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COUNCIL MINUTES: Open Business 

9.30 a.m., Wednesday 25 November 2020   

Held at multiple locations, via Microsoft Teams software  
 

Council Open Business – minutes 1 to 11 inclusive.  
 
 
1. Attendance and Apologies 
 
Present: John Graystone (in the Chair), Toni Schiavone (Vice Chair), Caroline Davies, Tim Palazon, Sonia 
Reynolds (Vice Chair – to minute 5 only), Cathy Clark, Gareth Cork, Salamatu Fada, Jenni Jones-Annetts, 
Suzanne Samuel, Daryl Leeworthy, Stephen Nicholls, Dona Lewis, Marion Burke, Steve David (to minute 
8 only), Chris Franks. The meeting was quorate throughout. 
In Attendance: Kathryn Robson (Chief Executive), Cath Hicks (Head of Learner Services & Resources), 
Mark Baines (Head of Curriculum & Performance), Stephen Thomas (Company Secretary/Clerk); Siôn 
Aled Owen (interpreter - consecutive translation).  
Also: Sam Emmett (tutor), Jane Bellis, Megan Simpson & Lindsey Witkowski (learners) - minutes 1 & 2 only.  
Apologies: Guy Wallace Smith.  
 
 
2. Award in Education and Training (AET) course participants 
 
Sam Emmett introduced himself as a tutor and AOC|ALW Curriculum Development Officer (providing 
maternity leave cover) in the north Wales region. A recently completed Award in Education and Training 
course had had been planned to occur in Wrexham but instead had become the first totally on-line 
accredited qualification run by AOC|ALW. The 3 learners present were from Art and Soul Tribe 
(https://www.artandsoultribe.co.uk), a Flintshire based social enterprise, who described how the home-
based course learning and virtual format had suited them all - because of childcare responsibilities, of 
working from a home base, and of disability that curtailed chances for learning in physical locations.  
 
The course had proved ideal as part of the development of their business, which aimed to expand as a 
creative organisation specialising in events and media, with an emphasis on providing education for 
resilience, wellbeing and employability. Mental health matters, confidence building and special needs 
provision in non-accredited workshops/short courses were their stock in trade. Amongst their clients 
were Flintshire CC (14-16 year olds’ PSHE education), entry level students and former military personnel. 
The organisation had felt the need for more formalised training of its staff, and the AET course had been 
taken up by some of its managers too.   
 
Council members wished to know how Art & Soul Tribe had heard about the Organisation, given the 
challenges of standing out from the crowd in terms of communication and marketing in a digital market 
(a Google search was the answer); and how virtual versus face-to-face learning had gone down with the 
class as a whole. Inclusivity was in fact enhanced in theory by blended learning: the way ahead might be 
offering two sessions on-line for every one held in a classroom. All were thanked for their enthusiasm 
and contributions to the meeting, and it was confirmed that good practice from this course had been 
shared with other AOC|ALW tutors through Moodle. 
 

https://www.artandsoultribe.co.uk/
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3. New and Departing Council Members  
 
The Chair welcomed 3 recently appointed/elected Council members to their first meeting: Dona Lewis (Y 
Ganolfan Dysgu Cymraeg Genedlaethol), Marion Burke (Wales TUC Cymru - an appointed governor for an 
Affiliated and Partner Organisation seat, unanimously approved by the Council), and Steve David (elected 
staff governor, and tutor). They introduced themselves in turn. Julie Cook had stepped down from her 
role since the previous meeting and was thanked for her contributions over many years. It was also 
announced that Guy Wallace Smith was stepping down from his seat after three years at the end of 
November, but had indicated that he was willing to remain a co-opted member of the Audit Committee: 
Chris Franks spoke appreciatively about his input. That Council vacancy would be filled by Judith Evans, 
whose appointment had been approved at the previous meeting. 
 
