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WITNESS STATEMENT OF DAVID HAGENDYK

David Hagendyk, of ColegauCymru will say as follows: -

Introduction:
Part A - Roles and responsibilities

1. ColegauCymru is an education charity which promotes the public benefit
of further education in Wales. We believe that all learners have the right to world-
class education, delivered in a safe, diverse and inclusive setting
and within a sector which supports the wider community, employers and the
economy.

2. We also convene the Further Education Principals' Forum, which
represents the interests of further education (FE) providers and coordinate a
number of other sector-wide strategic groups.

3. Qur role during the Specified Period was variec and responsive io the needs
of our member colleges and of governments anc other stakeholders. Broadly, if
involved the following:

e acting as the voice of the sector to government, to various regulators
and other bodies in relation to responding to the pandemic. Primarily this
was to ensure the specific requirements and challenges of further
education and work-based learning providers were understood and
reflecied by decision makers.

e Where required, convene different paris of the sector to discuss specific
issues in more depth with government, requiators and other bodies. This
covered a broad range of areas, including curriculum planning,
qualifications and finance.
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4. From the list provided the primary relationship was with our members (as
both providers of further education and of apprenticeships and employability
programmes) and with the Welsh Government.

5. There was regular and consistent engagement with members, with weekly
online Principals' Forum meetings taking place to share information, experiences
and discuss future responses to the pandemic.

6. Alongside this our Finance Directors' Network met weekly with Welsh
Government to consider the financial support required by institutions in response
to different points of the pandemic. Our Curriculum and Quality Strategic Group
met regularly to discuss issues around teaching, learning and assessment. These
meetings would regularly involve both the Welsh Government and Qualifications
Wales. The focus of these meetings included the management of Centre
Determined Grades and arrangements for the assessment of vocational learners.
The Strategic Work Based Learning Strategic group met on a monthly basis and
focused on supporting apprentices and their employers.

7. ColegauCymru established a Lockdown Exit Group to navigate the
challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. This group met weekly and was
chaired by Simon Pirotte, who was the CEO of Bridgend College at the time. The
group included the Chairs of the Finance Directors, HRDs, Curriculum and
Quality, and Strategic WBL. Additionally, two colleagues from the Welsh
Government, Alun Woods, Deputy Director of the FE & Apprenticeships Division
(now retired) and Marian Jebb, Previously Head of Post-16 Quality, were part of
the group. The meetings focused on addressing various logistical issues, such as
social distancing, transport, and PPE, and aimed to ensure a smooth transition
back to normal operations. The minutes of these meetings are in Exhibit DH/01
- INQ000588053.

8. ColegauCymru was actively involved in the Covid-19 Resilience Plan for the
post-16 sector: Steering group, set up by Welsh Government, which included a
representative from NUS Wales, Joe Atkinson.

9. The primary role of ColegauCymru was in respect of national level
discussions with other representative bodies. Our discussions with the Welsh
Government, Qualifications Wales and other funders and regulators were
primarily driven by the need to support learners with both their continued learning
and with their welfare.

10. These discussions included a focus on mental health support for learners,
ways that colleges could support learners with accessing financial or welfare
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support (including access to free meal entitlements) and how to support learners
with the transition to online and hybrid learning and assessments.

11. Individual colleges, as the direct providers of local services, were more
directly engaged with local charities in delivering support directly to learners and
to local communities. ColegauCymru did not necessarily have a role in facilitating
or supporting these activities.

12. As arepresentative body, ColegauCymru did not have a direct role in the
practical delivery of education and training for young people attending further
education or the wider support services they required. These were the
responsibility of individual colleges, who delivered education, welfare support and
employability within the context of national rules and to help meet the needs of
learners and communities.

13. The role of ColegauCymru was primarily to act as the coordinating body for
colleges and to act as the national voice for the FE sector to government and to
other national organisations. This included representing the concerns of the
sector around the practical delivery of teaching and learning, the specific needs
of apprenticeships and individuals on employability programmes, and the
wellbeing of learners. These representations included the opportunity to comment
on and contribute to the drafting of guidance to further education institutions in
how to implement national public health rules and guidance.

14. At the time of the pandemic there were 13 further education colleges in
Wales.

15. The 2019/20 data for learners participating in further education shows the
following:

Full-time Part-time Work-based
learning

All learners 46,290 47,930 17,885
Under 25 41,870 8455 9390

16. Unlike universities, colleges in Wales do not have student accommodation
such as halls of residence. Therefore there is no relevant data in respect of
question 5b.

