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Data Insight

Summary

This Data Insight provides new evidence on which Welsh 
students choose to study through the medium of Welsh 
when they attend university. Although those Welsh-domiciled 
students who attend University in Wales have lower levels 
of attainment than those who leave, those who remain and 
receive tuition through the medium of Welsh have higher 
levels of educational attainment, come from higher socio-
economic backgrounds and are characterised by lower levels of 
deprivation.

1. Welsh Government (2018). Cymraeg 2050: A million Welsh speakers.
2. These bulletins also provide data on the Welsh-speaking ability of Welsh domiciled and on the number of teaching staff who can 

teach in Welsh at higher education providers in Wales. 
3. The subject of Education and Teaching has the highest proportion of students studying at least 1 credit in Welsh (16% in 2022/23).
4. Among the main providers, rates of study through the medium of Welsh during 2022/23 were highest at University of Wales Trinity 

Saint David (18%) and Bangor University (13%).

Background
Cymraeg 20501 sets out the ambition of Welsh 
Ministers to realise the target of one million 
Welsh speakers by 2050 and how this can be 
achieved. A key aspect of this strategy is to 
educate children and young people to Welsh 
language GCSE, and for engagement with the 
Welsh language to continue beyond compulsory 
education and into tertiary education. An 
important aspect in this respect is the need to 
further develop Wesh medium provision within the higher education (HE) sector. Universities are regarded as 
playing a pivotal role in ensuring the fewer young learners lose their Welsh language skills as they progress 
from compulsory education. 

Within Wales, Coleg Cymraeg Cenedlaethol (meaning Welsh National College) was established in 2011 by 
the Welsh Government to increase the opportunities available for students to study through the medium of 
Welsh. With an initial focus on the HE sector, the Coleg has worked with universities in Wales to develop 
Welsh medium provision through various initiatives including the funding of lectureships, the development 
of Welsh language resources and the award of scholarships to students who undertake courses through the 
medium of Welsh.    

Responsibility for producing statistics on the Welsh language in Higher Education transferred from the 
Welsh Government to the Commission for Tertiary Education and Research (referred to as Medr) in 2025. 
Data available from Medr reveal that approximately one in 20 students attending Welsh higher education 
institutions (HEIs) in 2022/23 studied through the medium of Welsh,2 a figure that has remained relatively 
unchanged since 2017/18 (Medr, 2025). Whilst data is also provided by subject area3 and provider,4 little is 
known about the characteristics of those who study through the medium of Welsh and how they compare to 
their peers. This Data Insight provides new evidence on which students choose to study through the medium 
of Welsh.

https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-12/cymraeg-2050-welsh-language-strategy.pdf
https://colegcymraeg.ac.uk/en/


5. The National Data Collection (NDC) is the term given to annual pupil level collection of statutory teacher
assessment data in Wales.

6. Quintiles divide pupils into five equal groups based on their attainment ordered from lowest (quintile 1) to highest (quintile 5).

What we did
Through the Secure Anonymised Information Linkage (SAIL) Databank (Lyons et al., 2009), we linked data 
from Census 2011 with anonymised administrative records of five successive cohorts (2010/11 to 2014/15) 
of Key Stage 4 learners within the National Data Collection (NDC)5. Children in our first cohort of data would 
have been aged around 15-16 years old at the time of Census 2011, whilst those in our last cohort would have 
been around 11-12 years old. Data on A-level attainment is available from the Welsh Examinations Database 
(WED) for those attending Sixth Forms and from the Lifelong Learning Record for Wales (LLWR) for those 
who choose to continue their studies at a further education college. We linked these records to data from 
the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) for students who entered university between 2013/14 and 
2017/18. For those students who attended university in Wales, HEIs provide data on whether they undertook 
tuition through the medium of Welsh.
 
The linked dataset contains the following variables relevant to our analysis:

Year 11 Welsh fluency

Data collected by schools provides information on pupils’ Welsh ability, largely as assessed by their parents 
or guardians. Using records for pupils as held for Year 11 we can identify whether pupils were reported to be 
‘Fluent in Welsh’, or that they could ‘Speak Welsh but not fluently’, or if they ‘Cannot speak Welsh’.

