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Foreword
The period that this report covers has been a
time of great change in the UK’s relationship
with the European Union. The Brexit vote
came right in the middle of our programme
of work as UK National Coordinator of the
European Agenda for Adult Learning, but
the EAAL has always reached further than
the EU members. Successful economies
such as Norway with its strong culture of
lifelong learning ‘buy into’ pan-European
programmes such as the Agenda.
The reason is obvious. All European countries
face similar challenges: ageing populations,
global competition from other parts of the
world, high levels of welfare dependency,
and social and economic exclusion for
certain groups.
But there is much more to do if everyone
is to share in this prosperity and meet
our future skills needs: 9 million adults in
England have low literacy, numeracy or both;
some groups, such as disabled people, and
some areas of the country have much lower
employment rates; and 6 million people are
in low paid work.
Although many of the challenges are similar,
the solutions adopted are often different.
European countries have much to learn from
each other in terms of different approaches
to solving common problems. In the UK,
where responsibility for adult education
is devolved to administrations in Northern
Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and more recently
some parts of England, knowledge-sharing is
similarly important.

Impact Forums led by our partners across
the UK have tried to contextualise our
research to address the challenges in each
of the four nations. It has been a two-way
process. Working alongside the Electronic
Platform for Adult Learning in Europe
(EPALE), we brought together 100 adult
educationalists from across the UK and EU
to discuss our findings. These have been
published in our sister publication Healthy,
Wealthy and Wise: the impact of adult
learning across the UK.
Alongside this research, we undertook
development projects in three key areas:
adult basic skills, employability skills for
young adults, and digital skills for adult
educators working with underrepresented
groups. We shared this work with hundreds
of practitioners across the UK and Europe.
We could not have achieved this without
L&W’s partners: the National Agency for
Erasmus+, EPALE UK, Scotland’s Learning
Partnership, and the Forum for Adult
Learning Northern Ireland.
We look forward to building on the success
of this work right up to the end of 2019. We
hope you join us on this journey — it should
be an interesting one!
Stephen Evans,
Chief Executive, Learning & Work
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Introduction
Adult learning in the UK takes place within a
devolved policy context. Decisions that affect
the life chances of adult learners are made
by the devolved administrations in England,
Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. Policy
decisions are often made in isolation from
each other, despite the fact that all parts
of the UK face the same broad challenges:
low levels of adult basic skills and digital
competence, and barriers facing young
adults entering the labour market. Because
of this, our approach to coordination of the
UK’s contribution to the European Agenda
has been to enable sharing of best practice
within and between the four devolved
administrations.

Joyce Black, Assistant Director,
Research and Development

In the period 2015-17, we aimed to enable
greater policy coherence through sharing
existing research, looking for regional and
local case studies, and disseminating them.
We built on the previous work programmes
(2012-14, 2014-15) to engage a wider range
of policy makers, influencers and decision
makers in each of the four home nations
through the establishment of Impact Forums
in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and
Wales. Through these forums we promoted
evidence-based approaches to policy
development and formulation across the
UK and responded to emerging policy and
research documents.

q In the area of digital skills, we have

been producing resources to help adult
educators increase their effective use of
technology with adults who are currently
under-represented in adult learning.

In addition, we have undertaken and
commissioned research that focusses on
three key domains where adult learning has
an impact: health (and well-being), work
(and employability), and communities (social,
civic, and community life). These resulted in
our final report, Health, Wealthy and Wise,
which was discussed in draft form at a
summative conference in partnership with
EPALE UK National Support Service on
4-5 October 2017.

Healthy, Wealthy
and Wise:
The impact of adult learning across the UK
2015-17

q In the field of adult basic skills, we

strengthened further the understanding
amongst policymakers, practitioners,
providers and adult learning stakeholders
of the Citizens’ Curriculum approach.

q We have continued to develop our web-

resource ‘What Employers Want’ which
effectively supports young unemployed
adults to get the skills they need to access
sustainable work.
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Belfast Conference
October 2017

The conference was attended by 108
adult learners, practitioners, leaders,
and policy makers from 11 countries. A
further 1.7m people were reached through
social media, using the Twitter hashtags
#SettingAgenda17 and #EULearning.
We hope that this will raise the level of
awareness about adult learning in the
UK across the four nations, ensure that
knowledge is shared, quality is enhanced,
and adult learning continues to play a key
role in the national life.

Meetings were also attended by the
evaluator, the UK National Agency for
Erasmus+ and EPALE UK, to ensure
joint working and joint use of platforms
and websites to promote each other’s
programme of work. The Reference Group
met six times during 2015-17 to oversee
the work programme, plan further events
and conferences, oversee reporting, and
receive impact monitoring reports as well
as feedback from meetings of National
Coordinators in Brussels and the ET 2020
Working Group on Adult Learning.

The challenge of a geographically-dispersed
approach is ensuring consistency across
the Impact Forums whilst allowing them to
develop their own programmes of work. This
has been achieved through regular meetings
of the UK Reference Group led by the UK
National Coordinator with representatives of
all the Impact Forums, the research leads,
the national agency for Erasmus+, and
EPALE UK National Support Service.
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The European Agenda
for Adult Learning
What is it?

Priorities

The European Agenda for Adult Learning
defines the focus for European cooperation
in adult education policies for 2012-2020.
The European Commission oversees a
network of national coordinators whose
role is to contribute to implementation
of the Agenda at a national level, and to
ensure liaison with the relevant ministries,
stakeholders and other partners with a view
to promoting and improving policies on
adult learning.

Many European countries face similar
challenges but have found different ways
to address them. The Agenda’s priorities
therefore address areas of common concern:

The Agenda highlights the need to increase
participation in adult learning of all kinds
(formal, non-formal and informal) either
to acquire new work skills, or for active
citizenship, or for personal development
and fulfilment.
In 2015/17 there were 35 European
countries participating in the programme,
including all 28 EU members.
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q Making lifelong learning and
mobility a reality
Our world is changing fast: ageing
populations, increased migration, and the
constant need to update and develop our
skills. This calls for a lifelong approach to
learning along with education systems which
are responsive to change and open to the
wider world.

European Agenda for Adult Learning (2015-17)

This means more work is needed to ensure
the development of national qualifications
frameworks based on relevant learning
outcomes, and more flexible learning
pathways with greater links to nonformal and informal learning. Support
for educational guidance systems and
the promotion of learning is required, as
is the use of new teaching and learning
technologies.

q Promoting equity, social cohesion,
and active citizenship

Increased mobility for learners, teachers and
teacher trainers should be supported both
within Europe and the wider world.

Education and training systems should aim
to ensure that all learners — including those
from disadvantaged backgrounds, those
with special needs and migrants — are able
to pursue their educational goals including,
where appropriate, through ‘second-chance’
opportunities and more personalised
learning strategies.

q Improving the quality and efficiency
of education and training
High-quality education and training systems
are crucial for Europe’s success and for
enhancing employability. To achieve this, the
focus is on raising the level of basic skills to
make mathematics, science and technology
more attractive and to strengthen linguistic
competences.
At the same time there is a need to ensure
high quality teaching by providing improved
initial training and continuous professional
development for teachers and trainers, and
by making teaching an attractive career
choice. It is also important to improve the
governance and leadership of education and
training institutions, and to develop effective
quality assurance systems. High quality will
only be achieved through the efficient and
sustainable use of resources — both public
and private as appropriate — and through
the promotion of evidence-based policy and
practice in education and training.

Education and training policy should
enable all citizens, irrespective of their
personal, social or economic circumstances,
to acquire, update and develop over a
lifetime both job-specific skills and the key
competences needed for their employability,
and to foster further learning, active
citizenship and intercultural dialogue.

Education should promote intercultural
competences, democratic values and
respect for fundamental rights and the
environment, as well as combat all forms
of discrimination.

q Enhancing creativity and innovation,
including entrepreneurship, at all
levels of education and training
Creativity is a prime source of innovation,
as well as one of the drivers of sustainable
economic development. Creativity and
innovation are crucial to enterprise
development and to Europe’s ability to
compete internationally. A first challenge is
to promote the acquisition by all citizens of
portable key competences such as digital
competence, learning to learn, a sense of
initiative and entrepreneurship, and cultural
awareness.