 
4. Minutes of Open Business at the Council meeting of 24 September 2020 and matters arising 
 
The minutes of the Open Business proceedings of the previous Council meeting, held through Microsoft 
Teams, were approved as a correct record. All of the action points/matters arising were to be covered 
later on the agenda.  
 
 
5. Chief Executive’s Report for November 2020 with Curriculum Report, plus minutes of Resources 
Committee (2 and 28 October 2020), Learner Experience Committee (22 October 2020), and various 
Management Accounts papers 
 
Given the importance of the issue of maintaining the financial stability and sustainability of the 
organisation, a number of papers and notionally separate agenda items were subsumed in a thorough-
going discussion on this important matter. Kathryn Robson began by introducing the broad scope of the 
challenges that faced the Organisation, including the fact that clawback of money by the Welsh 
Government could result in significant shortfalls and a deficit in the current financial year. She felt that 
opportunities also presented themselves though: the learners’ input at the start of the meeting had 
shown how well the Organisation had evolved in this unprecedented situation. New business and 
commercial openings needed to be pursued without losing AOC|ALW’s ethos, and she felt the definition 
of disadvantaged or vulnerable people, those whom we primarily wished to reach, had changed 
somewhat as a result of Covid-19 in a way that enabled the Organisation to extend its reach.  
 
Mark Baines referred to the Curriculum Report, the fact that our on-line offer was still in its infancy as a 
delivery method, and that our provision looked very different to what it had been a mere 9 months 
earlier. Yet adaptation had been relatively effective in order to reach 23% of the educational delivery 
target for the year thus far, and the fact that over two-fifths of that was on accredited courses showed a 
commendable responsiveness to change. Staff remained flexible and largely upbeat: this was perhaps a 
better outcome than seen within certain parts of the higher education sector thus far. He also imparted 
important news, namely that the Welsh Government had agreed a revised reduced target of 60% of 
delivery for the year, following further discussions with officials. This was a positive move, but should not 
entail satisfaction in merely reaching that total: the former 85% target should remain as AOC|ALW’s 
‘effective’ target, because it would be good strategically to exceed the lessened total. ColegauCymru’s 
lobbying and continuing meetings with Senedd Members and representatives of the Education Minister’s 
office ensured that AOC|ALW kept its profile high. 
 
Council members were pleased that the Welsh Government had shown realism on the educational 
target’s reduction, so reducing pressure on the Organisation, though one member still expressed 
wariness that it could yet take away certain aspects of its financial support with its other hand. Evidence 
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of good practice and positive success stories should continue to be used to support AOC|ALW’s case. 
Marion Burke on the part of the trade union provision recognised that there had been a smooth and 
professional transition to on-line classes. It was also acknowledged that it was of primordial importance 
that the Organisation was keeping learners safe by accepting the actual and perceived dangers of 
opening community centres (helped financially as some of them were through the furlough scheme) in 
terms of the legal and insurance challenges of Covid-19 cases. Daryl Leeworthy thought that while there 
was reference to what was being achieved with the most disadvantaged learners in the Curriculum 
Report, some groups were still being missed: there was a case for the Organisation to become more 
progressive and cater for communities not generally well covered – BAME and LGBT people for example, 
which could be more specifically targeted.  
 
Stephen Nicholls referred to the minutes of the two Resources Committee meetings that had occurred, 
highlighting the good 2019-20 financial year outcome and the new grants received in 2020-21. The 
Committee had discussed the importance of avoiding the losing of core historical values while still 
maintaining viability and finding new business for example among younger learners, with potentially 
more emphasis on progression through successive courses.  
 
Caroline Davies reflected that the Learner Experience Committee too had mulled over many of these 
same issues at its meeting the previous month. She however felt from personal and anecdotal evidence 
that if the Organisation was to be successful in attracting such new learners in significant numbers then 
it needed to pay greater attention to the content and usability of its web-site: it was not visible enough in 
its social media presence either, be that Facebook, Twitter, Instagram or other platforms, compared with 
its competitors. Those aspects needed sharpening if the potential markets were indeed to be brought on 
board. Suzanne Samuel added that the web-site was still not transparent enough either in terms of 
providing course fee details, despite her having raised that matter previously: there were dangers of not 
being upfront with possible new, full cost recovery based students (though Daryl Leeworthy did not 
entirely agree on that issue).  
 
