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1. Summary  

 

1.1. Addysg Oedolion Cymru (AOC) | Adult Learning Wales (ALW), Wales' largest 

adult community learning provider, is committed to widening participation, 

promoting active citizenship and skills development. This report focuses upon 

assessing the benefits of community-based adult learning, including 

individual, societal, community and economic benefits, for those who are 

currently learning, or who have recently been adult learners (within the last 

three years), and for those “potential learners” who are not yet engaged in 

adult learning but would benefit from adult learning. The report considers: 

 

• the characteristics of current and potential learners;   

• the motivations of current and potential learners and the barriers they face; 

• the effectiveness of community-based learning in, for example, engaging 

potential learners; 

• the benefits for individuals, society and the economy of participation in 

community-based adult learning; and 

• the likely costs and benefits of widening participation in community-based 

adult learning by engaging more potential learners.  

 

1.2. In addressing these, the report draws upon a desk-based review of secondary 

data on adult participation in learning, a literature review focused upon areas 

such as learner motivations and the barriers to learning they face, the costs 

and benefits of adult learning and rich qualitative case study work with a small 

sample of learners (n=18) and potential learners (n=4). 

 

Current and potential learners in Wales  

1.3. There are clear patterns in participation in adult learning. Current (or recent) 

adult learners tend to be younger, more highly skilled and educated, 

employed and from higher socioeconomic groups than potential learners, who 

tend to be older, less highly skilled or educated, unemployed or economically 

inactive, and from lower socioeconomic groups. 
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1.4. AOC | ALW has a strong track record of engaging older learners and learners 

living in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, who tend to be under-

represented in adult learning. However, it has been more challenging for AOC 

| ALW to reach out to other groups under-represented in adult learning, 

namely those who are less highly skilled or educated and/or unemployed or 

economically inactive. This profile may indicate that, as might be expected, it 

is more difficult for AOC | ALW  to reach out and engage those facing multiple 

disadvantages, such as economically inactive older people with low or no 

skills living in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, who are among those 

least likely to participate in learning.  

 

Engaging potential learners  

1.5. Research identifies a range of situational, dispositional and institutional 

barriers that can hold back potential learners. Those facing multiple barriers 

are generally seen as the most disadvantaged (and least likely to participate 

in learning) and removing or reducing such barriers is seen as key to 

strategies to engage potential learners.  

 

1.6. Although dismantling or reducing barriers to improve access to adult learning 

is likely to be an important part of strategies to increase participation, research 

suggests it is also important to consider potential learners’ motivation and the 

reasons why they would choose to learn. The presence or absence of barriers 

is not sufficient to explain why some people are learners and others are not 

(yet). Some people face no barriers and are not learners, while some people 

facing multiple barriers are.  

 

1.7. There is no ‘silver bullet’ to widening participation but understanding the 

interplay between learners’ motivation, their capabilities and their access to 

opportunities, is important. Action to engage learners therefore needs to 

consider potential learners’:  

 

• motivation - factors such as their aspirations, personal circumstances, and 

their calculations of the likely costs and benefits of learning, self-efficacy; 



  

6 
 

• capability - factors such as their essential skills (and ability to access the 

learning offered and to progress), social and emotional skills (such as their 

self-motivation and their ability to manage emotions such as fear and 

anxiety) and their assets (such as financial and social capital); and 

• opportunities - factors such as their access to high quality community-

based adult learning at times and places that suit them, situational barriers 

such as caring responsibilities, the financial costs of learning and digital 

exclusion. 

 

All these factors individually or in combination may stop them accessing adult 

learning opportunities.  

 

1.8. Action to engage learners also needs to consider how each of these factors 

changes over the life course and how, for example, the same event, such as 

having children, can have very different impacts upon potential learners’ 

motivation, capabilities and access to opportunities, for example motivating 

some, but constraining others.   

 

The effectiveness of community-based adult learning  

1.9. Estyn (and others) identify that the community-based adult learning sector has 

important strengths and what is provided is generally good. However, there is 

a need for: 

 

• more provision in areas like ESOL and essential skills provision, which is 

vital to support economic and social integration; 

• the development of different types of provision such as additional support 

for those learners struggling to reach level 2 in order to be able progress in 

further education (FE) or work-based learning (WBL); 

• a viable funding model for the provision of non-accredited courses, which 

contribute to the learner’s well-being and can support a first step back into 

education; and  
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• a clearer strategy for the role of community-based adult learning in 

improving the employability skills of adults with poor basic skills (Estyn, 

2016).  

 

The benefits of widening participation in community-based adult 

learning  

1.10. Learning can be a joyful experience and can be transformative for both 

individuals and society. However, capturing the full range of impacts and 

therefore its value, is challenging, and  research has tended to focus upon a 

number of key domains, such as the economic, social and health benefits of 

adult learning, where outcomes are measurable (see e.g. Schuller, 2017; 

Fujiwara, 2012). In doing so, it for examples, often subsumes emotions like 

joy, wonder and pride (associated with adult learning) within “wellbeing” and 

attitudes and behaviours like active citizenship within “volunteering”, blunting 

descriptions of the transformative power of adult learning. 

 

1.11. Notwithstanding these limitations, the evidence reviewed for this study is clear 

that community-based adult learning has a key role to play in improving both 

individual’s and Wales’s: 

 

• economic well-being: by, for example, increasing people’s essential skills,  

supporting re-engagement with, and progression in, education and training 

and enabling the acquisition of vocational skills in areas like youth and 

community work, all of which help to lower levels of unemployment and 

economic inactivity, support increases in productivity and progression to 

more highly skilled and better paid work;  

• social well-being: by, for example, supporting people’s integration and 

social inclusion through the acquisition of language and essential skills, 

increases in employability and the expansion of social networks, and 

promoting active citizenship by enhancing people’s understanding of the 

issues that they and their communities face and their capability (such as 

their skills and confidence) to take action;   

• physical and mental well-being: by, for example, supporting pro-health 

attitudes and behaviours, increasing health literacy and engagement with 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Valuing%20the%20Impact%20of%20Adult%20Learning%20-%20Full_Report-4.pdf
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health services and enhancing resilience and people’s sense of purpose 

and enjoyment of life.   

 

1.12. Community-based adult learning therefore makes an important contribution to 

a number of Wales’s wellbeing goals, including a more prosperous, healthier 

and more equal Wales, with cohesive communities and a vibrant culture and 

thriving Welsh language (WG, 2015). 

 

Maximizing the benefits of widening participation in adult and 

community learning  

1.13. Both the type and magnitude of benefits of learning differs for different groups 

and understanding this is crucial to inform strategies to target and therefore 

maximise the benefits of widening participation. This study focuses upon 

maximising the total benefits across the economic, social and health domains. 

However, because the types of benefits associated with adult learning differs 

for different groups, different policy goals (e.g. reducing isolation amongst 

older people or reducing gender inequalities in later life), may suggest a case 

for targeting different groups.  

 

1.14. If we assume the benefits of learning continue throughout the life course, the 

greatest economic, social and health benefits are likely to accrue to younger 

learners (as they will experience the benefits for more years). The health 

benefits of learning are also greater for young people, given the value of early 

adoption of healthier behaviours. Moreover, as past participation in learning is 

associated with current participation in learning, what has been described as 

the “cumulative advantage” in learning throughout the life course (Schuller 

and Watson, 2009) will be greater for younger people. Therefore, there is a 

case for weighting funding for provision for younger people (Allen, 2014). 

 

1.15. In contrast, the economic benefits for older learners (those of retirement age) 

are likely to be much smaller, although the immediate (or short term) 

community benefits may be greater for this group, given typically higher levels 

of community and political engagement amongst older people. Well targeted 

provision that, for example, helps tackle loneliness and isolation may also be   

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-02/spsf-1-core-guidance.PDF
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/356063/Review4_Adult_learning_health_inequalities.pdf
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warranted to maximize the benefits of learning; for example, as Estyn identify: 

“for older people who live alone or who are more isolated in rural areas,  

leisure [non-accredited] classes” offer “valuable opportunities to socialise and 

keep minds and bodies healthy through new and challenging activities” (Estyn 

2016, p.10).   

 

1.16. The rationale for focusing upon widening participation amongst younger 

people is to maximise benefits over a lifetime. However, as life expectancy 

and people’s working lives extend, a focus upon older people may be 

warranted (Schuller, 2017). Older people may, for example, need to upskill or 

retrain to be able to stay in or re-enter the labour market, and may face 

additional barriers and discrimination. Older women in particular are 

significantly less likely to be employed than men and more likely to face age 

discrimination at a younger age (House of Commons, 2018). Adult 

community-based learning may have an important contribution to make in 

tackling this and promoting greater age diversity in the workforce.  

 

1.17. The benefits of adult learning will also tend to be greater for those starting at a 

lower “baseline”, given the principle of diminishing marginal utility (where each 

successive marginal increase of something, such as income, tends to 

generate a lower marginal gain in utility); for example: 

 

• the impact upon wellbeing of an increase in earnings of £10 makes a 

much bigger difference to someone working full time on minimum wage of 

approximately £14,500 year compared to those on the median income (for 

the UK) of around £35,000 a year; and 

• having one more friend to rely on makes a bigger difference to those with 

no one, compared to someone with many friends in their close network 

(What Works Wellbeing, 2021). 

 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/359/359.pdf
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about-wellbeing/what-affects-wellbeing/
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1.18. In order to maximise the total economic, social and health benefits of 

learning1, this therefore suggests a strong case for targeting funding upon 

three key groups:  

 

• those aged 25-54 who are unemployed, economically inactive or stuck in 

“poor work2”, with low or no qualifications; 

• those such as some asylum seekers, refugees and economic migrants3 who 

need to develop their English language skills; and 

• to a lesser degree (as the economic benefits are likely to be lower) those 

aged 55-65 who are unemployed or economically inactive or stuck in poor 

work, with low or no qualifications. 

 

1.19. However, it is important to bear in mind that, while education and skills may 

contribute to the realisation of benefits, they will often not of themselves be 

sufficient to generate these benefits; for example, participation in adult and 

community-based learning may contribute to higher earnings and levels of 

employment, which has important individual, community, social, economic and 

health benefits, but increases in earnings and levels of employment will also 

depend upon other factors such as learners’ motivation to access and 

progress in work, their capabilities, including their vocational and job search 

skills and their access to employment opportunities and employment support 

services. The benefits of an expansion of community-based adult learning is 

likely to be maximised by linking to progression opportunities in FE or WBL 

(supporting those who need additional support to reach level 2 in order to be 

able to progress) and to employability strategies and programmes  (by 

addressing skills gaps and supporting lifelong learning and skills 

development) (WG, 2019).  

 

1 The correlations and links between economic, health and social inequalities (Marmot et al, 2020; 
Pickett and Wilkinson, 2009) means that targeting groups based upon primarily economic criteria, 
such as their employment status or skills, is also likely to target groups who have higher rates of 
social exclusion and poorer health (and who therefore start at a lower ‘baseline’).  
2 Work that is poorly paid, low skilled and/or insecure) (Maetjic, 2020). This is a key target group given 
the twin challenges of in work poverty (Maetjic, 2020) and low productivity (WG, 2020a). 
3 Although the number of European economic migrants is projected to fall, this may be offset by 
migrants from other areas (Portes, 2021). 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-03/employability-plan-2.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-03/Health%20Equity%20in%20England_The%20Marmot%20Review%2010%20Years%20On_executive%20summary_web.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2020
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2020
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-12/chief-economists-report-2020.pdf
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/14425
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1.20. Similarly realising the potential health and social benefits of expanding 

participation in adult learning may require integrating widening participation 

strategies with other policy areas. For example, linking adult learning with: 

•  social prescribing may help identify and encourage those who would gain 

the greatest health benefits; 

• local opportunities to achieve change (e.g. through volunteering, 

campaigning or social entrepreneurship) could help maximise active 

citizenship (and the social benefits); 

• community focused schools, could help support family learning, helping 

upskill both children and adults, increasing the social and economic 

benefits.  

 

1.21. Linking widening access strategies to other programmes may also help 

address the risk that those who are the most disadvantaged and have the 

most to potentially gain from participation in community-based adult learning  

may struggle to realise those gains; for example, those more distant from the 

labour market may not realise the potential benefits of participation in adult  

learning, such as increased earnings, if what they gain from community-based 

learning, such as increased capability and motivation, are not sufficient to 

enable them to find or progress in work. 

 

1.22. Finally, the research is also clear that there can also be costs or “disbenefits” 

and risks for those participating in adult learning, such as a loss of confidence 

amongst learners who struggle and the breakdown of social relationships as, 

for example, learners’ make social or economic transitions that set them apart 

from their peers (Feinstein et al., 2003; Field, 2009).

https://researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/id/eprint/11847/1/The%20Contribution%20of%20Adult%20Learning.pdf
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2. Introduction 

 

2.1. As the Welsh Government’s Policy Statement on Adult Learning (WG, 2017) 

identifies, the government’s vision is “for a society which is ambitious and 

learning” and Wales’s “future prosperity and stability depends on the skills and 

values of the people of Wales.” However, too many adults are non- (or 

potential) learners and, as the Policy Statement on Adult Learning identifies, 

the unique contribution of “adult learning lies in its potential to reach 

individuals ‘close to home’, particularly those who might not otherwise engage 

in learning.” In so doing, adult learning has a key role in supporting “the 

development of skills”, improving “health and wellbeing” and “is a catalyst for 

social engagement and integration” (ibid., p.2). 

 

2.2. The importance of adult learning is forecast to increase, as the skills and 

knowledge needed to fully particate in society increase (given, for example 

economic, social and technological changes) and people live and work for 

longer (Hyde and Phillipson, 2014). Moreover, sustaining wellbeing in Wales 

will mean addressing complex challenges linked to, for example, climate 

change, poverty, health inequalities, jobs and growth (WG, 2017), all areas 

where adult learning can make a key contribution to the achievement of 

Wales’s wellbeing goals (WG, 2017).  

 

Purpose of this study  

2.3. AOC | ALW is committed to widening participation, promoting active 

citizenship and skills development. This report focuses upon “the benefits of 

community-based adult learning” including “individual benefits, social and 

community benefits, and the wider economic benefits for Wales” for both 

those who are currently learning or who have recently been adult learners 

(within the last three years) and for those “potential learners”, who are not yet 

engaged in adult learning. The full list of research questions is included in the 

appendix.  

 

  

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-08/adult-learning-in-wales.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/23660/1/gs-15-9-future-ageing-lifelong-learning-er02.pdf
https://futuregenerations.wales/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/150623-guide-to-the-fg-act-en.pdf
https://futuregenerations.wales/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/150623-guide-to-the-fg-act-en.pdf
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Structure of the report 

2.4. Following this introductory section and discussion of the approach and 

methodology (section 2) in addressing the research questions, the report 

focuses upon: 

 

• patterns of participation in lifelong learning (section 4) and the profile of AOC | 

ALW’s learners (section 5) in order to identify different groups of current and 

potential learners; 

• research to identify learners’ motivations and the barriers that current and 

potential learners face (section 6); 

• evidence of the effectiveness of community-based adult learning provision in, 

for example, reaching out to potential learners and meeting the needs of 

individual learners, the economy and society (section 7);  

• evidence of the type and size of benefits associated with participation in adult 

learning for different groups of learners (section 8); 

• modelling to estimate the size and types of benefits that could be expected if 

participation in adult learning for different groups of learners was expanded 

(section 9); and 

• the conclusions which consider how the benefits of widening participation in 

community-based adult learning provision could be maximised (section 10).  
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3. Approach and Methods 

 

Introduction  

3.1. As outlined in this section, the research approach integrates analysis of 

existing quantitative and qualitative data with rich primary qualitative research 

with learners and potential learners.  

  

Assessing participation in adult learning 

3.2. The profile of current and potential learners was identified by a primarily 

quantitative analysis of existing secondary data on participation in adult 

community-based learning, including AOC | ALW’s own data, Lifelong 

Learning Wales Record (LLWR) data and UK surveys of adult participation in 

learning.  

 

Identifying current and potential learners’ needs, aspirations and 

barriers   

3.3. The needs, aspirations and barriers  faced by current and potential learners  

were inferred by drawing upon existing research in the UK (see e.g. WEA, 

2015); Kantar Public and LWI, 2018; Pennacchia et al., 2018; Egglestone et 

al., 2018). The validity of inferences drawn from this secondary data was 

explored and tested through rich qualitative case study work with small 

samples of learners (n=18) and potential learners (n=4) which also provided 

rich illustrative examples (used in the report) of the characteristics and 

experiences of different groups of community-based adult learning learners 

and potential learners.  The sampling framework for learners is presented in 

the appendix.  

 

3.4. Narrative interviews enabled motivations and barriers to be teased out and 

explored and a timeline provided a focus for exploring: 

 

• when and why adults started, stopped and, where applicable, restarted 

learning; and  

https://www.wea.org.uk/file/89/download?token=2NIEj-Cd
https://www.wea.org.uk/file/89/download?token=2NIEj-Cd
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/742108/DfE_Decisions_of_adult_learners.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735438/Participation_in_Learning_Survey_2017.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735438/Participation_in_Learning_Survey_2017.pdf
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• the key events in their lives/biographies and the factors, such as social 

norms and goals, which influenced their decisions about learning.  

 

Evaluating adult and community learning in Wales  

3.5. An assessment of the effectiveness of community-based adult learning in 

supporting lifelong learning and of whether the range, balance and quality of 

formal and informal community-based adult learning was appropriate to meet 

the needs of stakeholders, was based upon evidence from: 

 

• the analysis of participation in community-based adult learning (discussed 

above);  

• research into current and potential learners’ needs, aspirations and barriers 

(discussed above); and  

• a review of existing secondary literature/research on the effectiveness of 

community-based adult learning in Wales, including Estyn inspection and 

thematic reports (e.g. Estyn, 2018) and reviews commissioned by the 

Welsh Government (e.g. WG, 2016) and others. 

