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COUNCIL MINUTES: Open Business 
12.30 p.m., Thursday 30 September 2021   

Held at multiple locations, via Zoom software  
 

 
Council Open Business – minutes 1 to 9 inclusive.  
 
 
1. Attendance and Apologies 
 
Present: John Graystone (Chair), Toni Schiavone (Vice Chair), Caroline Davies, Stephen Nicholls, Chris 
Franks, Salamatu Fada, Judith Evans, Cathy Clark, Jan Tiley, Gareth Cork; also Suzanne Samuel, Dona 
Lewis and Victory Ezeofor – all from minute 3 onwards; and Tim Palazon from minute 4 onwards. 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 - simultaneous translation). Also Michelle Kerswell (Curriculum Manager - 
minutes 1 to 3 only). 
Apologies: Marion Burke, Carl Hoskins, Jenni Jones-Annetts, Sonia Reynolds (Vice Chair). 
Absent: Steve David. 
 
 
2. Minutes of Open Business at the Council meeting of 27 July 2021 and matters arising 
 
The minutes of the Open Business proceedings of the previous Council meeting, held via Zoom, were 
approved as a correct record. There were two matters arising. On minute 12 (Adult Basic Education 
tutors) Cath Hicks reported that among the five staff concerned there had been three voluntary 
redundancies and two slot-in appointments to available posts. The Audit Committee was to discuss the 
matter of these posts, transferred from Coleg y Cymoedd in 2018, based on a paper prepared for its 
meeting the following week, and would report its deliberations to the next Council meeting.  And on 
minute 13 (Audit Committee membership), Caroline Davies had agreed to join that Committee as an 
additional Council member, for which she was thanked by the Chairs of Council and of Audit Committee. 
 
 
3. Our Curriculum in 2020-21 and plans for it in 2021-22 
 
Much of the meeting’s time was given over to this item, and the opportunity for a thorough discussion 
on this important theme by Council members. Mark Baines and Michelle Kerswell took it in turns to 
elucidate their PowerPoint presentation, sharing their screen with participants; and a written Curriculum 
Report provided added factual background to the points being made. The item was divided into three 
elements: key achievements in 2020-21; current plans for 2021-22; and what had been learned and the 
challenges which remained evident in evolving educationally from Covid-19. 
 
- Key achievements: reaching 62.6% of the educational delivery target in 2020-21 (compared with the 
revised target for the year, of 65%) was disappointing, but should be seen in the context of a number of 
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further education colleges coming within the 40-60% delivery range; hence in terms of the sector as a 
whole the achievement was not untoward. Regional differences in face-to-face education largely 
accounted for the sometimes significant variations in meeting targets. In particular, the North region had 
seen very little return to in-person classes, partly because of a different set of relations with our partners 
there, so had lagged in meeting its target, accentuated by a comparatively smaller take-up of on-line 
courses there too. 
 
There had been surprising on-line ‘hits’ and successes: craft, art and knitting classes had proved very 
amenable to the shift and highly popular. A number of positive quotes from our learners were cited, 
testament to the fact that our pride in being a community educational provider was no longer our only 
strength. People had come to appreciate the virtual classes they were part of, and some were reached 
through our on-line offer in a way that they would not have been otherwise - though that was not to 
deny that many would still have preferred traditional face-to-face settings.  
 
- Plans for the coming year: further development of applying digital/virtual technology in appropriate 
forms was underway, with greater continuing professional development for tutors, and now a dedicated 
team established to support learners in their on-line needs. The partnership with JISC was strategically 
important in this, and helped in expanding our inclusive, high quality on-line curriculum. The appointment 
of a Welsh Medium and Bilingual Champion, a development and delivery role, would assist in taking full 
advantage of the Professional Development Fund grant that existed for collaborative work in that field 
and of its e-learning package. Potential also existed for WSOL expansion, with bodies such as the North 
Wales Africa Society. A bar chart showed how the whole of the Post-16 sector was finding the Welsh 
medium/bilingual field difficult to extend into. While it was acknowledged that what was being planned 
by AOC|ALW in this domain was largely generic and non-accredited, that would change in time. It was 
suggested that Mudiad Meithrin (Welsh language nursery provision), with its 20,000+ parents, was a 
possible sector for increased attention by AOC|ALW. 
 
ESOL now represented nearly 40% of AOC|ALW’s educational provision. The AMIF project team was 
supporting its healthy expansion in Swansea, a strategic agreement with YMCA Cardiff was in place, and 
links to organisations supporting Afghan refugees were also in existence for potential growth there. 
AOC|ALW formed a significant part of each ESOL Reach Hub site/area, though the one in Wrexham was 
less fruitful in its outcomes for the Organisation. The new Personal Learning Accounts initiative formed a 
significant contract of £564,000, focussing on employability skills gaps. Current attention centred on 
construction work skills – tipper truck and bulldozer driving and training, with 13 courses so far 
completed. This largely unforeseen development had begun in August.  
 
Lastly in terms of new fields, Flexible Essential Skills - on top of our core essential skills work - was a 
significant growth area which built on recent work with the Open University in Wales for Entry and Level 
1 students. It had income generation opportunities and the potential to be extended into institutions 
such as University of Wales Trinity St. David, so becoming a more central part of our educational offer. 
Managed by Sarah O’Connell Jones (Regional Manager, North region), advertising for it had begun and 
would be augmented.  
 