Part B - Pre-pandemic planning
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17. ColegauCymru, as a national representative body, would be involved and
informed by the Welsh Government about civil contingency measures but we do
not hold any information about whether we were involved in any discussions
about planning for a pandemic.

Part C - Guidance and policy during the Specified Period

The initial response to the pandemic

18. There was a period of engagement with colleges leading up to the decision
to implement a national lockdown on in March 2020. This included work to
understand how to communicate to staff and learners about the practical workings
of a lockdown and the requirements to be placed on colleges as employers and
as education providers.

19. Anin-person meeting between Welsh Government and college leaders was
held on the March at the ColegauCymru offices in Cardiff. At this meeting
there was a discussion on how colleges could implement a 'phased ending of
face-to-face education' as part of a broader national response to the pandemic
(Exhibits DH/02 - INQ000620940, DH/03 INQ000620943 and DH/04 -

INQ00620941). Key issues raised by colleges at this meeting included:

e Contingency Plans: Colleges discussed the phased ending of face-to-face
tuition and emphasised the importance of moving to remote learning
wherever possible. Concerns were raised about poor Wi-Fi in rural areas
and the resilience of online platforms when many learners use them
simultaneously. Additionally, remote learning was not feasible for all
learners due to various reasons, including equipment, connectivity and
some vocational provision.

e Funding and Student Loans: There were questions about the continuation
of EMA payments and the treatment of absences as authorised. Colleges
also raised concerns about the availability of free school meals and how
more vulnerable learners would continue to be supported. Broader
discussions around how colleges would be supported financially in both the
short and medium term were also raised. Initial concerns were also raised
about the specific impact on apprentices and concerns highlighted around
some employers potentially making apprentices redundant.

e Assessment and Awarding Bodies: Although at this early stage more
detail was needed around the impact on assessments, colleges raised initial
concerns and potential issues. This included the potential impact on
vocational learners. Four options for assessments were proposed: delaying
examinations, repeating a year of study, taking all exams at the start of the
next academic year, or assessing work already undertaken. The preference
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was for teacher-led assessment as the most realistic and practical way
forward.

e Health and Social Care Staff and Students: Colleges were asked to
support fast-tracking new entrants, providing refresher training, and
supporting induction programs for learners ready to enter the
workforce. Each college was to undertake a mapping exercise of their
learner cohort.

e Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): Discussions were held with
Colleges about what support they could provide to local hospitals and care
settings about making additional PPE available.

e HR Matters: Discussions included payments for variable hours, protecting
clinically vulnerable staff and the potential of furloughing staff.

20. In the lead up to the decision to close facilities there was ongoing
engagement and communication with members about the potential need for them
to close their facilities and to make plans for the delivery of remote education and
training. This involved regular meetings and communications about the
discussions ColegauCymru staff had with Welsh Government about the
timeframe for the decision and the practical steps colleges should take.

21. Wedo not hold data of the exact times these discussions took place, which
again reflects the fast paced and changing nature of the decision-making
environment at this time.

22. Alongside colleagues in the National Training Federation for Wales,
ColegauCymru took part in regular meetings with Welsh Government to discuss
the impact of the pandemic on young people taking apprenticeships. These were
part of the regular and ongoing engagement with officials. Factors considered
included the development of online learning for the taught element of the
programme, employer engagement, ensuring the sustainability of the
apprenticeship programme and support for mental health and wellbeing provision
that was comparable with learners in FE. An exercise to understand the actions
and support being provided by different providers was undertaken and supplied
to the Welsh Government. This can be found in Exhibit DH/05 - INQ000620942.

23. The steps taken by colleges were largely driven by the rules and guidance
introduced by government. At the start of the pandemic, and before the national
lockdown was introduced, colleges were in a similar position to other education
providers and employers in not knowing the extent, scope and duration of any
public health measures. As such it was difficult for colleges to make full and
comprehensive assessments of the impact and of resources required, although
as noted previously the sector was initially planning for a phased introduction of
online learning before the national lockdown was announced.
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24. However, a particular focus in the period immediately before and in the
weeks after the national lockdown was around the technology requirements of
both learners and staff in order for online learning to take place. A key
consideration during the period was to avoid a digital divide between learners,
particularly those without the personal or family income and resources to
purchase equipment and to fund connectivity at home. This included concerns
about colleges being able to access the resources needed to supply learners with
equipment, as well as broader curriculum considerations about learners who
would need more support to be able to learn online.