 

Modelling the impacts of widening participation in adult and community 

learning  

3.6. Modelling the impacts of widening participation in community-based adult 

learning was based upon data from other research (discussed below) on the 

type of economic, social, civic and health outcomes associated with 

participation in community-based adult learning.  This was used to identify 

estimates of the values of, for example, economic and social outcomes 

associated with increases in participation in community-based adult learning 

for different groups.  

 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-reports/adult-community-learning-wales
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/a-review-of-adult-community-learning-in-wales.pdf
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4. Learning across the life course  

 

Introduction 

4.1. In this section we consider rates of participation in adult learning for different 

groups in society, in order to identify current and potential learners.   

 

Participation in learning by age  

4.2. As figure 4.1. illustrates, research such as Hyde and Phillipson, (2014) and 

Smith et al., (2019) consistently identifies that, after completing compulsory 

education, participation in learning decreases with age; for example, the latest 

UK Adult Participation in Learning Survey identified that:  

 

• “17-19-year-olds are the most likely to participate in learning, with a rate of 

81 per cent;  

• as age increases the participation rate drops substantially, to 65 per cent of 

20-24-year-olds and 37 per cent of 25-34-year-olds;  

• the participation rate remains relatively stable between the ages of 25-34 

and 45-54, before dropping with each subsequent increase in age” (Smith 

et al., 2019, pp. 9-12). 

 

4.3. As a consequence, by the age of retirement “only limited groups of older 

people (mostly those with existing qualifications) are engaged in learning 

activities” (Hyde and Phillipson, 2014). 

 

 

 

  

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/23660/1/gs-15-9-future-ageing-lifelong-learning-er02.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2019/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2019/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2019/
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/23660/1/gs-15-9-future-ageing-lifelong-learning-er02.pdf
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Graph 4.1 The proportion of people participating in different types of learning* by age (16+)  

 

*Note ALW shows proportion of AOC / ALW learners (green line) whilst the yellow and red lines show proportion of learners within 

the whole population. 

Decline in participation in overall levels 

of learning, as young people complete 

FE and HE, although there is a growth 

in participation in CBAL like AOC|ALW’s 

provision at this age 

There is a further decline in 

participation in overall levels of 

learning as people reach retirement 

age although there is a modest 

increase in participation in CBAL like 

AOC|ALW’s provision at this age 

 

People not 

learning  
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Participation in learning by levels of education, class income and work   

4.4. The decline in participation in learning by age differs for different groups. 

Research consistently identifies lower levels of participation amongst those: 

 

• with lower levels of qualifications or earlier exit from education, with fewer 

than one in five adults who left education at 16 or under reporting current or 

recent participation in learning, in the last adult learning survey. In contrast, 

those who stayed in education until at least the age of 21 are more than 

twice as likely to report being current or recent learners (Smith et al., 2019, 

p.13); 

• from lower socioeconomic groups, with 29 per cent of adults in C2 and 21 

per cent in DE reporting current or recent participation in learning, 

compared to over 40 per cent of those in the AB and C1 social grades 

(Smith et al., 2019, p.10);  

• who were unemployed or economically inactive4, with 17 per cent of those 

who are economically inactive and 35 per cent of those who are 

unemployed reporting current or recent participation in learning, compared 

to 38 per cent and 39 per cent of full and part-time workers (Smith et al., 

2019, p.11); and 

• those with lower incomes, in less skilled work, or working in the private 

sector5  (Schuller and Watson, 2009; Hyde and Phillipson, 2014; Kantar 

Public and LWI, 2018). 

  

4.5. As the example of social class illustrates, many of these factors, such as 

employment status, levels of education, income and levels of qualification are 

 

4 “Working status is a key predictor of participation; closer proximity to the labour market is associated 
with higher participation rates (see figure 4). Full and part-time workers are the most likely to be 
participating in learning, with respective figures of 38 and 39 per cent. Although part-time workers 
have slightly higher participation rates than full-time workers, this is not statistically significant. The 
participation rate drops significantly to 35 per cent of unemployed respondents, with a further 
significant drop to respondents who are out of work but not seeking it (17 per cent) or are retired (12 
per cent)” (p.11). 
 

https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2019/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2019/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2019/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2019/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/learning-through-life-inquiry-into-the-future-of-lifelong-learning/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/463059/gs-15-9-future-ageing-lifelong-learning-er02.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/742108/DfE_Decisions_of_adult_learners.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/742108/DfE_Decisions_of_adult_learners.pdf
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correlated. Nevertheless, with the partial exception of employment status6, 

each is important independent of the other factors, and regression analysis of 

the adult participation in learning study identified that, while all four factors 

were “significant predictors of participation in learning”, social grade was “the 

most important predictor of current or recent participation in learning” (p.15).  

 

4.6. These patterns contribute to “persistent inequalities in learning, with the adults 

who could most benefit from participating in learning being the least likely to 

do so” (Smith et al., 2019, p.5). In contrast, positive experiences of initial 

education are associated with participation later in life, creating what has been 

described as a “cumulative advantage” in learning throughout the life course 

(Schuller and Watson, 2009).  

 

4.7. However, none of these factors is determinative and, as the data on rates of 

participation outlined above illustrate, while people with less education who 

are not working or working in less skilled occupations and/or are from lower 

socioeconomic classes are less likely to participate in adult learning, some still 

do so. This minority’s capabilities, access to opportunities and motivations are 

all important factors and are discussed further in section 6. It is also worth 

noting that some groups, such as those from ethnic minorities and women, 

who are often socioeconomically disadvantaged in other respects, have 

higher rates of participation in adult learning on average than either White 

Welsh or White British groups, or men.  

 

Participation in different types of learning  

4.8. Research from Northern Ireland (Deloitte, 2012) and England (Melrose, 2014)  

identifies that socioeconomic factors also influence whether people enrol on a 

vocational or non-vocational course.   Those taking vocational courses tend to 

be from disadvantaged backgrounds, be in social housing and are more likely 

to be lower middle class (C1) or on benefits (E). Those taking non-vocational 

 

6 “In terms of working status, only retirement seems to have a significant effect on current participation 
in learning, with retired people being around half as likely as people working full time to be in learning 
or to have learnt in the past three years” (p.15). 

https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/learning-through-life-inquiry-into-the-future-of-lifelong-learning/


  

20 
 

courses are more likely to be from more advantaged backgrounds, such as 

owning their own home outright, be middle or upper class (B and A) and to 

hold higher level qualifications.    

 

 

5. AOC | ALW Learners 

 

Introduction 

5.1. In this section we summarise who currently participates in AOC | ALW’s 

provision, and how this compares to the profile of (i) all adult learners in 

Wales, and (ii) potential learners (those who are neither current nor recent 

adult learners) in order to assess AOC | ALW’s success in reaching out to 

under-represented groups.   Further details on the profile of AOC | ALW’s 

learners are included in the appendix.  

 

AOC | ALW Learners 

5.2. The profile of AOC | ALW’s current learners is somewhat different to the 

profile of all adult learners in Wales. Compared to other groups of adult 

learners, AOC | ALW learners are more likely to be: 

 

• older; 

• female;  

• from an ethnic minority; and  

• living in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas. 

 

5.3. The profile of AOC | ALW’s current learners is also somewhat different to the 

profile of potential learners in Wales. Despite AOC | ALW’s success in 

reaching out to under-represented groups, such as older learners and those 

living in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, compared to the profile of 

potential learners (discussed in section 4), AOC | ALW learners are more 

likely to: 
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• have qualifications at level 2 or above7; and  

• be employed.  

 

5.4. The diversity of AOC’s | ALW’s learners is to be celebrated. It was exemplified 

in the interviews for this research, with interviewees who ranged from ex- 

teachers who described themselves as having a “passion for lifelong learning” 

and who had never stopped learning throughout their lives,  to those who had 

stopped participating in learning at a young age and were returning as, often 

apprehensive, adult learners, to those whose learning had been interrupted by 

conflict and had been forced to flee to the UK as refugees. While maintaining 

this diversity will be important, widening participation by drawing in more 

potential learners would mean AOC | ALW recruiting more people:    

 

• with lower levels of qualifications and/or earlier exit from education;   

• from lower socioeconomic groups; 

• with lower incomes; and/or 

• who are unemployed or economically inactive.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

7 Although it should be noted that gaps in the data (where learners have not identified their highest 
qualification) limit the conclusions that can be drawn here. 
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6. Potential learners’ motivations and barriers  

 

Introduction 

6.1. This section considers the needs and aspirations of current and potential 

learners and the barriers they face. Aspirations are described as something 

someone hopes to achieve, such as a goal, and can motivate action in pursuit 

of that goal. Motivations describe reasons for action8, including (but not limited 

to) the desire to realise an aspiration, while barriers can block or impede 

pursuit of goals, reducing motivation to act and lowering aspirations. As this 

section illustrates, aspirations, motivations and barriers are often intertwined. 

The discussion of aspirations draws in particular upon Watkins (2019). 

 

The role aspirations play in shaping decisions about whether to 

participate in learning  

6.2. There are different theories about how aspirations form and the impact they 

have upon adult participation in learning. Three of these theories (discussed 

below) are particularly significant: 

 

• the poverty of aspiration thesis; 

• rational choice theory; and 

• psychological accounts of motivation and action.   

 

The poverty of aspiration thesis 

6.3. The poverty of aspiration thesis suggests that aspirations are shaped by 

norms and values. Potential learners are seen as held back by “fatalistic 

expectations for what is achievable in life” with (low) expectations shaped by 

the values and norms of peers and family, rather than an objective 

assessment of opportunities, leading to a lowering of aspirations and less 

motivation to learn (Watkins, 2019, p.37). In a similar way, differing cultural 

expectations and views of what is achievable and appropriate for men and 

 

8 Motivation may be internally or externally driven. Intrinsic motivation describes action intended to 
satisfy internal needs, such as self-esteem, while extrinsic motivation describes action intended to 
realise an external reward, like higher pay.  
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women contribute to gendered aspirations, reflecting occupational segregation 

in labour markets (Schoon and Polek, 2011; Flouri et al., 2012; Watkins 

2019).  

 

Rational choice theory 

6.4. In contrast to the poverty of aspiration thesis, choice-based accounts (or 

theories) interpret adult aspirations and choices about whether to participate 

in adult learning or not, as a “rational” choice based upon assessment of the 

perceived costs and benefits of participation in learning (Busher et al., 2015; 

Watkins, 2019). Rather than focusing upon low aspirations as an explanation 

of lower levels of participation in learning, these accounts highlight factors 

such as more limited access to information about the costs and benefits of 

learning (Breen  and Goldthorpe, 1997; Simon, 2013),  the perceived risks of 

participation in learning, such as loss of status in the event of failure (Breen 

and Goldthorpe, 1997), the perceived financial risks, such as loss of benefits, 

and/or emotional costs, like stress and anxiety9, associated with overcoming 

barriers to learning. The theory argues that these are rational reasons for why 

aspirations may be low and rates of participation amongst, for example, older 

learners and learners from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, are lower.  

 

Psychological accounts of motivation and action  

6.5. Psychological accounts, focused upon areas like motivation, suggest that self-

efficacy, the belief in one’s ability to do something, is critical in understanding 

the extent to which people feel different aspirations are achievable and 

therefore appropriate (Bandura, 2001). This in turn shapes the effort applied 

to pursuing different aspirations and overcoming barriers and people’s 

willingness to take risks in pursuit of different aspirations (Watkins, 2019).  

 

  

 

9 For example, participating in adult learning, which runs against the grain of local cultures, can 
challenge people’s sense of identify and lead to alienation and estrangement from friends and family 
(Mercer, 2010; Mannay, 2012). Therefore, low aspirations can be interpreted as “a form of self-
preservation, ensuring that vital relationships are not lost” (Ball and Olmedo, 2012; Watkins, 2019, 
p.57). 
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The formation of aspirations  

6.6. The three theories are in some ways complementary and, as figure 6.1 

illustrates, aspirations can be understood as being shaped by different factors. 

 

Figure 6.1. The formation of aspirations  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Motivations to learn  

6.7. Research focused upon the different motivations (or reasons) why adult 

learners choose to participate in adult learning and the types of learning they 

choose tends to be linked to rational choice models and identifies a range of 

reasons; for example, Deloitte (2012)10, drawing upon Vorhaus (2011), 

identified five types of motivation for taking part in learning: 

 

• compulsion or requirement; for example, where a learner is mandated to go 

on a course by JCP or an employer. As Chris (not his real name) put it: “the 

Job Centre put me on the course.  I have to do the courses, or I could get 

sanctioned”;   

• to access or progress in work; for example, to find a job, get a better job or 

promotion. As Adrien (not his real name) put it: “my manager told me, to 

improve your job, you need to [learn to] speak more English”; 

 

 

Aspirations  

Social norms & 

values (e.g. is this 

aspiration appropriate 

for people ‘like me’?) 

Expectations of costs 

& benefits  (e.g. do the 

benefits of realising this 

aspiration outweigh the 

costs?)  
Self-efficacy (e.g. 

can I achieve this?)     



  

25 
 

• to access, or progress, in education; for example, to continue or complete 

education, gain a specific qualification or to be able to help children with 

homework, as Megan (not her real name), who left school with no GCSEs, 

described returning to learn as an adult to do her GCSEs;  

• to fulfil specific personal goals, for example, to gain confidence in literacy 

and numeracy; and/or 

• self-actualisation and personal development; for example, to increase self- 

confidence and self-esteem, to better oneself, to be better parents, to be 

more successful. As Rhys (not his real name), who suffers from poor 

physical health, explained: “the main reason I learn is for my personal 

situation and because it is interesting.  It has brought me out of myself 

mentally. I am less closed up as a person.”  

 

6.8. The desire to help children can be important for adults, particularly mothers 

and grandparents; for example, Kate (not her real name) described how she 

was motivated to learn Welsh because of a grandchild but also saw learning a 

language as a valuable discipline: 

 

“What I want to learn next is Welsh – I didn’t like the Welsh teacher at school, so 

I didn’t do it.  But now my grandson goes to a Welsh school and he comes home 

and teaches me words.  I regret not learning Welsh at school now.” 

 

6.9. Similarly, as Pam (not her real name) put it, community-based adult learning 

meant she had “gained more confidence and [I] feel like I’m a role model for 

my children, they see me still learning.”  

 

6.10. Other research draws a broad distinction between those motivated by work- 

related reasons, the motivation reported by three-quarters of current or recent 

adult learners in the 2017 Adult Participation Survey, and those motivated for 

leisure or personal interest, reported by a quarter of current or recent adult 

learners. However, as St Clair (2006) argues, learners may not distinguish 

between intrinsic and instrumental reasons for participating in learning and are 

likely to be most motivated by learning which is both interesting and 

economically beneficial. This was reflected in the accounts of many of those 
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interviewed for this study.  As outlined in section 4, there is also a split by 

socioeconomic background, with those from more disadvantaged 

backgrounds more likely to study for vocational learning, but also less likely to 

be engaging in learning.   

 

6.11. People’s circumstances are therefore important in shaping motivations. 

However, they are not the only factor and, as figure 6.2. illustrates, like 

aspirations, motivations to learn are formed through the interaction of learners’ 

attitudes, dispositions and values with their circumstances (including prior 

experiences of learning) and wider structural factors, such as social norms 

(Pennacchia et al., 2018).  

 

Figure 6.2. Influences on potential learners’ motivations  
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
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6.12. Differences in their personal circumstances can therefore help explain 

different motivations in different groups of potential learners; for example, the 

perceived costs and benefits of participating in adult learning (and their impact 

on motivations) of those who are employed and those who are economically 

inactive (and not looking or work) and those who have already achieved 

higher level qualifications and those who have not, will tend to differ.  

 

6.13. Differences in the attitudes towards learning amongst peer groups can also 

influence potential learners’ values and attitudes toward learning (e.g. whether 

they see it as socially desirable and “normal”). Similarly, wider social and 

economic changes, such as the hollowing out of the labour market with an 

increase in low and more highly skilled work and decrease in semi-skilled or 

middle level work, along with the expansion of higher education (HE) since the 

1960s, can influence the perceived costs and benefits of participating in adult 

learning and people’s values and attitudes toward learning. An interviewee for 

this study closely linked her motivation to learn to the employment 

opportunities that she knew about: 

 

“I did a childcare course and had a placement in primary school. But no work at 

end of it, so it didn’t work out, so I stuck with what I know - retail.” 

 

6.14. People’s circumstances are rarely fixed and instead change over time. This 

means that significant life events, like the birth of a child or children starting 

school, or changes in employment or health, can become turning points that 

encourage or discourage participation in learning by, for example, stimulating 

reflection (and changes in attitudes, dispositions and values) and/or making it 

easier or harder to access learning opportunities (Tuckett and Field, 2016). 

Ryan (not his real name) described how, after many years of working in 

unskilled jobs, a series of events made him decide to change: 

 

“My mother died, then I had breakdown and some thyroid problems, so I had 

benefits for a bit. I had an occupational therapist see me. This is when I thought 

about doing education.” 
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6.15. Similarly, as Rachel (not her real name) put it: 

 

“When I left my ex-husband due to domestic violence everyone told me that I 

would never get any GCSEs due to the domestic violence and my mental health 

and that made me think, ‘yes I can, watch me’ and from the time I started I loved 

it.”  

 

6.16. These health and wellbeing benefits of participation in learning are reflected in 

models such as social prescribing (see boxed text).  

 

Social Prescribing 

 

Social prescribing involves health professional, such as GPs, referring people to 

local, non-clinical services, such as volunteering, arts, sports, cooking and gardening 

activities and community-based learning provision. It is rooted in the recognition that 

people’s health and wellbeing are shaped by the ‘wider determinants of health’ such 

as social, economic and environmental factors, like people’s education, housing and 

employment, and also people’s social and community networks, lifestyle and 

behaviours.  