THE NEW SKILLS AGENDA FOR EUROPE
The adult learning challenge is one of several skills challenges faced by the EU. In order to optimise Europe’s
human capital, boost employability and increase competitiveness, the New Skills Agenda for Europe 2016
invited member states, social partners, industry and other stakeholders to collaborate to improve the quality
and relevance of skills acquisition, make skills more visible and comparable, and improve skills intelligence
and information for better career choices.
Helping low-qualified and low-skilled adults is a key objective. The Skills Agenda proposed the establishment
of a Skills Guarantee for Europe’s 64 million adults who did not complete their secondary education.
The aim is to help them acquire a minimum level of literacy, numeracy and digital skills and/or to progress
towards an upper secondary qualification or equivalent. Participants would start with a skills assessment
designed to identify their skills and any skill gaps, then undertake a tailored learning package which validates
and recognises the skills they have acquired.
Further policy development has resulted in the adoption of the Council Recommendation Upskilling
Pathways: New opportunities for Adults (2016).
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q Improving the knowledge base on
adult learning and monitoring the
adult learning sector
The knowledge triangle of educationresearch-innovation is critical to the success
of European countries. In knowledge
economies, partnership between the world
of enterprise and different levels and sectors
of education, training and research can
help to ensure a better focus on the skills
and competences required in the labour
market and on fostering innovation and
entrepreneurship in all forms of learning.
Broader learning communities, involving
representatives of civil society and other
stakeholders, should be promoted with a
view to creating a climate which is conducive
to creativity, to reconciling professional and
social needs, and to individual well-being.

Our approach in the UK
In addressing these challenges 5 areas of
work were identified in the UK:

1. Adult Basic Skills
This programme revolved around the
Citizens’ Curriculum approach to basic skills,
which interlinks language, literacy,

ADULT BASIC SKILLS

9.0m

people lack essential skills
like literacy or numeracy.

13.5m

people lack basic digital skills.

One
out of

two

people with low literacy or numeracy are in
work. People with essential skills are more
likely to vote and be active citizens.
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numeracy and digital skills with wider health,
financial and civic capabilities to bring about
increased participation and better outcomes
for adult learners. In turn, this supports
national priorities for improving adults’ skills,
and the economic and social benefits arising
from this.
The aims were to develop, through
longitudinal research methods and
evaluation, an enhanced evidence base for
the Citizens’ Curriculum’s impact on longer
term outcomes for participating learners.
This included achievement, progression to
employment, and further learning, and will
be shared across the four UK nations and
more widely with EU stakeholders. We also
developed, through research, structured
discussion, and links with EPALE UK, a
better understanding amongst stakeholders
of UK national / devolved policy and EU
policy in relation to the Citizens’ Curriculum
capabilities.

2. Young adults’ employability
This programme area aimed to contribute to
key national priorities of youth employment
and social inclusion through a youngpeople-led research model called ‘What
Employers Want’.
This was achieved through desk research
to identify and review current national
programmes that support young peoples’
employability and transitions to employment,
and the effectiveness of such programmes
in enabling young people to understand
and develop the skills and attributes that
employers value.
We conducted new young-people-led
research with employers to identify a)
the range of ways in which employers
can support young people to develop
employability skills, and b) barriers and how
such barriers can be overcome.
We shared key findings at local, national
and EU level with a range of stakeholders,
including employers, learning and skills
providers, specialist support agencies, local
authorities, LEPs and employer forums, and
via EPALE UK.

European Agenda for Adult Learning (2015-17)

Setting the Agenda
conference, London,
October 2017

3. Digital Skills for underrepresented
groups
This programme aimed to help improve
the digital skills of those niche groups
by developing a fully-trialled continuing
professional development (CPD) programme
to support adult educators in the four UK
nations to better use technology to support
under-represented groups.
We identified relevant existing research
and effective practice in the use of learning
technologies with niche groups and
promoting an awareness of this work through
EPALE UK and other forums and platforms.
We also identified effective models of
delivery and support for blended and online
learning programmes. We designed and
developed an online CPD course for adult
educators (including those supporting
learners in the workplace) to increase
their capacity and capability in the use of

technology with niche groups. We delivered
the course to adult educators in the four UK
nations with input and participation from
other member states.

4. Healthy, Wealthy and Wise: the impact
of adult learning across the UK
In addition to the three areas above we
convened an expert group of researchers
to oversee the compilation of a State of
the Nations report. This brought together
national, international and regional research
on the impact of adult learning on health,
work and communities, in order to influence
policy makers and practitioners alike.
The evidence in the draft research report
was discussed and debated at a summative
conference in partnership with EPALE in
October 2017. The final report was revised
and published later that month.
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5. Impact Forums across the UK
As adult learning policy in the UK is
devolved to the four nations, our approach
to coordination has been to enable sharing
of best practice within and between these
four administrations. We have therefore
developed Impact Forums in England,
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. These
engage a range of policy makers, influencers
and decision makers in capturing, sharing
and highlighting a solid evidence base for
Adult Learning policy development.
The forums draw together employers
and representatives from diverse sectors
including local community interests.
The forums were complemented by
seminars, conferences and events which
drew even wider audiences of policy makers
and practitioners into sharing research,
evidence and experiences.
The four nations shared policies and
practices and there is evidence of the
impact on change in those administrations.
The Impact Forums captured and recorded
insights into policy and practice impact and
used EPALE platforms to share them.

Dissemination
Outside of the European Agenda for Adult
Learning, we believe our work contributed
directly to the Europe 2020 strategic growth

Joyce Black on the
panel at European
Vocational Skills
Week Brussels, 2017
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policy in supporting employment through our
work on What Employers’ Want, and social
cohesion through our work on digital skills
and the Citizens’ Curriculum. We know that
literacy, numeracy, science and technology
are seen as key factors in the achievement
of this plan and we believe our basic skills
and digital skills work continues to directly
support this and help achieve our own
national targets.
Our programme of work has done much to
support the ET 2020 (Education and Training
2020) strategy in supporting national actions
and sharing solutions to common challenges
particularly in relation to skills deficits (basic
skills and digital). Literacy, numeracy and
technology are viewed as the foundation
for further learning and the gateway to
employment and social inclusion and we will
continue to focus on these strategic areas.
In the European context, we have continued
to showcase the work of the Citizens’
Curriculum at conferences and events in
partnership with EAEA and EBSN and more
recently as part of the European Vocational
Skills Week events. We have used evidence
from the programme in country reports to
the Commission and in particular, the ET
2020 Working Group on Workplace Basic
Skills. We helped organise the ET 2020 Adult
Learning Working Group, Peer Learning
Activity, in Manchester, February 2017.

European Agenda for Adult Learning (2015-17)
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The Basic Skills Challenge
‘…everyone’s different and everyone’s learning styles are different and everybody learns
at a different rate. It brings it back to basics again, and about us listening to them and
them listening to what they’re capable of, as well.’
(Citizens’ Curriculum lead, Wirral, England)

The research indicated that
the scale of the basic skills
challenge in Northern Ireland
and England was still acute.

49%
of adults in England aged 19-65
are at or below Entry Level 3 in
numeracy skills and

15%
26%

are at or below this level in
literacy. Overall,

The challenge in the UK
Although the whole of the UK did not take
part in the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills
(2013), the report’s messages had resonance
across the four nations. The research
indicated that the scale of the basic skills
challenge in Northern Ireland and England
was still acute. In England, 49% of adults
aged 19-65 are at or below Entry Level 3 in
numeracy skills and 15% are at or below this
level in literacy1. Overall, 26% fewer adults
enrolled in courses to improve these skills in
2015/16 compared to 2011/12.
Data published by Welsh and Scottish
Governments reflected similar concerns.
Further OECD analysis of the data for
England showed the scale of the problem
in England2. In addition, a slowdown in basic
skills participation was reported in England,
resulting in a government-commissioned
study in late 2017. The impact of poor basic
skills is mentioned in the UK Government’s
Foresight Review (2017):
Literacy and numeracy are the bedrock
on which much else is built. Seven OECD
countries have numeracy scores equal to
or higher than the UK for all age groups,
and the number of countries increases
considerably if the UK’s high-performing
60-65 age group is excluded. Literacy and
numeracy performance varies between
UK regions, with London and the South
East achieving the highest scores… There
is also evidence of intergenerational
effects, with poor parental attainment
reflected in the educational outcomes of
the child. Breaking out of this cycle may
require interventions that target both

fewer adults enrolled in
courses to improve these
skills in 2015/16 compared
to 2011/12.

1
2
3

the parent and child, for example family
learning programmes. Improvements to
literacy and numeracy continue beyond
school and higher education into the early
years of work, suggesting that workplace
environments play an important role in
developing these skills.