25. Another important consideration in the earlier stages of the pandemic was
the impact on learners who would be facing exams and assessments in the
summer of 2020. This group of learners was identified as a priority early on in the
pandemic and that appropriate arrangements needed to be in place to make sure
that they could be fairly assessed and have the opportunity to progress to the
next stage of their learning or into employment. One specific concern from the
early stages of these discussions was that much of the focus was on those
learners studying general qualifications (for example, A Levels and GCSEs) and
that insufficient attention was being given to the particular needs of vocational
learners. This was particularly the case for vocational learners who were required
to undertake practical assessments in order to pass their qualification and to meet
the threshold of a fitness to practice in their chosen industry.

Announcement of a national lockdown

26. On the 18" March, ColegauCymru wrote to the Minister for Education to
inform her of plans of the sector, from the 20" March, to begin the implementation
of a different way of working through a phased introduction of remote and digital
learning and minimising face-to face teaching and contact. (Exhibit DH/06 -
INQ000350756). This position was developed through a process of regular
engagement with Welsh Government officials and based on what was already
starting to be discussed for other sectors.
27. This position was obviously overtaken by the decision to implement a
national lockdown. At all times the sector acted pursuant to government and
official public health advice.

28. The immediate challenges facing colleges in the period after 23 March 2020
in respect of learning and attainment related to firstly the practical consideration
of how to continue learning in some form. Considerations included equipment and
resources for learners and staff to enable online learning and staff training to
deliver a different method of teaching. Ensuring continuity of learning was a
priority in this period. Linked to this was ensuring that learners would have the
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opportunity to complete their qualifications, particularly vocational learners who
would were required to be on site for practical assessments. With the exam and
assessment period being relatively soon after lockdown there was an urgency to
this particular challenge. There was a sense during this period of the pandemic
that more thought was being given to the needs of school children and those
doing general education qualifications such as GCSEs and A Levels. The needs
of young people in college were often being considered often after decisions
regarding schools had been taken.

29. Learner and staff wellbeing was a consideration in this period, but mostly at
this stage from a perspective of keeping people safe from Covid and generally
engaged with the institution. In the immediate period around the announcement
the long-term impact on the mental health of learners and of staff was perhaps
not the immediate priority, partly because at this stage is was not clear how long
lockdown would last. The mental health of learners in FE was however already a
concern for the sector prior to the pandemic anc the sector responded quickly to
the need to support learners during lockdown.

30. As with other learners in FE colleges there were practical considerations to
ensure apprentices could start and continue their employment and training.
However there was no single, simple pattern to the impact on apprentices and
this reflected the differential impact of the pandemic on industry. For example,
while apprentices in some sectors were subject to lockdowns and to furlough,
other industries such as social care experienced unprecedented workloads and
challenges. In all instances the priority for colleges and for providers was to
support apprentices to complete their qualifications and to protect their health and
wellbeing.

31. In respect of the financial implications of closures, the immediate concerns
from colleges related to maintaining a consistent financial profile that allowed
colleges to continue to operate as learning providers, employers and as
purchasers of services. There were short-term considerations around the cost of
purchasing equipment for learners and staff and of making sure that eligible
learners would continue to receive the Educational Maintenance Allowance
(EMA).

32. In the period immediately after lockdown, learner wellbeing and mental
health were of increased concern for colleges. This reflected the reality that
lockdown measures would be in place for months and not weeks and that this
meant that young people would be at greater risk of isolation and would require
longer-term support. Alongside this were concerns and challenges with providing
financial and welfare support (such as food) to particularly vulnerable groups of
learners.
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33. The practical impact on apprentices was considered at different points in
the period immediately after the announcement of a national lockdown. Issues
were regularly communicated to the Welsh Government. In May 2020 a survey of
colleges was undertaken to help understand the practical impact on
apprenticeship provision. This was shared with Welsh Government. This can be
found in Exhibit DH/05 - INQ000620942.

34. Colleges made their own assessments of the financial impact of closure on
learners. Some of these were set out in the letter to the Minister on the 18" March
(for example, payments of the EMA), while the need to continue support for food
support for learners was raised through our regular engagement with Welsh
Government officials.

Advice and guidance to colleges during the Specified Period

35. There was close and consistent collaboration between the Welsh
Government and ColegauCymru in the development of guidance for the post-16
sector. The level of collaboration and communication was a particular strength of
this period. As already stated, a Lockdown Exit Group was established and
chaired by ColegauCymru to help ensure clear communication with Welsh
Government and the opportunity for colleges to share experiences, concerns and
solutions. This group met weekly and the minutes are available at Exhibit DH/01
- INQ000620947.

