unit rate - funding for FEIs and local authorities is based on a common unit rate, which reflects the hourly cost of delivery. Full‑time programme funding is calculated by multiplying the required hours by the unit rate. Sector Subject Areas then apply different weightings with subjects such as construction attracting a higher rate than A‑levels. The unit rate is multiplied by the SSA weighting to determine the final hourly rate.  When the unit rate increases it raises the hourly rate but not the overall funding or allocated investment. This means providers need to deliver to fewer learners to meet the required 97% delivery threshold. 

Three percent centrally retained funding – this applies across FEIs and school sixth forms, with FEIs being the closest comparison for ACL.  In FEIs, it is not expected that all staffing costs are covered by the 3% retention; programme funding also contributes to staffing.  This same principle applies to ACL.  Staffing can, and should be supported through the hourly rate attached to learners.  The original purpose of the 3% retention was to provide a buffer, avoiding reclaims against 100% delivery.  

Section 94- funding has remained the same whilst waiting for Section 94.  Once Section 94 is in place, post‑19 learning will have the same statutory requirement as 16–19 provision, strengthening Medr’s ability to lobby for additional ACL funding and investment.  

ACTION:	GL encouraged the sector to agree collectively on the key issues it wants Medr to lobby for, and to use internal local authority or FEI leadership channels, alongside Medr, to create a coordinated lobbying approach.

Investment Policy Statement - work is underway on the Statement (Section 87 of the Tertiary Education Act). A draft will go out for consultation in June for sector input.  

Methodology reviews - Medr will be reviewing several methodologies that have not been updated since COVID and the transition to Medr.  These areas include - uplifts, additional learning needs and deprivation.

Kimberley Llewelyn thanked colleagues for their openness and transparency during the 16–19 funding meetings and outlined the nine key themes identified as reasons why some 16–19‑year‑olds are in ACL, highlighting important gaps in provision and understanding.   She then shared the best practice across the ACL sector in terms of:

GCSE results - it has been confirmed that all 16-19‑year‑old full‑time learners in FEIs must have either a GCSE resit or an Essential Skills qualification attached to their study programme. There has been some discussion around whether 16‑year‑olds might need to do this within the ACL space, but the expectation is that this support should sit within FEIs, whether delivered through full‑time or part‑time mainstream provision.

Home‑educated learners are an increasing trend, and the expectation is that they should be signposted initially to FEIs. ACL should only become involved when FEI options have been explored and found unsuitable – this would be treated as an exceptional circumstance. 

Not meeting college entry requirements - learners should still be supported through FEIs, as FEIs have the funding and curriculum capacity to offer programmes from pre‑entry level upwards. 

ESOL provision is more variable and depends heavily on regional arrangements, including the work of REACH Hubs.  As the picture differs across regions, continued collaboration between FEIs, local authorities, and REACH Hubs is essential. The work happening in these partnerships has been strong and maintaining that regional awareness and joint working is important.

Evening learners - in relation to the eligibility criteria, learners should not be accessing CLG funding if they are in full or part‑time or in higher education. Checks need to be undertaken to ensure there is no duplication of funding. 

Curriculum and area offering is in line with the ACL specification guidance and reinforced by findings from the Estyn thematic review. There is a push for ABE especially with the performance and coordinating planning analysis.  

Next steps – the exceptional circumstances option will be available on a case-by-case basis.  Medr will strengthen communication with FEIs, other local authority provisions, employability and REACH Hubs and will continue ongoing engagement with ACL partnerships.  Medr will also work with the Performance and Coordination team to map curriculum provision across Wales and identify regional gaps.

KK thanked Kim, Reina and Gareth for their support for the sector.

Colleagues were asked for any comments and the following points were raised:
· Tracey Warr requested that a specific funding stream for ALN be included within ACL.	
· Steve Bell highlighted that venue costs are a significant financial strain for ACL providers, especially in rural areas.  
· Karen Bennett reported that in Blaenau Gwent, high levels of deprivation and digital exclusion are creating significant barriers to learning.  More investment in digital equipment and infrastructure is needed. 
· Steve Davis highlighted that the lack of capital funding is a significant challenge.  ACL urgently need regular capital investment to maintain infrastructure, modernise ICT, and ensure buildings remain viable for community learning.

Gareth Lanagan highlighted the importance of coordinated lobbying ahead of Welsh Government funding decisions, which typically begin to take shape around July-August. 

ACTION:  	The ACL sector to come together to identify three priority issues, supported by evidence, that Medr can lobby for.

4. Professional learning across the tertiary sector 
Karron Williams introduced herself and explained that her role focuses on professional learning and workforce development across the tertiary sector. She emphasised that Medr has a statutory duty to support continuous improvement and that it is undertaking a scoping study through ARAD to understand existing provision, current pressures, and where Medr can add value without duplicating good practice.  She clarified that the study is not about imposing a model, comparing ACL with other sectors, or telling providers how to run professional learning. Instead, its purpose is to listen, understand the context, identify barriers (including funding), and explore opportunities for collaboration, particularly with FE.  KW noted that Medr needs a clearer picture of professional learning across the whole tertiary system, including ACL, to inform future funding decisions. 

