



Vocational Education and Training (VET) Stakeholder Reference Group
25 November 2025
Meeting 4 (Microsoft Teams) 11:00 – 13:00
Welsh Government Attendees 
	Name
	Job Title
	Organisation 

	Chris Stevens
	Head of 14-19 Participation, Vocational Learning and Transitions (Chair)
	Welsh Government

	Alex Ingram
	Head of Qualifications and 16-19 Curriculum
	Welsh Government

	Nick Herbert
	Head of Vocational and 16-19 Delivery Team
	Welsh Government

	Kathryn Watkiss
	Secretariat
	Welsh Government

	Rob Stroud
	Secretariat
	Welsh Government

	Sam Evans
	Head of Careers Policy
	Welsh Government

	Jo Trott
	Deputy Director, Learner Pathways
	Welsh Government

	Rebecca Lewes-Daley
	16-19 Delivery Officer
	Welsh Government

	Lucy Hartnoll
	Further Education Secondee
	Welsh Government

	Rebekah Hurst
	Senior Skills Policy Manager
	Welsh Government

	David Morris
	Head of Tertiary Education Strategy, Research and Policy
	Welsh Government



External Attendees 

	David Hagendyk
	Chief Executive
	Colegau Cymru

	Jo Richards
	Executive Director of Qualifications Policy and Reform / Educational Assessment
	Qualifications Wales

	Rhian Edwards
	Executive Director, Policy
	Medr

	Amie Field
	Head of Services for Young People
	Careers Wales 

	Gwen Williams
	Assistant Director
	Universities Wales



Apologies
	Neil Surman
	Deputy Director Skills
	Welsh Government

	Rachel Sanders
	
Head of Apprenticeship
	Welsh Government

	Lloyd Hopkin
	Deputy Director, Curriculum and Assessment
	Welsh Government

	Jassa Scott
	Strategic Director
	Estyn


	Amanda Wilkinson
	Director of Higher Education, Wales
	Universities Wales

	Mark Campion
	Assistant Director
	Estyn

	Lisa Mytton
	Strategic Director
	National Training Federation Wales (NTfW)

	Nikki Lawrence
	Chief Executive
	Careers Wales

	Deio Owen
	President
	National Union of Students Cymru

	Rachel Cable
	Director of Policy and Public Affairs   
	Colegau Cymru



	1.
	Welcome and Introductions

	[bookmark: _Hlk214958049]Actions from the 9 October Reference Group meeting have been completed, and the meeting was summarised. 

Amendments to the Minutes have been requested by colleagues from Universities Wales in relation to the use of ‘binary’ language. The discussions of the group are reflecting the tertiary sector as a whole and GW raised the importance of not framing the conversation in a binary way between vocational and academic pathways. The distinction is not always clear-cut and treating it as such can be limiting and may not reflect the reality of learners’ experiences and choices. Officials noted the point raised and the minutes will be recirculated to the Group once actioned.

This meeting will be to discuss. 
· Wider Tertiary Education context.
· Paper 1 - Development of National Priorities 
· Paper 1 – A Prospectus for the Strategic Direction of Vocational Education and Training in Wales. 
· Paper 2 - National Priority, Transition Pathways,
· Paper 2 - National Priority, Parity of Esteem


	2.
	Wider Tertiary Education Context

	David Morris, Head of Tertiary Education Strategy, Research and Policy said later that day (25 November) the Minister for Further and Higher Education will make an oral statement acknowledging the need for reform of the tertiary sector in the next Senedd term. The statement will outline long-term challenges facing the tertiary sector and set out the intention to undertake a call for submissions in the New Year on tertiary education participation and sustainability to inform future policy.

Alongside the call for submissions, a new Ministerial Advisory Group has been established with representatives from across the sector to join to discuss these issues.  This group met for the first time in late November and included representatives from the organisations in this Stakeholder Reference Group.   

The Chair said the Welsh Government will be publishing ‘A Prospectus for the Strategic Direction for Vocational Education and Training in Wales’, which will set out the conclusions of this VET Stakeholder Reference Group, prior to the pre-election period. This will complement the call for submissions, representing the tertiary sectors views specifically on the vocational agenda and serving as a subset of the wider review. (Members of the stakeholder reference group will also be able to submit individual responses to the call for submissions.)

The Group felt submissions from stakeholders, to inform the evidence paper, should include issues around high-level skills and how to provide learners with a line of sight into high quality employment. This should be through the creation of flexible pathways for learners, including adults. Consideration should also be given to how we respond to UK Government led policy developments. 