One good development in Steve David’s view was reference in the Curriculum Report to the CSCS card 
(construction skills-related) that he felt was long overdue. He was optimistic that there would be a 
revitalisation of community activity on the re-opening of face-to-face teaching, while there remained the 
potential to expand digitally by having on-line provision that could be national. One experience 
mentioned, that of a different organisation, was of fewer overall learners but better retention of them 
through their undertaking more courses, thus assisting in meeting overall educational targets.   
 
In conclusion, thanks were once more expressed to all AOC|ALW staff for their hard work, and to the 
voluntary input of those connected with branches and of the general membership. It was accepted that 
there remained room to develop our social media presence, and the imminent appointment of a Digital 
Marketing and Communications Officer should assist in that. There was however a more general claim 
made that we were being increasingly perceived to be the specialist adult education organisation in the 
sector, not so marginalised as in the past.  
 
There was one other particular financial matter, relating to the pay award agreement for all staff for 
2020-21. Additional funding for this from the Welsh Government was confirmed, and the award range 
varied from 2.75% for senior staff to 8.48% depending on grade, with a 3.1% increase for business support 
staff. The trade unions had merely noted the proposal and not rejected it this year. The Council approved 
the recommendation (from ColegauCymru) to award the pay increases as stipulated, backdated to 1 
August 2020, in the December payroll exercise for all staff other than the Chief Executive and Clerk. A 
question was raised by Steve David as to whether there could be additional positive flexibility regarding 
tutors’ pay, as actual hours taught since 1 August were reduced in many cases, meaning that AOC|ALW’s 
tutors had been more adversely affected than its other staff by the impact of Covid-19. 
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6. Strategic Plan 2021/2024 
 
There were relatively few changes to this document compared with its (latest, rolling) 2018/2021 version: 
the key updates and amendments were the strengthening of references to digital developments, on-line 
learning, and the voluntary movement. Council members were invited to comment on it in detail in the 
coming weeks, at the same time that it would be sent to a range of the Organisation’s stakeholders for 
consultation. A finalised version would then return to the Council for ultimate approval at its March 
2021 meeting. The Council agreed that the current version should be used for consultation, noting 
approvingly the fact that the century and more of the Organisation’s history - or more accurately of its 
predecessors’ history - was mentioned prominently at the start of the document.  
 
 
7. Risk Register for November 2020 
 
The potential financial clawback by Welsh Government point raised at the previous meeting had been 
reflected now in risk 1.2.3. A question was asked about guaranteed cover on the amounts of money held 
in the Organisation’s bank and building society accounts, should there be a financial collapse. It was 
explained that the numerous accounts were variously spread to obviate risk amongst financially resilient 
bodies which also embodied ethical criteria as applied by the Resources Committee. The balances were 
covered by an insurance policy.  
 
 
8. Management Accounts for the financial year August 2019 - July 2020; and for the first quarter of the 
current year (1 August - 31 October 2020) 
 
Mark Baines merely wished to re-state the degree of volatility that had characterised the latter half of the 
previous financial year and which had not yet dissipated, such that planning continued to be difficult for 
2020-21. He was more reassured about the issue of Welsh Government clawback now than when these 
accounts papers were drawn up. The audited version of the 2019-20 finances would be presented to 
January’s Council meeting. 
 