Progress on policy
The OECD work also pointed out a mismatch
between qualifications and competence
in basic skills that asks questions about
regulation and practice. Despite this, UK
policy focus has largely remained on
qualifications as the best proxy for the basic
skills adults need. The terminology for basic
skills provision remains different across the
UK. In England, the term ‘English and maths’
is used in policy and statistical documents.
English for Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL) is included within this category. In
other parts of the UK, the term ‘Essential
Skills’ is more commonly used.
Northern Ireland benefits from a more
centralised approach to Essential Skills.
It is written into the lead strategy Further
Education Means Success (2016). After
international research, linked to analysis
of the OECD Skills Survey, new standards
were implemented from September
2016. The smaller number of standards is
contextualised for each of three contexts:
Society and Citizenship – personal and
community; Economy – workplace and
employment; and Individual – education and
training.3
The focus on Essential Skills in Scotland was
prioritised by the Scottish Government in

BIS (2012) The 2011 Skills for Life Survey: A Survey of Literacy, Numeracy and ICT Levels in England.
ODEC. (2016). Building Skills for All: survey of adults skills in England.
Department for the Economy. (2017). Essential Skills: Standards and Curriculum. Available at: https://www.economy-ni.
gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/Essential%20Skills%20Interactive%20PDF%20%28revised%29.pdf
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Skills for Scotland: A Lifelong Skills Strategy
(2007) and reinforced in its refreshed
Skills Strategy (2010). In 2016, the Scottish
Qualifications Authority developed three new
Essential Skills Units to allow learners to gain
recognition for essential skills developed
during their learning.4
In Wales, the introduction of Essential Skills
Wales (ESW) in September 2010 brought
clarity and consistency to basic and key skills
qualifications. New stand-alone Essential
Employability Skills (EES) were developed
to replace the wider key skills. In the spirit of
the Review of Qualifications (2012), one suite
of Essential Skills qualifications for Wales
has been developed to include Essential
Skills for Work and Life. The aim is to simplify
and clarify the qualification offer to ensure
the relevance and value of this learning
and these qualifications for candidates.5
Meanwhile, at the European level, the
Commission’s Upskilling Pathways work
echoed the OECD’s calls for contextualised
basic skills provision.
We continued to provide a national and
international focus on adult basic skills at

our annual conference on English, maths
and ESOL held in London in November
2016, organised in partnership with the UCL
Institute of Education, the University and
College Union, and practitioner associations
Research and Practice in Adult Literacy
(RaPAL) and the National Association of
Teachers of English and Other Community
Languages to Adults (NATECLA). The event
was attended by over 100 researchers, policy
makers and practitioners in the field of adult
basic skills.

The Citizens’ Curriculum
As UK and European policy increasingly
moves in the direction of contextualised
basic skills, approaches like the Citizens’
Curriculum become more important. In 2015,
we recruited six new pilot sites making a
total of 11 on the phase 2 pilots. Our research
methodology was updated to include new
impact measures:

q learners’ employment status
q types of benefits received
q relevant wider community impact
measures identified by each pilot

NOVEMBER 2015 JANUARY 2016

FEBRUARY APRIL 2016

MAY JULY 2016

AUGUST OCTOBER 2016

q European Basic Skills

q National Advisory Group

q Scotland’s Adult

q DFE case study

q Standing conference

q Joint EAEA &

for Peer Volunteers and
Learning, London

Challenges, Aveiro,
Portugal

Learning Partnership
Conference, Edinburgh
q Seminar for England
Impact Forum,
Leicester
on university teaching
and research on the
education of adults
(SCUTREA)

q HOLEX Network,
Birmingham

q UCL Institute of

seminar Citizens’
Curriculum Pilot
in Rochdale, London
q National Union of
Students, London
Slovakian Adult
Education Ministry
Adult Education and
Employment Seminar,
Bratislava

q Scotland Impact

Forum, via Skype

Education Prison
Education
Conference, London

q Into Work Convention,
London

4
5
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SQA. (2017) Essential Skills. Available at: http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/75022.html
Qualifications Wales. (2015). Design Principles for the Essential Skills Wales. Suite of Qualifications. Available at:
http://qualificationswales.org/media/1371/qwrd1088-final_-_esw_suite_design_principles_-_june_2015_pdf2.pdf
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This allowed us to obtain longitudinal data
beyond the pilot delivery period by gaining
consent and contact details, which in turn
enabled us to conduct further research
activity directly with pilot beneficiaries after
their participation in the Citizens’ Curriculum
pilot.
Throughout 2017, we continued our
research and evaluation of the longer-term
impact of the Citizens’ Curriculum through
a longitudinal follow-up of learners and
providers who participated in the earlier
pilots. Our final evaluation report, completed
in October 2017, found that adopting the
Citizens’ Curriculum can result in positive
long-term changes for learners, such as:

q Sustained improvements in their

employability, with 9% finding a new job,
22% starting to apply for jobs, and 40%
starting to look for work.

q Improvements in their attitudes towards

learning, with over one quarter (26%) of
learners having signed up for or started a
new course.
q Long-term differences in social and
civic engagement, with 41% making new
friends, and 13% joining a community
group.
(Robey, C and Friel, S, 2017, Citizens’
Curriculum Follow Up Evaluation Report)
The Citizens’ Curriculum was part of the
briefing at the first round of impact forums
conducted in Wales, Northern Ireland and
England. At the England Impact Forum in
June 2016, we arranged an input from one
of the Citizens’ Curriculum pilots, English for
Action. In October 2016, a case study seminar
was held at the National Union of Students,
London, which focused on the Citizens’
Curriculum Pilot in Rochdale, England.

NOVEMBER 2016 JANUARY 2017

FEBRUARY APRIL 2017

MAY JULY 2017

AUGUST OCTOBER 2017

q English, maths and

q Life Skills for Europe

q European Basic Skills

q Setting the Agenda,

ESOL Conference,
London

inception meeting,
Brussels

Network

summative conference,
London

q EPALE UK conference,
Birmingham

q Wales national adult
community learning
conference, Cardiff

q Youth Employment
Convention, Cardiff

q European Vocational

Skills Week, Brussels
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ROCHDALE BOROUGH (KIRKHOLT PILOT).
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS / VALIDATED EVIDENCE

Reduce volume of high
leve / high-cost response
services (63 cases)

Increase volume of
demand for proactive /
preventative services
(255 cases)

Reduced volume of
inappropiate call-outs to
GMP by an average
of 60%

Reduced instances of
domestic violence /
abuse (18 cases)

Increased participation in
learning (from below to
above the local average)

Increase skills levels
(levels 1-3)

Increased employment
(46 into jobs)

Reduced evictions and
end=forcements through
housing (49 cases)

Reduction in drug and
alcohol misuse (25 cases)

Reduced premature
mortaliy (2 early deaths
prevented)

Increased take up of GP /
dental servivces

Increased hope
aspiration, positive
behaviour change

Dissemination
Further work to disseminate and discuss
the value of a Citizens’ Curriculum approach
to adult basic skills was undertaken at two
major national conferences. In November
2015, we presented the Citizens’ Curriculum
at the annual Adult Community Learning
Conference in Wales, attended by over 70
practitioners and providers, and the Welsh
Government’s Minister for Lifelong Learning.
In November 2016, we showcased the
Citizens’ Curriculum pilots at the UK national
EPALE conference in Birmingham, where
we engaged participants in a ‘knowledge
café’ style environment, providing numerous
opportunities for informal discussions of the
Citizens’ Curriculum and screening one of our
video case studies. The event was attended
by over 80 stakeholders and practitioners in
adult learning. We also contributed to the
national Youth Employment Convention in
London in December 2016, presenting the
Citizens’ Curriculum to a workshop of 30
delegates.
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Internationally, we undertook activity to
disseminate and identify the transferability
of the Citizens’ Curriculum model across
Europe. We were invited to the first European
Vocational Skills Week ‘Discover Your Talent’
in December 2016, where we presented a
seminar session entitled ‘How to convince
the unconvinced’.
In partnership with the European Association
for the Education of Adults (EAEA), we
started a new Erasmus+ project to collect
and analyse different models of Life Skills
for Europe, which will ultimately develop into
a European framework of Life Skills. For the
UK contribution, we presented the Citizens’
Curriculum model to the inaugural meeting
in Copenhagen in February 2017, attended
by EAEA, the Danish Association for the
Education of Adults, the Slovenian Institute of
Adult Education and the Greek partner Dafni
Kek. We also contributed to discussions on
adult basic skills at the European Basic Skills
Network Conference, held in Luxembourg in
June 2017.