 

Social prescribing can help those with mild or long-term mental health problems, who 

are socially isolated or have complex needs or multiple long-term conditions. As 

Ryan’s and Rachel’s stories illustrate participation in community-based adult learning 

can help improve people’s mental health and wellbeing. However, it is important to 

note that the evidence base linking social prescribing, to a range of positive health 

and wellbeing outcomes, is promising but as yet, under-developed.  

 

Adapted from Buck and Ewbank, 2020 

 

 

6.17. Research also identifies that the relationships between different experiences 

and motivations are complex and variegated; for example, the same event, 

such as having children, can become a barrier that demotivates or blocks 

action for some and for others, an incentive that motivates them to learn (e.g. 

https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/social-prescribing?gclid=CjwKCAiAqIKNBhAIEiwAu_ZLDl35dH_jOyNcLDdluM-3Re_g0ORIGVZVf-ULeIPota14UF-lkcrxXRoC4vEQAvD_BwE
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to help children with homework) (Deloitte, 2012). As Mo (not her real name) 

put it: 

 

“I want to be able to provide for my child on-going wise, something that can pay 

for a good life for him.” 

 

Barriers to learning  

6.18. Research identifies a wide range of barriers that can impede or block potential 

adult learners. We use Cross’s 1981 typology of situational, attitudinal (or 

dispositional) and institutional 11 barriers which remains widely used in the 

literature. This focuses upon the ways in which the barriers potential learners 

face or experience are, like their motivations, shaped by: 

 

• their personal situation or circumstances, such as responsibilities for care 

or work, their physical and mental health and their financial resources; 

• their attitudes towards, and dispositions about, learning, such as 

perceptions of its costs and benefits, social norms (such as beliefs about 

what other people think is the right thing to do) and beliefs about control 

(that they have the opportunities, resources, and skills needed); and 

• institutions and organisational practices that can encourage or discourage 

people from learning through the cost, accessibility and flexibility of the 

learning provision offered. 

 

Situational barriers  

6.19. Financial barriers are one reason why participation amongst lower income 

groups tends to be lower than other groups.  Hyde and Phillipson (2014) 

identify that “situational barriers such as financial12 and time constraints have 

been consistently shown to be the most important reasons why people do not 

participate in learning and/or training later in life” (pp. 4-5); for example:  

 

11 Encompasses barriers that discourage people from participation in learning and can include 
inflexible course schedules, campus accessibility, complex enrolment procedures and lack of 
information about programmes for older learners. 
12 These include ineligibility for financial support and potential income forgone while participating in 
learning. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/463059/gs-15-9-future-ageing-lifelong-learning-er02.pdf


  

30 
 

 

• over a quarter of respondents in the 2017 Survey of Adult Learners 

(Hughes et al., 2016) identified that finance was the most significant barrier 

they faced; 

• one in ten respondents in the Adult Participation in Learning Survey 2020 

(Aldridge et al., 2020) stated that financial cost was a barrier; and 

• qualitative research such as St Clair (2006), Deloitte (2012) and  

Pennacchia et al., (2018) highlight this, particularly in relation to HE.  

 

6.20. For example, Jane (not her real name), was anxious to do some formal 

learning and was enjoying her informal learning experiences. However, she 

said she would need financial help to go any further: 

 

“In the future, I’d like to do the teaching assistant course, maybe Careers could 

help me find a course and help with the cost or know where to go to help with the 

cost.” 

 

6.21. Similarly, Kim (not her real name), who is a young single parent, described a 

real wish to do some learning that could help her secure a better paid job but: 

 

“Funding would stop me I know as I would need a lot to keep me and baby and 

study full time for years. It has to be good funding otherwise you just get into 

debt, something I’ve amazingly avoided in my life so far.” 

 

6.22. A lack of time, including difficulties fitting learning around work or caring 

responsibilities, is also consistently identified as a key barrier to learning; for 

example:  

 

• the Adult Participation in Learning Survey 2020 (Aldridge et al., 2020) found 

that of adults who had not taken part in learning in the last three years, 23 

per cent identified work and time pressures as a barrier, with a further 11 

per cent identifying childcare or caring responsibilities as a barrier, 

particularly for adults from disadvantaged backgrounds (Young Women’s 

Trust, 2017-2019);   

https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/learning-through-lockdown/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/what-we-do/lifelong-learning/adult-participation-in-learning-survey/
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• Pennacchia et al., (2018) highlight how family commitments can constrain 

adults, such as women with caring responsibilities, and how the timing of 

courses therefore represented a barrier.  

 

6.23. This may help explain why participation in learning can be lower for groups, 

such as women with young children and those in less skilled work, who find it 

more difficult to access education and training that fits in with work 

commitments. It is important to remember that caring responsibilities are not 

only a barrier for women; for example, as Chris (not his real name) explained:  

 

“Back before kids it was easy, I could easily do a night course, there was not 

juggling arrangements with the family.  It’s probably easier now than before 

COVID. I was due to start the youth course in Jan but then there was lockdown 

and the course got cancelled and then started up again in November 2020 and it 

is all on Teams.  That made it a lot easier.  Not got to go from one venue to 

another – I can just occupy the kids. So it is more difficult to do a course than 

when I was 21 but not so extremely difficult that I cannot do it.”  

 

6.24. Given the ways in which, for example, caring responsibilities and work 

commitments can limit participation, AOC | ALW considers time and timings 

during the design of new courses.  

 

6.25. Digital exclusion, linked to data poverty, poor connectivity, lack of digital 

equipment and digital literacy, is an increasingly important barrier (Pennacchia 

et al., 2018) as was particularly highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Beaunover et al., 2020). It can prevent learners from accessing the benefits 

of digital learning, such as being able to learn in their own time and at their 

own pace. The benefits may be particularly important for some learners, such 

as those who are inhibited by the need to travel, whether due to disability, lack 

of transport in rural areas or fear of travel at night; the latter may particularly 

affect women (Criado Perez, 2019). One interviewee described the problems 

that can arise: 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
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“Sometimes you have people with different skills on the course.   There have 

been people who don’t even know how to turn the computer on.  Online it is 

difficult.  We sat for an hour as one person could not use their computer – the 

tutor said after an hour she didn’t know why it wasn’t working and they had to go 

back to the person who lent them the computer – they came back after half an 

hour and said it hadn’t worked as they had not plugged the mouse in.  We sat for 

an hour. Now I make sure I have other things to do when that happens. But you 

have to keep chatting and smiling as you don’t want to make anyone feel bad.”  

   

Dispositional barriers  

6.26. Cultural or attitudinal factors are a key barrier for some groups, such as those 

with negative experience of education, older learners and the unemployed or 

economically inactive or those stuck in so called poor work; for example, as 

Steve, one of the potential learners interviewed for the study explained, 

despite having what he described as a “photographic memory and good 

listening skills”, after his experience of being bullied in school “I don’t have any 

confidence any more in education”. While describing how “difficult” it is for him 

“to apply for jobs with [i.e. when he has] no qualifications”, he also questioned 

the value of education, explaining: “like math, if you go into Iceland or Home 

Bargains, they use calculators if you struggle. It just shows they’ve not taken it 

in [at school] and it’s not that important.”  

 

6.27. Conversely, cultural or attitudinal factors are much less frequently reported by 

learners with higher levels of qualifications (Pennacchia et al., 2018); for 

example:  

 

• 17 per cent of respondents in the Adult Participation in Learning Survey 

2020 (Aldridge et al., 2020) identified cultural or attitudinal barriers, such as 

feeling too old to learn (17 per cent); and 

• Qualitative research including Pennacchia et al., (2018) highlights the 

salience of lack of self-efficacy and self-identity as key barriers, particularly 

for those with negative prior experiences of education and who do not 

participate, or have not recently participated, in education.  

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/what-we-do/lifelong-learning/adult-participation-in-learning-survey/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
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Institutional and informational barriers  

6.28. Institutional and informational barriers, such as inflexible provision and not 

knowing what learning opportunities are available, are barriers, particularly for 

women (where it can intersect with situational barriers such as caring 

responsibilities), those with disabilities and those furthest from employment 

(who tend to have less contact with learning provision and opportunities)  

(Pennacchia et al., 2018, p.10). 

 

6.29. A consideration of institutional and informational barriers is important, as it 

shifts the focus away from learners’ aspirations, motivations and choices,  

weaknesses in their capabilities and/or the constraints they face (which risks 

‘blaming’ potential learners), to the actions and choices of learning providers. 

Their decisions about what courses to offer and when, how they are delivered 

and by whom, how much to charge, what support learners are offered and 

how they reach out to potential learners, all impact upon learners’ choices and 

opportunities.  As Steve (not his real name), a young man with mental health 

difficulties and suspected (but undiagnosed) co-occurring neurodevelopmental 

conditions, put it, he felt “let down” by a college:  

 

“I’d completed the whole course, just waiting for the certificate. I applied to the 

college, and they told me I was missing one piece of work. They never give me 

anything: I only got a few days and no support to complete it.” 

 

6.30. The choices of learning providers are inevitably structured, enabled and 

constrained by funding and, as noted, cuts in funding have driven cuts in 

provision (Estyn, 2016). However, funding cuts must not be used as an 

excuse for failures to develop and innovate and explore alternative sources of 

funding, including models where learners pay for some types of courses and, 

more broadly, to make the case for adequate funding for community-based 

adult learning. 

 

Multiple barriers  

6.31. While, as outlined above, research suggests the salience of different barriers 

changes for different groups (with some, such as older learners and the 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/adult-community-learning-wales
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unemployed or economically inactive, more likely to report facing dispositional 

barriers), it also identifies that the most disadvantaged learners face the 

cumulative effects of multiple barriers.  These groups include people in receipt 

of benefits, people with disabilities and health conditions, single parents and 

participants whose first language is not English (Pennacchia et al., 2018). 

Vicious circles can be created in which the barriers which hinder participation 

in adult learning (e.g. lack of money, confidence) are entrenched by not 

participating in adult learning. 

 

6.32. The accounts of potential learners interviewed for this study highlight the 

multiple intersecting challenges they have faced; their accounts include: 

 

• difficulties at school; for example, as Tomas (not his real name) described 

it: “I didn’t enjoy school. I was in remedial class. Concentration issues. 

Every Sunday my parents coming home pissed and my brother who was 10 

years older than me. This knackered me out for school. Sunday was 

drinking day.” Tomas went on to describe how, as he put it: “I was seen as 

one of the idiots and chucked in that class.” 

• complex home lives with, as Tomas’s examples illustrates, alcohol (or drug) 

abuse and also family breakdown, periods in care, bereavements (for 

example, as Tomas described it: “my mother died [and] I had a 

breakdown”), domestic abuse as Dai (not his real name) described it: “my 

father used to beat my mother up, this didn’t help things, when we got older 

he started on us, so my mother then got rid of him”, and ill health, which 

often led to them taking on caring roles within the family; for example, as 

Tomas described it: “I looked after my dad when he had cancer and nursed 

him. I wasn’t the same after that. Becoming a carer changed me. I was 

grown up and it still had a massive impact on me”;  

• mental ill-health (such as depression or “breakdowns”) and/or suspected 

(but undiagnosed) neurodevelopmental conditions, such as autism, ADHD 

and dyslexia; and 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
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• diverse working lives, characterised by a range of different types of work, 

some considered good and well paid, others very “poor work”, interspersed 

with periods of unemployment.  

 

6.33. Equally, it should be noted that some of the accounts of learners, such as 

Megan, whose story is presented below, also illustrated similarly challenging 

backgrounds and experiences. This highlights a key point, that while the 

distribution of barriers broadly mirrors rates of participation, so those with 

more barriers are less likely to participate than other groups, the presence or 

absence of barriers is not sufficient to explain patterns of participation. A focus 

upon barriers can also obscure people’s agency and their motivation and 

ability to overcome the challenges that hinder participation in adult learning; 

for example, it cannot explain why some potential learners like Megan are 

able to overcome barriers that seem to hold others back. 

 

Megan’s story 

 

Megan (not her real name) is now in her mid-30s and studying for her GCSEs 

(in a community-based adult learning setting).  She described how in her 

childhood she moved schools a lot and was bullied. She could not 

concentrate and was behind the other children and was punished by the 

teachers for not being able to do her homework.  Moving a lot meant she was 

unable to build up a relationship with teachers and found them unsupportive. 

 

She left school at 14 to help her dad raise her siblings and by 16 she was an 

alcoholic and had a mental breakdown.  She formed a relationship but was 

subject to domestic violence and left it in her early 30s.   Her former partner 

and his friends told her that “that is all you can do” so she decided to prove 

them wrong.  

 

 Megan described how she was very nervous about returning to learn. She 

said she was quiet and scared of being bullied if she fell behind due to her 

experiences at school. Fortunately, she has friends who have encouraged 
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her and supported her. Megan described one friend in particular, and the 

ways they “support each other, so when I was ill we could call each other 

about our work and do our homework and support each other with our mental 

health.” Megan also now knows the tutors well and says that having the same 

tutors throughout has helped. Alongside learning, Megan started volunteering 

with a person with disabilities to give their parents a break.   

 

Megan got her GCSE and also did training to support the volunteering. Her 

success left her wanting more, wanting to progress to something else and 

she is now doing another GCSE along with a friend, and they continue to 

support each other.  Megan wants to keep on learning, as it gives a “focus” 

and she can take what she has learnt into her volunteering to help others. 

She hopes to progress to A-levels and is considering university too.   

 

 

Overcoming barriers  

6.34. Qualitative research identifies that some barriers to learning can feel 

insurmountable, leaving potential learners feeling “powerless” (Pennacchia et 

al., 2018) or demotivated (Kantar Public and Learning and Work Institute, 

2018)13; for example, Kantar Public and Learning and Work Institute, (2018) 

identified three groups of learners who were “tentative”, “exhausted” or “stuck 

in the status quo” as lacking a strong and clear purpose for learning, being 

less able to overcome barriers and more difficult to convince to take up 

learning opportunities compared to other (potential) learners who overcome 

barriers. Understanding people’s aspirations and their motivations (discussed 

below) and also the assets and resources they can draw upon, such as their: 

 

• human capital and social emotional skills, such as self-motivation, self-

efficacy and ability to manage emotions like fear and anxiety;  

• social capital and their access to, for example, information, help, support   

and encouragement; and 

 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/742108/DfE_Decisions_of_adult_learners.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/742108/DfE_Decisions_of_adult_learners.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/742108/DfE_Decisions_of_adult_learners.pdf


  

37 
 

• financial capital and, for example, their ability to pay to overcome barriers 

like childcare. 

  

These are important in understanding people’s ability to overcome barriers 

and how and why some potential learners overcome barriers that hold others 

back (cf. Tuckett and Field, 2016).  

 

6.35. The role emotional support and encouragement from friends, family and/or 

professionals such as tutors – or conversely, discouragement – can play in 

learners’ decisions is often significant. While some potential learners make the 

decision alone, or even against the advice and wishes of others, for others like 

Megan, whose story is outlined above, the decision to return to learn was a 

social one. Similarly, Rachel (not her real name) interviewed for this study 

described how learning can be supported by others: 

 

“I really enjoyed the Resilience course and I’ve been encouraging other parents 

to go on it as well. Because I’ve been on it, I know what it’s about and can tell 

them they will get something out of it. I think one of the first training that we did 

was the food hygiene and I just thought why not give it a go, then my friend 

persuaded me to do the training the trainer and [name omitted to protect 

anonymity] offers us different ones and we support each other to take part. The 

group support each other to do the training, we’re a community ….  and the 

tutors are lovely too. One parent has learning difficulties and the courses can be 

hard for them, but we offer support and we overcome it together. It’s given me a 

lot of confidence personally, and allowed me to offer support to others, to explain 

it to them to encourage them to go on the training too.” 

 

Resilience 

6.36. Learners’ resilience, their ability to cope with challenges (or adversity) and 

continue, is important as some barriers may continue, and new barriers may 

emerge after learners start a course. Research identifies that some groups 

tend to be less resilient (and at greater risk of dropping out) than others; for 

example, Melrose (2014) identified that learners with no prior qualifications 

and no previous experience of self-study were more likely to drop out of 
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courses. The reasons why learners drop out are often similar to the reasons 

why learners do not engage in courses: 

 

• weakness in the quality and/or accessibility of learning provision; 

• weaknesses in a learner’s aspirations and/or motivation; 

• barriers that block or impede their continuation; and/or;  

• weaknesses in their assets or resources.  

 

Learners can feel unable or not sufficiently motivated to continue and (if 

necessary) overcome the barriers they experience, and instead drop out. 

 

Behavioural change models  

6.37. Increasing participation in adult learning will require a change in the thinking 

and behaviour of potential learners and also learning providers. Models of 

behavioural change, like COM-B which share much theoretical DNA with 

research into adult participation in learning (discussed above) are therefore 

relevant14. The COM-B model focuses upon understanding behaviour (such 

as choosing to participate in adult learning) as dependent upon an individual 

having: 

 

• the capability to perform the behaviour (such as attending and completing a 

course) which could include, for example, having the skills and confidence 

required; 

• the opportunity to perform the behaviour, which could include being able to 

access face to face or online learning, and which can include social factors 

such as cultural norms that may encourage or limit access to opportunities; 

and 

 

14 Social-psychological models of behaviour such as this assume behaviour (such as whether to 
return to engage in post-compulsory learning or not) is rational, but unlike rational choice, Social-
psychological models focuses upon (i) understanding why we hold particular attitudes (or 
preferences) and (ii) a wider range of factors that shape behaviour, such as values, social norms (e.g. 
what is considered acceptable behaviour), habit, and perceptions of agency (individuals’ perceptions 
of their ability to succeed i.e. “self-efficacy”, given factors such as potential barriers or constraints 
upon action) (Darnton, (2008); Rose et al., (2018)). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/498064/Behaviour-change_practical_guide_tcm6-9696.pdf
https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Imported%20Publication%20Docs/FarmersDecisionMaking_2018_09_18.pdf
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• the motivation, a desire, want or need to carry out the behaviour that is 

greater than the desire, want or need to carry out other alternative 

behaviours, such as maximising leisure or recreation, rather than learning.  

