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Welcome
As the Health Education and Improvement Wales (HEIW) Work Based Learning (WBL)Team, we would like to welcome you to the Level 3 RCN Wales Healthcare Connect Programme (RCNWHCC). The course is delivered in Wales through a partnership of colleges, health boards, universities, RCN Wales and HEIW. We all look forward to working with you over the next 6 months.
This handbook has been designed to provide key information about the RCNWHCC Programme which includes the Agored Cymru level 3 qualification.
[image: A logo on a black background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]      [image: Coleg Gwent - Further Education College in South East Wales]                        [image: Bangor University Brand Identity | Bangor University]
[image: Contact us - Cardiff and Vale College]
[image: Llandrillo]



                               
      [image: A red square with white text

Description automatically generated][image: A close up of black text  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



                    [image: A logo for a university

Description automatically generated][image: A logo for a university

Description automatically generated]
                   

[image: ]




[bookmark: _Toc142378711][bookmark: _Toc189207004]Programme Overview


[bookmark: _Toc142378712][bookmark: _Toc189207005]Qualification overview
The RCN Wales Healthcare Connect Programme (RCNWHCC) is a 6-month work-based learning qualification. It is designed for those who wish to study a degree level programme in nursing or midwifery, who either did not gain the full entry requirements or feel they would benefit from further experience before they enrol on their degree.
The purpose of this vocational qualification is to develop the trainee’s knowledge, understanding and skills of nursing/midwifery whilst working as a Healthcare Support Worker (HCSW). Working alongside registered and experienced professionals in NHS Wales health boards/trusts, the trainee will develop their skills, enabling them to continue their path to becoming a registered nurse / midwife.
The course offers a unique opportunity to:
· earn while you learn – as an employed HCSW in one of the health boards/trusts you will work between 12 and 30 hours.
· attend university, one day a month, to develop knowledge of the fields of nursing and the role of a healthcare support worker, practical skills sessions, learn how to write an application statement and university finance.
· attend college one day a week to gain a level 3 qualification which is recognised by the partner universities and helps facilitate access to their full-time nursing/midwifery degree. The qualification is accredited by Agored Cymru.
	[bookmark: _Hlk174529925]Course title: Diploma in the Royal College of Nursing Wales Healthcare Connect
	Level
	Credits

	Mental Health & Wellbeing
	2
	2

	Principles of Health Promotion
	2
	2

	Dementia Awareness
	2
	2

	Promote Equality and Inclusion
	3
	2

	Principles for Implementing Duty of Care
	3
	1

	Promote Person Centred Approaches
	3
	6

	Promote and Implement Health and Safety
	3
	6

	Promote Good Practice in Handling Information
	3
	2

	Working within Multidisciplinary, Primary, Secondary and/or Community Teams
	3
	4

	Principles of Safeguarding and Protection in Health and Social Care
	2
	3

	Engage in Personal Development
	3
	3

	Communication Skills for use within Healthcare Settings
	3
	7

	Infection Prevention and Control
	3
	2

	Study Skills for HCSW: Reflective Practice
	3
	3

	Total number of credits for the qualification
	45



On successful completion of the qualification, trainees are eligible to apply direct to a partner university for a place on a nursing / midwifery degree.  The expected start date for the degree would be April 2026.
[bookmark: _Toc142378713]
Agored Cymru 
The level 3 Diploma in the Royal College of Nursing Wales Healthcare Connect has been developed between Agored Cymru, (HEIW) and the Royal College of Nursing (Wales) (RCN Wales). 
Agored Cymru accredit the qualification and are a Welsh awarding body that offers education and certification across Wales and provide the following vision, mission statement and value statement to their work. 
Agored Cymru Level 3 Diploma in the Royal College of Nursing Wales Healthcare Connect
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[bookmark: _Toc142378719][bookmark: _Toc189207007]About HEIW 
Health Education and Improvement Wales (HEIW) was established on the 1 October 2018. It is a Special Health Authority within NHS Wales. Sitting alongside Health Boards and Trusts, HEIW has a leading role in the education, training, development, and shaping of the healthcare workforce in Wales. Its key functions include education and training, workforce development and modernisation, leadership development, strategic workforce planning, workforce intelligence, careers, and widening access.
HEIW’s purpose is, “as part of the NHS, to work with partners to plan, develop, educate and train the current and future workforce”.
The RCN Wales Healthcare Connect Programme is managed by HEIW. But is run in partnership with RCN Wales, NHS Wales health boards colleges and universities. Whilst undertaking the programme, you will attend weekly face-to-face teaching sessions at college and/or university.
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[bookmark: _Toc189207009]Programme Delivery
Every year there are several people who apply to study nursing or midwifery at an undergraduate level but who miss out on a successful application due to not having enough tariff points and/or lacking hands-on experience. There are also a group of people who achieve the specified entry requirements but want to gain experience of working in a healthcare setting before going on to study nursing or midwifery. The RCNWHCC programme offers a unique opportunity that supports individuals on their journey to becoming registered nurses or midwives. 
The programme is delivered in two parts, Academic and Employment. 