36. Alongside this, ColegauCymru sat as a member of the Steering Group
established by the Welsh Government to develop resilience planning for the post-
16 sector. Draft documents were often shared with ColegauCymru and member
colleges byWelsh Government as part of trying to co-design guidance. In addition
our Finance Director's Strategic Group met at least fortnightly with key Welsh
Government officials to discuss financial support for the sector. The Curriculum
and Quality Group also met regularly with officials from Welsh Government and
Qualifications Wales. These meetings were held monthly.

3/7. Broadly there was recognition from the further education sector that
everyone was working at pace with changing and imperfect information and
towards the same goals of keeping learners and staff safe was trying to ensure
learners could progress with their education as best as possible.

38. Broadly speaking colleges acted in line with guidance across the areas
listed above but would have sought to tailor certain elements to their own specific
needs and circumstances. For example, institutions would have clearly followed
guidance to close facilities and would have acted in line with public health
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instructions in all circumstances. However, acting within the broad guidance
issued to providers they would have responded to the provision of teaching online
in different ways that would be appropriate for their own learners and institutions.
Similarly with the return to in-person attendance all colleges would have acted
within the guidance but would have needed to tailor it to their own particular
settings. For example the space within facilities and number of learners on a
programme would be different across different settings and in these instances
colleges would have implemented the guidance in slightly different ways.

39. As a membership organisation and charity representing the further
education sector ColegauCymru did not have a direct role in communicating to
learners. Individual colleges communicated directly with learners through their
usual challenges, for example through social media, direct communication on
email and within internal communication channels and, where appropriate to the
specific course, through lecturers and tutors. More vulnerable learners were often
contacted face-to-face, where public health rules allowed.

40. ColegauCymru communicated directly to colleges. This was done through
regular online meetings, including the weekly Principals' Forum, and through our
other Strategic Groups. Changes in policies and guidance were also
communicated directly by Welsh Government to colleges in their role as the
funder, regulator and policy-making body for the sector.
41. The sector had concerns throughout the period of the pandemic that
learners would not necessarily understand the implications for their education of
the changing guidance and rules related to their education. This reflected the
complexity of the guidance at different points in the pandemic and also the level
of media coverage in relation to the rules in England and any possible confusion
for learners, staff and families. Through their communication channels colleges
sought to ensure that learners could easily understand the implications of the
guidance on their education and also how they could access support.

Closure of facilities

42. Colleges acted in line with guidance from the Welsh Government and
relevant regulations introduced to manage the pandemic. Broadly speaking, and
there was variation across institutions, colleges were closed to the leaners in the
March to June period and there was the start of a phased return to some face-to-
face provision from September 2020. The plans for this were set out in the Covid
Resilience Plan published in June 2020, which colleges helped to co-produce.
There was a period of disruption in the autumn of 2020 due to the increased
infection rates and local measures introduced by the Welsh Government. In
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February 2021 the Welsh Government announced that vocational learners
required to undertake assessments could return to college to complete their
learning through face-to-face teaching. This was as a result of joint working
between colleges and the trade unions representing staff in the sector (Exhibits
DH/07 - INQ000618292 and DH/08 INQ00081354).

43. ColegauCymru does not hold this information and circumstances would
have differed by institution, including at pints during firebreaks and local lockdown
measures introduced by the Welsh Government.

44. Colleges worked closely with the Welsh Government and set out a number
of concerns facing the sector. Some of these concerns are reflected in the Welsh
Government's Covid-19 Resilience Plan published in July 2020 and included:

e The impact on vulnerable learners, particularly learners on Independent
Living Programmes and those with mental ill health. The loss of face-to-
face teaching and contact with staff during this period was anticipated to
have a significant impact on these groups of learners. This included the
loss of some direct financial and welfare support for some learners (for
example, food and period products) that were available at college facilities.

e The impact on vocational learners where practical teaching, learning and
assessments were required to be undertaken.

e The need to train staff to be able to deliver online, which required not just
new materials and equipment, but also different pedagogical approaches.
Staff responded superbly to this challenge but it required additional
professional learning support and an intense period of upskilling at a time
when, like others in the community, they were faced with their own caring
and family responsibilities.

e For many learners college was where they were able to access good
broadband connectivity and equipment. The closure of college facilities
created particular access issues for these learners and colleges prioritised
the supply of IT equipment and broadband access for these learners.