European Agenda for Adult Learning (2015-17)
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The Inclusion Challenge
‘We are not alone in facing these challenges. But the Brexit vote has made the stakes
for Britain especially high. If we cannot deliver a more inclusive vision of prosperity,
there is a real risk that the country will become more divided outside the EU than it ever
was within it.’
Stephanie Flanders

THE VALE PARENT
AND CHILD
HOMEWORK AND
SUPPORT CLUB,
WALES
Founded by volunteers in
2012 to support children with
multiple physical and learning
difficulties, this club has grown
from two children to over a
hundred and expanded support
to families and young adults by
offering courses such as English,
Maths, craft confidence, stress
management, counselling,
customer service, first aid, fire
safety, food hygiene, ICT and
money management.

The challenge in the UK
As we saw in the previous section,
engagement in active learning through the
Citizens’ Curriculum can address some of the
factors driving social exclusion. However, our
annual survey of 5,000 UK adults (aged 17+)
found in 2015 that:

Almost

of the UK population do not currently
take part in any form of learning.

Developing further partnerships
with Cardiff Metropolitan
University and the Open
University has resulted in 17
people currently completing
degree courses including Law,
Psychology and Maths.
The project has no significant
funding and depends solely on
partnerships and the volunteers
who work tirelessly, striving to
make learning fun for everyone
involved. It has benefited so
many individuals and families
within the local community who
would never have considered
further education or training
previously.

80%

60%
30%

Almost

have not done so in the past three years.

Over

have not done so since leaving
full-time education.

The overall level of participation has not
varied significantly since these surveys
began in 1996, but a breakdown of these
figures by social class, age, employment
status, prior learning and other factors
reveals a highly uneven distribution of
engagement across society.

q Where current or recent learning activity
is seen in over 50% of AB and C1 socio-
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economic classes, with just 20% showing
no learning, the graph is almost reversed
for the lowest DE classes.
q As might be expected, learning
participation declines steeply with age,
especially at age 25 (67% to 46%) and
again at age 55 (44% to 31%).
q Around 50% of full or part-time employed
people show recent learning activity,
compared to 35% of unemployed.
Engagement within the employment
sector is also uneven, with professional
versus elementary occupations
participating at a rate of 2 to 1. Since 2014,
engagement has dropped among skilled
trades from 43% to 33% and risen among
managers and senior officials from 41% to
50%.
q Prior learning is a strong predictor of
current learning. Over half those who left
full-time education at age 21 are learning,
compared to just 26% of those who left at
age 16.
In England, the equalities impact assessment
for the Post-16 Skills Plan (2016) pointed
out that the factors influencing educational
attainment among certain ethnic groups are
complex and may include socio-economic
factors, parental education and aspirations,
low expectations, poor attendance,
perceived prejudice and higher levels
of school exclusions. There is a specific
target aimed at increasing the proportion
of apprentices who are from Black Asian
and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds
– specifically, to increase the proportion of
BAME apprentices by 20% to 11.9% of total
starts by 2020.6

DfE & DBIS, 2016 Technical education reform: assessment of equalities impacts
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‘The overall impact
is akin to skimming a
pebble across a pond
– initially, it might only
come into contact
with a small area, but
as the ripples radiate
outwards, its effects
will be felt across
the pond.’
Unblocking Potential,
Ulster University, N Ireland

UNBLOCKING
POTENTIAL: ULSTER
UNIVERSITY
Recognising that one of
the most difficult barriers to
learning is actually entering an
educational establishment, we
took this programme out to the
communities. Local community
groups hosted the programme,
helped recruit participants and
with University funding provided
support including crèche
facilities.
Participants were supported
through collective learning
and peer-study groups, and
attended a session at the
university campus to meet tutors
and overcome personal barriers
to educational institutions.
Of the 15 participants who
completed parts 1 and 2 of
this programme last year, 11
embarked upon a part-time
degree at Ulster University in
2016. Several participants also
reported that the programme
gave them the confidence to
apply for and obtain jobs.
An unanticipated outcome
has been the contribution
to building relations across
segregated communities, thus
positively impacting upon the
[government] policy - Together
Building a United Community.
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Reports by the European Commission show
that participation depends on the degree of
government investment in learning, yet this
has declined across all four areas of the UK,
especially in the area of part-time provision.
As we found in our work on impact,
educational attainment shows a strong
positive correlation with employment, pay,
health and longevity, and participation in
voting, volunteering and community life.
A paradox therefore exists: an activity which
promotes positive wellbeing, employment
and inclusion is becoming less available to
those who would most benefit. Why is this?
While cutbacks in government expenditure
post-2008 are one explanation, a second lies
in the focus by government and employers
on Level 3+ qualifications which lead to the
greatest productivity gains. With an oversupply of applicants for Level 2 jobs, there is
no financial incentive to train at or below this
level. People with low or no qualifications are
thus caught in an education trap.

Progress on policy
In June 2016 the European Commission
adopted the new Skills Agenda for Europe,
which comprises a 10-point programme
aimed at improving the quality, relevance
and accessibility of training. One element
of this programme, Upskilling Pathways,
targets low-skilled adults by offering diverse
upskilling routes as self-defined in an initial
skills audit. An alternative to traditional onesize-fits-all models, the initiative is conceived
as a flexible response to differing needs
according to age, employment status, prior
learning, gender, health, and basic skill level.7
The 2017 evaluation report into the Phase
2 Citizens’ Curriculum pilots found that
learners experienced positive outcomes
including making new friends (41%) and
joining a community group (13%), and many

7
8
9

providers reported positive changes in
behaviour and social attitudes as unexpected
outcomes.8
Scotland’s Economic and Labour Market
Strategy recognises the need for inclusive
economic growth, an engaged workforce
and equality of opportunity. To this end
the Scottish government in 2017 invested
£10m in a Flexible Workforce Development
Fund, designed to ‘provide employers with
flexible workforce development training
opportunities to support inclusive economic
growth through up-skilling or re-skilling of
employees.’9
In England, the government’s Social Mobility
Action Plan (2017) includes working with
employers so that adults have a chance to
upskill and retrain throughout their careers.
The Inclusive Growth Commission was
established in 2016 as an independent
inquiry designed to understand and identify
practical ways to make local economies
across the UK more economically inclusive
and prosperous. It was based on ‘a global
consensus … that inequality not only has a
social cost, but that it also hampers longterm economic performance and the
productive potential of people and places.’
In 2017, the Commission proposed four
key sets of recommendations for putting
inclusive growth at the heart of public policy
and finance, built around place-based
approaches that had lifelong learning at
their heart, with a commitment to human
capital development from ‘cradle to grave.’
Establishing the principle of inclusive
economic growth within the context of
devolved regional policy requires a strategic
commitment to developing basic skills
alongside higher-level skills. This is regarded
as essential given the uncertainty over future
labour market mobility as the UK prepares to
exit the EU.

European Commission. 2016. Upskilling Pathways: new opportunities for adults.
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1224&langId=en
Robey, C and Friel, S, 2017, Citizens’ Curriculum Follow Up Evaluation Report
http://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Citizens-Curriculum-Eval-Report-FINAL.pdf
Scottish Funding Council, 2017. Flexible Workforce Development Fund 2018-18. http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/		
announcements_sfcan132017/SFCAN132017-flexible-workforce-development-fund-2017-18.pdf
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‘We’ve become
positive role
models within our
community. The
project has brought
us together, many of
us were experiencing
social isolation and
depression. We are
now a family that
looks after each other
and we continue
to encourage new
members so that they
can benefit too’.
3Gs Men’s Project, North
Merthyr Tydfil Communities
First, Wales

Beyond the case for economic inclusion, the
high-profile Casey Review (2016)10 highlighted
the link between integration and learning
English based, in part, on surveys of the
UK population. The review stressed that
‘ensuring everyone is able to speak English
enjoys strong public support.’ Based on the
attitude surveys undertaken as part of its
evidence gathering, it concluded that ‘lack of
English skills presents a clear barrier to social
and economic mobility’ and therefore:
There is an impact on community cohesion
and integration: 95% of people living in this

country think that to be considered ‘truly
British’ you must be able to speak English
(up from 86% in 2003) and 87% of people
with English as their main language felt
they belonged strongly to Britain compared
to 79% of people without.11
This is a contested view among those
practitioners who work with second
language learners, particularly in the field
of participatory ESOL. Part of the role
of educators is to empower learners to
challenge the views of others such as those
cited in the Casey Review.

