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What are we talking about today?
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And ‘adult learning’?
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Older people and adult learning

‘Older people’ in the UK generally refers to 
people over 50 years

Useful to separate 3rd Age (50-74), and 4th Age 
(75+)

Useful to think about biological and 
chronological age.  Disability-free life expectancy.



UK adult learning declines with age

UK Adult Participation in Learning Survey 2017 © Department for Education 2018 



Well-being and adult learning

Well-being has 10 dimensions in the UK: ‘the natural 
environment, personal well-being, our relationships, 
health, what we do, where we live, personal finance, 
the economy, education and skills and governance.’

Source: What Works Well-Being Centre and Office of National Statistics:: 
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about/what-is-wellbeing/

Social isolation is an objective measure.
Loneliness is a subjective feeling.
They negatively impact on well-being at all ages.
Adult learning has a positive impact on well-being…

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about/what-is-wellbeing/


What Works Wellbeing Centre (2017)

Briefing, November 2017. Adult Learning. 
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/product/adult-learning-briefing/

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/product/adult-learning-briefing/


Digital inclusion and adult learning

UK Government defines digital inclusion as ‘making sure that 

people have the capability to use the internet to do things that 

benefit them.’  There are three interconnected elements: 

• Digital skills - being able to use computers and the internet. 

This is important, but a lack of digital skills is not necessarily the 

only, or the biggest, barrier people face.

• Connectivity - and access to the internet. 

• Accessibility - services should be designed to meet all users’ 

needs, including those dependent on assistive technology to 

access digital services. 
UK Government. 2014. Digital Inclusion Strategy. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-inclusion-
strategy/government-digital-inclusion-strategy

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-inclusion-strategy/government-digital-inclusion-strategy


Digital capability

Enables people to:

• make sense of change–through access to 
information and ideas, links to others

• adapt to change—as a key skill or managing 
our lives

• shape change—through participation in 
social movements

Particularly important for older people
Schuller, T. and Watson, D.2009.  Learning Through Life. NIACE, 
Leicester. Based on work of Raymond Williams /Amartya Sen



So…

• Adult learning is good for our well-being…

• But participation in adult learning declines 
with age, and particularly at the age (or stage 
in the life-course) when people are most 
vulnerable

• Why is that?



Unequal access to ‘skills’ funding

Schuller, T. Watson, D. 2009. Learning Through Life, NIACE, Leicester, UK , p. 102.



But…

• Digital inclusion is a government priority, in 
terms of access, skills, and use

• Digital capabilities are linked to other 
important aspects of our life, such as access to 
public services (‘digital by default’)

• Digital participation declines with age



So what needs to be done?



Healthy, Wealthy and Wise (2017)



Overlapping benefits of adult 
learning…

UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning. 2016. Third Global Report on Adult Learning and Education, p.21



But what type of learning works best?

‘The impact of education depends not only on 
the quantity of education experienced and 
qualifications achieved but on the quality and 
nature of the educational experience—its 
appropriateness to the individual, and their 
engagement with learning.’ (co-design)

Informal learning works better for older people?

Department for Education and Skills, Research Brief RCB05-05, October 2006.
The Wider Benefits of Learning:  synthesis of findings from the Centre for Research 

on the Wider Benefits of Learning 1999-2006



Overlapping capabilities 



Learning, Health, and Work (2018)



Multi-agency approaches



Effective loneliness approaches 

Age UK. 2015. Positive Approaches: to reducing loneliness and 
isolation in later life. 



Learning for the 4th Age

http://l4a.org.uk

http://l4a.org.uk/


Volunteer-based 1:1 support

http://l4a.org.uk

http://l4a.org.uk/


The Second Half Foundation

http://www.thesecondhalffoundation.com
https://sites.google.com/prod/view/mrivordavid

http://www.thesecondhalffoundation.com/
https://sites.google.com/prod/view/mrivordavid


University of the Third Age

https://u3a.org.uk

https://u3a.org.uk/


www.learningandwork.org.uk

@LearnWorkUK