Changes in the delivery of learning

45. ColegauCymru does not hold information about the proportion of young
people being educated online, in person or through a hybrid model although it is
possible this is held centrally by the Welsh Government.
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46. Similarly to above we do not hold information about the breakdown of
course types and how learning was delivered. Again, this may be held centrally
by the Welsh Government as the regulator of the sector during these periods.

47. As with other educational settings the main challenges relating to the move
from face-to-face to online tuition were the access of learners to the necessary
equipment and resources and the need to upskill staff to be able to deliver online.

48. Initial challenges related to the availability of devices for learners and the
need to procure devices in a very competitive market, particularly in the initial
weeks of the pandemic. In particular there was a great deal of focus on supporting
school pupils to access devices and colleges had to ensure that they could
purchase devices or would be included in any government led initiative. Specific
challenges also existed for different groups of learners, for example where they
did not have sufficient connectivity at home and where they did not have the
necessary physical space and environment to be able to take part in online
lessons. Using the information they held on learners and engagement with
learners in the initial period of lockdown, colleges could identify the learners likely
to be most in need of support and ensuring they were given the resources they
needed to be able to engage in online learning. Practical solutions involved
purchasing laptops and dongle connectivity for learners without resources.

49. Asnoted above, the availability and the cost of equipment was a challenge
for colleges. Delays and challenges in being able to access or purchase
equipment had a particular impact on the learners from the lowest income
households. The digital divide was of particular concern for colleges in this period.
Colleges have a higher proportion of learners from the most disadvantaged
backgrounds and so the access of learners to their own IT would have had a
differential impact on the learners from the sector. This included learners not
having access to sufficient data, only being able to access the internet through
their phones and not having the study skills to be able to learn online and to
undertake more independent study.

50. As with staff, learners also had to adjust to the different demands and
techniques from online learning, including the requirement of more independent
study. The vast majority of learners had little or no experience of online learning
prior to this period and support was required for them to be able to have the
confidence and skills to be comfortable learning in this way.

51. As previously noted, many learners required support to be able to access
devices and the necessary connectivity. A number of learners also faced the

11

INQ000588138 0011



challenge of not having the necessary space at home to be able to learn
productively.

52. There were also specific concerns in relation to vocational learners. This
was a concern consistently repeated to government and to awarding bodies.
While the move to online learning was relatively easier for general qualifications
(for example, A Levels) the nature of vocational education was harder to replicate
in an online environment. This was particularly the case where practical, hands
on learning on machinery and equipment were required.

53. Specifically for apprentices there challenges were varied, often depending
on the sector in which they were working. While colleges were able to support
apprentices with their college learning by switching to online delivery, there were
issues with the work-based learning elements for apprentices in specific sectors.
For apprentices in sectors that were most impacted by lockdown and social
distancing requirements, for example construction and hospitality and catering, it
was more difficult for them to access the hands on practical learning experience
and in some cases they were furloughed or made redundant. ColegauCymru
does not hold information on how many apprentices were in this position during
the Specified Period.

54. Colleges consistently raised issues around the differential impact of the
pandemic on vocational learners. Given the nature of the teaching required for
their courses it was harder to be able to replicate the experience of practical and
hands on learning through online provision. Ensuring that governments,
regulators and awarding bodies understood and took account of the specific
needs of vocational learners was a regular theme. This was particularly the case
at the start of the pandemic and it is fair to say that the needs of vocational
learners were better understood and reflected by Welsh Government as part of
the plans for a phased return to learning in academic year 2020/21. Specific
examples of this included a better recognition and the understanding of the need
for vocational learners to have access to equipment and facilities where they
could practice their hand skills and as a result vocational learners were given
greater emphasis in the return to in-person learning. There was also a better
understanding more generally of the specific challenges resulting from the
different types of assessment for vocational learners and that for many learners
passing their qualification would act as a fitness to practice in their chosen sector.

55. There was a differential impact on apprentices, mainly between those
working in different sectors of the economy. Broadly speaking providers were able
to provide the online learning of apprentices but in some cases work-based
element of learning was not able to be provided. For example, where industries
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were in lockdown the work-based element could not always be completed and in
some cases apprentices were furloughed by companies.