Educational attainment

Data from the NDC includes information on GCSE attainment at Key Stage 4. We allocate pupils to quintiles6 
of GCSE attainment based upon capped point scores. For A-level attainment, we again allocate learners to 
quintiles of attainment based upon points allocated to grades.

Deprivation

From the census, we were able to capture information on household deprivation across four key dimensions: 
employment, education, health and disability, and housing. Households are considered deprived in a 
dimension if they meet specific criteria within each category. For example, a household is employment 
deprived if any non-student member is unemployed or long-term sick. For our analysis, we place households 
into the following categories which denote how many dimensions of deprivation they experience:

•	 Household not deprived
•	 Deprived in one dimension
•	 Deprived in two or more dimensions

Socio-economic background

We have also linked data from Census 2011 to provide additional information about socio-economic 
background of learners. Socio-economic background is recorded using the National Statistics Socio-economic 
Classification (NS-SEC) and is measured with respect to the head of the household (ONS, 2021).  For the 
purposes of this report and for clearer analysis, we have aggregated the eight NS-SEC Analytic Classes into 
the following four categories:

•	 Managerial/Professional 
•	 Intermediate (e.g. administrative and technical roles)
•	 Small employers/Own account workers (e.g. self-employed)
•	 Routine/Non-employed

https://www.gov.wales/national-data-collection-schools


Tuition through the medium of Welsh

For those students attending university in Wales, the HESA data records the number of credits studied 
through the medium of Welsh in any academic year. In the UK, 120 credits typically represent one year of full-
time undergraduate study. In this report we identify those students who have studied any credits through the 
medium of Welsh during any academic year for which we hold data about them.  

Using this linked dataset, we explore how the Welsh language abilities of HE students, their prior levels of 
educational attainment, and the socio-economic characteristics of their households are associated with their 
decision to study, at least part, through the medium of Welsh whilst they attend university.

What we found
Figure 1 shows levels of GCSE attainment among pupils who go on to attend university. These pupils will 
naturally be characterized by relatively high levels of attainment at GCSE. It can be seen that levels of GCSE 
attainment are very similar when comparing those who are classified as being unable to speak Welsh with 
those who can speak Welsh but not fluently. Both groups have lower levels of GCSE attainment than those 
who are recorded as being fluent in Welsh.

Figure 1 also shows that among pupils who go on to attend university, those students who study any credits 
through the medium of Welsh exhibit higher levels of attainment at GCSE, compared to those who do not 
study through the medium of Welsh. Overall, 41% of students who chose to study through the medium of 
Welsh had attained the top quintile of GCSE points at Key Stage 4. This is compared to 31% of those who 
chose not to study through the medium of Welsh.

The higher levels of attainment observed among those who have chosen to undertake some of the studies 
through the medium of Welsh cannot simply be explained by the higher levels of GCSE attainment among 
those who can speak Welsh. Even when accounting for levels of Welsh fluency, those who choose to study 

Figure 1: Studies at university through the medium of Welsh by NDC Welsh language fluency and GCSE attainment



Figure 2: Studies at university through the medium of Welsh by NDC Welsh language fluency and A-level 
attainment

Across all A-level students, 11% of those who study through the medium of Welsh at university are in the 
highest quintile of A-level points. The percentage varies little with respect to either levels of Welsh fluency 
or whether credits are taken through the medium of Welsh. Differences become more apparent when we 
compare attainment levels based upon the top two quintiles of A-level attainment. Among those undertaking 
credits through the medium of Welsh, 42% come from the top two quintiles of A-level attainment. This is 
compared to 37% among those who do not do credits through the medium of Welsh. Again, this differential 
is observed among those who are fluent in Welsh (44% compared to 39%), those who can speak Welsh but 
not fluently (40%, compared to 35%) and those who cannot speak Welsh (39%, compared to 34%). The 
higher levels of attainment observed among those who undertake credits through the medium of Welsh can 
therefore not be simply accounted for by the higher levels of attainment among Welsh speakers. 

through the medium of Welsh have higher levels of educational attainment than those who do not. This 
is observed among those who are fluent in Welsh (50% having attained the top quintile of GCSE points, 
compared to 43% for those who do not take any Welsh module), those who can speak Welsh but not fluently 
(34%, compared to 29%) and those who cannot speak Welsh (32%, compared to 28%).

