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about the value of education and training. Investment of time and money in learning 
may not be attractive to disadvantaged adults if there is no obvious guaranteed pay-off 
at the end through a better job or other opportunities. 

Practical barriers

For many, there are also practical barriers to learning. Many people do not have 
the money to pay for learning, or they may be in poor health. Time can be a huge 
factor: people who live in poverty may suffer from time constraints because of 
family responsibilities or because they have to work very long hours to maintain their 
incomes. People who live in poverty may live in neighbourhoods with limited lifelong 
learning opportunities – local facilities are often important to people on low incomes, 
as they may not be able to travel far. Such people may work in industries where it is 
diffi cult to access any training that is appropriate to their needs. 

Access to the Internet is also important. While the pattern of use of new technologies 
is changing, there is evidence that Internet use is closely linked to household income 
– low-income groups are less likely than the better off to have access to the Internet 
– and that there are large regional differences in use. Currently, there is a strong 
correlation between use of the Internet and people’s willingness to engage in learning 
(see Table 2). 

Table 2: Participation in learning 2009, by access to the Internet47

Total
%

No Internet 
access

%

Any Internet 
access

%

Current learning 18 6 22

Recent learning (in the last three years) 21 9 26

All current or recent learning 39 15 48

Past learning (more than three years ago) 24 25 24

None since leaving full-time education/don’t know 37 55 26

Weighted base 4,917 1,367 3,549

Base: all respondents

4.4 The importance of public sector policy and provision 

Disadvantaged adults are likely to have more limited access than others to different 
types of provision. Adult learning is available in many different contexts: it can be 
publicly funded, organised and funded by employers, or delivered through private 
companies or voluntary organisations. 

Currently, employment-related learning, and learning provided through voluntary 
means and through the private sector is less likely to be available to disadvantaged 

47 Aldridge and Tuckett (2009).
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adults than to other groups. Access to training and development at work is likely to 
be limited if you are low paid and unskilled. Training budgets are still heavily skewed 
towards those with the most education and skills, and those in more senior positions. 
Government policy is seeking to address this bias, but the fact that much learning at 
work for low-skilled, low-income groups is dependent on state subsidy shows that 
such training is not embedded in the system and is likely to be vulnerable to cuts in 
public expenditure. Figure 2 shows that there is still a long way to go before learning at 
work is accessible to signifi cant numbers of adults in low-skilled or low-paid work.

Figure 2: Links between job and time off for training48 

Outside work, the range of opportunities for learning has changed. Adult education, 
as traditionally conceived, was rooted in progressive social movements in the 
nineteenth century which sought to reach those who had been denied educational 
opportunity. Informal learning for working class adults was available through clubs and 
societies, trades unions and political parties, and religious groups. In recent times, 
voluntary participatory activities in working class communities have declined, as have 
the learning opportunities associated with them. Informal learning today is closely 
related to modern patterns of consumption: leisure activities, sports and health clubs, 
cultural activities and holidays, the Internet and other media are now major drivers of 
participation in learning. Different patterns of consumption by low-income groups will 
affect demand for informal learning;49 many will not be able to afford the opportunities 
that are available, or will not think that the opportunities are relevant to their needs. 

48 Source: Gosling (2009).
49 Field (2006).
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We need to recognise that most affordable provision for disadvantaged learners now 
depends on the public sector. To some extent, this is inevitable, and not necessarily a 
bad thing. In the interests of equity, the public sector gives low-income groups access 
to learning which otherwise would only be available to the more affl uent. Locally based 
learning is likely to be more important to disadvantaged adults, and provision is likely to 
require more planning and to depend on outreach work and liaison with other agencies. 
The market is unlikely to be able to meet these requirements. However, dependence 
on the public sector does mean that disadvantaged learners are particularly vulnerable 
to policies that have the indirect consequence of reducing choice, such as the priority 
now given to qualifi cation outcomes, or changes in the role of further education, where 
much provision below Level 2 is no longer funded. If reaching qualifi cations targets 
determines funding, a perverse effect develops whereby the most disadvantaged may 
be excluded by providers because they are less likely to succeed or more likely to drop 
out. Disadvantaged adults will also exclude themselves if what is on offer does not 
seem to match their motivations or interests. Policy-makers need to be sensitive to 
the fact that many disadvantaged adults may be totally excluded from learning if public 
sector provision does not meet a diverse range of needs. 

4.5 Government priorities shape the opportunities available to 
disadvantaged adults 

Today, the context, size and shape of lifelong learning for disadvantaged groups is 
dominated by state action: government-funded national agencies have most of the 
responsibility for shaping and funding lifelong learning; government subsidies to 
employers also shape lifelong learning opportunities. Analyses and policies designed 
to improve productivity, achieve economic growth and maintain competitiveness in a 
changing global economy drive the lifelong learning system. Within this strategy there 
is a strong commitment to achieving more and better skills as ‘the most important 
lever within our control to create wealth and reduce social deprivation’.50 As a result, 
a considerable proportion of public investment for lifelong learning is directed towards 
disadvantaged adults, particularly those with the fewest skills and qualifi cations. 
Qualifi cations are a strong predictor of the ability to gain and retain jobs. The 
employment rate for those with no qualifi cations has been falling steadily since the 
1980s. In 2007, of the 4.5 million working-age adults with no qualifi cations, 2 million 
were workless and 300,000 were unemployed.51 Government believes that investing 
in qualifi cations will not only bring employment benefi ts but will also be an important 
means to achieve social mobility and a more equal society.52 

