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Overview

i. Fostering a system that supports seamless transitions from compulsory education to
further learning or employment is paramount, but the levels of post-16 participation
are a challenge. For the Welsh economy, the Chief Economist has long spoken of the
need to improve skill levels.! The Institute for Fiscal Studies highlights the most
disadvantaged pupils have low skill levels, which can perpetuate inequalities.? The
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development reports that, in 2022, over a third
of job vacancies in Wales were difficult to fill due to applicant quality and skills
shortages.®

ii. In terms of higher education specifically, graduates still acquire significant benefits.*
Furthermore, Universities UK projects 95% of new jobs in Wales will require
graduate-level qualifications by 2035, necessitating over 400,000 extra graduates to
address impending skills gaps.® There also specific forms of post-16 provision that
are essential for public service sustainability.

iii. For example, Wales needs a substantial increase in teachers.® Shortages
experienced in certain subjects (e.g. physics) create a double-need for suitable
numbers to move into higher education; once for their initial subject degree and then
again for a postgraduate certificate in education.’ It is a similar picture with
healthcare roles, which will also need a large increase in university participation to
prevent future shortfalls.®

Vi. Addressing the issue means a multi-faceted approach:

¢ Recognition of prior learning to allow for more seamless progression.
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e Adomestic ‘Study in Wales’ brand that targets areas of low participation and
the home-based commuter student and operates on a ‘provider agnostic’
basis.

e Further research on the impact of travel infrastructure on post-16
participation.

e Consideration of reforming the funding model for degree apprenticeships to
allow for supply to meet demand.

¢ Increased resource for Careers Wales.

V. This will require investment from universities and some support from public funds to
ensure a coherent and collaborative approach. It would also be advisable for the
committee to utilise the work of ADR Wales to better understand the issues.

Vi. Lastly, it is essential to break from discussion of opposed ‘vocational’ and ‘academic’
routes. What matters are skills and knowledge, which exist in all forms of education.

1. Quality of information given to learners and careers support at compulsory
school age.

1.1 The analysis of ADR Wales has been of particular interest and has emphasised the
centrality of careers guidance in driving post-16 participation.® 1° Its papers suggest
that interactions with Careers Wales can enable better choices for learners.!! 2 The
integral role of careers guidance is reinforced by UCAS in evidence submitted to the
committee for a separate inquiry and was a consistent theme in Transitions to
Employment.t3 14

1.2 Given the above, the University’s experience of careers guidance in recent years is a
cause for concern. The cuts and restructuring at Careers Wales have led to
confusion about appropriate contacts for guidance, affecting the support available to
students. This has meant disparities in support across schools, resulting in reduced
assistance for some learners and potentially impacting their educational outcomes.

1.3 The increased demand for external careers sessions indicates gaps in support from
Careers Wales, suggesting a need for improved internal resources. Those students
must often independently research options, reducing engagement with wider
opportunities and potentially affecting their educational trajectories. To be clear, it is
not the quality of the staff at Careers Wales but their reduction in number.

1.4 More broadly, it is essential that learners know that universities value all level 3
qualifications, which is something we have seen might not necessarily be getting
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through to post-16 learners in either further education or school settings. Increasing
higher education participation will not be a means of simply increasing A level uptake.

While increased Careers Wales resource will mean some public funding, the
University will need to do more as an institution (see section 2).

Changes in routes post-18

Universities Wales says that the “gap between the [higher education participation]
rate in Wales and the rest of the UK has been increasing over time, and is now at its
widest point in 15 years”.?® The Sutton Trust has shown similar problems in Welsh
participation, while the Education Policy Institute points to “worse post-16 educational
outcomes”.1® 7

This has significant implications for the economy and public service provision. A
sustained decline in Welsh participation will mean more reliance on recruitment from
the rest of the UK and overseas if Wales is to have the workforce it needs (especially
in health and education). This comes with attendant risks, as seen most recently with
the tightening of immigration policy. It is also imperative that the sector is on a sound
financial footing if there are to be high-quality opportunities within Wales.

In terms of Welsh recruitment, the loss of some sixth forms has resulted in limited
university exposure in certain local authorities. The shrinking of options in those
places has meant early ‘funnelling’ of students, meaning reduced exposure to
universities. Some colleges have established fixed partnerships with specific
universities, which then limit learner’s options. The absence of centralised contacts
and specialised knowledge on higher education in some further education institutions
complicates collaboration.

To note, UCAS data show participation rates vary considerably across Wales.® Aside
from economic disadvantage (see section 4), connectivity is a significant barrier.
Navigating public transport is challenging, with infrequent and inaccessible services
connecting campuses and city centres. Inadequate travel connections further isolate
potential learners, limiting access to educational opportunities. Learner travel for
post-16 education is a known issue, and it can reinforce existing inequalities.® 2

North-south connections are notably poor, which makes it difficult to retain some
students in Wales. The average train journey from Bangor to Cardiff takes over 4.5
hours, limiting accessibility between regions. Studying in England is more attractive
when travel times are better. Indeed, a significant number of students prefer to move
away from home, citing better amenities and broader experiences in other regions.