In Figure 2, the differences between groups are not so clear when comparing levels of A-level attainment. This 
analysis is restricted to those pupils who went on to do A-levels after compulsory education. Unlike GCSE, 
most A-level students will carry on to attend university. As such, those attending university will be drawn from 
across the attainment spectrum at A-level. However, it is noted that only 10% of students attending university 
in Wales come from the top 20% of A-level attainers. High attaining Welsh-domiciled students are therefore 
under-represented among those who choose to remain in Wales for the purpose of attending HE.



Figure 4 reveals that those who undertake tuition through the medium of Welsh are more likely to come 
from Managerial and Professional backgrounds (43%) than those who do not (40%). There is also evidence 
to suggest that those who receive tuition in Welsh are more likely to be the children of Small Employers 
and the Self Employed (18% compared to 14%).  It is evident that these differences are driven largely by the 
higher proportion of fluent Welsh speakers who are from Managerial and Professional backgrounds (45-46%) 
compared to the overall average (41%). The parents of fluent Welsh speakers are less likely to be employed in 
low-skilled routine occupations or to be out of work.

The data, however, also shows that coming from the households of Small Employers or Own Account Workers 
(i.e. the Self Employed) appears to be of importance to the decision as to whether to receive tuition through 
the medium of Welsh among fluent Welsh speakers. Among fluent speakers, almost one in four (23%) are 
from households where the head is Self Employed. This falls to 17% among those who are fluent in Welsh but 
receive no tuition through the medium of Welsh.

Figure 3: Studies at university through the medium of Welsh by NDC Welsh language fluency and Census household 
deprivation

Figure 3 reveals that combined levels of education, employment, health and housing deprivation are lower 
among students who undertake credits through the medium of Welsh. Among those undertake at least some 
tuition through the medium of Welsh, 63% are not deprived. This figure falls to 58% among those who do not 
study through the medium of Welsh. However, these differences can largely be accounted for by the lower 
levels of deprivation among those who are fluent in Welsh. Nonetheless, even among those who are Welsh 
speakers, levels of deprivation are marginally lower among those who undertake some tuition through the 
medium of Welsh.



Figure 4: Studies at university through the medium of Welsh by NDC Welsh language fluency and Census household 
socio-economic status

Why it matters
Creating a more equal society is embodied within goals of the 2015 Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) 
Act. The Welsh Government’s economic action plan Prosperity for All also emphasises the importance of 
inclusive economic growth that “spreads opportunity and tackles inequality” (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Past research has demonstrated that Welsh speakers living in Wales exhibit better labour market outcomes 
than those who cannot speak Welsh (e.g., Blackaby, et al., 2006; Henley and Jones, 2005). The introduction of 
Welsh Language Standards is likely to further increase the demand for Welsh skills among employers, thereby 
increasing the benefits associated with bilingual skills (Welsh Language Commissioner, 2016). 

Expanding Welsh medium provision in the higher education sector is regarded as important to the 
achievement of the Cymraeg 2050 ambition of the one million Welsh speakers. The analysis present in 
this report, however, demonstrates that the opportunities and potential benefits associated with receiving 
tuition through the medium of Welsh are more likely to be taken up by those who already have higher 
levels of educational attainment and who come from higher socio-economic backgrounds, characterised by 
lower levels of deprivation. The analysis therefore confirms the importance attributed by Coleg Cymraeg 
Cenedlaethol to its ambition to attract new audiences to study through the medium of Welsh as set out in its 
HE Academic Action Plan. In the pursuit of a more equal Wales, the socio-economic background of these new 
audiences needs to be considered so that those from more deprived non-Welsh speaking communities can 
benefit from the increasing value of being able to speak Welsh.
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