 

6.38. This approach focuses upon people’s agency and barriers can be understood 

as factors that limit potential learners’ capability (where situational barriers 

limit what people can do), their motivation (dispositional barriers which 

undermine self-efficacy or self-image as a learner) and/or their access to 

opportunities (e.g. institutional barriers that limit who, how and when people 

can participate). This approach also highlights the different ways barriers can 

hold people back and, for example, dispositional barriers such as low levels of 

self-efficacy, can be understood as both limiting capability and motivation.  

 

6.39. As figure 6.3. illustrates, in addition: 

 

• both capability and opportunity influence motivation and, for example, the 

belief that participation in learning is not possible (e.g. due to caring 

responsibilities or due to cultural norms) will tend to demotivate people. 

Conversely, the belief that a behaviour, such as participation in learning is 

achievable, will tend to help motivate potential learners (assuming that 

behaviour will fulfil some desire, want or need); and 

• behaviour can change people’s motivation, access to opportunities and 

capabilities; for example, attending and enjoying a class can reinforce the 

belief that an individual has the capabilities required, can increase their 

skills, may increase access to other opportunities and can help increase 

motivation to continue. 

 

6.40. One interviewee had been out of work for 16 years and described how 

accessing learning was changing her life: 

 

“I’ve enjoyed doing the courses because I’ve made new friends, learnt new skills, 

become skilled, gained more confidence and feel like I’m a role model for my 

children, they see me still learning.” 
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Figure 6.3. The COM-B Model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from Michie et al., (2011) 

 

6.41. The inter-relational nature of the model in which, for example, behavioural 

change can influence capabilities, opportunities and motivation, can help 

explain why past participation in learning is strongly linked to current (or 

recent) participation in learning.  

 

6.42. This model also emphasises the importance of understanding an individual 

and their motivation, capability and access to opportunities which, as outlined 

above, are likely to change over the life course; for example, for some the 

main challenge(s) – or barrier(s) – to engaging them in learning will be: 

 

• motivation, given negative prior experiences of learning or weak learner 

identity (as Steve’s story illustrates);  

• capabilities, given weakness in their essential skills, including English 

language and digital skills (which have become increasingly important as 

courses have moved online), unmet additional learning needs or, for those 

wishing to access FE and HE, weakness in their analytical and reasoning 

skills may hold them back; and/or 

• opportunities where, for example, caring responsibilities, difficulties 

progressing from community-based adult learning to FE, HE or WBL, or 

cuts in community-based adult learning provision, may hold people back 

(as Chris’s story illustrates).  

 

Behaviour  

Capability   Motivation     

 

Opportunity    

 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21513547/
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6.43. Engaging more potential learners will require different blends of action to raise 

motivation, capabilities and/or access to opportunities; for example, potential 

learners’:  

 

• motivation could be enhanced by using current and past learner’s voices to 

sell the benefits of learning (Hughes et al., 2016); providing more 

information about the costs and benefits of learning (Kantar Public and 

Learning and Work Institute, 2018); and as AOC | ALW’s work exemplifies, 

offering learning in informal settings and using ‘hook’ courses negotiated 

with potential learners in a learner-centred way that focus upon their 

immediate concerns (illustrated by the case study below);  

• capability could be enhanced through taster sessions to help build 

confidence, learner centred provision that helps people develop the skills 

and knowledge they feel they need; and the development of progression 

pathways through post-16 education and training to help develop skills and 

knowledge; and 

• opportunities could be enhanced through the expansion of community-

based adult learning and also action to address potential situational barriers 

like cost and childcare.    

 

 

Examples of Learner Centred Engagement 

 

AOC | ALW prides itself on working in a learner centred way. For example,   

as part of the engagement and sign-up process for the Asylum, Migration 

and Integration Fund (AMIF) ‘Steps to Integration Success’ Project, 

learners undertake a needs-analysis with an AMIF Curriculum Delivery Co-

ordinator. Learning and integration needs are discussed and identified as 

part of this. In response to these discussions, learning activities, such as 

Driving Theory for ESOL, informal conversation clubs, and trips to places of 

historical and/or cultural interest, such as Cardiff Castle and the Hay 

Festival Winter Weekend, are developed. 
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Other AOC | ALW projects and provision has evolved and developed by 

listening to both current and potential learners. For example, following a 

successful Open Day at Glasdir in Llanrwst, a number of non-accredited 

learning activities have been developed, based on the feedback from 

learners at the event. While following the pilot, the roll out of the Applying 

for the Civil Service project, has evolved to now target learners with 

additional learning needs (ALN) and Black Asian and Minority Ethnic 

(BAME) learners and communities. 

 

Source: AOC | ALW  

 

The Transtheoretical (Stages of Change) Model 

6.44. Another behavioural model that is worth considering is the Transtheoretical 

(Stages of Change) Model, which focuses upon the process through which 

change occurs, identifying six stages, illustrated by figure 6.4. It highlights the 

importance of matching behaviour change interventions to the stage people 

are at; for example, awareness raising is important in the precontemplation 

stage to plant the seed of the idea of returning to learn, while encouragement 

and support becomes important during the action and maintenance stages. 

This is reflected in Kantar Public and Learning and Work Institute (2018)’s 

recommendations, which break down interventions to encourage adult 

learning based on the stage learners are at, ranging from public awareness of 

adult learning, information on it, support whilst studying and flexible learning 

options.    

 

  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/742108/DfE_Decisions_of_adult_learners.pdf
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Figure 6.4. The Transtheoretical (Stages of Change) Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from Prochaska and DiClemente (1983) 

 

6.45. The model also highlights the importance of adequate support to 

inexperienced learners throughout their adult learning journey.  Successful 

strategies identified by research to encourage persistence included: 

 

• learning content being tailored to learners’ goals, motivations and interests; 

• blended learning models; 

• family English and Maths learning (possibly due to parents being highly 

motivated to help their children); and 

• the adult learning provider promoting a “growth mindset” 15 which has been 

shown to be effective in schools (Melrose, 2014).   

 

15 A “growth mindset”, reflects the belief that people can develop their capabilities, and can be 
contrasted with a ”fixed mindset”, which reflects the belief that capabilities are innate, and for 
example, people are either “smart” or “stupid”. Actions to encourage the development of a growth 
mindset including helping learners understand the links between effort, strategies and achievement 

 

Precontemplation (no intention to act/change behaviour) 

Contemplation (initial thinking about acting/changing behaviour e.g. 

weighing up costs and benefits ) 

Preparation (the decision to act/change behaviour has been taken, 

people prepare by taking small steps) 

Action (people change their behaviour and intend to continue) 

Maintenance  (people sustain their behavioural change and intend 

to continue) 
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6.46. In terms of basic skills learning, research suggests that persistence is 

supported when learners establish and set goals along the learning journey 

and outline the steps to achieve them; then, when achievement of goals is 

recognised, there is a revision of goals.  Implementation intentions (‘if-then’ 

plans that detail when, where and how a person will take action when a barrier 

arises) also help with persistence. Recognition of smaller gains is particularly 

important for vulnerable and harder to reach learners. Labelling courses so 

that they are seen as relevant to accomplishing a goal, such as managing 

finances, being more organised or helping children may be particularly 

effective (ibid.). 

 

 

(rather than, for example, praising learners as “smart” which may reinforce a fixed mindset). It 
emphasises that while achievement may require effort, effort alone is insufficient, and if, for example, 
a strategy is not yielding outcomes, then a learner may need to stop and rethink and try a different 
strategy and/or seek help from others (Dweck, 2008).  
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7. How effective is adult and community learning in Wales?  

 

The effectiveness of community-based adult learning in supporting life-

long learning 

7.1. The policy statement on Adult Learning in Wales (WG, 2018a) outlined the 

last Welsh Government’s priorities and goals for community-based adult 

learning and highlights the importance it plays in supporting adults “to play an 

active role in the economy and society through enhancing their learning 

opportunities.” It outlines how “lifelong learning supports the development of 

skills, improves health and well-being and is a catalyst for social engagement 

and integration”, including helping people into work and reducing poverty  

(ibid., p.4). It also outlines that the “focus will be on supporting those in 

greatest need of our help”, such as adults wanting to improve their essential, 

digital and employability skills and older learners.  

 

7.2. Judged against this yardstick, both the independent review of ACL (WG, 

2016) and Estyn’s thematic review of adult community learning (Estyn, 2016) 

conclude that provision is effective in improving skills, health and wellbeing 

and social integration, reducing poverty and increasing employment and, to a 

somewhat lesser degree, reaching those in greatest need.  

 

7.3. However: 

 

• funding cuts have led to cuts in the volume (reflected in sharp declines in 

the numbers of learners) and also quality and accessibility of ACL 

provision; 

• the 2016 review (WG, 2016) also identified that “there are issues relating to 

the way ACL is currently planned, funded and delivered”, although Estyn’s 

2016 review of ACL was more positive about planning, reporting that ACL 

“partnerships have resulted in more cost effective, better-focused provision 

for the adult sector and has reduced the duplication of courses” (Estyn 

2016); 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/adult-learning-in-wales.pdf#:~:text=This%20policy%20statement%20sets%20out%20the%20Welsh%20Government%E2%80%99s,economy%20and%20society%20through%20enhancing%20their%20learning%20opportunities.
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/a-review-of-adult-community-learning-in-wales.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/a-review-of-adult-community-learning-in-wales.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/adult-community-learning-wales
https://gov.wales/review-adult-community-learning
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
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• Estyn noted that “success rates for ABE, ICT and ESOL are around 10 

percentage points below completion rates” and attribute this withdrawal to 

situational barriers such as working or caring responsibilities. However, it is 

worth noting that other research, such as Melrose (2014), highlights 

dispositional barriers like poorer experiences of initial education as key; 

• Estyn also note that “there are very few opportunities to continue learning 

through the medium of Welsh within the ACL sector” (Estyn 2016, p.12). 

 

7.4. Estyn in their 2016 report also note that ACL partnerships maintain a strong 

commitment to providing learning to hard-to-reach learners, such as long-term 

unemployed, single parents, minority ethnic groups, people with physical and 

mental health needs, the isolated, the elderly and those with poor prior 

experiences of statutory education. This was helped when providers had 

strong links to local services (such as Communities First partnerships, social 

services and schools) and offered local provision where learners felt safe. 

However, they were hampered by limited budgets to publicise provision and/or 

engage in active out-reach work and by the loss of specialist skills (e.g. in 

relation to ALN) when workforces were cut. The closure of the Communities 

First programme in 2018 is likely to have weakened this further. 

 

7.5. This analysis is consistent with the analysis of the profile of AOC | ALW 

learners, outlined in section 5. It highlights some successes in reaching out to 

underrepresented groups. However, there is the continuing challenge of 

promoting lifelong learning throughout the life course, particularly amongst 

those with lower levels of qualifications and/or earlier exit from education, from 

lower socioeconomic groups who are unemployed, economically inactive or 

retired. 

 

7.6. Estyn inspections of ACL partnerships16 since 2016 suggest performance 

remains strong, albeit based upon a narrow evidential base of inspections of 

 

16 Local authorities, FE colleges, AOC | ALW and other third sector voluntary organisations are part of 
non-statutory ACL partnerships which plan and deliver adult community learning across a local 
authority area or, in some cases, across several local authorities. 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
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three partnerships, including AOC | ALW17. Estyn report that standards and 

care, support and guidance were good in all three partnerships, although 

some shortcomings with leadership were identified in one partnership (Estyn 

2019; Estyn, 2020a). Estyn also identify that:  

 

• partnerships were effective at engaging “hard to reach” learners, including 

those with “multiple needs and health issues, including low self-esteem, 

anxiety or depression” and that these learners “gain in confidence and 

many are able to relate better to others and to integrate more successfully 

into society as a result of their learning” (Estyn, 2020a); 

• “many adult learners come to their courses from disadvantaged areas and 

face challenging personal circumstances. … Many learners gain valuable 

life and employment skills” supporting their progression and active 

involvement in communities (Estyn, 2019) ; and 

• there were useful progression routes into both other ACL and also FE and 

HE (Estyn, 2020a). 

 

7.7. The role ACL can play in supporting progression and lifelong learning is also 

highlighted in other research; for example, research into barriers, discussed in 

section 6, suggests that positive experiences of learning should reduce 

dispositional barriers and increase the likelihood of learners becoming lifelong 

learners, illustrated by the experience of Megan, who took her GCSEs as an 

adult learner and now hopes to progress to A-Levels, and whose story is 

outlined in section 6.  

 

7.8. Nevertheless, there is also some evidence of a “Berlin wall” between non-

accredited, and more vocational and accredited learning, with little 

progression from non-accredited to vocational and accredited learning 

(although conversely, higher levels of education are associated with higher 

levels of participation in non-accredited learning). Deloitte (2012) identified 

 

17 There were no inspections in 2016-2018 as the new inspection framework for adult learners was 
developed (Estyn, 2018). 
 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-08/Adult_community_learning_2018_2019_en-1.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-08/Adult_community_learning_2018_2019_en-1.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-12/ESTYN%20Annual%20Report%202019-2020_Adult%20learning%20in%20the%20community.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-12/ESTYN%20Annual%20Report%202019-2020_Adult%20learning%20in%20the%20community.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-08/Adult_community_learning_2018_2019_en-1.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-12/ESTYN%20Annual%20Report%202019-2020_Adult%20learning%20in%20the%20community.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/ESTYN_Annual%2520Report_Accessible_English__2018.pdf
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that almost 60 per cent of those who had undertaken a non-vocational course 

in the last year had done more than one course, but only 10 per cent of those 

surveyed had gone on to do a course with a qualification. 

 

The appropriateness of the range, balance and quality of community-

based adult learning  

7.9. As outlined above, Estyn inspections identify that the range, balance and 

quality of community-based adult learning provided in Wales is generally good 

(or better than good). However, cuts in provision have limited learning 

opportunities. These have particularly hit non-accredited learning provision, 

where moves to full-cost recovery models are seen as more financially 

sustainable but also create institutional and situational barriers for those with 

lower incomes. This has disadvantaged older learners and women in 

particular (as they form the majority of learners in this type of provision) (Estyn 

2016). The divestment of local authority buildings and moves to deliver in 

typically centrally located multi-functional venues, such as libraries, have 

increased travel times and costs, particularly for people in rural areas, created 

additional barriers for those who cannot access private transport. These 

changes have also reduced provision at evenings and weekends (ibid.). 

 

7.10. However, it is worth noting that since the 2016 Estyn review, the COVID-19 

pandemic has accelerated moves to deliver more provision online (including 

blended learning provision), which has helped mitigate some of the situational 

barriers, such as travel time and cost, associated with traditional classroom 

based provision. The reduction in charges and greater flexibility has enabled 

some providers to attract a wider range of learners (Estyn, 2021a).  

 

7.11. Although essential skills provision was identified as a strength of ACL 

partnerships and need has increased, providers have struggled to find enough 

qualified and trained tutors (Estyn 2016) and while ESOL provision offered is 

generally considered good,  demand outstrips the sector’s capacity to provide 

it (ibid.). 

 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2021-08/Report%20on%20Remote%20and%20Blended%20Learning%20in%20Post%2016.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
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7.12. Family learning provision has also been curtailed by cuts in funding, for 

example, by the closure of programmes like Communities First. Where it is 

provided, it is generally well regarded. Estyn report that it can improve 

parenting and support within families: “in family learning classes, parents and 

grandparents improve their confidence and make steady progress in 

developing their literacy, numeracy and digital literacy skills with their children” 

(Estyn, 2020b; Estyn 2020c). It can also contribute to improvements in 

children’s attainment and is seen as a key part of strategies to reduce 

inequalities in education (Estyn, 2020d). 

 

7.13. Estyn highlights the contribution ACL provision makes to employability skills 

and to helping learners enter the labour market, although acknowledging the 

lack of quantitative data on the extent and impact of this (Estyn, 2016). 

Community-based adult learning can play a key role in both acquiring skills 

needed for work (including, for example, education and training and youth 

work courses at levels 2 and 3 that AOC | ALW offer) and in providing the 

foundation for progression in FE, HE and/or WBL to develop higher level 

skills. In relation to progression, Estyn (ibid.) identify a need for additional 

support beyond FE and WBL for those learners struggling to reach level 2 in 

order to be able progress in work-based training or vocational courses in FE 

institutions. However, Estyn highlight that “ACL services currently do not have 

the capacity to deliver this provision or the teachers experienced and qualified 

in the new curriculum requirements for the new GCSEs” (ibid). 

 

7.14. The need for working age adults to increase and extend their skills is likely to 

increase in importance. The UK compares quite poorly with OECD 

comparators on the number of people with intermediate (level 2/3) skills in the 

workforce (OECD, 2019) and this contributes to low levels of productivity and 

wages in areas like Wales (WG, 2020a). COVID-19 has hit some sectors, 

such as hospitality and tourism and arts and entertainment particularly hard, 

and may force people to retrain (McCurdy, 2020). Automation and labour 

market changes are also forecast to mean 10 per cent to 35 per cent of jobs 

are expected to be at “high risk” of replacement in the next 20 years (DfE, 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-12/ESTYN%20Annual%20Report%202019-2020_Adult%20learning%20in%20the%20community.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/effective-practice/encouraging-learning-family
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/community-schools-families-and-communities-heart-school-life
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-12/chief-economists-report-2020.pdf
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2020/11/From-locking-down-to-levelling-up.pdf
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2018).  Lower skilled workers are particularly vulnerable to these changes 

(ONS, 2019). 