AIRDRIE ADULT LEARNERS’ FORUM, SCOTLAND
AALF was established to develop networks and partnerships to identify and address gaps in local adult
learning provision. Many members needed to develop confidence and self-efficacy, whilst improving
their English, literacy and ICT skills. The training programmes addressed these issues with courses
in communications, group dynamics, dealing with difficult people, design/delivery of adult learning,
and recording and measuring impact. Impact evaluations evidenced an increase in confidence and
self-esteem. Members have progressed onto other volunteering, employment or education, and one
has gone to University. Members also went on to establish a Men’s Group, a Syrian Integration Project,
a Mental Health Engagement Programme, and an Intergenerational project with the 16+ Hub, a Young
Parents’ Project, Walking Groups and a Needlecraft Group.

‘I feel so much better
and my children feel
so much better! I
would tell anyone else
they should give it a
go.’
Participant, Knowing Me,
Abingdon & Witney College,
England

Werner Mauch, UNESCO Institute
for Lifelong Learning, speaking at
Setting the Agenda conference,
London, October 2017
10 Department for Communities and Local Government. (2016). The Casey Review. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/		
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/575973/The_Casey_Review_Report.pdf [Accessed: 9 		
October 2017]
11 Casey, L. 2016 The Casey Review A review into opportunity and integration, London, Department for Communities and 		
Local Government
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The Digital Challenge
‘When I first heard about the … course, I thought no way. I don’t like computers, and they
don’t like me. But it was the best thing I’ve ever done.’
Participant, Supporting Communities, Northern Ireland

The challenge in the UK
The digital landscape continues to evolve
rapidly as a driver for regional growth
and productivity. From mobile phones
to government departments, society is
becoming digital by default. It is estimated
that 90% of all jobs now or soon will
require some level of digital skills, and that
72% of employers will not interview job
applicants without those skills. The pace of
development suggests that 10 million lowskill jobs will be redundant within the next 20
years while 65% of children entering primary
school today will work in job roles that have
not yet been invented.12

The divide also reflects differential growth
and productivity rates within the UK. In
Wales 38% of people lack basic digital
skills, in Scotland that figure is 19%, in
London 16%.13 The cost of digital exclusion
is largely borne by the most socially and
economically disadvantaged. 80% of those
with low levels of education also lack digital
skills and are less able to participate in
society, support their families, support their
children’s school work, save money through
online transactions, communicate, retrieve
information, access learning resources or
use self-help groups.

WITHIN THIS DYNAMIC CONTEXT THE DIVIDE BETWEEN THE DIGITAL
HAVES AND HAVE-NOTS IS GROWING
This is almost a quarter (23%)
of the adult UK population, and
of these nearly half (46%) have
never used the internet.

23%
12.6 million
In the UK approximately 12.6
million adults lack basic digital
skills, an increase of 2 million
since our 2015 report.

46%

This exclusion centres
around four factors: lack of
access, lack of skills, lack of
motivation and lack of trust.
Disproportionately affected are
the post-75 age group (63%),
the disabled (46%) and those
without qualifications (60%).

12 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmsctech/270/27004.htm
13 Learning and Work Institute. (2017). Action to Tackle Britain’s Digital Divide. Available at: http://www.learningandwork.		
org.uk/2017/03/01/action-tackle-britains-digital-skills-divide
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DIGITAL INCLUSION:
SUPPORTING
COMMUNITIES,
NORTHERN IRELAND
Supporting Communities has
been an OCN NI recognised
centre for 10 years, and Digital
Inclusion continues to be a
growing area of work with the
delivery of several accredited
courses, specifically Level 1 & 2
in Computer Essentials.
The training is delivered by
Supporting Communities as
part of their Digital Champion
Initiative. This programme
enhances the Go ON NI
programme working in
partnership with the NI Direct
Digital Inclusion Unit. The
aim of the programme is to
encourage a self-help approach
to community development
by providing free support,
advice, information and
training to individuals across
Northern Ireland. The training
is accredited by OCN NI, one
of Northern Ireland’s leading
awarding bodies.
To date 700 learners have
gained certificates through this
programme.

The cost to the UK in lost GDP is estimated
at £63 billion per year.14 The government’s UK
Digital Strategy,15 published in March 2017,
put a reduction in the digital divide among
its core aims, while projections show that for
every pound the UK invests, it can expect a
return of £10 in overall savings.16
The digital divide is multifaceted, therefore a
comprehensive strategy for tackling it must
also be multifaceted, and L&W addresses
this through a number of programmes
targeting older people, those with low
numeracy skills, and learning within the family.

Progress on policy
Despite widespread recognition of the
importance of digital competences across
the UK, the inclusion of digital skills as a ‘skill
for life’ is the exception rather than the rule.
But wherever they are placed, digital skills
are seen as a major issue across the whole
of the UK.
The House of Lords Digital Skills Committee
Report Make or Break: The UK’s Digital
Future made recommendations on the
use of technology in prisons which were
included in Unlocking Potential: the Coates
Review of Prison Education. We contributed
to the research into online and blended
learning by the Further Education Learning

Technology Action Group (FELTAG) and
provided the report to the Skills Funding
Agency on actions arising from the FELTAG
recommendations.

Supporting adult educators
to use technology with
under-represented adults
The activity aimed to identify relevant
existing research and effective practice
in order to design and develop an online
CPD course for adult educators. Working
with representatives of adult education
bodies across the four nations we designed
and delivered a series of webinars on the
European platform AEPro.
A total of six units were developed. After an
optional registration session on the platform,
there were units on:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Digital skills
Learning approaches
Virtual learning
Communication and collaboration
Mobile learning
Future and emerging technologies

NOVEMBER 2015 OCTOBER 2016

NOVEMBER 2016 JANUARY 2017

FEBRUARY APRIL 2017

MAY JULY 2017

AUGUST OCTOBER 2017

q Codesign of online

q Learning and

q Course home

q Digital skills

q Units 3-6

course with adult
educators in the
4 UK nations

q Development of
AE Pro Course
materials

q UK partner

meeting:
research analysis

q UK partner
meeting

Work Institute/
Joseph Rowntree
Foundation
Digital Skills
Policy Event

q National Advisory
Group on Peer
Volunteers and
Learning in
Communities

page developed
and published

q Digital skills

conltation session
with VCSE
forum

q Unit 1 published
online

q Supporting
webinar
broadcast

presentation
and course
consultation at
National LEAFEA

q Unit 2 published
online

published online
with webinars

q Open Badges

(qualifications)
awarded

q Setting the

Agenda,
summative
conference,
London

14 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmsctech/270/270.pdf
15 Gov.UK. (2017). UK Digital Strategy. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-digital-strategy]
16 Tinder Foundation and GoON.UK, The economic impact of basic digital skills and inclusion in the UK (November 2015)
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SWITCH ONTO
EMPLOYMENT (SOE):
START360, NORTHERN
IRELAND
Funded by the Department
for the Economy through
the European Social Fund,
SOE addresses the literacy
and numeracy needs of
16-24-year-old people who are
not in employment, education
or training. Switch onto
Employment is an intensive 26week programme designed to
help young people achieve their
Essential Skills in English and/
or Maths. They will work towards
gaining L1 OCN qualifications in
ICT, Employability and Personal
Development, and also gain
valuable experiences, develop
new employability skills and
establish and achieve personal
goals.
Every year, a group of Start360
young people attends an Arvon
creative writing residential
at one of their properties in
England – a brilliant opportunity
which is funded by the McGrath
Charitable Trust.

NOVEMBER 2015 JANUARY 2016

The Employability
Challenge
‘... it’s helped me gain more knowledge about the working environment and I think that a
lot of the answers will help myself and others when it comes to finding a job.’
Participant, Drive Forward

The challenge in the UK
Despite a record UK employment rate,
many people are still living in poverty due
to unemployment or underemployment
through zero-hour contracts and the socalled ‘gig economy’. Real wages have fallen
to 2002 levels and are not expected to
recover to pre-recession levels until 2020. 4.5
million people are on unemployment benefit
or else rely on a patchwork of back-to-work
and in-work benefit payments. 5 million
people in work are paid below the Living
Wage, one million more than the OECD
average.
Poverty is a trap which can be hard to escape
from. Three out of four low-paid workers are
still likely to be in low-paid work ten years
later. For the young or the disabled access
to employment can be even more restrictive.
Unemployment is 33% higher among
disabled people than non-disabled, a gap
which has not narrowed in two decades.