[bookmark: _Toc189207010]Academic
The academic component of the programme requires trainees to attend college one day per week (7.5 hours) to complete the Level 3 Agored Cymru RCN Wales Healthcare Connect qualification. Upon successful completion, trainees will earn 45 credits. The designated college day will be determined by the partner college and will remain the same throughout the programme.
The academic hours will initially be paid for by the health board through the trainees’ wages and claimed back from HEIW monthly. (See ‘invoicing’ for details on making this claim). Once the trainee has started employment in the health board as a HCSW, HEIW have agreed to fund the one theoretical day per week for the duration of the programme.
[bookmark: _Hlk189201646]Further Education Colleges that are delivering or are set to deliver the programme from September 2025
· Cardiff and Vale College
· Coleg Gwent
· Coleg Y Cymoedd
· The College Merthyr Tydfil
· Bridgend College 
· Grwp Llandrillo Menai
· Coleg Cambria
One college day per month will be replaced with a session at a partner university. These sessions aim to enhance trainees' confidence in a university setting and will cover topics such as:
· Introduction to higher education
· The role of the HCSW
· Careers in health, introduction to different fields of nursing
· Higher education finance
· Statement writing
· Skills sessions, personal and clinical
Universities that are delivering or are likely to deliver the programme from September 2025:
· University of South Wales
· Bangor University
· Wrexham University

The RCN Wales Healthcare Connect programme is only recognised as a top up route by the partner universities listed above.  Other universities will apply their standard entry requirements
[bookmark: _Toc189207011]Employment
In addition to attending college, trainees are employed by the health board as a band 2 HCSW, with the option to work between 12 and 30 hours per week (excluding 7.5 college hours). As health board employees, they must adhere to their contractual obligations and should be treated according to health board policies and procedures. As trainees are employed by the health board, this is not considered a placement, but work. 

Health boards/trusts that are delivering or are likely to deliver the programme from September 2025:
· Aneurin Bevan University Health Board
· Cardiff and Vale University Health Board
· Cwm Taf Morgannwg University Health Board
· Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board

[bookmark: _Toc189207012]Practical Assessments
The RCNWHCC qualification includes both theoretical and practical assessments. Practical assessments will take place in the workplace, with some assessed by a college work-based assessor and others requiring sign-off from a registered nurse. Each trainee will receive a portfolio containing their practical learning outcomes. Appendix one provides a table that provides the details of the practical assessments and who will be responsible for assessing them in the workplace.
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[bookmark: _Toc189207013]Recruitment

[bookmark: _Toc189207014]Entry Requirements
1) Trainees are required to have completed a full level 3 qualification in a Health and Social Care field, or three A levels. They will also need to have achieved GCSE English/Welsh and Maths grade C or above, or equivalent.  
 
2) Trainees will need to be successfully appointed following an interview with the health board for a Healthcare Support Worker role.  
 
3) Trainees will need to have the right to work in the UK for the duration of the programme. 

The programme is open to individuals who have, or are working towards, the above qualifications, including HCSWs already employed by the health board.