56. There were particular concerns about the impact on low income learners
and online delivery. In part this was about their access to equipment and
connectivity, but also the physical space at home to be able to study and to take
part in online lessons. Learners from lower income backgrounds often had
multiple barriers that their peers did not and a particular focus of colleges in this
period was to support their continued education by providing equipment,
additional practical support and support with food and essential products.

Student accommodation

66. Across these periods colleges made adaptations to their spaces to reflect
the different rules and regulations. These would have been varied across
institutions, once again reflecting the different sizes and layouts of facilities, as well
as the type of programmes being delivered.

67. Given the constraints on space in classrooms and workshops, adjustments
were made to create space to meet social distancing requirements for smaller
groups of learners. Across all institutions there was extensive signage about social
distancing and face masks and to remind learners about good hygiene measures.

68.Based on discussions at the Lockdown Exit Group the following key issues for
colleges were identified as:

e implementation and Monitoring: Colleges faced significant challenges in
developing, publishing, and promoting protocols related to hygiene, social
distancing, use of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), reporting of
concerns, and self-isolating. Ensuring that these protocols were adhered to
by both staff and learners required continuous monitoring and enforcement.

e Physical and Operational Changes: To support social distancing
measures, colleges needed to make substantial physical changes to their
environments. This included reconfiguring communal spaces such as
refectories, catering outlets, recreational facilities, learning resource
centres, and toilets. Additionally, colleges had to implement safe systems
of working and ensure that high standards of hygiene were maintained
across all sites.

e Availability of PPE: Ensuring an adequate supply of PPE for all staff and
learners was a critical challenge. Colleges were responsible for providing
appropriate PPE and instructing everyone on its proper use. This was
essential to address concerns and anxieties about returning to college
environments.
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e Access to learner travel: many college learners access education via
public transport. Social distancing requirements created specific challenges
for colleges to be able to enable learners to travel into college, creating
issues with capacity and also with the confidence of learners to travel in that
environment.

e Communication and Training: Effective communication of new protocols
and changes was essential. Colleges needed to ensure that all
stakeholders, including staff, learners, and their families, were well-
informed about the new safety measures. Training and support were
necessary to ensure that everyone understood and adhered to these
measures.

Challenges Faced by Students and Apprentices
e Adapting to New Protocols: Students and apprentices had to adapt to

new social distancing protocols and hygiene practices. This included
following published safe working practices and adhering to the guidelines
set by the colleges and by individual workplaces.

e Access to PPE: Students and apprentices needed to have access to
appropriate PPE and understand how to use it correctly. The availability and
proper use of PPE were crucial in ensuring their safety and addressing any
concerns about returning to the college environment.

e Changes to Learning Environments: The reconfiguration of communal
spaces and the implementation of social distancing measures affected the
learning environment. Students and apprentices had to navigate these
changes while continuing their education and training. There were certainly
some learners and staff who also reported the challenge of keeping face
masks on for long periods of time. Staff also reported some difficulties in no
longer being able to read facial clues as to the when learners were not
engaged in lessons or seeming not to understand certain aspects of
sessions.

e Psychological Impact: The uncertainty and anxiety associated with the
pandemic and the new safety measures had a psychological impact on
students and apprentices. Colleges needed to provide support to help them
cope with these challenges and ensure their well-being. These were also
challenges that extended to staff, in particular staff who either felt vulnerable
themselves or who were worried about the potential impact on their families
of contracting covid.

Provision ofpractical support to students who were isolating

14

INQ0005881380014



69.Colleges were relatively well placed to adapt their support for learners who
were isolating or at risk from the mental health and wellbeing impact of the
pandemic. In the years before the pandemic, colleges had already started to
develop comprehensive services to support the health and wellbeing of
learners and were able to move relatively quickly to adapt how the services
delivered.

70.During the Specified Period all colleges prioritised the wellbeing of staff and
learners. They had procedures in place to ensure learning continued, including
lending IT devices and services (Wi-Fi). Colleges offered 24/7 support systems
like Kooth, Together ALL, and Endsleigh Student Support, along with online
counselling services and mental health officers.

71.Colleges maintained their learner support services, adding additional services
focused on mental health and wellbeing. Remote wellbeing check-ins were
provided through online or telephone support. Food support was maintained,
with some colleges providing supermarket vouchers in place of free college
meals. In other institutions food parcels continued to be delivered to learners,
alongside practical learning support such as IT equipment and dongles to
support connectivity. Colleges were able to continue to provide other forms of
support, for example support through the period dignity programme was
continued by most colleges through vouchers.