 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic upon community-based adult 

learning 

7.15. Despite the strong focus upon learner wellbeing and the commitment and 

hard work of staff, who swiftly developed their digital skills and moved 

provision online, which meant most learners engaged well, the huge 

challenges created by the COVID-19 pandemic had negative impacts upon 

community-based adult learning provision. Adult learning providers, and in 

particular, those without centralised IT learning support teams, virtual learning 

environments and access to shared online resources to support planning and 

delivery to learners, found it challenging to swiftly move provision online and 

to meet the neds of disadvantaged learners (Estyn, 2021). These groups often 

already faced a range of barriers and digital exclusion added to this. This 

meant that ESOL learners and those with low levels of literacy, older and/or 

vulnerable learners were more likely than other groups to disengage (during 

the pandemic)  (Estyn, 2020b). In response “providers lent out equipment or 

provided other financial support to help provide broadband, mobile data or Wi-

Fi dongles to those learners most in need of support” and sought to make 

contact with those who had disengaged (Estyn, 2020b).  

 

7.16. Interviewees (learners) for this study described the difficulties some 

experienced with the transition to learning online, particularly, although by no 

means exclusively, amongst older learners, and the advantages and 

disadvantages of online learning; for example, as Sandra (not her real name) 

put it:   

 

“The social side [of the courses] has been very good.  You meet people you 

would never have dealt with before and would never have met before… so it is 

very social, and you get to see what other people’s lives are like and how they 

have been affected.” 

 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/developments-remote-and-blended-learning-practice
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-12/Annual%20Report%202019-2020_Thematic%20report%20on%20sector%20response%20to%20the%20COVID-19%20pandemic%20%E2%80%93%20March%20to%20August%202020.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-12/Annual%20Report%202019-2020_Thematic%20report%20on%20sector%20response%20to%20the%20COVID-19%20pandemic%20%E2%80%93%20March%20to%20August%202020.pdf
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“When we were doing the sewing on-line, sometimes I didn’t understand what 

they were trying to say and they couldn’t show you, it was harder to grasp it on 

the video.” 

 

“After the pandemic we went on Teams on-line and I have an ALW account. It’s 

a good way to talk to friends, but there’s less on it now, some struggle to get on-

line, but I enjoy it.”  

 

7.17. Interviewees also highlighted the additional pressure brought by the 

pandemic. As one described: “I can’t fit many sessions in now around home 

schooling.” 

 

7.18. However, others expressed their gratitude that courses were continued, and 

as Estyn identified, “providers [like AOC | ALW] have adjusted their curriculum 

offer quickly and appropriately to meet the needs of learners who have lost 

employment and need to reskill to access the job market”. (p6. Estyn, 2021). 

 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/developments-remote-and-blended-learning-practice
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8. The benefits of community-based learning 

 

8.1. Learning can be a joyful experience and can help create, sustain18 and 

transform individuals and society. Lifelong learning is seen as central to 

meeting the challenges of ever more rapid change and to enable and 

encourage active citizenship, empowering people to take action on the issues 

they most care about (Edwards, 1997). While for authors such as Freire 

(2004) “problem posing” education encourages critical thinking and action to 

change the world. However, capturing the full range of impacts is challenging, 

and research has tended to focus upon measuring the benefits for individuals 

and to a lesser degree, society, in number of key domains, such as the 

economic, social and health (see e.g. Schuller, 2017; Fujiwara, 2012). This 

section outlines the benefits associated with participation in learning for each 

of these domains.    

 

Economic benefits 

8.2. As Estyn identify, while the impact is not quantified, many learners gain 

employment skills and enter or progress in employment as a result of 

engaging in ACL (Estyn, 2016; Estyn, 2019). This is consistent with research 

in the UK which identifies that qualifications both increase the probability of 

being in employment and also increase earnings over the life course (BIS, 

2009; Dorsett et al., 2010; Schuller, 2017); for example:  

 

• achieving a full level 2 qualification can increase an individual’s earnings by 

11 per cent and their chance of being in employment by 2 percentage 

points (based on 3-5 year averages after achievement), compared to those 

that do not achieve the qualification (Independent Panel Report to Review 

of Post-18 Education, May 2019). Other research has identified gains in 

learning associated with improvements in basic skills (Marcenaro-Gutierrex 

et al., 2007, cited in Field, 2009). 

 

18 This can be considered both a strength, but also a critique, where education is seen as sustaining 
an unequal, oppressive society (see e.g. Althusser, 2008). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Valuing%20the%20Impact%20of%20Adult%20Learning%20-%20Full_Report-4.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-08/Adult_community_learning_2018_2019_en-1.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32329/11-816-measuring-economic-impact-further-education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32329/11-816-measuring-economic-impact-further-education.pdf
https://www.llakes.ac.uk/sites/default/files/DorsettLuiWealeComplete.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/805127/Review_of_post_18_education_and_funding.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/805127/Review_of_post_18_education_and_funding.pdf
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• groups such as refugees, those granted leave to remain in the UK and 

some European economic migrants, are often very keen to use their skills, 

qualifications and work experience gained in their country of origin. 

However, they may need to develop language and/or other skills in order to 

access and progress in employment. Improving their employment 

prospects is often a key motivation for this group to engage in learning and 

improving language skills is often a necessary requirement to progress in 

employment, with higher skills (and particularly language skills)  associated 

with higher rates of  employment (Schellekens, 2001; Holtom et al., 2013; 

WG, 2020b); 

• Jenkins et al. (2003), cited in Field (2009), examined the impact on 

individuals of qualifications gained between the ages of 33 and 42, 

controlling for a range of other factors, finding an overall positive effect on 

employability for all groups who gained qualifications in that period.  

•  a 2019 survey by the WEA showed that a third of their students were 

claiming means-tested benefits when they began their WEA course but 

within six months of completing the course, one in four had stopped 

claiming benefits.  For those who were unemployed, 33 per cent reported 

getting a job after their course, 15 per cent felt more secure in their job, 71 

per cent felt more motivated to find work and 69 per cent were clearer 

about how to get a job.   Those who were still unemployed also reported 

that they had improved their soft skills such as problem solving, teamwork 

and creativity.    

 

8.3. The economic benefits vary for different groups; for example: 

 

• although over a life course there are on average greater benefits for 

upskilling young people, increases in life expectancy and the age at which 

people remain economically active mean that some modelling of the 

economic benefits of upskilling older learners may under-estimate the 

benefits (Schuller, 2017);  

• increasing skills may be a necessary, but is often not a sufficient, condition 

for entering and progressing in work. Factors like access to employment 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/default/files/jrf/migrated/files/poverty-ethnicity-wales-full.pdf
https://gov.wales/refugees-employment-and-skills-support-study#:~:text=Refugees%20employment%20and%20skills%20support%20study%20An%20independent,in%20finding%20employment.%20This%20is%20the%20latest%20release
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
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opportunities, openness to consider a range of different employment 

opportunities and job search skills (which differ for different learners), are 

also important factors (Holtom et al., 2013; WG, 2020b; WG, 2020c); and  

• contextual factors such as occupational segregation and gendered roles 

may also mean that some groups, such as women, do not gain as much as 

men (Schuller, 2017). 

 

8.4. As well as benefits to individuals, there are benefits from ACL for the wider 

economy and the exchequer. Skill shortages and skill mis-matches reduce 

efficiency and impede growth in productivity, a particular concern given the 

UK’s (and Wales’s) sluggish growth in productivity since the 2008 financial 

crisis (WG, 2020a). Therefore, gains for the economy may be particularly 

important. Dearden, Reed and van Reenen (2005) suggest that the value of 

the increase in productivity from training is double the increase in wages for 

individuals (cited in BIS, 2012) and other research highlights how increases in 

employment and earnings also increase tax revenues and reduce welfare 

costs (Schuller, 2017).  

 

8.5. As result of these gains, the net present value (NPV) (the economic benefits 

for the individuals and the wider economy minus the costs to the individual 

and state over the working life of a learner) of achieving a level 2 qualification 

was calculated in 2009 to be £7, rising to £23 for a basic skills course and 

around £35 for a work based or apprenticeship level 2 qualification, for each 

£1 of government investment (BIS, 2012).  Adjusted for inflation, the current 

NPV for a basic skills course would be £32 and the NPV for a work based or 

apprenticeship level 2 qualification would be around £47, for each £1 of 

government investment. 19 

 

Health benefits  

8.6. Estyn identify the benefits in terms of physical and mental health, both in 

terms of prevention of problems occurring and in the recovery of those facing 

 

19 These figures were calculated in 2010 and have been adjusted for inflation using the Bank of 
England inflation calculator Inflation calculator | Bank of England. 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-ethnicity-wales
https://gov.wales/restart-refugee-integration-employer-engagement-opportunities
https://gov.wales/restart-refugee-integration-employer-engagement-opportunities
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-12/chief-economists-report-2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32329/11-816-measuring-economic-impact-further-education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32329/11-816-measuring-economic-impact-further-education.pdf
https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-calculator
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challenging personal circumstances (Estyn, 2016; Estyn, 2019). The health 

benefits of learning are also well documented in other research; for example, 

longitudinal studies find that adult learning is linked: 

 

• to pro-health attitudes and behaviours such as giving up smoking, reducing 

alcohol consumption and increasing exercise (Feinstein et al., 2003) and 

improved diet (Westergren and Hedin, 2010, cited in Schuller, 2017); 

• increases in “health literacy20” (PHE, 2018) and increased engagement with 

health services such as cervical screening (Sabates and Feinstein, 2004). 

This can be particularly important for some migrants and minority ethnic 

groups who tend to have poorer health literacy than the general population 

(e.g. due to limited English language skills) (PHE, 2018); and 

• improvements in mental health as a result of a stronger sense of identity, 

resilience and a feeling of purpose in life (Hammond, 2004, cited in  

Schuller, 2017). Lower rates of depression have been identified amongst 

women on non-accredited or interest related learning (Duckworth and Cara, 

2021) and Rossor and Knapp (2015) also argue that continued education 

throughout life contributes to a “cognitive footprint” which may delay the 

onset of dementia (Schuller, 2017). 

 

8.7. Cross-sectional surveys of adult learners support these research findings; for 

example: 

 

• a WEA survey (WEA, 2019) found that participants had fewer trips to GPs 

than the general population and respondents reported that they felt that 

learning was good for their mental and physical health. Benefits for some 

groups such as carers and those with mental health issues or learning 

disabilities were particularly pronounced; 

 

20 Obtaining, understanding and acting on health information, particularly for those with limited 
educational attainment and poor English language skills (given the limited provision of interpretation 
services within healthcare settings) (PHE, 2018). 
 
 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-08/Adult_community_learning_2018_2019_en-1.pdf
https://researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/id/eprint/11847/1/The%20Contribution%20of%20Adult%20Learning.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/730917/local_action_on_health_inequalities.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/730917/local_action_on_health_inequalities.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/34669/12-1241-relationship-adult-learning-and-wellbeing-evidence-1958.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/34669/12-1241-relationship-adult-learning-and-wellbeing-evidence-1958.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/730917/local_action_on_health_inequalities.pdf


  

56 
 

• Estyn report that: “learners with mental health issues and physical 

illnesses” find non-accredited learning “therapeutic” as it helps “alleviate 

stress and helps them forget their everyday worries” (Estyn, 2020a)21; 

• the Community Learning Mental Health Research Project found that 52 per 

cent of learners with symptoms of anxiety and/or depression no longer had 

clinically significant symptoms by the end of their course (Ipsos Mori et al., 

2018, cited in House of Commons Education Committee, 2020). 

 

8.8. Like the economic benefits, the health benefits for different groups of learners 

differ depending on pre-existing health and situation (for example, if a carer or 

from a minority ethnic group). Health outcomes may also be improved 

indirectly, where participation in community-based learning leads to 

employment (Marmot, 2010). 

 

Social and community benefits  

8.9. Estyn Identify that ESOL courses “play an important role in tackling 

radicalisation and extremism” but beyond this, and family learning, discussed 

below, social (as distinct from economic or health) benefits are not an 

important theme in Estyn’s thematic report on ACL (Estyn, 2016). This is a 

significant omission (albeit somewhat beyond the focus of the report) as a 

wide range of social benefits associated with learning have been identified 

through longitudinal and cross-sectional studies; these include:  

 

• higher levels of social capital, including trust and social networks (Bosche 

and Brady, 2013; Feinstein et al., 2008, cited in Schuller, 2017); 

• higher levels of community involvement and engagement (Preston, 2004; 

London Economics and Ipsos MORI, 2013; Harding and Ghezelayagh, 

2014) including higher levels of volunteering22 (Wilson, 2000, cited in 

 

21 For example, Estyn identify that: “many learners attend community-based courses following 
referrals from specialist support agencies, partner organisations and schools. Often these learners 
come to their programmes with multiple needs and health issues, including low self-esteem, anxiety 
or depression.” 
22 Wilson (2000) describes education as the most consistent determinant of volunteering. More 
educated people are more likely to participate in volunteering as a consequence of more developed 
civic skills. People with large social networks are also more likely to join volunteering organisations 

 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/www.estyn.gov.wales/files/2020-12/ESTYN%20Annual%20Report%202019-2020_Adult%20learning%20in%20the%20community.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmeduc/278/27802.htm
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/gheg/marmotreview/FairSocietyHealthyLives
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
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Fujiwara, 2012) particularly amongst older people (Grut, 2013, in Schuller, 

2017), which can be understood as examples of active citizenship; 

• increases in social integration and cohesion (Vorhaus et al., 2011; NIACE, 

2011b) through, for example, greater tolerance of diversity on the part of 

learners (World Values Survey, Post (2016), cited in Schuller, 2017) and 

much improved prospects for integration amongst, for example, refugees 

and other migrants (Schellekens, 2001; Bloch, 2004; Johnson et al., 2004; 

Archer et al., 2005; Ager and Strang, 2008); 

• increases in political engagement (Finkel, 2014; House of Commons 

Education Committee, 2020) and in local community action (WEA, 2019). 

and 

• reductions in crime and anti-social behaviour (Schuller, 2017). 

 

8.10. These contributions and in particular, community action, were illustrated by 

the interviews with learners; for example: 

• as Megan (not her real name) put it: “I want to keep learning as it gives me 

a focus and because I learnt so much and I can take that learning into the 

volunteering roles.  I can use my experience and learning to help others”; 

and 

• as Gwen (not her real name), who has been involved in a COVID-19 

mutual aid group put it: “it’s all great experience for me, learning new skills, 

being given information, knowing where to find information, allowing me to 

give information out to others, it’s empowering.” 

 

Intergenerational benefits  

8.11. Estyn (2016) identify the potential benefits for families, and in particular the 

children and grandchildren of adult learners. This is supported by other 

research which highlights how: 

 

 

and to be active in them (Wilson and Musick, 1997). However those who are time poor due, for 
example, to work commitment or home commitments are less likely to volunteer (Markham and 
Bonjean (1996), all cited in Fujiwara (2012). 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Valuing%20the%20Impact%20of%20Adult%20Learning%20-%20Full_Report-4.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmeduc/278/27802.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmeduc/278/27802.htm
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Valuing%20the%20Impact%20of%20Adult%20Learning%20-%20Full_Report-4.pdf
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• family experiences of, and attitudes towards, learning influence children’s 

attitudes and participation in learning (Schuller and Desjardins, 2006; 

NIACE, 2011a, cited in Schuller, 2017); and 

• parents’ involvement in education is linked to their children’s education and 

achievement, with levels of maternal education identified as a key predictor  

of levels of parental involvement (Desforges and Aboucher, 2003). 

 

8.12. This is supported by more qualitative cross-sectional studies; for example:  

 

• in Ireland, Power et al. (2011) found that benefits of adult learning within 

the family included positive influences on children’s education; the 

transmission of a new view of education in the context of a lifelong process, 

improved family communication and affirmative changes in family 

dynamics; and 

• 66 per cent of survey respondents with children from the 2019 WEA report 

said they encouraged their children to learn more and 64 per cent said that 

they could now help their children with reading, writing and maths.      

 

8.13. As the boxed text below illustrates, linking parents’ and children’s learning 

through family learning programmes can be particularly powerful.  

 

Family learning programmes  

 

Family programmes were established by the Basic Skills Agency in the mid-

1990s to enhance the literacy and numeracy of parents and children. The 

success of the schemes in developing children’s and parents’ basic skills; 

children’s educational attainment; and parents’ progression to further 

education and into employment, led to their further development and 

refinement. The changes focused, for example, upon reaching out and 

recruiting more parents with poor basic skills.  

 

The forthcoming review of Educational Inequalities in Wales, is expected to 

recommend the further development and strengthening of family and 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://www.nationalnumeracy.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/impact_of_parental_involvement/the_impact_of_parental_involvement.pdf
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community engagement through schools, including for example, the 

development of community hubs and family and parental education 

programmes.  

 

Adapted from Estyn, 2021b and Egan, 2016 

 

8.14. Research from Sheffield suggests that learning as a family and across 

generations could increase the overall level of children’s development by as 

much as 15 percentage points for those from disadvantaged groups (cited in 

Pennacchia et al., 2018).   However, as participation in adult learning is 

associated with achievement in initial education, the effects of the two 

(parental levels of education and parents’ participation in adult learning) are 

hard to disentangle (Schuller, 2017). 

 

Wellbeing  

8.15. Like the social benefits, wellbeing benefits of ACL are not strongly articulated 

in Estyn’s thematic report on ACL provision, even though research suggests 

this is the most valuable contribution adult learning makes to individuals  

(Fujiwara, 2012). Wellbeing can also help encourage continuation in learning 

and contribute to health outcomes (Field, 2009). 