It was also felt that submissions should reflect the need for clear progression routes for both low-skilled individuals and adults, particularly by delivering Levels 4 and 5 qualifications in innovative ways.

Careers Wales advised it was developing its own strategy, which will be beneficial to share with WG as the insights and collaboration will strengthen the overall approach. Qualifications Wales will also meet with WG to discuss the call for submissions. 


	3.
	National Priorities (Paper 1) 

	The Chair outlined how the Group previously agreed that the Four Purposes of Education in Wales will help form the vision for Vocational Education. Following discussions at the last meeting, and advice from Ministers, the draft National Priorities have been revised. Changes include: 

· Reflecting the full tertiary sector, including colleges and work-based learning providers; 
· Making clearer reference to lifelong learning and all age ranges;
· Developing a specific workforce priority – ‘Supporting Educators and Training Providers’; and
· Removing our ‘Improvement’ Priority.

The revised National Priorities detailed below are more focused and provide a better foundation for the prospectus that is being drafted: 

· Growing our Economy
· Transition Pathways
· Parity of Esteem
· Increased Participation
· Strong Partnerships
· Supporting Educators and Training Providers

The Group raised the potential cost implications of developing high-quality, made-for-Wales qualifications, cautioning against overpromising without a proper cost analysis being undertaken. Encouraging more learners, particularly into some courses (e.g. construction) requires consideration of available space and funding sources to honour commitments. 

The distinction between vocational and academic routes was  discussed alongside the meaning of the phrase ‘parity of esteem’. It was noted that many higher-level pathways blur traditional boundaries, with academic and vocational elements often overlapping. Members considered how the prospectus should best explore the needs of the learner, making sure they understand all pathways available to them with equal value between academic and vocational, in order to progress in their chosen field irrespective of institution. Participation rates in both further and higher education in Wales should not compete with each other. Examples of this include degree apprenticeships and law, which is both academic and vocational. As young people often understand academic routes such as A-levels but not vocational pathways a suggestion was made to use the term “traditional academic routes” for clarity. 

The Group queried to what extent are support structures, resources, and policies in place within universities to deliver and enhance vocational education in Wales. There was recognition that, while further education colleges have a well-established role in vocational delivery, the university sector’s contribution is less visible and may be more variable. It was agreed that Universities Wales would consider this issue away for further consideration

It was noted that there are differences in A-level participation rates between Wales and England, with 33% participating in Wales compared to 47% in England. This participation rate in Higher Education will have a direct knock-on effect for the economy.

	4.
	Draft Blueprint of the Strategic Report Outline (Paper 1) 

	Nick Herbert, Head of Vocational and 16-19 Delivery Team, WG, led discussions on the draft ‘blueprint’ document which sets out the intended structure and approach of A Prospectus for the Strategic Direction for Vocational Education and Training in Wales. 

Ministers have requested a high-level document outlining broad ambitions. For each National Priority the document will set out:

· The reasoning for its designation.
· A summary of input from the Reference Group.
· An overview of progress made so far, and distance travelled.
· Suggested next steps. 

The document is being completed in sections, and these will be shared with the Group as available. A full draft of the Prospectus is scheduled for completion by the end of January, and this will be shared with the Group for final comment.

The Group suggested including a section, to show that funding and cost aspects have been considered. There was uncertainty about the reference to the Credit and Qualifications Framework for Wales (CQFW) in the next steps section, as the CQFW already displays all qualifications by level and available pathways.
 
The Group also discussed the importance of recognition of prior learning (RPL) and recognition of prior assessment (RPA) for guiding learners onto appropriate pathways. 

Modular qualifications were noted as common in the vocational sector, with most qualifications designed in a unified or modular way. The terminology used needs consideration with ‘modular’ causing some issue.

ACTION: Rhian Edwards, Executive Director, Policy, Medr, will send her written comments on the blueprint document to WG.

It was felt that the effect of transport and access on participation are national issues rather than just rural and this should be reflected in the document. It was also noted that there was an absence of reference to the 14–16 learner entitlement framework. It was suggested that this could help raise parity of esteem before learners make key choices. 


	5.
	[bookmark: _Hlk214886440]National Priority Two – Transition Pathways (Paper 2)

	[bookmark: _Hlk214886461]Lucy Hartnoll, Further Education Secondee, WG, invited the Group to discuss the National Priority – ‘Transitions Pathways’, which aims to help learners make informed choices about their futures within the VET context. 