72.To support the wellbeing of the whole college community, weekly activity
planners with competitions, step challenges, art contests, and wellness
activities (Yoga, Relaxation, fitness classes) were introduced by institutions. In
recognition of the differential impact of lockdown and isolation on learners,
institutions introduced triage services to ensure timely support for those with
greatest or most urgent need.

73.Staff delivered an exceptional level of support to learners and staff in the most
difficult of circumstances. They built trusted community relationships with
external partners and developed effective multi-agency collaboration and
partnerships with local authorities, the NHS and with Welsh Government.
Through this collaborative work colleges were able to provide track and trace
assistance, deliver food parcels, and offer practical support to help the
continuity of learning.

74.As with other organisations in both the private and public sectors, there were
challenges in accessing and providing support. Given the pace of change and
the different requirements at points in the Specified Period, the nature of these
challenges changed over time.
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75.As already stated, a particular challenge was the practical shift to online
delivery. For colleges this included accessing and providing the IT equipment
and connectivity required by learners, training staff to be able to deliver online
provision and the specific requirements and challenges of delivering vocational
education and training. Similar to other large organisations, the loss of life or
serious illness as a result of the pandemic started to have an impact on the
mental health and wellbeing of learners and staff. In response, colleges
implemented trauma informed training and practices for learners.

76.There was pressure on staff to be able to take on new roles and responsibilities
to help keep learners safe and to continue learning and assessments. Many
staff members were, like many others in the community, having to balance
these with their own personal circumstances such as home schooling, caring
for family members and managing their own mental health and wellbeing.

77.As stated above, many learners needed practical support to access equipment,
connectivity and wider financial and welfare support during isolation. Many
learners did not have access to a quiet space to learn, especially when those
spaces were being shared by parents or by other siblings. Other learners had
to take on additional responsibilities in the home, for example caring for siblings
while parents worked.

78.Alongside this, many learners experienced anxiety and other mental health
challenges, and tragically many also experienced bereavement. The
safeguarding of some learners was a serious concern during this period, with
learners who saw college as a safe space not having to stay in their homes.
Colleges responded with regular check-ins and safeguarding support as far as
possible.

79.There was not a uniform impact on learners but colleges responded as quickly
and as flexibly as possible to help meet needs. The Welsh Government
engaged really positively with colleges and with the sector as a whole and
provided flexible support throughout this period. This included financial support
to cover the additional costs to colleges of providing equipment and officials
covering FE ensuring that the needs of the sector were understood at more
senior and central decision making in the Welsh Government in respect of IT
equipment and mental health support.

80. Providers saw an increase in learners experiencing mental health concerns and
with this an increase in learners presenting as having self-harmed or have
suicidal thoughts. There was as well a broader increase in the social anxiety
amongst some learners who became used to working from home, while at the
same time some learners who struggied in a college environment saw their
anxiety decrease during lockdown.
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81.Overall however the evidence from the sector demonstrates that there has
been a significant negative impact on the social skills of learners. This can be
seen in a variety of behaviours and is described by many working in the sector
as a two-year maturity gap than before the pandemic. For example learners
who came into college at 16 or 17 years old, presented with behaviours
previously associated with learners in Year 10. There was no uniform pattern
to this but staff have reported specific challenges around anti-social behaviour,
peer-on-peer abuse and more challenging learner relationships. Learning
styles have changed over the period of the pandemic, with reduced attention
spans and learners requiring multi-sensory approaches. Some of these
challenges and the legacy of the pandemic are highlighted in the recent Estyn
report into behaviour in the further education sector (Exhibit DH/07 -
INQ00081354).

82.During this period colleges were very conscious of the differential impact on
groups of learners, in particular learners with Additional Learning Needs,
learners from the lowest incomes, care experienced learners and those with
caring responsibilities. Individual colleges took their own approaches to
supporting their learners but generally targeted those in greatest need and
provided tailored support based on specific circumstances. This included more
intensive contact and support for those experiencing specific mental health
challenges or who were struggling to maintain their learning.

The provision ofmental health support to students

83.During the whole period colleges made the well-being of their staff and learners
their number one priority. The sector was well-positioned to provide this
support, having already submitted a paper to the Welsh Government via the
student services network in 2015, highlighting the need for mental health
support within further education. This paper is not on file with ColegauCymru
but a 2019 evaluation of these projects is available at Exhibit DH/13 -

INQ000588051. Welsh Government officials acted promptly in consulting with
the sector and establishing the mental health and well-being group. They
provided detailed guidance that supported institutional and collaborative
working and quickly issued the necessary funding. Additionally, they further
developed this model by working alongside the sector to facilitate payments
from the Financial Contingencies Fund to support learners who would have
been eligible for free college meals.