 

8.16. In part the omission may be because wellbeing is a meta or indirect outcome 

that flows in large part from the economic and physical and mental health 

benefits of learning, given the links between economic and health outcomes 

and wellbeing. This is illustrated by figure 8.1. and as Fatma (not her real 

name) put it: “work is good for you and your family. You can make friends and 

it’s how you can make your life easier.” However, it is notable that (i) the well-

being gains from increased earnings are most pronounced for the poorest and 

limited for those on higher incomes23 (Field, 2009) and (ii) particularly for non-

accredited and interest related courses, there are wellbeing outcomes directly 

 

23 This reflects the so called “Easterlin Paradox”; the break down in the link between increasing  
income and increasing wellbeing in rich societies.  

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/impact-family-learning-programmes-raising-literacy-and-numeracy-levels-children-and
https://journal.uwp.co.uk/wje/article/id/335/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/735453/Barriers_to_learning_-_Qualitative_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Valuing%20the%20Impact%20of%20Adult%20Learning%20-%20Full_Report-4.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02601370902757034
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02601370902757034
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associated with learning, particularly for older people (Schuller, 2017; 

Tregaskis and Nandi, 2018); for example, adult learning contributes: 

 

• to a sense of identity, resilience and a feeling of purpose in life (Hammond, 

2004);  

• a greater level of wellbeing (ONS, 2012), including for older adults (Jenkins, 

2011); and  

• an increase in life satisfaction (Duckworth and Cara, 2012; Schuller, 2017).  

 

Figure 8.1. The contribution of learning to wellbeing  

 

Source: What Works Wellbeing, 2017  

 

8.17. The benefits will also often be greater for those starting as lower “baseline”, 

given the principle of diminishing marginal utility (where each successive 

marginal increase of something, like income, tends to generate a lower 

marginal gain in utility); for example: 

 

• the impact upon wellbeing of an increase in earnings of £10 makes a 

much bigger difference to someone working full time on minimum wage 

(approximately £14,500 year) compared to the median income (for the UK) 

of around £35,000 a year; and 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://peopleandworkunit.sharepoint.com/Shared%20Documents/ALW/Draft%20Final%20Report/Adult-learning-life-satisfaction-Dec-2018-2.pdf%20(whatworkswellbeing.org)
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/adult-learning-Nov17.pdf
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• having one more friend to rely on makes a bigger difference to those with 

no one, compared to someone with many friends in their close network 

(What Works Wellbeing, 2021). 

 

8.18. Therefore, these benefits may be particularly pronounced for groups such as 

asylum seekers and refugees, who often have low levels of wellbeing, in part 

as a result of their exclusion and marginalisation (WG, 2020b). They can 

benefit greatly when, for example, access to learning enables them to socially 

and economically integrate (Schellekens, 2001; Johnson et al., 2004).  

 

Disbenefits  

8.19. As well as benefits, research identifies some negative impacts, such as 

anxiety and stress associated with study (Field, 2009); for example: 

 

• short vocational courses, such as job training, tend to reduce life 

satisfaction of young people and those living in deprived areas, while in 

contrast, longer more intense training was found to increase their life 

satisfaction (Tregaskis and Nandi 2018); and 

• while participation in learning can help forge new networks, it can also 

break up existing social networks, depriving learners of support (Field, 

2009).  

 

8.20. Therefore, as  Feinstein et al., (2003) conclude: “participation in adult learning 

involves an element of risk to wellbeing and psychological health” and, as 

Field (2009) puts it: “learning …involves a process of transformation, in which 

something is gained while something is left behind…and sometimes this loss 

[e.g. of social networks and sense of identify] can be felt as painful.” 

 

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about-wellbeing/what-affects-wellbeing/
https://gov.wales/refugees-employment-and-skills-support-study#:~:text=Refugees%20employment%20and%20skills%20support%20study%20An%20independent,in%20finding%20employment.%20This%20is%20the%20latest%20release
https://peopleandworkunit.sharepoint.com/Shared%20Documents/ALW/Draft%20Final%20Report/Adult-learning-life-satisfaction-Dec-2018-2.pdf%20(whatworkswellbeing.org)
https://researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/id/eprint/11847/1/The%20Contribution%20of%20Adult%20Learning.pdf
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9. Modelling the costs and benefits of widening participation in 

community-based adult learning  

 

Introduction  

9.1. In order to model the likely individual, social, and economic impact of widening 

stakeholder participation and engagement and, in particular, the benefits of 

widening access for entry level to level 2 qualifications, the costs and benefits 

of widening participation for three key under-represented groups of potential 

learners were assessed; they were: 

 

• those aged 25-54 who are unemployed, economically inactive or stuck in 

poor work24, with low or no qualifications; 

• those aged 55-65 who are unemployed or economically inactive or stuck in 

poor work, with low or no qualifications; and  

• those aged 65+. 

 

9.2. For the first two groups, low levels of qualifications and employment status 

were used as proxy for other characteristics, such as age of exit from 

education, income and socio-economic class, associated with lower levels of 

participation in adult learning (discussed in section 4).  

 

9.3. In addition, the benefits of expanding ESOL provision were considered. This 

differs somewhat to the other types of provision considered because, as 

outlined in section 7, demand for ESOL provision is strong but learners have 

often struggled to access the level and volume of learning they want.  

 

9.4. The costs of different types of provision for these groups was provided by 

Adult Learning Wales while data on the expected benefits were based upon 

the evidence discussed in section 8 of the report.  

 

 

24 Work that is poorly paid, low skilled and/or insecure) (Maetjic, 2020). This is a key target group 
given the twin challenges of in work poverty (Maetjic, 2020) and low productivity  (WG, 2020a). 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2020
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2020
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-12/chief-economists-report-2020.pdf
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The costs and benefits of widening participation for those aged 25-54 

with low or no qualifications, who are unemployed or economically 

inactive or stuck in poor work  

9.5. For those of working age, employability and employment progression are 

important goals and it has therefore been argued that learning provision, such 

as essential skills and employability provision, should be available (Allen, 

2014). The costs of an essential skills course are around £1,000 while the 

costs of an employability course (which is typically shorter) is around £200-

£300 and an example is given in Trish’s story. Assuming an average of 

around 8 learners per course25, this equates to a cost per learner of £125 for 

an essential skills course and £25-£38 for an employability course.  

 

Trish’s story 

 

Trish (not her real name) is in her 50s, is married and has two children, one 

of whom is disabled and whom Trish cares for. Having worked for decades in 

local government, she was made redundant in 2020 and advised by the Job 

Centre to start learning with AOC | ALW. She described being given a list of 

courses that she could do and has since been doing courses three days a 

week.  As Trish described, the first course was Microsoft Teams. As Trish 

described it: “I have had three interviews and I would not have been as 

confident with using Teams without the course.  I don’t think I would have 

been able to do the interviews without that course as I would have been too 

nervous of using Teams, I would have been too nervous of the tech.”   She 

went on to explain that: “I have not been interviewed in 28 years…so job 

hunting is very new and writing a CV, I have never had one before. So it has 

been very good.  And with covid and with no face to face and putting 

everything online it has been brilliant.”  

 

 

 

25 The number of learners can vary significantly across subject area and geographic location and, for 
example, in a rural area the minimum number needed to make a course viable is lower.  

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/356063/Review4_Adult_learning_health_inequalities.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/356063/Review4_Adult_learning_health_inequalities.pdf
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9.6. The economic benefits are likely to be greatest for this group as they can be 

expected to have the longest working lives, so the lifetime impact of an annual 

increase in earnings is greater for young people. As a guide, the 3 to 5 year 

average earning returns (or premium) is 2 per cent for a qualification below 

level 2, rising to 11 per cent for a full level 2 qualification (equivalent to 5 or 

more GCSEs at grade A* to C), compared to those who do not achieve a 

qualification or a full level 2 qualification (Bibby et al., 2014). This highlights 

the particular potential value of developing provision for those learners who 

need extra support outside traditional FE and WBL providers in order to 

progress (cf. Estyn, 2016). 

 

9.7. To provide an indication of the value of this, the median pay for selected jobs 

which require (i) skills which equate to having completed compulsory 

education and acquired satisfactory grades (and is therefore roughly 

equivalent to a level 2 qualification), such as postal workers, cleaners and 

catering assistants, classified as “elementary trades and related occupations” 

and “elementary administration and service occupations”; and (ii)  jobs which 

require skills which also equate to having completed compulsory education 

but which also typically have a longer period of work-related training or work 

experience, such as machine operation, caring occupations, retailing and 

clerical and secretarial occupations, classified as  “ process, plant and 

machine operatives”, “ caring personal service occupations”, “customer 

service occupations and  “ secretarial and related occupations” “ are 

presented in table 9.1 (ONS, 2021). 

 

  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/383646/Estimation_of_the_labour_market_returns_to_qualifications_gained_in_English_Further_Education_-_Final_-_November_2014.pdf
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/adult-community-learning-wales
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/standardoccupationalclassificationsoc/soc2020/soc2020volume1structureanddescriptionsofunitgroups
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Table 9.1. UK median yearly gross pay (£) 2020, by job type and age  and 

value of an 11 per cent increase in gross pay  

Job type 

(classification)  

Gross median 

annual pay 

(£) for those 

aged 22-29 

Value of 2% 

increase in 

earnings (per 

year) (£) 

Gross median 

annual pay 

(£) for those 

aged 30-39 

Value of 2% 

increase in 

earnings (per 

year) (£) 

Elementary trades and 

related occupations 
20,181 404 21,039 421 

Elementary administration 

and service occupations 
13,546 271 13,926 279 

Process, plant and machine 

operatives 
21,684 434 24,393 488 

Caring personal service 

occupations 
16,801 336 16,110 322 

Customer service 

occupations 

19,448 
 

389 20,509 410 

Secretarial and related 

occupations 

17,009 
 

404 25,412 421 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE) 

 

9.8. These are indicative figures and the relative increase in an individual’s annual 

earnings will vary depending upon both their starting income and factors like 

their age, gender and type of qualification, with higher earnings experienced 

by men and those engaged in vocational work-based learning.  

 

9.9. The model also assumes that the impact of achieving qualification below level 

2 upon learners’ likelihood of being in employment would be small or modest, 

although those achieving qualifications below level 2  are 5 per cent less likely 

to be actively claiming benefits than those who did not achieve qualifications 

(Bibby et al., 2014). Employment impacts are likely when provision is linked to 

an employment support programme such as Communities for Work (WG, 

2018a).  The impact of gaining a full level 2 qualification is also greater and 

employment rates are  assumed to be 2 percentage points higher 3-5 years 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/383646/Estimation_of_the_labour_market_returns_to_qualifications_gained_in_English_Further_Education_-_Final_-_November_2014.pdf
https://gov.wales/evaluation-communities-work
https://gov.wales/evaluation-communities-work
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after completion compared to those who do not achieve a full level 2 

qualification (Bibby et al., 2014).26 To provide an indication of the impact of 

this, in 2019 the employment rate for men aged 16-24 was 49.1 per cent and 

52.2 per cent for women, while for men aged 25-49 it was 86.4 per cent and 

80.7 per cent for women (Stats Wales, 2021). Lower rates for young people 

reflect higher levels of youth unemployment compared to older groups (WG, 

2020d) but also higher rates of participation in education or training, which 

distorts the figures somewhat. These figures are for the whole population and 

rates for those with low or no qualifications will be lower; for example, for all 

working age adults, only 47.4 per cent of those with no qualifications are in 

employment compared to 81.5 per cent of those qualified to level 2 or over 

(Stats Wales, 2020). 

 

9.10. Younger people are less likely to volunteer  (24 per cent of people aged 25-54 

volunteered, compared to 30 per cent of people aged 65-74) (WG, 2020f) and 

tend to have lower levels of political engagement compared to older age 

groups (House of Commons Library, 2021). This suggests that the community 

and societal benefits of learning will be lower for this group, as the baseline 

position is lower, which suggests they are less likely than other groups to 

volunteer. This assumes that low rates of volunteering and political 

engagement are not principally due to lower levels of education (if this was the 

case, increasing education ought to drive increases in volunteering), which 

seems reasonable, given there are generally higher levels of education 

amongst young people compared to older people (who have higher rates of 

volunteering despite lower average level of education).  

 

9.11. The links between participation in learning and volunteering are complex (and 

for the purposes of the model we cannot assume that increased participation 

in adult learning will inexorably lead to an increase in volunteering). Choices 

 

26 It is worth noting that some other studies have identified higher employment premia. For example, 
BIS (2011) calculate the percentage point increase in the probability of employment for those with 
qualifications below level 2, gaining a level 2 qualification, to be 4.8 per cent. Although they note the 
evidence base for the employment premia is weaker than the evidence in relation to the earnings 
premia (BIS, 2011). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/383646/Estimation_of_the_labour_market_returns_to_qualifications_gained_in_English_Further_Education_-_Final_-_November_2014.pdf
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Business-Economy-and-Labour-Market/People-and-Work/Employment/Persons-Employed/EmploymentRate-by-WelshLocalArea-Year-Gender
https://gov.wales/young-people-not-education-employment-or-training-neet-april-2019-march-2020-html#:~:text=There%20are%20small%20differences%20in%20NEET%20rates%20between,14.2%25%20in%20Mid%20and%20South%20West%20Wales.%203.
https://gov.wales/young-people-not-education-employment-or-training-neet-april-2019-march-2020-html#:~:text=There%20are%20small%20differences%20in%20NEET%20rates%20between,14.2%25%20in%20Mid%20and%20South%20West%20Wales.%203.
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Education-and-Skills/Post-16-Education-and-Training/Lifelong-Learning/Qualification-Levels/highestqualificationlevelsofworkingageadults-by-economicactivity-qualification
https://gov.wales/volunteering-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html#section-57328
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32329/11-816-measuring-economic-impact-further-education.pdf
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about whether to volunteer or not can be understood as the function of 

people’s: 

 

• motivation, to which learning may contribute where, for example, it inspires 

people to want to change things or it highlights an issue that becomes 

important to them. The type of learning is therefore likely to be important and, 

for example, learning with a more social or political content may have a 

greater impact than vocational learning; 

• capabilities to, for example, engage and contribute, such as their self-efficacy 

and self-confidence and their skills, knowledge and experience, to which 

participation in learning may make important contributions, and may also 

contribute to change volunteering roles (e.g. taking on leadership or 

organisational roles); and 

• access to opportunities to volunteer, to which participation in learning is less 

likely to contribute, although the broadening of social networks may support 

this, as being encouraged by others or knowing others who are already 

volunteering are important reasons for volunteering. Conversely, participation 

in learning may reduce people’s time to volunteer (and their access to 

volunteering opportunities) (Brodie et al., 2010; McGarvey et al., 2019).   

 

9.12. Similarly, the links between participation in learning and political engagement 

are complex. The impact of participation in learning upon political engagement 

can be understood as the result of the impact of participation in learning upon 

people’s motivations, capabilities and opportunities to engage with politics. 

Moreover, some of the contributions may be indirect where, for example, the 

economic benefits of learning reduce feelings of social and economic 

exclusion and marginalization which, by changing attitudes and access to the 

resources needed to participate, are likely to contribute to increases in political 

engagement (House of Commons Library, 2021).  

 

9.13. Other social benefits for this group are likely to include increases in trust, the 

expansion of social networks and, for those with school age children, or 

grandchildren, there can also be expected to be intergenerational benefits. 

https://www.ncvo.org.uk/images/documents/policy_and_research/volunteering/Volunteer-experience_Full-Report.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
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9.14. The physical and mental health benefits for this group are likely to be 

important and while this group will generally have better physical health than 

older age groups (WG, 2021), improvements in physical and mental health 

may continue throughout their lifetime, increasing their total value. The 

benefits are likely to include improvements in health literacy, healthy 

behaviours and improved mental health. Because fewer people in the most 

deprived quintiles practice health behaviours such as not smoking, eating five 

portions of fruit and vegetables a day and exercising for at least 150 minutes a 

week, the potential gains are likely to be greater for learners in this group. In 

addition, economic benefits, such as increases in employment, can also be 

expected to contribute to health benefits (Allen, 2014).  

 

9.15. The wellbeing benefits for this group are likely to include improvements linked 

to both their economic and social wellbeing (as a result of increased 

employment, earnings and wider social networks) and also gains in areas like 

life satisfaction. The wellbeing benefits of increased earnings will, on average, 

be greater for those on lower incomes than those on higher incomes. The 

wellbeing benefits of moving into work or progressing to work that people are 

more satisfied with will also be important (What Work Wellbeing, n.d.). The 

benefits in terms of extending social networks may be particularly important 

for this group, as levels of loneliness (which are strongly linked to wellbeing)  

tend to decrease with age; for example, almost twice as many 25-44 year olds 

in Wales reported feeling lonely (19 per cent) compared to those aged 65-74 

(10 per cent reporting feeling lonely) and levels of wellbeing tend to dip in 

middle age (WG, 2020e). 

 

The costs and benefits of widening participation for those aged 55-65 

with low or no qualifications, who are unemployed or economically 

inactive or stuck in poor work 

9.16. As noted, for those of working age employability and employment progression 

are important goals.  The costs of an essential skills course are around £1,000 

https://gov.wales/national-survey-wales
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/356063/Review4_Adult_learning_health_inequalities.pdf
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about-wellbeing/what-affects-wellbeing/
https://gov.wales/volunteering-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html#section-57328
https://gov.wales/volunteering-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html#section-57328
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while the costs of an employability course (which is typically shorter) is around 

£200-£300. Assuming an average of around 8 learners per course27, this 

equates to a cost per learner of £125 for an essential skills course and £25-

£38 for an employability course. 

 

9.17. The economic benefits are likely to be smaller for this group than those aged 

25-54, but greater than those aged 65+ who are likely to be economically 

inactive. The model assumes that the 3 to 5 year average returns are 2 per 

cent for qualifications below level 2, rising to 11 per cent for full level 2 

qualification, compared to those who do not achieve a qualification or a full 

level 2 qualification (Bibby et al., 2014). Table 9.2 shows the value of a 2 per 

cent and 11 per cent increase for different occupations.  