15 Universities Wales. 2024. Explainer: Welsh participation in higher education. Cardiff: Universities

Wales.

16 Montacute, R. and Cullinane, C. 2023. 25 Years of University Access: How access to higher

education has changed over time. London: Sutton Trust.

17 Sibieta, L. 2024. Major challenges for education in Wales. London: Institute for Fiscal Studies.
18 UCAS. 2023. Wales regional analysis: A deep dive into higher education progression across the

Welsh parliamentary regions. Cheltenham: UCAS.

19 Welsh Government. 2022. Learner Travel (Wales) Measure (2008) review 2021. Cardiff: Welsh

Government.

20 Bucelli, I. and McKnight, A. 2022. Poverty and social exclusion: review of international evidence on

fransport disadvantage. Cardiff: Wales Centre for Public Policy.



https://uniswales.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2024-08/Website%20explainer%20-%20participation.pdf
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/25-Years-of-University-Access.pdf
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/25-Years-of-University-Access.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-03/Major-challenges-for-education-in-Wales-IFS-REPORT_0.pdf
https://www.ucas.com/file/738806/download?token=o6alSJWG
https://www.ucas.com/file/738806/download?token=o6alSJWG
https://www.gov.wales/learner-travel-wales-measure-2008-review-2021-html?utm_source=chatgpt.com#93884
https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/211026-WCPP-Poverty-Review-Transport-disadvantage.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/211026-WCPP-Poverty-Review-Transport-disadvantage.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

2.6

2.7

2.8

29

210

21

In the most recent Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) data, over 31% of
Welsh undergraduates were studying in England.? Significant numbers were
studying at institutions in cities and towns of the northwest and southwest of
England.?? This would accelerate if certain subjects were to ‘disappear’ from Welsh
providers.

Degree apprenticeships are heavily promoted, as they bridge the work-based
element of an apprenticeship and the academic framework of a higher education
qualification. The University offers degree apprenticeships in data science, cyber
security and software engineering. The funding for degree apprenticeship courses
was administered by the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW), with
Medr inheriting it.

HEFCW allocated a share of c. £10m to each institution to deliver their degree
apprenticeships. The funding pot falls well short of requirements, meaning:

e Applicants have been turned away, albeit preferring to defer rather than
transfer.

o Partner organisations have had their workforce planning disrupted.

¢ Adding new pathways, e.g. rail, has stretched the budget too far.

o Institutions that took early ‘market share’ have had it ‘baked-in’, limiting
growth at other providers and creating regional imbalance.

Furthermore, the increase in the maximum fee to £9,250 did not apply to degree
apprenticeships; the regulations only apply to courses covered by tuition fees. This
situation is repeating, with the £9,535 fee not applying to degree apprenticeships.
The viability of these courses is being hindered and at a time when Careers Wales
argues of “a strong need to expand the current Degree Apprenticeships offer to
include other areas of need in the region such as Health and Social Care,
Construction, Low Carbon/ Green Energy and Leadership and Management”.?

There is a need for a combined, provider-agnostic, domestic Study in Wales brand
that is highly attentive to the multiple reasons for low participation. Physically situated
as an office, it would have a programme of free outreach and enrichment activity, in
every college and in as many sixth forms as possible. In the messaging for any such
brand, universities need to think of ways of rebalancing towards the home-based
commuter student, rather than selling the 'boarding school' experience that is
increasingly out of reach and alien to lower socio-economic demographics.

The University supports the Welsh Government’s stated priority of Medr exploring
“the opportunities for and barriers to achieving credit transfer across the tertiary
system and consider how they may be addressed including how to incorporate the
recognition of prior learning to facilitate the movement of learners throughout the
tertiary sector”.2* The recognition of prior learning will be an essential part of the
future landscape.
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212 Beyond graduation, we would note the Sutton Trust report of January 2025 that
showed Wales has the lowest level of internship uptake (35% of graduates).?® A high
proportion of those internships were also unpaid or underpaid.

3. Welsh-medium

3.1 The University continues to invest in its Welsh-medium provision, ensuring the
options continue to grow. Healthcare and initial teacher education have been a
particular focus, with Wales desperately needing graduates to fill these public service
roles and to do so with the requisite language skills. For example, a ‘Welsh for
Educators’ programme has been created to address the shortage of Welsh-medium
teachers.?®

3.2 In terms of progression into higher education, colleges do not maintain
comprehensive records of learners in Welsh-medium education, which makes
targeted outreach difficult. The Welsh Language Commissioner has highlighted this
difference between school and college learners in terms of their perception of their
ability in Welsh, indicating a need for better tracking and support.?”

3.3 In line with the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022, the Coleg
Cymraeg Cenedlaethol issued its first official advice to Medr on Welsh language
duties.?® Medr has welcomed and accepted the request to draw up a national plan for
the Welsh language.?® The University welcomes the committee’s scrutiny of the
Welsh Language and Education (Wales) Bill and its request for clarity on provisions
affecting Medr.*° The University also welcomes Welsh Government accepting the
recommendations; it is essential that universities are not pulled in different
directions.!