[bookmark: _Hlk214879041]Research, from organisations including Estyn, shows learners rely mostly on school staff for advice about post-16 options. Previous discussions within the Reference Group have identified the need for a focus on supporting learners to understand the pathways available to them and the benefits of different routes.  

Careers Wales research shows that their advisors provide significant value (estimated £5 return for every £1 invested), but their work is limited by funding pressures and school policies. Some schools encourage students to stay for sixth form, and teachers can sometimes undermine the work of career advisors. Access to all learners is difficult—about 25% of students are not reached, and advisors are often restricted from seeing students in year 11. Engaging parents who are less involved in their children’s education is also a challenge. Careers Wales has digital communication routes, such as newsletters, but their effectiveness is dependent on schools forwarding them to parents. 

The Group highlighted that whilst 14–16 learner entitlement is embedded in curriculum guidance, there is no clear accountability to ensure schools provide impartial advice on learning pathways. It was felt that currently responsibility lies initially with the school and governing body, and then Estyn to ensure compliance. This is currently only a minor consideration in Estyn inspections. Work is underway, by WG, to develop a Learner Entitlement Framework that expects schools to publish learner destinations, aiming to improve transparency and accountability. 

There is also concern about the variability of provision across Wales. College leaders and headteachers often do not collaborate due to busy schedules. It was suggested that consideration should be given to encouraging local system leadership to foster relationships and improve collaboration. 

The Baker Clause in England legally requires schools to open their doors to colleges. The Group discussed whether similar legislation is needed in Wales or if this can be achieved through better collaboration at the local level. There is also a need for learners to understand what other schools offer; in case a different institution provides more suitable learning. 

Careers Wales raised that previously there had been a common area prospectus available to pupils providing a common application process and access to courses available across the post-16 sector.  There are good examples of this, for example in Swansea and in North Wales.  Medr is working towards an accessible map of institutional offers.

	6.
	[bookmark: _Hlk214613810]National Priority Three – Parity of Esteem (Paper 2)

	Lucy Hartnoll led the Groups discussions on National Priority Three which is creating parity of esteem between vocational education and academic routes, including reforms to qualifications and expanding made-for-Wales vocational options. It is felt that better independent and informed support for learners will help raise the profile of vocational pathways and support the parity of esteem agenda.

The Group has previously agreed that more work is needed to raise the profile of vocational pathways and ensure parity of esteem. It was emphasised the document should avoid binary language and clarify what each route truly represents. Improving the quality of guidance and raising awareness were seen as key factors in advancing parity of esteem. 

Better guidance could help learners and parents understand the value of vocational options. It was suggested that advice and guidance should start before age 14 to encourage vocational course uptake, especially for those who have not found success in traditional subjects. Consideration could be given to interventions in years 7–9, though there is concern about reform overload in schools.

It was noted that pathways should not be made identical, as each offers distinct benefits. Some vocational assessments are considered too academic, and independent, high-quality advice is needed for learners. The concept of “esteem” should focus on supporting learners to choose the pathway where they are most likely to succeed. 

There is a misconception that vocational routes prevent university entry. This is due to traditional academic routes (such as A-levels) having been seen as the “standard” pathway to university, while vocational qualifications were often viewed as alternatives for those not pursuing higher education. This has led to a persistent belief—among parents, learners, and sometimes educators—that vocational qualifications are “second class” and do not lead to university, even though this is not accurate. Route mapping could help dispel this myth. Work experience opportunities for young people could also be a way to develop and diversify pathways. 


	7.
	Summary and Close

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

Ministers have considered the current policy development approach and are content. They are also grateful to the Group for its work. Rebecca Evans MS, Cabinet Secretary for Economy, Energy and Planning is also engaged in Ministerial discussions, which illustrates the need for the work to be aligned with WG economic ambitions. 

ACTION: Chris Stevens, Head of 16-19 Curriculum Reform and Delivery, WG, will check with Minister’s whether this work can be shared by the Group with wider stakeholders. 

WG officials are meeting with colleges across Wales to discuss the blueprint. It was felt that these conversations should also be expanded to universities.

ACTION: Gwen Williams, Assistant Director, Universities Wales will provide contact details to WG of people to speak to in universities. 

A detailed meeting note will be circulated. The next meeting is scheduled for 10 December between 10:00am – 12:00 midday. Discussions will cover the development of the next two National Priorities which are: Increased Participation and Strong Partnerships.
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