 

Table 9.2. Illustration of the impact of a 2 per cent and an 11 per cent 

increase in earnings  

Job type 

(classification)  

Gross median 

annual pay (£) for 

those aged 50-59 

Value of 2% 

increase in 

earnings (per 

year) (£)  

Value of 11% 

increase in 

earnings (per 

year) (£) 

Elementary trades and 

related occupations 
21,180 424 2,330 

Elementary 

administration and 

service occupations 

12,808 256 1,409 

Process, plant and 

machine operatives 
23,676 474 2,604 

Caring personal 

service occupations 
17,056 341 1,876 

Customer service 

occupations 
20,264 405 2,229 

Secretarial and related 

occupations 
15,943 319 1,754 

 

27 The number of learners can vary significantly across subject area and geographic location and, for 
example, in a rural area the minimum number needed to make a course viable is lower.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/383646/Estimation_of_the_labour_market_returns_to_qualifications_gained_in_English_Further_Education_-_Final_-_November_2014.pdf
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Source: Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE) 

 

9.18. As with younger working age adults, these are indicative figures and the 

relative increase in an individual’s annual earnings will vary depending upon 

both their starting income and factors like their age, gender and type of 

qualification, with higher earnings experienced by men and those engaged in 

vocational work-based learning.  

 

9.19. As before, the model also assumes that the impact of achieving qualification 

below level 2 upon learners’ likelihood of being in employment would be small.  

Although those who have achieved qualifications below level 2, are 5 per cent 

less likely to be actively claiming benefits, than those who did not achieve 

qualifications. Greater employment impacts are likely when provision is linked 

to an employment support programme like Communities for Work (cf. WG, 

2018b).  The impact of gaining a full level 2 qualification is also greater and 

employment rates are  assumed to be 2 percentage points higher 3-5 years 

after completion, compared to those who do not achieve a full level 2 

qualification. In 2019, the employment rate was 73.3 per cent for men aged 

50-64 and 65.4 per cent for women aged 50-64 (Stats Wales, 2021). This is 

for the whole population, and rates for those with low or no qualifications will 

be lower; for example, for all working age adults only 47.4 per cent of those 

with no qualifications are in employment compared to 81.5 per cent of those 

qualified to level 2 or over (Stats Wales, 2020). 

 

9.20. The community benefits are likely to be larger for this group compared to 

younger working age adults, although smaller than for those of retirement age. 

This reflects somewhat higher rates of volunteering and political engagement 

than for younger people of working age (WG, 2020f; House of Commons 

Library, 2021). In relation to volunteering, in part this is likely to reflect having 

the time to volunteer as people’s caring responsibilities for children lessen 

(McGarvey, 2020). This illustrates how the impact of participation in learning 

depends upon a range of factors (in this case, access to opportunities to 

volunteer).  Older learners may also bring professional skills and experience 

(ibid.), increasing the impact of any increase in volunteering amongst older 

https://gov.wales/evaluation-communities-work
https://gov.wales/evaluation-communities-work
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Business-Economy-and-Labour-Market/People-and-Work/Employment/Persons-Employed/EmploymentRate-by-WelshLocalArea-Year-Gender
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Education-and-Skills/Post-16-Education-and-Training/Lifelong-Learning/Qualification-Levels/highestqualificationlevelsofworkingageadults-by-economicactivity-qualification
https://gov.wales/volunteering-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html#section-57328
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://www.ncvo.org.uk/images/documents/policy_and_research/volunteering/Volunteer-experience_Full-Report.pdf
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learners.  As with younger adults the economic benefits of learning, which 

should help reduce feelings of social and economic exclusion and 

marginalization, are likely to contribute to increases in political engagement by 

changing attitudes and access to the resources needed to participate (House 

of Commons Library, 2021).  

 

9.21. However, the social benefits for this group may be somewhat smaller, given 

lower levels of loneliness compared to younger working age adults (with 15 

per cent of those aged 45-64 reporting feeling lonely) (WG, 2020e). Other 

benefits for this group are likely to include increases in trust and, for those 

with school age children, or grandchildren, there can also be  

intergenerational benefits. 

 

9.22. The physical and mental health benefits for this group are likely to be 

important and include improvements in health literacy, healthy behaviours and 

improved mental health. Because fewer people in the most deprived quintiles 

practice pro-health behaviours, the potential gains are likely to be greater for 

learners in this group who are in those quintiles. However, if we assume that 

health behaviours continue, the lifetime benefits will be lower than younger 

people of working age (because the change in behaviours will come later in 

their lifetime).  

 

9.23. The wellbeing benefits for this group are likely to include improvements linked 

to both their economic and social wellbeing and gains in areas like life 

satisfaction. If we assume that these gains continue throughout the life 

course, the lifetime benefits will be lower than younger people of working age 

(because the gains come later in their lifetime).  

 

The costs and benefits of widening participation for those aged 65+  

9.24. Non-vocational learning is particularly important for older people who may not 

need (or want) to develop their employment skills but who can benefit greatly 

from improvements in health and wellbeing linked to participation in learning  

(Allen, 2014). The costs of a non-accredited course range from around £500 - 

£1000, depending upon the course. Assuming an average of around 8 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://gov.wales/loneliness-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/356063/Review4_Adult_learning_health_inequalities.pdf
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learners per course28, this equates to a cost per learner of around £63 to £125 

for a non-accredited course. 

 

9.25. The economic benefits are likely to be much smaller for this group as they are 

likely to be economically inactive as only 9.1 per cent of adults aged 65 and 

over are employed (Stats Wales, 2020).29 Where individuals pay for courses, 

such as non-accredited courses, the economic costs (to the individual) are 

therefore likely to outweigh the economic benefits.  

 

9.26. The community benefits of increases in learning are likely to be larger for this 

group compared to working age adults, given higher rates of volunteering and 

political engagement amongst older people (WG, 2020f; House of Commons 

Library, 2021). There is, for example, stronger evidence of impacts of adult 

learning upon active citizenship amongst older learners (Grut, 2013, quoted in 

Schuller, 2017); for example, Schuller (2017) suggests that:  

 

“Learning enables and encourages older people to be active volunteers, as 

grandparents, carers or the preservers of culture; or even councillors, school 

governors or prison visitors.” (ibid., p.9). 

 

9.27. Deborah (not her real name) who is now retired, described how she is doing a 

course on Excel which is helping her role as Parish Council treasurer. Linking 

learning provision to voluntary sector organisations to support upskilling their 

volunteers also provides opportunities to enhance the impact of participation 

in community-based adult learning upon volunteering.  

 

9.28. For those with school age grandchildren there can also be expected to be 

some intergenerational benefits, although the benefits are likely to be lower 

than for the two other groups, as this group will generally have less impact 

 

28 The number of learners can vary significantly across subject area and geographic location, and for 
example, in a rural area the minimum number needed to make a course viable is lower.  
29 However, it is worth noting that while they may not be in paid work, they can still contribute other 
economic benefits to society such as caring roles which can enable younger family members to work 
and volunteer. 

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Equality-and-Diversity/Older-People/Material-Well-being/EmploymentRatesofPeopleAgedOver16-by-Age-Measure
https://gov.wales/volunteering-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html#section-57328
https://gov.wales/volunteering-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html#section-57328
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
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upon the home learning environment and children’s educational attitudes and 

aspirations than parents have. 

 

9.29. The mental health and, to a lesser degree, physical benefits for this group are 

likely to be important but smaller than other groups. This group’s physical 

health is poorer overall than young age groups, but the benefits of preventive 

actions, including adopting health behaviours such as not smoking, eating five 

portions of fruit and vegetables day and exercising for at least 150 minutes a 

week will be smaller, given the impact of possible previous unhealthy 

behaviours over a lifetime. In contrast, the impact upon mental health of 

benefits such as extended social networks and social contact associated with 

learning will not be constrained (as they are restorative rather than 

preventative).  

 

9.30. The wellbeing benefits for this group are likely to include improvements linked 

to social wellbeing and mental health and gains in areas like life satisfaction 

but are likely to be smaller than those for the other groups considered; for 

example, participation in non-accredited courses (but not formal accredited 

courses) is linked to higher levels of wellbeing amongst older learners 

(Jenkins, 2011). The social contact learning offers can be important and, as 

one interviewee for this study described it: “for some it’s [the course is] the 

only people you see, if you have no family.” Their concern was what was lost, 

like the chats over a cup of tea, when courses moved online (as a result of the 

pandemic). Others reflected on the loss of the social activities that ran 

alongside the course, like the Christmas and birthday celebrations that their 

“close community” of learners shared. 

 

9.31. However, in assessing potential gains in areas like an expansion of social 

networks it is important to consider that while loneliness is commonly 

associated with older age, there are lower rates of loneliness reported 

amongst older people (10 per cent of those aged 64-74 and 9 per cent of 

those aged 75+) compared to the overall rate of 15 per cent for all age groups 

(WG, 2020e). Therefore, the overall benefits for this group are likely to be 

smaller. Nevertheless, well targeted provision to tackle loneliness and 

https://gov.wales/loneliness-national-survey-wales-april-2019-march-2020-html
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isolation may still be warranted to maximize the benefits of learning (Estyn, 

2016). 

 

The costs and benefits of expanding ESOL provision  

9.32. For those ESOL learners of working age, employability and employment 

progression are often important goals, although there can be differences 

linked to, for example, gender roles which may mean that women either defer 

entry to employment due to caring responsibilities or focus upon other roles in 

the household.  

 

9.33. The costs of a non-accredited ESOL course are around £5,500 and the costs 

of an accredited course are between £6,600-£10,450. Assuming an average 

of around 8 learners per course, this equates to a cost per learner of £690 for 

a non-accredited course and £825-£1,300 for an accredited course.  

 

9.34. As with the other groups considered, the economic benefits of participation in 

community-based ESOL provision will depend upon learners’ age and entry 

into the labour market. Entry into the labour market will depend upon factors 

such as learners’ skills, including English language (which ESOL provision 

directly addresses) but also vocational and job search skills, their cultural 

understanding and “competence” in the workplace, their openness to consider 

a range of employment opportunities (which may be limited by cultural factors 

and  people’s pride and interests) and access to employment opportunities 

(WG, 2020b). The economic benefits for, for example, young male migrants, 

are likely to be considerable and much higher than the economic benefits for 

those of retirement age or those whose opportunities are limited by cultural 

norms about, for example, the role of women. Nevertheless, as Armineh’s 

story illustrates, care needs to be taken not to stereotype women from 

countries with repressive regimes that have limited women’s rights and 

research with refugees in Wales illustrates the new economic opportunities 

some women find in the UK compared to their country of origin, where social 

and cultural norms held them back (ibid.). 

 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/adult-community-learning-wales
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/adult-community-learning-wales
https://gov.wales/refugees-employment-and-skills-support-study#:~:text=Refugees%20employment%20and%20skills%20support%20study%20An%20independent,in%20finding%20employment.%20This%20is%20the%20latest%20release
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Armineh’s story 

 

Armineh (not her real name) started school in Afghanistan in the 1990s. 

Following the rise of the Taliban her family moved to Pakistan before returning 

to Afghanistan in the 2000s (following the toppling of the Taliban by the US 

and allied forces). She did well at school and felt fortunate that her family were 

very supportive of education, so she was able to complete a BA degree and 

then progress to a management role in business. She was forced to leave 

after her husband was threatened and came to the UK as a refugee in 2019.  

 

As Armineh puts it: “I love learning and especially something new.   I always 

enjoy it and I love to learn from my mistakes.  I always love to learn.” Since 

settling in Wales, Armineh has been studying with AOC | ALW after being 

referred by the Job Centre.  She has completed employability courses and 

digital skills courses and feels she has a better understanding of how to apply 

for jobs in the UK.   She wishes to complete a higher-level qualification with 

AOC | ALW now, which will enable her to get a job with adult learners.  She is 

also trying to get a scholarship to do a degree.    

 

As well as improving her career, Armineh described the importance of the 

social side of learning and the ways it has helped her integrate into Welsh 

society.  She explained that: “it was very difficult at first when I was in the 

holiday cottage, I came from isolation into isolation.  But now I am in [name of 

town omitted] I am more part of society, I came here and chatted to the 

neighbours.” She explained that though the AOC | ALW course: “finding new 

people has been very good – all the people who have different experiences 

and have lived different lives. I am getting to meet people and in online 

classes.” 

 

9.35. The community benefits are likely to be considerable for this group. In 

particular, increases in social and economic inclusion and integration are likely 

to have important benefits not only for individuals (like Armineh and Salah, 

whose story is outlined below) but the communities they live in, helping 

reduce, for example, segregation of communities and the risk of divisions and 
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mistrust between different groups within communities (Holtom et al., 2013). 

This reflects factors like the importance of inter-group contact in building 

understanding, social links and trust between different groups (Pettigrew and 

Tropp, 2011; Al Ramiah and Hewstone, 2013). Social and economic 

integration may also encourage and enable more active citizenship and, for 

example, contribute to increases in volunteering and political engagement 30 

(House of Commons Library, 2021). 

 

Salah’s Story 

 

Salah (not his real name) is in his 50s and from North Africa originally. He 

has a degree (from a university in North Africa) and has been living in Cardiff 

for two years. Salah is currently working in a restaurant and volunteers with a 

local community group. He hopes that by improving his English language 

skills he can get a better job. 

 

Salah has four children and, as he put it: “it is so important to learn, to 

improve my English.” He explained he wants to be able “to go to the doctor 

without problems” and to “talk with the teacher of my child” and “to 

understand quickly and clearly.” Although he was articulate and interviewed 

in English, he explained he still lacks confidence and when “I speak with 

someone by phone, I feel no good, I can’t understand everything, especially if 

they have an accent.” Given what he felt were his weak English language 

skills, he described struggling to understand the COVID-19 restrictions that 

were in place when interviewed and how “we don’t know anybody” locally.  

As he put it, as a result “every day is challenge”, although he also described 

how he has made friends through the ESOL course (with AOC | ALW) , 

easing his sense of isolation. 

 

 

30 Political engagement of ethnic minorities is somewhat different to white majority groups. They are, 
for example, less likely to vote but more likely to have positive attitudes to politics and to participate 
more in political activities (House of Commons Library, 2021). 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-ethnicity-wales
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
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9.36. This group is likely to experience the greatest physical and mental health 

benefits. The physical and mental health of asylum seekers, refugees and 

economic migrants varies considerably, reflecting the diversity of the group, 

which ranges from young people who had suffered few adverse experiences 

before migrating, to older people who have experienced a lifetime of adverse 

experiences, which are associated with health harming behaviours and poorer 

health outcomes (Bellis et al., 2015). Overall, levels of physical and mental 

health are poorer for this group and this, linked to the trauma of persecution, 

enforced flight and separation from family and friends and difficulties 

integrating, creates barriers to employment for some (Bloch, 2002; Archer et 

al., 2005; Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2018). These adverse experiences are likely 

to be compounded by difficulties accessing health services (e.g. due to 

language barriers), lower levels of health literacy and lower levels of economic 

activity for refugees and asylum seekers (but not economic migrants) (Holtom 

et al., 2013; WG, 2020b).  

 

9.37. The importance of English language skills for health were illustrated by Fatma 

(not her real name), a refugee from Iraq who has a disabled child, which 

means she has frequent trips to the hospital (and needs to be able to speak to 

staff there). She also explained that she has her own health problems and 

feels worse (more stressed) “when I don’t understand things from the doctor.” 

More positively, she explained that learning English had helped her address 

her depression and loneliness.  

 

9.38. In surveys, refugees and in particular, asylum seekers, have reported 

markedly lower levels of wellbeing than the general population. When asked 

how happy they felt yesterday on a scale of 0-10, where 0 is “very low” and 10 

is “very high”, the mean score for refugees was 6.9, compared to 4.6 for 

asylum seekers and 7.7 for the general population (WG, 2020b). This group is 

likely to experience the greatest wellbeing benefits if participation in learning 

enables economic and social integration. This is an important assumption, as 

participation in learning is not the only factor that determines prospects for 

integration (other factors include racism, discrimination, access to 

https://phw.nhs.wales/files/aces/aces-and-their-impact-on-health-harming-behaviours-in-the-welsh-adult-population-pdf/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-ethnicity-wales
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-ethnicity-wales
https://gov.wales/refugees-employment-and-skills-support-study#:~:text=Refugees%20employment%20and%20skills%20support%20study%20An%20independent,in%20finding%20employment.%20This%20is%20the%20latest%20release
https://gov.wales/refugees-employment-and-skills-support-study#:~:text=Refugees%20employment%20and%20skills%20support%20study%20An%20independent,in%20finding%20employment.%20This%20is%20the%20latest%20release
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employment opportunities, rights to work31 and support services) (Holtom et 

al., 2013).  

 

9.39. The benefits for this group are likely to include improvements linked to both 

their economic and social wellbeing (as a result of increased employment, 

earnings and wider social networks) and also gains in areas like life 

satisfaction. As with other groups, the wellbeing benefits of increased 

earnings will, on average, be greater for those on lower incomes than those 

on higher incomes. The wellbeing benefits of moving into work or progressing 

to work that people are more satisfied with, will also be important (What 

Works Wellbeing, n.d.). This is likely to be particularly important for groups 

such as refugees and economic migrants who tend to have higher rates of 

unemployment and are more likely to be stuck in poor work than other groups 

(Holtom et al., 2013; WG, 2020c).  

 

 

 

 

31 For example, most asylum seekers do not have a legal right to work in the UK.  

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-ethnicity-wales
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-ethnicity-wales
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about-wellbeing/what-affects-wellbeing/
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about-wellbeing/what-affects-wellbeing/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-ethnicity-wales
https://gov.wales/restart-refugee-integration-employer-engagement-opportunities
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10. Conclusions  

 

Current and potential learners  

10.1. There are clear patterns in participation in adult learning. Current (or recent) 

learners tend to be younger, more highly skilled and educated, employed and 

from higher socioeconomic groups. Conversely, potential learners tend to 

older, less highly skilled or educated, unemployed or economically inactive 

and from lower socioeconomic groups. 