 
9. The Voluntary Movement - inc. Amended Affiliated and Partner Organisations List Proposal 
 
Kathryn Robson referred to the 3 charts that formed part of the papers on this item, which set out the 
statutory strands behind the Organisation, the make-up of the Council body, and the governance and 
management structure emanating from it. There was a proposal to re-jig the structure of Groups due to 
perceived duplication of effort by some of them, and to create a new Voluntary Movement Group to 
bring about improvements in dealing with issues relating to membership (where a strategy was being 
prepared), branch involvement (subsuming the task and finish group on that aspect, which had yet to 
meet) and the functioning of Regional Forums. All other Groups were proposed for disbanding on the 
grounds that they were somewhat inefficient, since Committees were in effect undertaking their 
supervisory roles. That would not preclude the creation of task and finish groups, however - such as the 
one currently accompanying the research project.  
 
Daryl Leeworthy thought that the proposed membership of the Voluntary Movement Group, almost 
entirely from among those already holding representational roles within the Organisation, would re-
produce the same results in terms of the (unsatisfactory) levels of engagement seen in current times. He 
thought it should bring in new blood, with broader representation from a more diverse range of our 
members - by treating it more as a civic issue than a procedural one - and should report to all three 



5 
 

Committees of the Council in some form. Another member wondered why, if the voluntary movement 
was so important as a cross-cutting theme, did it need its own Group at all? Other Council members also 
thought that too large a number of volunteers was being proposed for it at the outset; that branch 
officers who did not currently sit on AOC|ALW committees should be given priority on it; and that while 
civic education was an important long-term process, this correctly-identified problem needed turning 
around now by being implemented promptly through supporting an initiative being led by the Chief 
Executive. In conclusion, there was a positive response overall to the proposed changes, subject to 
flexibility on the membership and the precise remit of the Voluntary Movement Group (which should 
be settled by the Group itself in its initial meetings). In a vote, 12 Council members were in favour of the 
proposals with that one caveat, none against, with 1 abstention.  
 
The Council then referred to the additional paper setting out the revised line-up of categories of affiliated 
and partner organisations requested by it at its previous meeting; and a proposal that 9 additional ones 
listed therein be admitted into membership of the Organisation, free of charge. The Council confirmed 
free membership for those nine extra bodies. 
 
 
10. Self-assessment of meeting’s proceedings by Council members 
 
The pros and cons of morning starts versus the more traditional lunch-time ones were discussed. On 
balance it was agreed to retain the middle-of-the-day commencements for Council meetings. Comments 
were also made about clarity of page numbering/division of papers in the PDF bundle provided; and on 
evolution of practice for the virtual meetings age, with consideration requested for greater emphasis on 
visual presentations and less dependency merely on written materials. 
 
 
11. Council meeting dates for 2021 
 
Virtual gatherings were anticipated, to be held as follows (with 12.30 p.m. start times): 
 
- Monday 25 January 
- Thursday 11 March 
- Tuesday 30 March (AGM and Strategic Planning Day - a morning start) 
- Tuesday 18 May 
- Thursday 27 July (date still provisional) 
 
 
ACTION POINTS 
 

Reference Minute name Action agreed Action by 
whom 

Action by 
when 

                 Minute 5 Chief Executive’s Report 
for November 2020 

The Council approved the recommendation 
(from ColegauCymru) to award the 2020-21 
pay settlement increases as stipulated, 
backdated to 1 August 2020, in the December 
payroll exercise for all staff other than the 
Chief Executive and Clerk. 
 

KR / MB / CH Dec. 2020 

                 Minute 6 Strategic Plan 2021/2024 A finalised version of the Strategic Plan would 
return to the Council for ultimate approval at 
its March 2021 meeting. The Council agreed 

KR 
 
 
 

March 2021 
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that the current version should be used for 
broader consultation with stakeholders. 

 
 

   Minute 9 The Voluntary Movement 
Membership Report – 
inc. Affiliated and Partner 
Organisations List 

The Council approved the proposed 
amendments to the governance and 
membership chart (the disbanding of all 
existing Groups and the creation of the 
Voluntary Movement Group), subject to 
initial flexibility on membership and the 
precise remit of that Group (which should be 
settled by the Group itself in its early 
meetings). The Council also confirmed free 
membership for nine additional affiliated and 
partner bodies. 
 

KR / ST Jan. 2021 

 


