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	1.
	Welcome and Introductions

	The Chair welcomed new attendees to the meeting. 

Actions from the 25 November Vocational Education and Training (VET) Stakeholder Reference Group (the Group) were summarised. 

Amendments to the previous Minutes have been requested by colleagues from Universities Wales and these will be recirculated via email to the Group once actioned.

[bookmark: _Hlk214958049]The demonstration of the Prototype Data Intelligence Hub will now take place during the January meeting. Amie Field, Interim Director of Service Delivery, Careers Wales, has agreed to lead this agenda item.

The Minister for Further and Higher Education is content that the draft National Priorities can be shared outside the Group with the caveat that it is made clear they remain  in development.  The Welsh Government has prepared a document setting out the context and content of these draft National Priorities that will be shared with the reference group to support onward discussions. 

A full draft of the Prospectus is intended to be ready for consideration by the Reference Group in January. While the original intention was to share draft sections earlier, the overlapping nature of the National Priorities means it is more appropriate to present the complete draft for collective discussion.


	2.
	Strengthening of Welsh language provision for vocational education and training in Wales.

	Rebecca Williams, Senior Manager for Language Skills and Workforce Planning, outlined Coleg Cymraeg Cenedlaethol’s vision for strengthening Welsh and bilingual provision in VET.
Since expanding its remit to cover further education and apprenticeships, the Coleg has increased provision at various levels (B5, B2) and aims to further raise ambition for B1 and C level provision.
Welsh language should be a thread running through the ‘Prospectus for the Strategic Direction for VET in Wales’.  There is a strong alignment between the six National Priorities and the Coleg’s vision, namely: 

Growing our Economy 

· It is important to align tertiary education with economic and linguistic ambitions, ensuring that Welsh language skills are developed alongside technical and vocational skills. 

· The emphasis should not just be on technical and vocational skills but also Welsh language skills, enabling learners to confidently work bilingually in a job. This would align with the Cymraeg 2050 goals.

· A call was made for a bilingual workforce development strategy from WG to support educators and training providers, including opportunities for VET staff to develop their Welsh language skills and teaching methodologies.

· Recommendations made by The Commission for Welsh Speaking Communities, in its first report, have been accepted by WG. Whilst the first report concentrated on the needs of high percentage Welsh speaking areas, they are now looking at areas where Welsh is less populous. These recommendations should be considered when drafting the prospectus.

Transition Pathways 

· Seamless transition pathways for learners were discussed, including the need to recruit and support staff to deliver Welsh and bilingual provision.

· Investment is also needed to protect and expand the current offerings, including ongoing training for staff to enable further development of Welsh skills/ confidence. 

Parity of Esteem 

· There is a need for a WG strategic plan to increase the number of Welsh/bilingual apprenticeships, particularly in sectors where bilingual skills are in demand.

· The Coleg is keen to work with partners to map the current provision and employer demand, and to ensure relevant qualifications and frameworks are available in Welsh. The importance of supporting apprentices at every stage and ensuring sufficient tutors and resources was noted.

 Increased participation 

· Evidence-based behaviour change schemes and targeted communication are needed to encourage participation in Welsh language pathways, especially among underrepresented groups (e.g., BAME, those from deprived areas). The Coleg is actively working with Medr in this regard.

· Interventions to build confidence and support learners in practising their Welsh language skills were discussed.

Strong partnerships 

· The 16-19 local curriculum guidance is seen as crucial for Welsh provision, with a mature, partnership-based approach underpinned by funding to encourage joint working.

· The Group discussed how funding mechanisms can incentivise collaboration between providers.

Supporting educators and training providers 

· It is important to give educators the opportunity to develop their Welsh skills and provide appropriate teaching methodology to bring Welsh into their teaching. 

· A bilingual workforce development strategy, from WG, would be beneficial, along with appropriate staffing to deliver it. 

Medr explained their commitment to developing a national plan for Welsh language provision (Medr Strategic Plan 2025-2030) and highlighted the need for careful consideration when adding requirements to apprenticeship providers.
Qualification Wales (QW) updated members on their sector reviews and the Welsh language qualifications within those sectors, and the availability of support grants, as well as the development of their Cymraeg strategy. 
It was noted that in some sectors such as in health and social care, construction and building services, qualifications must be available bilingually. There is however not always a viable market to develop qualifications solely for Wales. In these cases, “Three Country Qualifications” are used (i.e., qualifications shared across England, Wales, and Northern Ireland). To address the lack of commercial viability for Welsh-only qualifications there is a Welsh language support grant administered by Qualifications Wales. This grant encourages awarding bodies to deliver, even if only a unit of a qualification, through the medium of Welsh. There is an ongoing tension between the desire to make qualifications available in Welsh and the commercial realities when learner numbers are low. “Made for Wales” qualifications comes with cost implications.
The Welsh Language Awarding Body Group, which includes around 20 to 25 awarding bodies, meets to discuss areas where awarding bodies may need more support to feel confident in delivering qualifications bilingually. A range of guidance and support materials have been produced to help awarding bodies that are less familiar with bilingual assessment in Wales.
The Group discussed the challenge of low take-up of bilingual provision among apprentices, and the need for more natural pathways for learners to continue their bilingual education. 

It was emphasised that there is a need for an inclusive approach, workforce development, and accelerated investment to meet future challenges. The importance of joint working across organisations with Medr leading on this collaboration was acknowledged.


	3.
	National Priority – Increased Participation (Paper 1)

	Lucy Hartnoll, Further Education Secondee, WG, shared slides with members to provide background and context to aid the discussion on increasing participation and equality of opportunity in VET. 