The youth unemployment rate at September
2017 was 11.9% in contrast to 4.3% for the
general working age population. 538,000
young people aged 16-24 were unemployed
at the close of 2017.17 One in ten young
people spend at least 12 months not in
employment, education or training.
The employability challenge for young
adults in the UK is further complicated by the
changing structure of the economy. There
are fewer entry-level jobs, which makes it
difficult for many young people to take their
first steps onto the careers ladder. Employers
report that the young people they recruit
lack experience. Two-thirds of employers
look for work experience in job applicants.18
A range of research papers have found
a strong link between a young person’s
level of education and their likelihood of
experiencing unemployment. For example,
in 2015, the UK Government published
‘Empirical research on youth transitions
to, and within, the labour market’. This

FEBRUARY APRIL 2016

MAY JULY 2016

AUGUST OCTOBER 2016

q Planning and

q Leicestershire, WE Care

q Briefing sessions:

q Turnaround to Work

q What Employers

commissioning stage

Network
meeting

q AE Pro webinar

Care Free / Sheffield
Want: Improving
Young People’s
Employability. Wales
into Work Convention

q Briefing session for
Communities First

17 http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05871
18 The UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES). 2015. Catch 16-24
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ADMIRAL GROUP PLC,
WALES
In 2015, Admiral Academy
trained nearly 6,000 employees
on courses and workshops.
Admiral Academy is an
approved Institute of Leadership
and Management Centre.
Since its accreditation, more
than 800 staff have gained ILM
qualifications.
Learners from across the
business have the opportunity
to study towards an in-house
post-graduate qualification,
accredited by the University of
South Wales.
Admiral Academy also boasts
400 courses through its
eLearning platform, iLearn.
In 2015, there were 52,683
completions, ranging from
Essential Maths and English,
to Body Language and Time
Management.
Admiral Academy will fund the
purchase of any book, eBook or
DVD if it helps employees with
their career development. Last
year alone, more than 2,500
were ordered.

research found that young people who
had extended their education, rather than
entering work immediately after compulsory
education, were less likely to be affected by
unemployment, and made successful and
sustainable transitions into the workplace in
their mid-20s.

Progress on policy
There have been a range of policy responses
across the UK. The flagship programme
focusses on Apprenticeships, which are
full-time paid jobs which incorporate on- and
off-the-job training. Besides gaining valuable
work experience, a successful apprentice will
receive a nationally-recognised qualification
on the completion of their contract. Although
Apprenticeships are available to all over
the age of 16, there are some incentives to
recruit 16-24-year olds. Traineeships are
aimed exclusively at the 16-24 age group
and specifically at those with little work
experience and qualified below Level 3,
who could progress to an Apprenticeship
within 6 months. Apprenticeship policy
works slightly differently across the devolved
administrations.
There have also been a range of measures
aimed at low-qualified young adults such as
the Youth Contract in England (until March
2016), Youth Works in Northern Ireland (until
December 2013), Youth Employment Fund
in Scotland (until June 2015), and the Youth
Engagement and Progression Framework in
Wales (until 2015).

As UK National Coordinator for the European
Agenda for Adult Learning, L&W has been
delivering a programme of work on behalf
of the Department of Business, Innovation
and Skills, the Department for Education,
and the European Commission. A paper was
produced in September 2016 containing
the results of desk research into the
employability of young people and aimed at
identifying the scale of youth unemployment,
national policy responses, and existing
programmes and initiatives.19 These findings
were used to support young people to carry
out their own research as part of our What
Employers Want (WEW) programme.
We recruited four partner organisations
to pilot the 2016/17 What Employers Want
project with a total of 50 unemployed young
people. We targeted organisations working
directly with groups of young people with
little or no work experience who have been
in local authority care or who are young adult
carers, as our research shows that these two
groups are particularly disadvantaged and
face specific barriers to employment.
The partner organisations that we worked
with were:

q Barnardo’s Carefree project –
Leicestershire

q Drive Forward Foundation – London
q Sheffield Futures – Sheffield
q Communities First – Cardiff
The project involved a role-reversal with
young people in the position of interviewer
and local employers answering questions.

NOVEMBER 2016 JANUARY 2017

FEBRUARY APRIL 2017

MAY JULY 2017

AUGUST OCTOBER 2017

q Briefing session for

q Traineeship workshop

q WE Care network

q Flying Fish staff

q Talent Match local

q Meeting with iWill, Fair

Drive Forward

q Care Leaver’s Policy
Roundtable

q Youth Employment
Convention

q DFE roundtable –

Young People NEET

q National Policy Forum

for Young Adult Carers

Youth Employment UK
network

q Essex County Council

Youth Unemployment
meeting

meeting

planning meeting.
Meeting with Welsh
Government officials

q Positive Career Choices
expert reference group

meeting

Train and Prince’s Trust.

q What Employers Want
webinar

q Why Traineeships Work
national conference

q Setting the Agenda,

summative conference,
London

19 http://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/3.6-Desk-research-report-Scoping-WEW-		
NA-221117-1.pdf
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OCEANS PROJECT:
SOUTHERN REGIONAL
COLLEGE, NORTHERN
IRELAND
Aimed at residents in deprived
areas of the southern region, the
OCEANS programme offered
training for new recruits to the
Offshore Oil, Gas and renewal
energy industries. After an
essential skills programme,
residents undertook the BOSIET
course, a 3-day residential
offshore course. This provided
a basic knowledge of safety
and emergency response
procedures for working in
offshore environments.
To assist and support residents
the college provided, at no
charge, a mentor, transport,
accommodation and catering.
Essential skills classes were
held in local venues and at times
suiting residents.
The project increased the
knowledge, qualifications,
skills and employability of local
residents, and built confidence,
developed social networks and
reduced feelings of isolation.
Since 2014, 64 residents have
achieved BOSIET / MIST
licenses and 21 residents
secured employment.

What Employers Want website

What Employers Want
‘It was good being
the person asking the
questions – I don’t feel
as scared of the idea
of interviews as much.’
Participant, Carefree, England
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Key aims were:

q empowering young people to do their

own research and interviewing, and
demystifying the job interview process
q allowing participants to identify for
themselves the skills and attributes that
employers value
q inviting local employers to talk frankly
about their own recruitment priorities, and
to discover for themselves what young
people can do
q providing an off-the-shelf tool which
community practitioners can use to
support service users
L&W trained and briefed staff and young
people from each of the four delivery
partners, and provided them with a Project
In A Box toolkit which included initial and
concluding feedback questionnaires and
a list of template interview questions. The
partners commenced their research in
autumn 2016 and completed their activities
in spring 2017.
Preparatory meetings with young people
and project leads established the timescale
of the project and created a list of local

employers whom the young people
identified as of special interest or relevance
to them. Interviews were arranged with
employers in their own workplaces and
conducted by the young people, either
alone or in pairs, after which they compared
notes in order to produce reports and
presentations. These findings were then
used in project case studies and formed the
basis of creative ideas by the young people
themselves for dissemination in the form of
posters, handbooks and YouTube videos.
The findings and outcomes were also
reviewed and discussed at a wide range of
events and roundtables. Responses were
generally very positive from the young
participants, from project leads and also
from employers.
Several young interviewers across the
projects were themselves offered work
experience or apprenticeship interviews
by the employers, and one was selected to
meet a government minister and afterwards
gained a job.

European Agenda for Adult Learning (2015-17)
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The Impact Challenge
‘Education has been the vehicle for transforming my life and who I am today.’
Scott Jenkinson
4:28 Training

Setting the Agenda conference,
courtesy of EPALE UK c and
Chouette Films

The challenge in the UK
The UK does not have a single adult learning
system. Although there is a common
overarching objective of increasing skill
levels to support a high level of employment
and in-work progression, policy approaches
diverge, especially in the broader devolution
context that includes adult learning
provision and funding. Regardless of existing
differences, one common characteristic of
adult learning policy in England, Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland has been the
high frequency of reforms. In light of the
challenges posed by the UK’s exit from the
EU, the past year has seen an increased
focus on creating learning pathways from
low-skilled to high-skilled jobs. There is
also an increased recognition that investing
in skills without considering the broader
economic and business context is unlikely to
produce the desired outcomes.