Martin Jones, ARAD (email) informed colleagues that ARAD would be engaging with the sector over the coming months and are happy to meet individually if helpful. The focus of the discussion is professional learning across the tertiary sector, and the aim is to understand what is working well in adult learning, where the barriers lie, and what the future should look like.  

Colleagues were divided into groups for discussion.  Feedback from the discussion can be found in Appendix 1.

5. Estyn annual report / self-assessment framework 
Steve Bell gave a presentation on both Estyn’s annual report and the joint project with QAA on self-evaluation in the tertiary system in Wales.

Annual report 2024/25 - the report was published in February 2026 and was based on Estyn’s three core inspections of adult learning partnerships, their thematic report on literacy, numeracy and digital skills, and link visits.  The 2025/26 report will come out in two stages, the interim findings will be published in October 2026, followed by the full report in January 2027.  The annual report is intended for practitioners, leaders and managers in the sector, for the general public, for learners, for policy makers and funders.  Colleagues were informed that over the next three years, inspections will be focussed on reading across all sectors. 

SB highlighted the following from the annual report:

Teaching and learning - adult learners face many barriers - crossing the threshold of a learning setting was a considerable challenge. Tutors have a strong professional relationship with their learners and meeting individual needs.  Teaching was less effective in terms of an over-reliance on workbooks and teachers being unfamiliar with subject specific pedagogy.  Takeaway for colleagues: To focus their professional learning on subject specific pedagogy, especially for literacy and numeracy.  There is little provision through the medium of Welsh.  

Wellbeing care, support and guidance - learners strongly value the wellbeing effects of learning.  There is still room for improvement around planning and communicating progression pathways.  Takeaway for colleagues:  To have a clear plan about where their courses could take their learners. Make sure learners know the options, work with partners to make progression the natural choice and evaluate their progression. Although improvements have been made to partnerships websites, they are not always clear to navigate and still don't show the range of the provision across the partnership or link to all partnership provision. Learners have reported that digital only information and application processes were a barrier to finding out about or enrolling on provision.   Tracking mechanisms are generally fine, although in less effective partnerships some learners remain unclear about their short-medium and long term targets. 

Leadership and management - across the sector, improvements have been made with partnership agreements being used more effectively to clarify roles and responsibilities between providers.  Self-evaluation of the sector is generally honest, and self-critical, although occasionally overstated strengths or focus is placed on the lead provider.   Partnerships are making good use of the partnership effectiveness tool. The sector continues to benefit from a worthwhile network for leaders and managers and a collaborative culture between practitioners and different partnerships.  Partnerships make good use of community venues for provision in attempting to reduce the barriers to learner participation, however, partnerships reported that servicing the cost of these venues is increasingly challenging.   Partnerships made use of Multiply funding which has now ended, and partnerships have had to transition away from this source of support.  Takeaway for colleagues:  There is a market for engagement provision.  
  
Self-evaluation in the tertiary system in Wales – Steve Bell reported that this was a joint project with QAA and funded by Medr.  This work has resulted in a set of 12 self-evaluation principles, a series of reflective questions aligned to the principles; sector specific summaries of strengths and areas for improvement, and a literature review.  The report will be published as a jointly branded microsite on the Estyn website early June.

SB highlighted the 12 principles and outlined the areas for improvement in the ACL sector self-evaluation and quality improvement.  He noted the recommendations, which included focussing self-evaluation on learner impact (progress, skills gain, progression), strengthening whole-partnership accountability in SERs and QIPs and implementing consistent tracking of learner progression and destinations.

Colleagues were asked for any comments, and the following were raised:
· Alison Newby asked for Estyn to handle the focus on reading with care, given it’s a highly specialised area. 
· Jo Tincello emphasised the importance of having supportive funding arrangements to ensure the provision can be delivered effectively

6. Partnership update – Gwent Five Counties 
Matthew Welsher, Coleg Gwent gave a presentation on the Gwent ACL Partnership, noting that it is a well‑established partnership and its focus is on reducing duplication between college provision and ACL partners.  The partnership includes Coleg Gwent and the local authorities of Blaenau Gwent, Monmouthshire, Newport, Caerphilly and Torfaen. The partnership blends franchised college provision with local authority grants and full‑cost recovery courses to maximise its reach across the community.  

In addition to receiving the Community Learning Grant the partnership also benefits from Coleg Gwent’s strategic decision to allocate part of its part‑time study budget to ACL delivery, effectively more than doubling the funding available.  The ACL partners also deliver adult basic education in numeracy, literacy, ESOL and digital literacy which is funded directly by Coleg Gwent.  