[bookmark: _Toc189207015]Advertising the Programme
Partner colleges will promote the programme to current and former Level 3 learners. Additional HEIW encourage health boards/trusts to advertise the programme to HCSW’s already employed in the health board as an additional pathway into a nursing or midwifery degree.
[bookmark: _Toc189207016]Application Pathway
Trainees will apply for the programme through a partner college who will conduct initial interviews and verify qualifications.

Health boards/trusts will supply colleges with a hidden job advert link, allowing trainees to apply for a HCSW role within your health board. The job links will need to be shared with all partner colleges, as some learners may prefer to apply to a specific health board. After the initial interview and qualification check, the college will pass the hidden link to the trainee. Further details on the health board recruitment process and timelines can be found in appendix Two.

The recruitment process (appendix 2) has two recruitment windows for interviews.  This is to enable timely conclusion of recruitment checks but also recognising that trainees completing their current level 3 qualifications in the current academic cohort, will not be able to produce qualification certificates until later in the year than those who completed in previous years. 


[bookmark: _Toc189207017]HCSW Posts
Trainees will be interviewed by a central recruitment team within the health board, not necessarily by individual managers. If, following interview, trainees are deemed suitable for a HCSW role the health board will proceed to initiate recruitment checks. 

Trainees are assigned to HCSW positions based on available vacancies within the health board. There is no expectation for health boards/trusts to create additional roles. While every effort will be made to place trainees in their preferred areas and locations, they are informed that their location of employment will be determined by vacancy availability.

Trainees are placed on a fixed-term contract (unless already employed by the health board), which will end in March. Although the programme begins in September, trainees cannot start employment until all their recruitment checks are complete and they have attended the HCSW induction. Any delays in these steps will reduce the length of the trainee’s contract, as it will always conclude at the end of March.

[bookmark: _Toc189207018]HCSW Induction 
Trainees need to be booked onto the health board induction by the health board central recruitment team. The cost of this training is borne by the health board.
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[bookmark: _Toc189207019]Manager’s Responsibilities

[bookmark: _Toc189207020]Healthcare Support Worker Induction 
All trainees will complete the health board HCSW induction before starting in your area. This will be organised during the recruitment phase by a designated health board contact.
There is an expectation that mangers will support trainees to complete the competency documentation attached to the HCSW induction within one month of their start date. This will enable the trainee to gain the Agored Cymru All-Wales HCSW Clinical Induction qualification. 