 

10.2. AOC | ALW has a strong track record of engaging older learners and learners 

living in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas who are more likely to be in 

lower socioeconomic groups. However, AOC | ALW has been less successful 

reaching out to potential learners who are less highly skilled or educated 

and/or unemployed or economically inactive. 

 

Engaging potential learners  

10.3. Research identifies a range of barriers that can hold back potential learners, 

but the presence or absence of barriers is not sufficient to explain why some 

people are learners and others are not (yet). There is no ‘silver bullet’ and 

action to engage potential learners needs to consider those potential 

learners’:  

 

• motivation, and therefore factors like their aspirations, personal 

circumstances and calculations of the likely costs and benefits of learning, 

self-efficacy; 

• capability, and therefore factors like their essential skills (and ability to 

access learning), social and emotional skills (such as their self-motivation 

and their ability to manage emotion such as fear and anxiety) and their 

assets (such as financial and social capital); and 

• opportunities, and therefore factors like their access to high quality 

community-based adult learning at times and places that suit them, and the 

situational barriers, such as caring responsibilities, that may stop them 

accessing opportunities.  
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10.4. Moves to deliver learning online bring both opportunities and challenges in 

engaging potential learners. Online learning can, for example, open up access 

and opportunities (e.g. for those who cannot easily travel) but also limit access 

(e.g. for those who are digitally excluded). It may limit the social experience of 

learning which is important as the social experience can help motivate 

learners but also has the scope to engage younger learners used to living 

their lives online.  It also creates new demands upon learners’ capabilities 

(such as digital skills) but also create opportunities to build those skills.  

 

The effectiveness of community-based adult learning  

10.5. Estyn (and others) identify that the sector has important strengths and what is 

provided is generally good. However, there is a need for: 

 

• more provision in areas like ESOL and essential skills provision which is 

vital to support economic and social integration; 

• the development of different types of provision such as additional support 

for those learners struggling to reach level 2 in order to be able progress in 

FE or WBL; 

• a viable funding model for the provision of non-accredited courses that 

contribute to the learners’ wellbeing and which can support a first step back 

into education; and  

• a clearer strategy for the role of community-based adult learning in 

improving the employability skills of adults with poor basic skills (Estyn, 

2016).  

 

The benefits of widening participation in community-based adult 

learning  

10.6. Learning can be a joyful experience, and both sustains and has the power to 

transform individuals and society. In an ever more complex world, it is 

arguably more important than ever. However, capturing the full range of 

impacts and therefore its value, is challenging, and  research has tended to 

focus upon a number of key domains, such as the economic, social and 
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health benefits, where outcomes are measurable (see e.g. Schuller, 2017; 

Fujiwara, 2012). In doing so, it for examples, subsumes emotions like joy, 

wonder and pride, associated with adult learning and illustrated by the case 

studies (in this report), within wellbeing, and attitudes and behaviours like 

active citizenship, within volunteering, blunting descriptions of the 

transformative power of adult learning. 

 

10.7. Notwithstanding these limitations, the evidence reviewed for this study is clear 

that community-based adult learning has a key role to play in improving both 

individual’s and Wales’s: 

 

• economic wellbeing by, for example, increasing people’s essential skills,  

supporting re-engagement with and progression in education and training 

and enabling the acquisition of vocational skills in areas like youth and 

community work, which contributes to lower levels of unemployment and 

economic inactivity and supports increases in productivity and progression 

to more highly skilled and paid work;  

• social wellbeing by, for example, supporting people’s integration and social 

inclusion, through the acquisition of language and essential skills, increases 

in employability and the expansion of social networks and by promoting 

active citizenship by enhancing people’s understanding of the issues that 

they and their communities face and their capability (such as their skills and 

confidence) to take action on the issues they care about most; and 

• physical and mental wellbeing by, for example, supporting pro-health 

attitudes and behaviours, increasing health literacy and engagement with 

health services, and enhancing resilience and people’s sense of purpose 

and enjoyment of life.   

 

10.8. Community-based adult learning therefore makes an important contribution to 

a number of Wales’s wellbeing goals, including a more prosperous, healthier 

and more equal Wales with cohesive communities and a vibrant culture and 

thriving Welsh language (WG, 2015). However, its contribution to the Welsh 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Valuing%20the%20Impact%20of%20Adult%20Learning%20-%20Full_Report-4.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-02/spsf-1-core-guidance.PDF
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language is limited by the few opportunities to continue learning through the 

medium of Welsh within the sector (Estyn 2016).  

 

Maximising the benefits of widening participation  

10.9. Both the type and magnitude of benefits of learning differ for different groups 

and understanding this is crucial to inform strategies to target and therefore 

maximise the benefits of widening participation. This study focuses upon 

maximising the total benefits across the economic, social and health domains. 

However, because the type of benefits differs for different groups, different 

policy goals, may suggest targeting different groups. For example, the health 

and wellbeing benefits associated with learning, may be maximised by linking 

to models like social prescribing and targeting groups such as those with mild 

or long-term mental health problems, who are socially isolated or have 

complex needs (Buck and Ewbank, 2020).     

 

10.10. If we assume that (a) the benefits of learning continue throughout the life 

course and (b) there are diminishing marginal returns generated by, for 

example, increased income in older age groups, the greatest economic, social 

and health benefits are likely to accrue to: 

 

• younger learners, as they will experience the economic benefits for more 

years; the health benefits of learning are greater for young people, given 

the value of early intervention and past participation in learning is 

associated with current participation in learning, creating a “cumulative 

advantage” in learning throughout the life course (Schuller and Watson, 

2007); and 

• the most disadvantaged learners, such as refugees, asylum seekers and 

some economic migrants and those with low levels of qualifications who are 

unemployed, who are exposed to higher risks of economic and social 

marginalization.  

 

10.11. The correlations and links between economic, health and social inequalities 

(Marmot et al, 2020; Pickett and Wilkinson, 2009) means that targeting groups 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-07/Adult%2520Community%2520Learning%2520in%2520Wales.pdf
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/social-prescribing
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/social-prescribing
https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-03/Health%20Equity%20in%20England_The%20Marmot%20Review%2010%20Years%20On_executive%20summary_web.pdf
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based upon primarily economic criteria, such as their employment status or 

skills, is also likely to target groups who have higher rates of social exclusion 

and poorer health (and who therefore start at a lower ‘baseline’). Therefore, in 

order to maximise the cost-effectiveness of funding, a strong case for 

targeting funding upon three key groups is suggested:  

 

• those aged 25-54 who are unemployed, economically inactive or stuck in 

poor work32, with low or no qualifications; 

• those such as some asylum seekers, refugees and European economic 

migrants who need to develop their English language skills; and 

• to a lesser degree (as the economic benefits are likely to be lower) those 

aged 55-65 who are unemployed or economically inactive or stuck in poor 

work, with low or no qualifications. 

 

10.12. In contrast, the economic benefits for older learners (those of retirement age) 

are likely to be much smaller, although the immediate (or short term) 

community benefits may be greater for this group, given typically higher levels 

of community and political engagement amongst older people. Well targeted 

provision to, for example, tackle loneliness and isolation may also be   

warranted to maximize the benefits of learning (Estyn, 2016) and further 

research to explore the benefits for older learners may be warranted.  

 

10.13. Moreover, the rationale for focusing upon widening participation amongst 

younger people is because the benefits, such as increased earnings over their 

lifetime, will on average be greater than the benefits of increased earnings 

over the lifetime of older people (because they are likely to work for a shorter 

period of time before retiring). However, a shorter time horizon than a lifetime, 

such as a decade, may be more appropriate for assessing the benefits of 

widening participation. In addition, as life expectancy and people’s working 

lives extend, a focus upon older people and in particular, older women, may 

be warranted to support them to upskill or retrain to be able to stay or re-enter 

 

32 Work that is poorly paid, low skilled and/or insecure) (Maetjic, 2020). This is a key target group 
given the twin challenges of in work poverty (Maetjic, 2020) and low productivity  (WG, 2020a). 

https://www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-report/adult-community-learning-wales
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2020
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2020
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-12/chief-economists-report-2020.pdf
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the labour market and promote a more age diverse workforce (House of 

Commons, 2018).  

 

10.14. It is also important to bear in mind that while education and skills may 

contribute to the realisations of benefits, they will often not of themselves be 

sufficient to generate these benefits. Participation in adult and community-

based learning may contribute to higher earnings and levels of employment, 

which has important individual, community, social, economic and health 

benefits, but increases in earnings and levels of employment will also depend 

upon other factors such as learners’ motivation to access and progress in 

work, their capabilities, including their vocational and job search skills and 

their access to employment opportunities and employment support services. 

Linking widening access strategies to employability support programmes that 

help people, once in work, to progress are therefore likely to create synergies 

that enhance the benefits. Similarly, linking community-based adult learning to 

progression pathways in FE and HE and WBL, including provision to support 

those who need additional support to progress, is likely to further increase the 

value of any investment in community-based adult learning. This emphasises 

the importance of a systems-wide approach, which is part of the Welsh 

Government’s strategic vision for Post-Compulsory Education and Training 

(PCET) (WG, 2020g, WG, 2020h).  

 

10.15. Linking widening access strategies to other programmes may also help 

address the risk that those who are the most disadvantaged and have the 

most to potentially gain from participation in community-based adult learning  

may struggle to realise those gains; for example, those more distant from the 

labour market may not realise the potential benefits of participation in adult 

learning, such as increased earnings, if what they gain from community-based 

learning, such as increased capability and motivation, are not sufficient to 

enable them to find or progress in work. 

 

10.16. In considering the magnitude of the effects, it is also important to bear in mind 

the diversity of the adult population. Maximizing the benefits will require a life 

course approach, where learning provision is person centred, informed by 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/359/359.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/359/359.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-10/strategic-vision-post-compulsory-education-training.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-11/principles-for-change-post-compulsory-education-and-training.pdf
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local intelligence (such as that offered by AOC | ALW’s Curriculum 

Development Officers and local partners) and focused upon the differing 

needs and experiences of learners. As the modelling of costs and benefits 

illustrates, benefits will differ for different groups and different levels of benefit 

may accrue according to a learner’s age, ethnicity, gender and other factors. 

Contextual factors such as high levels of inequality or community or workplace 

cultures can also have a strong influence on potential effects (Desjardins, 

2017); for example, the economic returns of adult learning for women are 

reduced when their opportunities to access and progress in work are curtailed 

(Schuller, 2017). 

 

10.17. Finally, the research is clear that there can also be costs or disbenefits and 

risks for those participating in community-based adult learning, such as loss of 

confidence where learners struggle, and the breakup of social relationships 

when, for example, learners make social or economic transitions that set them 

apart from their peers.  

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/635837/Skills_and_lifelong_learning_-_the_benefits_of_adult_learning_-_schuller_-_final.pdf
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12. Profile of AOC | ALW learners  

 

Introduction  

 

12.1. This section provides additional data on the profile of AOC | ALW learners and 

where possible, how they compare with learners in other types of post-16 

learning provision or the general population is outlined in this section. It draws 

upon data provided by AOC | ALW and Welsh Government data on post-16 

learning provision. Where possible, data on the profile of AOC | ALW learners 

is based upon a three-year average (2016/17 to 2018/19).  

 

The Characteristics of ALW learners  

 

Graph 12.1. The age profile of AOC | ALW learners  

 

Source: ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=13,103) 
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Graph 12.2 The age profile of AOC | ALW learners compared to the general 

population  

 

Sources: Statswales and ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=13,103) 

 

 

 

Graph 12.3 The gender of learners aged 16 in different post-16 learning 

settings  

 

Sources: StatsWales, HESA, ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19). 

Notes: LA CL + Local Authority Community Learning; learners in HE are based upon 

Welsh HE learners domiciled in Wales.  

 

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Population-and-Migration/Population
https://statswales.gov.wales/Search?Query=unique+learners
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis
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Graph 12.4 The ethnicity of AOC | ALW learners 

 

Source: ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=11,533*) 

Notes: Responses from those who chose not to identify their ethnicity are excluded.  

 

Graph 12.5 The ethnicity of learners in different post-16 learning provision  

 

Sources: StatsWales, HESA, ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) 

 

 

  

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2020-02/further-education-work-based-learning-and-community-learning-august-2018-july-2019-031.pdf
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis
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Graph 12.6 the proportion of AOC | ALW learners who report having a 

disability which may affect their ability to learn  

 

Source: ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=13,120) 

Notes: this is based upon learner’s self-declaration (and identification) that they: 

“have a disability which may affect their learning” (emphasis added) so may, for 

example, exclude physical disabilities, if they are not felt to affect learning.  

 

 

Graph 12.7. The proportion of learners in different post-16 learning settings 

reporting they have a “primary disability and/or learning difficulty”  

 

Sources: StatsWales, HESA, ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) 

 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2020-02/further-education-work-based-learning-and-community-learning-august-2018-july-2019-031.pdf
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis
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Graph 12.8. The employment status of AOC | ALW Learners   

 

Source: ALW data (average 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=1,784) 

 

Graph 12.9. The employment status of AOC | ALW Learners compared to the 

general population 

 

Sources: StatsWales (average 2017,2018 and 2019), ALW data (average 2017/18 and 

2018/19 n=7,784) 

 

 

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Business-Economy-and-Labour-Market/People-and-Work/Employment/Persons-Employed/employmentrate-by-welshlocalarea-year
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Graph 12.10. The level of deprivation of the area where AOC | ALW learners 

live 

 

Source: ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=13,120) 

 

Graph 12.11. The level of deprivation of the area where AOC | ALW learners 

live compared to the general population  

 

Sources: ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=13,120) 
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Graph 12.12. AOC | ALW’s Learners’ highest qualification upon entry  

 

Source: ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=4,304*) 

Notes: the number of ‘not known/not required’ is high, which may skew the figures if, 

for example, a disproportionate number of these have no or low qualifications.  

 

 

Graph 12.13. AOC | ALW’s Learners’ highest qualification upon entry  

compared to the highest qualification of the general population   

 

Sources: StatsWales (average 2017,2018 and 2019) ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 

and 2018/19) (n=4,304*) 

Notes: the number of ‘not known/not required’ is high for AOC | ALW learners, which 

may skew the figures if, for example, a disproportionate number of these have no or 

low qualifications.  

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Education-and-Skills/Post-16-Education-and-Training/Lifelong-Learning/Qualification-Levels/highestqualificationlevelsofworkingageadults-by-ukcountry-region-qualification
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Graph 12.14 AOC | ALW Learners’ Welsh language skills  

 

Source: ALW data (average 2016/17, 2017/18 and 2018/19) (n=13,120) 
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13. Research questions  

 

The research study on the benefits of community-based adult learning is required to 

focus upon three components: individual benefits, social and community benefits, 

and the wider economic benefits for Wales.  

 

The research will consider those members of society (“stakeholders”) who are not 

yet reached by community-based adult learning, in addition to better understanding 

those with whom we are already engaged. This will be done by: 

 

• identifying who are the engaged and as yet unengaged stakeholders;  

• identifying the needs and aspirations of engaged and as yet unengaged 

stakeholders; 

• identifying the barriers to participation of engaged and as yet unengaged 

stakeholders; 

• identifying and modelling the likely individual, social, and economic impact of 

widening stakeholder participation and engagement. 

 

The research will also consider: 

 

• How effective is community-based adult learning in supporting life-long learning? 

• To what extent is the range, balance and quality of formal and informal 

community-based adult learning appropriate to meet the needs of stakeholders, 

actual and potential? 

• What are the stakeholder groups; who are community-based adult learning 

providers endeavouring to serve and what proportion of the stakeholder groups 

currently access learning activities? 

• What are the benefits of widening access for entry level to level 2 qualifications? 

• Who currently participates in, and benefits from, community-based adult learning 

in Wales? 
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14. Qualitative research: sampling strategy  

 

The qualitative research was based upon a purposive sample intended to explore 

and illustrate the experience of different groups of current or past adult learners 

(n=18) and potential learners (n=4) of interest to the study. Narrative interviews were 

used to explore interviewees’ aspirations, needs and barriers they faced and/or 

overcame and what they gained or thought they could gain from adult learning (i.e. 

benefits).   

 

The scoping work identified the following groups (or ‘types’) of learners and potential 

learners are of particular interest:  

 

• those with qualifications at level 3 and above returning to learn later in life, 

(lifelong learners); 

• those who were employed, but who have lost their jobs due to the impact of 

COVID-19 and who are claiming Universal Credit for the first time, and whose 

priorities may include enhancing their wellbeing and/or retraining (pandemic 

learners); 

• those recovering and restarting their lives after significant life 

events/challenges, who may face complex barriers and which could include 

ESOL learners and also those whose children have started school 

(recovery/restart learners); 

• those motivated by the desire to improve their health or wellbeing, including 

those who are lonely or isolated (including older learners) (wellness learners);   

• those who have struggled with compulsory education, who have retired, are 

unemployed or stuck in poor work, for whom adult earning offers a second 

chance (second chance learners); and 

• those who are employed (workplace learners) including, if possible, those 

undertaking learning for a role within a trade union (shop steward, health and 

safety rep. etc). 

 

The groups are not mutually exclusive, so learners could fall into more than one 

group and exploring intersectionality (and the different identities people have and the 
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different opportunities and barriers they may face) was of interest. Across the sample 

the aim was to ensure an appropriate balance of female and male participants, 

learners of different ages (including older learners), learners living in different parts 

of Wales (including more and less socioeconomically disadvantaged areas and, in 

particular, Communities First areas), English and Welsh medium learners, learners 

of different ethnicities and learners with additional learning needs.    

 

Other considerations  

 

The impact of COVID-19 and shifts to deliver learning online may also skew samples 

of current learners (e.g. in favour of those who are more digitally included, which 

may be correlated with other characteristics, such as levels of education and 

income). 

 

 