The national milestone is to achieve 75% of learners qualified at Level 3 or above, and less than 5% with no qualifications. Currently there are stable participation rates in Wales with 90% of Year 11 students progressing into FE, with an 8% increase in college enrolment but a 5% drop in sixth form enrolment. Part-time and mature student participation is increasing, indicating growth in lifelong learning. Women are also more likely to apply and progress to higher education.

Several challenges have been identified, including that Wales lags behind the rest of the UK in NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) rates (approx. 15% vs. 12.8% UK average). Learners from deprived backgrounds are more likely to enrol in lower-level vocational training and are less likely to complete courses than those on Level 3 programmes. 

There are also lower university application rates in Wales compared to the UK, especially in deprived areas. The decline in university applications from deprived backgrounds, since 2021, should be interpreted carefully, as this was likely due to COVID-19, and numbers have since stabilised. The Group was also asked to note that many university courses, such as teacher training, nursing and engineering, have strong vocational elements. It was suggested there was a need to be clearer about what is meant by “Vocational” qualifications.

It was noted that whilst VET participation in Wales seems to be increasing, there is a significant gap in A-level and university participation. It was suggested the group should clarify whether the goal is to increase vocational qualifications specifically, or to ensure equal access to all pathways. There is also a gender gap in participation, especially amongst disadvantaged boys. 

Barriers to learner engagement include transport as key issue, financial pressures, and mental health and wellbeing. There is also a lack of data on learner destinations and dropouts. Structural differences in post-16 provision across Wales affect learner choices and opportunities. Medr outlined that a £17 million shortfall in funding is impacting the ability to support increased participation. WG needs to be mindful of this funding shortfall when developing and announcing policy commitments.

Medr also emphasised that VET should not be seen as just for young people, but as part of a lifelong learning agenda for all ages. The barriers to learning, such as access and support, apply across the entire tertiary education system, not just to young people. The prospectus should reflect lifelong vocational learning.

Ministers are committed to increasing participation and reducing NEETs but acknowledge the ongoing challenges. The idea of raising the compulsory leaving age from education to 18 (as in England) was discussed but noted the broad consensus was that instead, the focus should be on making continued education desirable. 

In relation to understanding more about drop-out rates, it was noted that Estyn will conduct a thematic review in 2026–27. The aim is to analyse what choices learners are making at this transition point, whether they are returning to the system or being lost from it. Additionally, Medr are currently in the process of analysing in-year drop out rates in order to better understand learner destinations if they do not complete their course.

Action: Rhian Edwards, Executive Director, Policy, Medr, will present these findings to the Participation Board and Group.

The need for a clear vision for 14–16-year-olds to boost early engagement was raised, with Junior Apprenticeships (JAs) cited as a potential intervention. JA’s, however, are a currently a targeted intervention, focussed on retaining young people in education. The model would need to be expanded to become a pan-Wales VET intervention. Emphasis on supporting learners once they access provision should also be a priority. 

The Group felt that it is important that independent advice and guidance exist to help learners choose the right courses. There needs to be better data to identify and support groups at risk of disengagement (e.g. young offenders, care leavers). Funding is also a consideration as learners entering at lower levels often have complex support needs. 

It was suggested the current draft wording of the National Priority: “We will ensure all learners, regardless of background or where they live, can gain the necessary knowledge and skills” might be unrealistic. 

[bookmark: _Hlk216866397]Action: Nick Herbert, Head of Vocational and 16-19 Delivery Team to reflect on changing “ensuring” to “supporting” learners.

Action: Rhian Edwards, Executive Director, Policy, Medr, will submit written comments to inform policy thinking around this topic. 


	4.
	National Priority – Supporting Educators and Training Providers

	The Chair led discussions on the National Priority of supporting educators and training providers. The Group highlighted ongoing challenges in retaining staff, recruiting bilingual staff, and providing effective training for VET teachers, who have different needs compared to traditional teachers. 
There is a recognised need for better intelligence to align training with future workforce needs. Neil Surman confirmed that plans are underway for a National Skills Audit to understand upskilling requirements, with input from Estyn and Medr; work will start early in the new year.
Funding includes a £5m grant for learning provided last year and access to Personal Learning Accounts (PLAs) training for upskilling.
VET teachers often have strong vocational skills but lack time and space to develop their pedagogy. Support is needed to help them with this, especially regarding bilingual provision. There are also pockets of good practice, but these need to be shared more widely to ensure all students benefit. There is a need to align professional development with curriculum strategy and to ensure diversity in the workforce to provide role models for all learners. 
Work is ongoing, led by WG’s Tertiary Workforce Policy team, to strengthen initial teacher training pipelines and retention. This includes:
· Reviewing and improving PGCE incentives for FE and training providers (led by Medr).
· Aligning the core curriculum of initial teacher training across providers to form a more consistent national offer.
· Developing a stronger induction and mentoring model for newly qualified staff.
This work is coordinated through an Expert Advisory Group, with three subgroups focusing on incentives, curriculum alignment, and induction/mentoring. This Group will report to Ministers early in the new year.
Action: Karen Morgan, Head of Tertiary Education Workforce Reform, will share an outline presentation on workforce development with the Group, meet with the VET Team and discuss.   
Universities Wales to become involved in the Initial Teacher Education for PCET Expert Advisory Group.
Mentoring is seen as a real strength in supporting teacher retention. There is an appetite for improvement and recognition of the importance of mentoring. The Group felt that the post-16 area feels fragmented compared to the more integrated school sector. There is a need for a broad framework for high-level pedagogy in the post-16 space.

	7.
	Summary and Close

	The Chair thanked the Group for their input and time over the previous meetings and encouraged them to get in touch with WG colleagues if they had any additional thoughts. 

The next meeting has been scheduled for the 20 January 2026 at 13:00 and a meeting invitation has been issued It is envisaged that a draft copy of the prospectus will have been circulated prior to that meeting for discussion. 
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