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Adult learning covers the entire 

range of formal, non-formal and 

informal learning activities –

both general and vocational –

undertaken by adults after 

leaving initial education and 

training.

Electronic Platform for Adult Learning in Europe (EPALE, 2011)



Geography and demography





Population (16 years and over)

44 million 1.5 m

4.4 m 2.5 m



Population growth and density

http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/uni
ted-kingdom-population/

http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/united-kingdom-population/


Old Age Dependency Ratio 2016-36



Old Age 
Dependency Ratio 
(Eurostat, 2016)

Number of 
people aged 65 
and over per 
1,000 people of 
the 16-64 
population

UK = 284

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopula
tionandcommunity/populationandmig
ration/populationestimates/articles/ov
erviewoftheukpopulation/july2017

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017


Geography matters…

“The quantity and quality 
of jobs available locally is of 
particular importance to 
them: geography matters 
most to those with poor 
skills.”

(The Geography of Poor Skills and 
Access to Work, Green & Owen, 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2006)



Policy and funding



Dominant policy narratives 

The UK-wide Industrial Strategy 
outlines ‘grand challenges’ posed 
by Artificial Intelligence / big 
data; an ageing population; the 
future of mobility; and climate 
change. 
The solution is seen to lie mainly 
in enhanced technical and 
vocational education and training. 
However, this is being developed 
through divergent skills strategies 
across the UK, where education is 
a devolved matter. 
Devolution of decision-making is 
at the heart of UK government 
policy on skills.

UK Government, December 2017, Industrial Strategy, Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, HMSO. Available at 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/664563/industrial-strategy-white-paper-web-
ready-version.pdf

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/664563/industrial-strategy-white-paper-web-ready-version.pdf


Dominant policy narratives 

Although there is a strong 
focus on the needs of the 
current economic model, 
there is also a much 
greater focus on lifelong 
learning and remaining 
active and involved. Has 
led to a £40,000,000 
commitment to test 
innovative approaches to 
lifelong learning 

Foresight Review of the Future of Skills and Lifelong Learning (2017) 



Future of Skills and Lifelong Learning 
(UK Government Office of Science, 2017) 

Participation in formal learning declines with age. Adult learning is in 
overall decline and is disproportionately taken up by wealthier, more 
highly skilled individuals.
Formal workplace training has also declined over the last 15 years. This 
may in part be explained by the fact that learning by adults aged 55+ 
has shifted from formal to ‘informal’ channels in the last decade or so, 
with higher socio-economic groups more likely to engage in such self-
directed or peer-driven learning, potentially because of positive prior 
experience of education…
However, low skilled individuals or those from poor socio-economic 
backgrounds and minority groups, reap the greatest rewards from 
learning. If the former trend persists, it suggests that older and 
particularly lower skilled individuals will be especially vulnerable in a 
future labour market that is likely to place a premium on lifelong 
learning. 

Executive Summary, Page 8



The funding mix
Some courses are “free” or “fully 
funded” by the state
• Basic, digital or essential skills
• Adults on welfare benefits
• Low-aged adults (England)
• First Full Level 2 or 3 (19-23 

year olds in England)
• Targeted community and 

family learning 

Other provision is co-funded:
• Level 3/4 (EQF 4/5) for those 

over the age of 24 in England
• Personal and community 

development learning (at 
discretion of local providers)



Sophisticated funding systems

ESFA, Adult Education Budget for 2018 to 2019 



More sophisticated funding systems

ESFA, Adult Education Budget for 2018 to 2019 



UK policy of funding devolution

• Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales (now)

• Soon: London, Greater Manchester, Liverpool 
City region, Cambridge / Peterborough, West 
of England (Bristol area), Tees Valley, West 
Midlands, North of Tyne (Newcastle), Sheffield 
City Region, Cardiff, Glasgow, Belfast …

• 50% of England’s Adult Education Budget 
(£1,300,000,000) includes ‘Community 
Learning’ and ‘Skills’



Geography matters…

The Geography of Poor Skills and Access to Work, 
Green & Owen, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2006



“London” is not enough…

Skills for Londoners, November 2017



Learners and providers



State-funded adult learners (19+) 
excluding HE, ESF, and welfare 

programmes (2016/17 approx. figures)

2.34 million 100,000

200,000 200,000



Participation remains a key challenge

EC, 2017. Education and Training Monitor country report infographics.



UK Participation Survey, 2017



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



25 -64 UK participation



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



Diverse range of providers
Colleges of Further Education (c.300)

Local authorities (local government, 200)

Independent Training Providers (4000)

Adult Residential Colleges (6)

Institutes of Adult Learning (6)

Workers’ Educational Association (3 but 
many branches)

Trades Unions / Unionlearn (30)

University of Third Age (1000 branches)

Broadcasters (BBC, YouTube etc.)



Case study: London

Devolution gives the 
opportunity to link 
strategies:

– Skills for Londoners

– Better Health for All 
Londoners

– The Mayor’s Social 
Integration Strategy

– Cultural Strategy



For example: Healthy Communities



Outcomes-based approaches

Skills for Londoners, November 2017





Q&A



European Commission, Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (2015). An in-depth analysis of adult 
learning policies and their effectiveness in Europe



www.learningandwork.org.uk

@LearnWorkUK



nnn nnn

nnn nnn



nnn nnn

nnn nnn