84.All colleges offered 24/7 support systems to help ensure learners had round-
the-clock assistance from any location. Many colleges also conducted remote
well-being check-ins with learners via online platforms or telephone support,
providing multiple modes of communication such as remote online chats. An
Estyn review of developments in remote and blended learning practice (Exhibit
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DH/15 - INQ000588052) has described this approach as a 'blended support'

model in which support was provided through a number of different ways,
including telephone calls, text messages, online video calls and in-person
support.

85.Most colleges provided scheduled weekly activity planners, incorporating
various competitions, step challenges, art contests, and active well-being
activities like yoga, relaxation, and fitness classes. Some colleges also
maintained well-being blogs to deliver key messages related to mental health
and positivity. Colleges introduced a triage service during this period to
guarantee that appropriate support was available at the right time, from
universal to protective support.

86.In the initial period (March to June 2020) this support was provided almost
entirely online. While the easing of restrictions led to an increase of in-person
learning there was a gradual and phased return to in-person support services,
although concerns about the transmissibility of the virus meant many services
remained accessible online.

87.Estyn identified good practice in a report into how further education, work-
based learning and adult learning in the community supported learners' mental
health and wellbeing. This report, from March 2021, is available at Exhibit
DH/07 - INQ000618292. An Estyn blogpost is also available at Exhibit DH/14
- INQ000588050.

88. Like other educational sectors there was a clear focus on supporting the mental
health and wellbeing of learners. While there was a developing body of external
evidence about the negative impact of lockdown on the mental health of young
people these concerns were also being fed back by colleges to ColegauCymru
and to the Welsh Government. It was not the role of ColegauCymru to monitor
the mental health of learners as this was a matter for individual members,
however we clearly used the evidence base colleges developed to help Welsh
Government to understand and respond to the emerging impact on menial
health and wellbeing.

89. Feedback from this monitoring was fed back to the Welsh Government (Exhibit
DH/09 INQ000620948 ). The key points made included:
e impact of the Pandemic on Wellbeing: The pandemic was recognised as

naving a significant impact on learners' wellbeing anc the progress they
made. The impact was noted on engagement in learning, atlainment and
opportunities for progression.

e WNonitoring and Discussing Mental Health: The importance of monitoring
and discussing mental health and wellbeing was emphasised. Apprentices
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were being signposted to college resources as well as mental health
support services that were available. Assessors provided advice and
guidance on workplace acjustmenis and coping strategies to help learners
deal with the uncertainty of the future.

» Guiding Principles for Wellbeing: The quicing principles for colleges
included the safety, mental, ernotional, and physical wellbeing of students
and staff as a top priority. This was part of the broader strategy to ensure
thal learners fell supported and safe as they returned to their educational
environments.

e Reintegration After Prolonged isolation: it was noted that the
reintegration of learners afler prolonged isolation would affect many
learners who would not have usually been classed as vulnerable. This was
identified as a potential new mental health issue that neeced to be
addressed.

e Support for Returning Learners: There was a call for providers to
underiake even more support for returning learners, transitioning learners,
and those at risk of becoming NEETs (Not in Education, Employment, or
Training). This support was deemed absolutely necessary to help learners
cope with the changes and challenges brought about by the pandernic.

e Support for Apprentices: Professional discussions and tripartite working
(invalving learners, employers, and assessors) were used to support
aporentices and keep them motivated. This approach helped apprentices
remain engaged and focused on ther learning despite the challenges posed
by the pandemic.

90.During this period colleges were intensively sharing experiences of how they
were supporting learners and responding in real time to the impact of the
pandemic. There were not specific points at which ColegauCymru produced
guidance or recommendations for colleges and it was more a process of
sharing information and experiences and adapting college practice as a result.
This was primarily driven through ColegauCymru networks and the
collaborative working of the staff leading learner services and mental health
support.

Grade calculation

91.The decisions about grade calculation had a negative impact on learner
enrolments into college in the academic years immediately after grade
protection and centre-determined grades were introduced. In some cases
learners potentially achieved higher than anticipated GCSE grades and
therefore took the decision to pursue A Levels at school. A contributing factor
was also that in such a difficult period for school pupils, many took the decision
to stay in a school environment rather than leave for a different institution.
There was also an impact on the type of learning programmes learners were
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