The final report of the UK Government’s
Foresight study into the future of lifelong
learning and skills showed wide variations
in UK economic performance. One of
the reasons for this is the ‘asymmetric
distribution of skills across the country’ (page
6). Furthermore:

q Skill needs are influenced by regional

and sectoral dynamics including the
emergence of new occupations and the
decline of old ones (page 10)
q Skills and education are highlighted as the
most important determinant of variations
in regional productivity (page 12)
q Regional disparities in economic
performance in the UK have persisted for
many years

23

Since 2015, as part of our work for the
European Agenda for Adult Learning, L&W
and its partners across the UK have been
researching and discussing the impact of
adult learning. We have done this through
the Impact Forums established in 2014 which
meet in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland,
and Wales every quarter. For these meetings
we commissioned stimulus papers that
reviewed evidence of the impact of adult
learning under three broad themes: health20,
work21, and communities22.

commission
stimulus
paper

final report
published

peer
reviewed

draft
sumamitive
report
discussed at
conference

These blanket terms were used to address
the wide range of terminology that is used
across the devolved administrations of the
UK. Part-way through the process, in late
2016, we were delighted to see that the
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning had
used the same three areas in its Third Global
Report on Adult Learning and Education.
What’s more, this report highlighted that
the benefits to our health and well-being,
our work and employment prospects, and
our role in civic, social and community all
overlapped.

discussed
with impact
forum

revised with
examples
from
forums

During 2016 and 2017, each of the UK
Administrations has held a series of Impact

NOVEMBER 2015 JANUARY 2016

FEBRUARY APRIL 2016

MAY JULY 2016

AUGUST OCTOBER 2016

q European Basic Skills

q Wales Impact Forum

q England Impact Forum

q Scotland Impact

Challenges, Aveiro,
Portugal

meeting on health
theme
q Northern Ireland
Introductory Meeting on
research process

q England Introductory

Meeting on research
process and the OECD
country report on
England Building Skills
for All

q England Impact Forum

meeting on Workplace
learning and Wellbeing,
and stimulus paper on
work theme

meeting on Communities
theme.
q Scotland Introductory
conference

q England Seminar on

Work-based Basic
Skills / follow up to the
OECD country report on
England Building Skills
for All.

q England Impact Forum

meeting on health theme.

q Northern Ireland Impact

Forum meeting on Health
theme.

q Scotland Impact Forum

meeting on health theme.

q Northern Ireland Impact
Forum response to NI
Assembly consultation
on Programme for
Government

20
21
22
23

24

Forum meeting on
work theme
q Northern Ireland
Impact Forum
meeting on work
theme.

q England Seminar on

Citizens’ Curriculum;
What Employers
Want – employability

q England Impact

Forum meeting on
work theme

q Wales Impact Forum
meeting on work
theme.

q Scotland Impact

Forum meeting
with focus on
communities theme

James, K. (2016). The Impact of Adult Learning on Health
Mansour, J. (2017) The Impact of Adult Learning on Work
Eldred, J. and Ravenhall, M. (2017) The Impact of Adult Learning on Communities
Learning and Work Institute (2017) Healthy, Wealthy and Wise: the impact of adult learning across the UK
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Forums on our research themes, with
researchers, policy-makers, practitioners
and agencies invited from the public,
private and voluntary sectors. The forums
provided opportunities to reflect on research
papers, share local/regional research and
relevant examples of practice, and discuss
what impact was evident and how this was
identified. During this process, not only
were interesting and valuable activities and
developments shared but key challenges
were also identified.
In Wales, the Connected Communities
Conference was addressed by the Minister
for Lifelong Learning and the Welsh
Language. There were presentations from
England, Scotland and the Republic of
Ireland’s National Coordinator
Interim findings were presented to the
All-Party Parliamentary Group on Adult
Education in the UK Parliament building in
September 2017. A draft version of Healthy,
Wealthy and Wise: the impact of adult
learning across the UK was discussed at the
summative conference and subsequently
revised23.

MEMBERSHIP OF IMPACT FORUMS IN 2015 / 17
England: Department for Business Innovation and Skills / Department
for Education, universities, colleges, local authority adult learning
services, housing associations, WEA, institutes for adults learning, What
Works Wellbeing Centre, National Union of Students, National Careers
Service, voluntary sector providers, National Support Service for EPALE,
and National Agency for Erasmus+
Northern Ireland: Department for the Economy, Ulster University,
NICVA, WRDA, Action Mental Health, NOW Project, Department of
Communities, CDHN, COPNI, Extern, Big Lottery, NEETS Forum, CRAIC
NI, ICTU.
Scotland: Scottish Libraries Information Council, Scottish Wider Access
Programme. Skills Development Scotland, Scottish Local Authorities,
Education Scotland, NHS Health Scotland, Museums Galleries Scotland,
SLIC, SWAP, Open University, Stirling, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Dundee
University, Federation of Small Business, Scottish Government, National
Voluntary Organisations, National Adult Learners’ Forum
Wales: Representatives from a range of organisations in the post-16
sector, including from Adult and Community Learning, FE, HE and Work
Based Learning. Alongside these other organisations and individuals
attended meetings where they had a particular interest. This included
individual Health Boards, academics, the voluntary sector, and business
organisations.”

NOVEMBER 2016 JANUARY 2017

FEBRUARY APRIL 2017

MAY JULY 2017

AUGUST OCTOBER 2017

q Wales: Connected

q Northern Ireland Impact

q Wales Impact Forum:

q Northern Ireland Impact

q Northern Ireland Impact

q Scotland Impact Forum

Communities
Conference

Forum on communities
theme

q England Impact Forum
meeting on health
research and UNESCO
GRALE III

q Scotland Impact Forum:
raising attainment in
literacy and numeracy

Forum on communities
theme
on health theme

What Works Wellbeing
(UEA): Work and
Wellbeing; Office
of Older People’s
Commissioner: Ageing
Well
q Northern Ireland Impact
Forum on collaborative
practice and teacher
educations to support
transforming lives and
communities

Forum Meeting on
communities theme
and issues of impact
measurement

q All-Party Parliamentary

Group on Adult Education
in the UK Parliament

q Northern Ireland Impact
Forum conference on
looking forward with
adult learning

q Wales Impact Forum:

Unleashing Healthy
Communities: Well North
(England); Task Force for
the Valleys; Community
Learning Hubs and
Social Prescribing

23 Learning and Work Institute (2017) Healthy, Wealthy and Wise: the impact of adult learning across the UK
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Reach and Engagement
‘Adults can be forgotten about within

Launch April 2015

all the agendas about young people’s
education… To fully engage society in a…

Welsh Governmnet
Employability Strategy

wealthy endeavour you need to
engage adults’ –
Jackie Howie, Learning Link
Scotland Setting the Agenda
Conference, October 2017

Policy Solutions publications
coverage in Guardian / Observer
and prompted changes to
apprenticeship funding
Work and Pensions

Approach
Building on our work from 2014/15 we have
continued to form and maintain partnerships
among providers and practitioners within
the UK and across the European Union
and disseminate this work through live and
web events and seminars, blogs, reports,
parliamentary meetings, presentations and
conferences.
Key to the 2016/17 programme of work
was our continued use of Impact Forums
comprising researchers, practitioners and
policy makers in the four administrations
of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. Evidence-based research, case
studies and examples of best practice were
shared within and across these four Forums.
In addition, the Northern Ireland Forum in
pursuance of a ‘soft-border policy’ with
the Irish Republic established reciprocal
representation on the IE Project Advisory
Group via Ireland’s national coordinator.
To ensure continuity between meetings
and for those unable to attend in person a
Community of Practice was set up in 2016/17
for each Impact Forum via the Electronic
Platform for Adult Learning in Europe
(EPALE).