[bookmark: _Toc189207021]Digital Platforms
To successfully complete the All-Wales HCSW Clinical Induction competencies and integrate fully into their roles, trainees require access to the relevant health board digital platforms. As their manager, please ensure they are registered on all necessary systems to facilitate the completion of their induction competencies and enable them to perform their duties effectively for the duration of their employment.
[bookmark: _Toc189207022]Uniform
You are responsible for issuing trainees the HCSW uniform in accordance with the number of shifts they have requested to work. HEIW will provide trainees with badges that they can wear on their uniform to identify they are part of the programme. 
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[bookmark: _Toc189207023]Contracted Hours/ Enrolment Form
As outlined in the programme overview, trainees will work between 12 and 30 hours per week as a HCSW, in addition to attending college for one day per week (7.5 hours), with the specific day determined by the college. Employment contracts must reflect the total hours trainees spend both working as a HCSW and attending college. For instance, if a trainee works 24 hours in a clinical setting, their contract should be for 31.5 hours to account for their college attendance. The health board will reclaim the funds used to pay trainees for attending college days through your health board finance teams, rather than through you as a manager.
Trainees will also complete the health board’s Healthcare Support Worker induction. It is essential that their contract with the health board starts on the first day of induction to ensure these days are included on your rostering system, so that trainees are paid for the training. You will be notified of the trainee’s induction dates when your recruitment team notify you of the appointment. Your recruitment team will notify you when the trainees recruitment checks have cleared so that you can set a start date (following their attendance at the HCSW induction). 
[bookmark: _Toc189207024]Manual Handling Training 
Trainees will not receive manual handling training before starting their roles as HCSWs. As their manager, it is your responsibility to ensure they are booked onto the training as soon as possible and to manage them in the clinical area in line with health board policy for staff who have not yet completed manual handling training.
[bookmark: _Toc189207025]Supporting the Trainee
Trainees entering the programme will have diverse backgrounds and varying levels of experience. Some will bring extensive health and care experience, while others may have none. To support their transition, trainees should be rostered as supernumerary for a minimum of two weeks, allowing them time to settle in and learn the role. Once both you, as managers, and the trainees feel confident, they can then be included in your staff numbers as part of your workforce complement.  Supernumerary status should not exceed three weeks. 
In addition to providing trainees with a supernumerary period, please ensure they are assigned an experienced HCSW mentor to offer support and guidance.
[bookmark: _Toc189207026]Workplace Assessment 
Alongside their theoretical work trainees have several practical learning outcomes that need to be achieved before the end of the programme. Most practical learning outcomes will be signed off by a college work-based assessor, who may visit the learner in the clinical area. 
There are also a small number of learning outcomes that need to be signed off by a registered nurse. Appendix one provides a breakdown of responsibilities for signing off each practical learning outcome. 
[bookmark: _Toc189207027]Health Board Bank
Registering trainees to work on the nurse bank benefits your clinical area, the health board, and the trainees themselves. For trainees who choose to progress to a full-time nursing or midwifery degree after the programme, this will provide an opportunity to work on the bank and earn money while studying.
[bookmark: _Toc189207028]Concerns with Capability
If you have concerns about a trainee’s capability, you should follow the health board’s policy to provide additional support in addressing these issues. If the trainee fails to show improvement, the health board’s capability policy must be followed. At this stage, please contact HEIW (HEIW.healthcareconnectenquiries@wales.nhs.uk), who will arrange a tripartite meeting with the trainee’s college tutors.
[bookmark: _Toc189207029]When College is Closed
Trainees are employees within the health board. This will mean that, unless they take annual leave, they will be expected to continue working their contracted hours even though they may have a holiday from college and/or university. 
However, we kindly request that trainees are still rostered to take their 7.5 hours of protected study time each week, even if this does not fall on their usual college day. This will ensure they have dedicated time to complete the required theoretical work.
[bookmark: _Toc189207030]Post Programme Options 
Contracts are fixed term, set to end at the end of the 6-month programme. If the trainee has gained approval from their manager to remain in the health board beyond the end of the fixed term contract, you are responsible that the contractual hours reflect that the trainee will no longer be attending college. 
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[bookmark: _Invoicing_HEIW][bookmark: _Toc189207032][bookmark: _Toc142378736]Invoicing HEIW 
The health board is responsible for invoicing HEIW monthly to reclaim the funds paid to trainees for attending college one day per week.
Colleges are required to inform health boards/trusts and HEIW of trainee attendance monthly. Registers will be sent to nominated contacts within the health board. If attendance registers show unauthorised absences, HEIW will not reimburse the health board for those funds.
As academic hours form part of the trainees' employment contracts, the health board must address unauthorised absences in the same way as unauthorised absences from work, following the health board’s policies and procedures. Furthermore, trainees accrue annual leave based on their academic hours in addition to the hours worked as a HCSW. The reimbursement of the cost to fund the academic hours by HEIW to the health board will include the cost of this accrued annual leave. 
When sending through invoices please email them to  HEIW.FinanceTeam@wales.nhs.uk , ensuring ‘RCN Wales Healthcare Connect’ is used in the subject bar. 
Please ensure the invoice clearly specifies the period being claimed, the trainees' names, their area of employment and the related costs. Address the invoice to the attention of Karen Bowen.
[bookmark: _Toc142378732]
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What happens when the trainee has completed the programme?
The RCNWHCC programme has been established to support individuals to address a grade or experience deficit, with a view to going onto study nursing or midwifery full time in the April cohorts. 
· Option one: Full time nursing or midwifery degree in April
This option allows trainees to complete their contracts with the health board before moving on to full-time study in an April cohort.
However, trainees may also explore alternative pathways, subject to approval and support from their manager and health board.
Alternative pathways
· Option two: Full time nursing or midwifery degree in September 
If trainees are unable or choose not to begin a full-time degree in the April cohort, they may apply to start their studies in September. In such cases, they can request an extension of their contract from their manager or health board. However, the health board is not obligated to meet this request, and it would be subject to managerial approval.
Once the RCNWHCC programme ends, funding for the related study days will cease. This must either be reflected in, either a reduction in the trainee’s contracted hours (reducing it by 7.5hours) or by the trainee working those hours in the clinical area. 
· Option three: Remain in work
Trainees may have decided that working as a HCSW is the vocation they wish to continue and no longer wish to pursue nursing or midwifery as a career. In these cases, trainees are encouraged to request their fixed term contracts are changed to substantive contracts. However, the health board is not obligated to meet this request, and it would be subject to managerial approval.
· Option four: Remain in work and apply for the flexi route
Trainees may choose to pursue the flexible route into nursing, which allows them to work while studying part-time. Since all trainee contracts end in March, managers can decide whether to convert fixed-term contracts to permanent ones to support this pathway. The flexible route is only offered in the nursing profession and not at all universities. Additionally, not all fields of nursing are offered at the universities that offer flexible pathways. 
· Option five: Complete the programme and leave the profession
Trainees complete the programme and decide that neither nursing / midwifery nor working as a HCSW are the vocations they wish to pursue and leave employment. 
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[bookmark: _Toc189207035]Appendix 1– Marking guidance for practical/competency elements