3.4 Before its replacement, HEFCW recognised the additional costs of Welsh-medium
provision and provided premia for each student. An independent evaluation for
HEFCW found that the premia needed to increase.*? However, its budget was
insufficient to meet the challenge, with HEFCW only able to enhance the premia for
Welsh-medium provision in subjects already determined as ‘high cost’ or
‘expensive’.®® That means, for example, premia are not available for Welsh
undergraduates studying law or politics.
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4. Equity of access

4.1 Learners have often decided not to go to university at an early age, well before
GCSE level and post-16. This is common to all UK nations, but the Education Policy
Institute notes that the trends in Wales are “a source of major concern” and that
Wales has notably underperformed compared to the rest of the UK and the English
regions.3

4.2 The Education Policy Institute notes that young people in Wales have the lowest
participation in higher education across the UK, with Welsh boys seeing particularly
poor trends over the last 15 years.*® Again, the work of ADR Wales is important. It
has found students are more likely to have a guidance interview if they are from a
disadvantaged background or are a low attainer, and that having a guidance
interview decreases their likelihood of not entering education of training.¢ 37 38

4.3 The Wales Centre for Public Policy (WCPP) issued a report on the barriers at the end
of 2024, finding household deprivation and socio-economic background are
significant factors.*® It also said data showed “learners who were female, non-FSM,
with no known SEN, no disability status, of non-UK status, and of non-Christian
religion had a higher proportion of entry to HE”.*° It also found early bifurcation of
routes. Analysis for UK Government accords with many of the findings in Wales.*

4.4 Wales’ funding model is the outcome of Sir lan Diamond’s review of higher education
and student funding. Independent analysis shows that the student finance package is
the most progressive in the UK, both in terms of its maintenance support and
repayment model.*> There should be caution in determining whether the funding
package is failing in terms of access, with the problems running longer than its
existence and a need to avoid drawing causation from correlation. As was started in
the Diamond review, “widening access and participation in higher education are not
just about getting students into institutions, but about supporting them to stay and to
achieve”. ®
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Indeed, the Sutton Trust’s analysis of efforts to widen access to higher education in
the UK for the last 25 years is that such efforts have been “running to stand still” i.e.
while trends seem not to have widened access, they might well have at least
prevented a narrowing.* Welsh Government’s has included appropriate work
packages in its proposed evaluation of the Diamond reforms, with robust evidence
needed to draw conclusions about the relationship between the funding model and
participation.*®

WCPP has assessed existing policy interventions. It felt foundation years were likely
to be effective, but recent policy changes are affecting their provision. At its Autumn
Budget, UK Government capped the maximum loan to English students at £5,760 for
foundation years in ‘classroom-based’ subjects.

While this change does not apply in Wales, there is substantial cross-border
recruitment and institutions in Wales will need to cut the fee for those courses. This
means more financial pressures at an already difficult time; UK Government’s
assessment shows it is aware of the negative financial impact this will have on
universities, believing it will take £154m to £239m out of the sector in England
alone.*¢

Post-16 destination data

Tracking learners is difficult and the need for improved data is a consistent request.
The absence of accessible data on post-16 destinations makes it difficult to analyse
student choices and institutional offerings, hindering informed decision-making.
Wales is losing students at each education transition point and losing even more data
at each juncture. ADR Wales has noted the present difficulties.*’

UCAS and the HESA are well-established sources for university data. However, there
are substantial difficulties with Data Futures, which is a UK sector-wide
transformation programme to improve data collection. Despite its aim, Data Futures
has hampered this activity in the most recent academic years. On behalf of all four
nations’ regulators, the Office for Students in England has appointed Price
Waterhouse Coopers to lead an independent review.*® The success or failure of the
project will be significant for the ability to analyse trends in Wales in future.

Welsh Government’s role

The Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022 put in place relevant legal
duties for Medr, including the promotion of lifelong learning, participation in tertiary
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6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

6.6

education and equality of opportunity.*® Similarly, it ensured institutions will face a
mandatory condition pertaining to equal opportunity if they are to register with the
regulator.

Furthermore, participation was included in the list of strategic priorities that Welsh
Government has issued to Medr (as per the Act).>°® Accordingly, participation is a key
thread in the draft strategic plan that Medr has developed in response to both the Act
and the ministerial priorities.>! Welsh Government and Medr have committed to
appropriate actions in the coming years, in particular the recognition of prior learning.

As above, Wales needs a domestic ‘Study in Wales’ brand that is highly attentive to
the multiple reasons for low participation. Ideally, this is physically situated as an
office with a programme of free outreach and enrichment activity, agnostic of
provider, in all colleges and as many sixth forms as possible.

The messaging for a domestic study in Wales brand would need to think of ways of
rebalancing towards the home-based commuter student, rather than selling the
‘boarding school’ experience that is increasingly out-of-reach and alien to lower
socioeconomic demographics.

Public finances are tight, and any additional resource needs careful consideration.
The University would advocate the sector leading on a domestic study brand, with
some government support where possible. It would advocate Careers Wales having
increased resource from Welsh Government.

Other policies need stronger evidence. Accordingly, the University recommends that
Welsh Government further explores the impact of travel infrastructure on post-16
participation and the funding model for degree apprenticeships.
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