- Challenges: reluctance and nervousness to return to face-to-face classes could result in smaller class 
sizes and therefore affect the educational viability of aspects of AOC|ALW’s work. It would inevitably 
lead to increased costs in community centre hire, but it also meant a continually changing response was 
required, within a reactive curriculum offer. A system flagging up the number of on-line courses an 
individual had enrolled on, without setting an absolute cap on it, had been introduced. 
Turning to the revised fees policy for 2021-22, the re-introduction of fees was partly financial in intent in 
terms of bringing in some income, but also related to the observed psychological result, namely having 
better course completion and success rates from among those who paid for their education. This was far 



3 
 

from being a new issue, but there was a perpetual trade-off between the new (and still concessionary) 
fee structure and guaranteeing accessibility to all. Existing data showed this correlation in quality 
outcomes clearly, but having an all-Wales fee policy made it trickier to apply equitably. A ‘family discount’ 
on fees was a future possibility, however, and it was asked whether payment in instalments was 
permissible too.   
 
In conclusion, certain Council members stated that the total numbers of learners remained an important 
indicator that needed to be borne in mind. It was also reported that there had been recent problems in 
recruiting core staff in south west Wales particularly, and in the field of ESOL and Employability tutors. 
Because of difficulties in securing people for certain Curriculum Delivery Officer (CDO) roles, there was a 
proposal to re-define and re-name these posts ‘Curriculum Development Co-ordinator’, in reaction to the 
feedback received during the recruitment processes.  
 
 
4. Update on Changes to Marketing and Membership Staffing Structure 
 
Cath Hicks confirmed that Jonathan Goddard, Marketing and Communications Manager, had opted for 
voluntary redundancy and that that day was his last in post. Council expressed its thanks for his 
contributions over some 18 years at the Organisation and wished him well. A handover of duties had 
been possible and the concomitant changes in responsibilities had occurred. She said that advertising to 
coincide with the start of the academic year had not been affected by these changes, and that greater 
proportions of AOC|ALW’s web-site were being managed internally. In a revision to the brief for 
consultants in the commissioning of an externally-sourced marketing strategy, the issue of a 
marketing/advocacy/membership job structure had been added. The following day was the closing day 
for receipt of tenders for that consultancy.  
 
 
5. Risk Register for September 2021 
 
Mark Baines commented that the same version of this Register would be before Audit Committee in the 
following week for detailed discussion. The sole comment from the Council came from its Chair. He 
asked that the Committee consider: whether it thought 20 risks, as in the current Register, was too 
many to be scrutinised effectively; and whether risks that were given low, green rating scores (such as 
2.1.1, on an inability to recruit suitable tutors) were justified in being maintained within the Register. 
 
 
6. Management Accounts for 1 August 2020 - 31 July 2021 
 
This document showed an end-of-year surplus, and would be scrutinised in detail the following week by 
the Resources Committee. In answer to questions, Mark Baines stated that there would not have been a 
deficit made on the year without additional Welsh Government grant money; and as ever the FRS102 
pension deficit adjustment would enter the accounts once externally audited. The potential clawback 
amount caused by under-fulfilment of the year’s educational target (c£147,000) was currently written into 
these accounts as a deduction. Discussions had however begun with the Welsh Government as to whether 
an over-provision by AOC|ALW in the current academic year would be an acceptable alternative response. 
On the educational provision total tables for 2020-21, it was explained that no targets were included in the 
‘Projects’ row because they were additional pieces of work, taken on as the year progressed; and that 
blank boxes in the tables referred to zero returns.  
 
 
7. Governance Review Questionnaire and follow-up individual discussions 
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Stephen Thomas explained that it had been some years since there had been a written evaluation exercise 
amongst Council members of their assessment of the governance of the Organisation. Such an exercise 
would therefore be conducted over the coming weeks in two stages. Firstly there would be a written 
questionnaire for completion by each Council member; and then a 1-to-1 discussion between one of the 
three officers of the Council and other members, to give a more discursive opportunity to review their 
perspective on the current stronger and weaker points of the Organisation’s governance arrangements.  
 
 
8. Self-assessment of meeting’s proceedings by Council members and plans for future meetings 
 
Both the Resources and Audit Committee meetings of the following week would be held as ‘blended’ 
(hybrid) meetings for the first time in 18 months, with some attendees gathering in meetings rooms at 
the Cardiff office. Based on feedback from those first such gatherings, the feasibility of holding the late 
November Council meeting as a blended one would be measured. Two Council members recounted their 
broadly positive recent experiences of having returned to physical meeting spaces in recent weeks with 
other organisations’ bodies. Covid-19 lateral flow tests, available at the Organisation, were available 
should they be required, as might be proof of double vaccination for all those intending to attend in 
person. 
 
 
9. Remaining Council meeting dates for 2021-22 
 
- Tuesday 23 Nov. 2021 
- Monday 24 Jan. 2022 
- Thursday 17 March 2022 
- Friday 8 April 2022 (AGM) 
- Tuesday 10 May 2022 
- Monday 4 July 2022 
 
 
ACTION POINTS 
 

Reference Minute name Action agreed Action by 
whom 

Action by 
when 

                 Minute 5 Risk Register for 
September 2021 

The Council asked the Audit Committee to 
consider the size/scope of, and specifics of 
certain risks included on, the Risk Register.  
 

ST / MB / 
Audit 
Committee  

Oct. 2021 

  Minute 7 Questionnaire on 
Governance Review and 
individual discussions as 
follow-up 

A review exercise would be conducted over 
the coming weeks in two stages. Firstly 
there would be a written questionnaire for 
completion by each Council member; and 
then a 1-to-1 discussion between one of the 
three officers of the Council and other 
members. 
 

ST / Council 
officers & 
Council 
members 

Nov. 2021 

 