Business Innovation
and Skills
Health
London Assembly

Fringe events at annual
Party Conferences
Evidence to
Parliamentary
committees

Public Bill Committee
All-Party Parliamentry
Group 2017

550 pieces
FE Week, TES, BBC, Independent,
Guardian, Daily Mirror
238,000 unique web page views

2015-17

82% increase in social media activity
50% increase to 4,500 Twitter feeds a day
Youtube channel 27,000 views

Partner with OU, WEA, NOCN, Local
Enterprise Partnerships, CityLit,
100 guests at Parliamentary
Reception with new Skills Minister

2016

Coverage in Daily Express, Sun &
BBC Radio
#lovetolearn earned 14m
impressions

Received by all UK MPs
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Partner with EPALE

EPALE

EAEA
108 people

Setting the Agenda
conference 4-5/10/17

UNESCO
National Coordinators

11 countries
1.7m via social media

National Coordinators, Brussels

UK Meetings
Europe-wide
meetings

EAEA

L&W is a board member
and Vice President

EBSN

L&W Board Member and Chair
Working Groups on Adult
Learning / Peer
Learning / Workplace Basis Skills

ET2020

What Employers Want
Citizens’ Curriculum

REACH &
ENGAGEMENT

Northern Ireland
Scotland

Media
Coverage

Wales

Impact Forums

England
Communities of
Practice (EPALE)
30 meetings
AONTAS

Impact Forums
L&W

Festival of
Learning / Adult
Learners’ Week

UK Reference
Group meetings

Reseach leads
National Agency,
Erasmus +
EPALE

L&W Impact Report

48 Presentations

over 1700 practotioners,
researchers & policy makers
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Evidence from the research papers was
presented to parliamentary committees
including Work and Pensions, Business
Innovation and Skills, the Department of
Health, the Public Bill Committee and the
London Assembly. Stephen Evans presented
preliminary findings from the UK Impact
research to the All-Party Parliamentary
Group on Adult Education at Portcullis
House in September 2017. In partnership
with FE Week, the Association of Colleges,
the Association of Employment Learning
Providers and learners themselves, we
organised fringe events at the annual
Conservative and Labour Party conferences
to discuss post-Brexit skills training and
apprenticeships.

’I believe there has
to be an intersection
between the client and
the policy-maker… and
this sort of conference
helps to do that.’

Desmond Skyers, St. Giles Trust,
Setting the Agenda, London,
October 2017

We partnered with stakeholders including
the Open University (OU), Workers’
Educational Association (WEA), the National
Open College Network (NOCN) and CityLit
College to organise Festivals of Learning
in England and Wales, and Adult Learners’
Weeks in Scotland and Northern Ireland.
As part of these festivals we met with more
than 100 guests and learners at our annual
Parliamentary Reception sponsored by Dan
Jarvis MP with the participation of the then
Skills Minister Robert Halfon MP.
L&W liaised closely with and fed back
to other National Coordinators of the
European Agenda at meetings in Brussels.
We coordinated research findings with the
European Basic Skills Network (EBSN) and
participated in working groups on Peer
Learning and Workplace Basic Skills as
part of our collaboration with the European
Training (ET 2020) programme, where we
also promoted our work on the Citizens’
Curriculum and our employability strategy
What Employers Want.

Setting the Agenda
In October 2017 in partnership with EPALE UK
National Support Service we organised our
summative Setting the Agenda conference
which brought together 108 people from 11
countries, including representatives from
regional councils, Impact Forums, UNESCO,
WEA, Warwick University and National
Coordinators of the EAAL. The agenda began
with keynote evidence from UNESCO’s
Third Global Report on Adult Learning and
Education, and continued with workshops on
health, communities, work, and integrated
area-based approaches.
This was followed by feedback from
Impact Forums and further workshops on
recommendations towards an effective
lifelong learning strategy for the UK. The
draft summative report was discussed and
revised during the conference and published
in final form as Healthy, Wealthy and Wise:
the impact of adult learning across the UK.

Other Events
We participated in a total of 48 presentations
to over 1700 practitioners, researchers and
policy makers. These included:

q The Raymond Williams Memorial

q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
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Lectures, given by Sir Michael Marmot
(The Health Gap, 2015; The Status
Syndrome, 2004, 2015) and actor
Michael Sheen.
Employability and Skills Conventions in
England, Wales and Scotland
Festivals of Learning in England
and Wales
Adult Learners’ Week in Scotland
European Vocations Skills Week
Scottish Adult Learning Partnership
Conference
Transnational events in Portugal, Slovenia,
Ireland and Slovakia
National Coordinator meetings in Brussels
ET 2020 Working Group meetings on Adult
Learning, Peer Learning and Workplace
Basic Skills
The launch of IE EAAL in Dublin
The joint EAAL/EBSN conference in
Luxembourg
UCL Institute of Education prison
education conference

European Agenda for Adult Learning (2015-17)

Media Coverage

Influencing Policy

In the 2015/17 programme period we
secured:

We presented updates and evidence to:

q 550 appearances in UK national and

q
q
q
q

q
q
q

regional newspapers, including the
Guardian, Observer, TES, FE Week,
Independent, BBC, Daily Mirror, Daily
Express and The Sun
238,000 unique page views on our website
An 82% increase in social media activity,
reaching 1.7 million accounts
A 50% increase to 4,500 Twitter feeds a day
240,000 Twitter accounts reached
via #EULearning with over 105,000
impressions (the number of followers
who could receive a tweet)
900,000 accounts reached via the
Thunderclap campaign with over two
million impressions
14 million impressions via the Festival
of Learning #lovetolearn campaign
27,000 views on our YouTube channel,
with a 48% increase in video shares

q The Work and Pensions Committee on
q
q
q

q
q
q
q
q

the future of Jobcentre Plus and ways to
reduce the 33% disability employment gap
Business, Innovation and Skills on FE
maintenance loans
The Department of Health on their
carers’ strategy
The London Assembly on the implications
of Brexit for adult learning and on the
new Institute of Apprenticeships and
Technical Education
The Public Bill Committee on financial
support for apprenticeships
EAAL National Coordinator meetings
in Brussels
ET 2020 Working Groups
The European Basic Skills Network
Board Member and Chair
The European Association for the
Education of Adults (board member and
Vice President)

#EUlearning

2015-2016
100,000 accounts
reached and

Established in 2013 by
@LearnWorkUK

10,000

70,000

individual
impressions
or interactions

unique followers in
over 30 countries

2016-17 programme
140,000

accounts reached

140,000

individual impressions
or interactions
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Looking forward
Our plans for 2018-20 and
how to get involved
The focus of the UK programme of work
is on developing the basic skills of lower
qualified adults. More needs to be done in
relation to the ‘provision of second-chance
opportunities and the acquisition of basic
skills (defined as literacy and numeracy and
digital skills) for low-skilled adults, migrants,
early school leavers and young people not
in education, employment or training, as
outlined in the OECD Survey of Adult Skills
(2013) and Building Skills for All (2016).
Further policy development has
resulted in the adoption of the Council
Recommendation Upskilling Pathways: New
opportunities for Adults (2016). Member
States have agreed to offer adults with low
levels of skills, knowledge and competence,
access to upskilling pathways tailored to
their individual needs in order to gain:

q a minimum level of literacy, numeracy and
digital competence

q qualifications at EQF level 3 or 4 (i.e. our L2
and L3)

In designing this programme in support of
these drivers, we have:

q taken into account the UK national context
of devolved skills policy
q attempted to ensure the coherence &
effectiveness of all policies affecting
adult learning, engaging a wide range of
partners across the UK
q built evidence-based approaches into our
work-packages
q aimed to complement and not duplicate
existing programmes in the UK
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To this end, we designed a programme
around an ‘Inclusive Learning Pathways’
approach.
Our broad objectives are to achieve:

q Greater coherence in policy development

and implementation in an increasingly
devolved decision-making context
q Improved adult learning provision through
evidence-based approaches in three
domains: entry pathways; progression
pathways; engagement and support.
q Increased awareness and commitment
to involvement in the EAAL and related
programmes

Our approach for 2017/19
We have decided to:

q organise the work around an inclusive

skills pathways approach that includes
four themes and seven work-packages
q improve the employer, employment
services, and stakeholder engagement
aspects of the programme
q build in enough flexibility to respond to
different devolved contexts, making use
of the Learning and Work Conventions
across the UK
For further information on the whole
programme please contact Joyce Black:
joyce.black@learningandwork.org.uk
The 2017/19 programme will consist of
seven work-packages (WPs):

European Agenda for Adult Learning (2015-17)

Coordination
WP1: Management and Dissemination

Entry Pathways
WP2: Citizens Curriculum Vocational Plug-in

WP3: Family Learning (wider outcomes)

Progression Routes
WP4: Sector Focus

WP5: Excluded Groups

Engagement and Support
WP6: Joint Practice Development

WP7: Impact Forums

Funding opportunities for
education, training and youth
organisations
Erasmus+ funding offers UK participants
the chance to study, work, volunteer, teach
and train abroad.
€170 million is available for UK-led
projects across the schools, further and
higher education, adult education and
youth sectors in 2018.
Could your organisation be one
of the beneficiaries?
Find out more at erasmusplus.org.uk

31

21 De Montfort Street
Leicester LE1 7GE
T: +44 (0)116 204 4200
E: enquiries@learningandwork.org.uk
W: www.learningandwork.org.uk
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