In terms of curriculum delivery, the Community Learning Grant supports provision across informal engagement and wellbeing, essential and digital skills, formal qualifications, and employability.  The partnership takes a holistic approach to learner wellbeing. Many tutors are formally trained in mental health first aid and digital mentors support learners with online safety.   The partnership has 1.4 FTE Development Support Coordinators and fund 10 hours each month for partners to take part in collaborative task groups, currently on digital, but are expanding to include numeracy, literacy and ESOL.  

Total enrolments for 2024–25 reached 4,449. The Partnership recognises that more work is needed on clearly outlining progression routes.  

Coleg Gwent are also now delivering Welsh‑medium learning in their community education centres in partnership with ACL providers, helping to expand local Welsh‑language opportunities. 

7. Welsh medium mentoring opportunities for ACL practitioners 
Sian Pritchard from Sgiliaith provided colleagues with information about Sgiliaith Cymru, reporting that it is a national training and development organisation with extensive experience across ACL, FE, work‑based learning and schools.  It offers a wide range of training, from basic Welsh language awareness to master’s‑level modules on using bilingual teaching methodologies and pedagogies to support learning.   SP presented on Sgiliaith’s fully funded mentoring programme which is effective in ACL settings.  The programme provides up to around 14 hours of tailored, one‑to‑one support for practitioners, whether or not they speak Welsh or currently teach Welsh‑speaking learners. Support is flexible, delivered online or in person, and matched to each practitioner’s background and needs. Mentors help set goals, develop practice, and provide ongoing guidance.  Apart from staff time, there is no financial cost for organisations to access the mentoring or training as it is fully funded through Coleg Cenedlaethol Cymru.  SP noted that practitioners can express their interest in the mentoring programme by emailing sgiliaith@gllm.ac.uk or complete an online Google Form.  Sgiliaith colleagues are also available to meet directly with teams or individuals to discuss the offer in more detail.

8. Any other business
i) KS informed colleagues that the Adult Learning Conference will take place on 24 June at Cardiff City Stadium and invited suggestions for potential content or workshop themes.

9. Future agenda items 
Colleagues were asked to forward any future agenda items to Wendy Ellaway-Lock.

10. Dates of future meetings – 2026 (10:00am – 12:00pm)
7 July 2026
13 October 2026




Appendix 1

Group session feedback – Professional learning across the tertiary sector 

· There was a clear sense that the adult learning sector is treated as the poor relation.
· The current Medr Professional Learning Fund, which is highly valued, mainly applies to the FE sector, meaning the adult learning sector has little opportunity to benefit from it.
· There are professional learning allocations for the youth service, but adult learning is not included. This reinforces the sense that ACL must be creative with the limited funding available.
· Grant funding is extremely tight, and core budgets are being reduced, leaving very little available for professional learning. As a result, some professional learning has to be delivered in‑house through wider local authority budgets.
· The ESW practitioner qualification was seen as an important qualification.  There was a suggestion to breaking it into smaller units to improve accessibility, and a call for greater awareness of the qualification and more access points for learners.
· For tutors, the mention of Welsh Government funded ESOL training was gratefully received, but there are cost implications, particularly around staff time. As a result, there is a lot of reliance on goodwill, which is not a sustainable basis for developing professional learning across the sector.
· There was a focus on the opportunities and challenges around professional learning. As noted, providers often have to be creative because there is no dedicated funding, yet ACL centres still want to offer training. Strong partnerships are key to making this possible, as they enable collaboration and shared approaches when funding is limited.
· There is a challenge of finding time for tutors to take part in training. There had previously been some funding available for adult community learning, but not everyone was able to access it before it was withdrawn. This lack of time and resource continues to be a major barrier to participation.
· It was highlighted that FE colleges can access the PLF, which allows some staff to benefit from that training. However, those working within local authorities do not have the same access, creating an uneven picture across the sector.
· The national ESOL Development Day was viewed positively.
· Two partnerships were represented in the group - one offers CPD sessions on topics like AI, and the other provided free TAC Award qualifications and digital skills courses. Both highlighted the same barrier: releasing staff and funding cover costs, which limits attendance.
· The need for stronger pedagogy in literacy and numeracy as highlighted as well as the need of having a more consistent professional development offer across the sector.  Provision currently varies widely across Wales.
· Money and time are the barriers to accessing professional learning. 
· Even when professional learning opportunities are available, it can be difficult to get enough participants because many staff work part‑time, have other commitments, and require paid cover to attend. Where professional learning has taken place, it has been viewed as highly beneficial. 
· Some training, such as GDPR and mental health courses, are available through the FE sector, but time and funding remain major barriers.
· A core professional learning plan for ACL would be useful, providing greater consistency and a clear benchmark for the sector. However, the underlying issues of limited time and funding continue to restrict progress
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