	Unit Code
	Module
	Assessment Criteria
	Work Based Assessor
	Registered Nurse

	PT12CY138 
	Principles of Safeguarding and Protection in Health and Social Care
	5.1
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	5.2
	[image: A green check mark on a black background

Description automatically generated]
	

	
	
	5.3
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	PT13CY098 
	Promote and Implement Health and Safety
	2.1
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	4.1
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	6.1
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	8.1
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	PH53CY126 
	Infection Prevention and Control
	2.1
	[image: A green check mark on a black background

Description automatically generated]
	

	
	
	2.2
	[image: A green check mark on a black background

Description automatically generated]
	

	
	
	2.3
	[image: A green check mark on a black background

Description automatically generated]
	

	
	
	2.4
	[image: A green check mark on a black background

Description automatically generated]
	

	
	
	2.5
	[image: A green check mark on a black background

Description automatically generated]
	

	
	
	2.6
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	2.7
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	3.1
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	PT13CY120 
	Communication Skills for use within Health and Social Care
	2.1
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	PT13CY100 
	Promote Person Centred Approaches
	2.1
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	PT23CY182 
	Promote Equality and Inclusion 
	2.2
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	PT23CY181 
	Principles for Implementing Duty of Care
	3.1 
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	PT13CY099 
	Promote Good Practice in Handling Information 
	2.2
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	AF43CY010 
	Working within Multidisciplinary, Primary, Secondary and/or Community Teams
	2.1
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	PT23CY187 
	Engage in Personal Development 
	3.2
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	Manager Responsibilities 


	Q. What are my responsibilities as their manager?

	The manager should ensure that:
1) Uniform is given to the trainee prior to commencing employment.
2) When completing the enrolment form the total contracted hours include the 7.5hrs college day.
3) You allocate a mentor who will provide the trainee with support and advice.  
4) They are supernumerary for a minimum period of 2 weeks. 
5) They are booked onto manual handling training.
6) They are set up on all health board electronic platforms (eg: ESR, WNCR etc). 
7) They are supported to complete their practical learning outcomes. Please refer to appendix one which outline who is responsible for signing off which learning outcome. 

	Q. Will trainees have any paperwork to complete? 

	Yes. 
Alongside their theoretical work trainees have several practical learning outcomes that they need to achieve before the end of the programme. Most practical learning outcomes will be signed off by a college work-based assessor, who may visit the learner in the clinical area. 

There are also a small number of learning outcomes that need to be signed off by a registered nurse. 

	Q. What do I do if I am concerned about the trainee’s capability?

	You should follow the health board policy to provide additional support in addressing the concerns. However, if the trainee does not demonstrate improvement, the health board's capability policy must be implemented. At this stage, it is essential to inform the college tutor.

	Q. What do I do if someone wants to terminate their employment? 

	If a trainee decides that the role of an HCSW is not suitable for them, they must adhere to health board policies. This typically involves submitting a written resignation and working the required notice period.
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