While there is much debate about which levels of skills carry greatest economic 
premium for employers and employees, the Government estimates that the highest 

50 Leitch (2006).
51 Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (2007).
52 HM Government (2009).
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social and economic premium will come from investment in lower level skills – basic 
skills and Level 2 skills (a full Level 2 qualifi cation is deemed to be any qualifi cation 
equivalent to fi ve GCSEs at A*–C) – because this will provide the best means to get 
more people onto a basic platform for employability and progression at work. Currently, 
the state invests in free basic skills training and in free training and fi nancial support to 
enable those without qualifi cations to achieve a full Level 2 qualifi cation. Public subsidy 
is available to employers to identify staff with no qualifi cations and poor basic skills and 
to provide them with access to learning and qualifi cations up to Level 2.

Disadvantaged adults also benefi t from national support mechanisms such as UK 
Online and the new adult careers service, and there is additional funding for support 
in further and higher education for students from the most deprived postcode areas. 
Some informal learning is also available for disadvantaged adults through policies and 
initiatives across government – for example, for improving public health, for supporting 
older people, and for participation and citizenship – and there are moves to co-ordinate 
these better. There is now a high-profi le policy commitment to encourage a variety 
of public, private and voluntary bodies to provide more learning opportunities for 
individuals and communities which can promote creativity, personal fulfi lment and 
health and well-being.53 However, as we discuss in the next section, the balance of 
funding is such that the pattern of opportunity for disadvantaged adults, outside of 
those who are attending higher education, is largely determined by the government 
funding for learning for qualifi cations to achieve a threshold of employability and 
improve the skills levels of the least skilled in the workplace. 

4.6 Is the balance of public investment right for disadvantaged 
learners?

A big issue for future policy is whether the current nature and balance of public 
investment is the right one to realise lifelong learning’s potential in poverty reduction. 

The Inquiry into the Future for Lifelong Learning has undertaken a major review of all 
aspects of expenditure on lifelong learning. The Inquiry sought to estimate the pattern 
of investment in lifelong learning by the public sector, private employers (for profi t 
and not for profi t), the third (voluntary) sector and individuals. It also estimated the 
relative expenditure on learning for members of the general public and for employees. 
The review looked at how expenditure on lifelong learning for the general public is 
divided between learning for economic purposes and learning for wider purposes; in 
this context, it reviewed expenditure on learning across all government departments, 
not just the education departments. The review shows that approximately 95 per 
cent of public expenditure (£25.5 billion) goes into improving national performance, 
into public sector employee training or into tax relief for employers to undertake 
training. Estimating how much, within these proportions, goes on expenditure for 

53 Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (2009a).
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disadvantaged adults is more diffi cult, but from what we have seen of learning 
participation by disadvantaged adults, either within or beyond the workplace, it 
is clear that within these overall totals the relative proportions of expenditure for 
disadvantaged adults are likely to be very similar. There are two key exceptions to 
this. Firstly, the investment in literacy and numeracy in the last ten years has focused 
precious resources on disadvantaged adults; this investment continues to be a crucial 
platform for wider engagement in life and learning and is a central plank of the Inquiry’s 
proposals for a new framework of lifelong learning entitlements. Secondly, the £1.2 
billion public expenditure on learning for wider purposes provides informal learning, 
and, because this is often the mode that adults with less successful experiences 
of initial education favour, it is likely that disadvantaged adults are benefi ting from a 
reasonable high proportion of this expenditure. The balance of expenditure by the 
Learning and Skills Council (LSC, the main public funding body for adult learning) 
follows a similar pattern (see Table 3). 

Table 3: LSC budget 2009–1054

Budget line 2008–09
£000s

2009–10
£000s

Adult learner responsive 1,735,508 1,699,888

of which for planning purposes:

Foundation Learning Tier 220,652 222,481

Skills for Life 562,219 608,899

Full Level 2 237,212 259,172

Full Level 3 339,084 378,889

Developmental learning 376,340 230,447

Employer responsive

Apprenticeships 328,323 366,514

Train to Gain (including further education NVQs) 797,281 925,661

Employer responsive sub total 1,125,604 1,292,175

of which for planning purposes:

Foundation Learning Tier 9,229 6,818

Skills for Life 35,410 57,688

Full Level 2 525,673 625,737

Full Level 3 119,275 161,496

Apprenticeships 328,323 366,514

Developmental learning 19,769 14,921

Adult safeguarded learning 210,000 210,000

Offender Learning and Skills Service 122,203 124,770

Total adult participation (DIUS) 3,193,315 3,326,833

54 Source: DCSF, DIUS and LSC (2008) Government Investment Strategy 2009–10, LSC Grant Letter and LSC 
Statement of Priorities



 34

Poverty Reduction and Lifelong Learning

Both the Inquiry’s data and the Learning and Skills Council’s data clearly show that 
the balance of investment is overwhelmingly directed towards employment-related 
objectives. The outcomes of any investment in learning can be unpredictable, and for 
disadvantaged groups it is too early to say whether the emphasis on qualifi cations 
and employment-related learning will have a signifi cant impact. Certainly, creating 
more workplace learning opportunities for the low skilled is a signifi cant and much 
needed development: it is an important means of redressing the bias in education 
and training, which favoured the better educated. We can already see that workplace 
learning has proved effective in engaging some groups in learning. The national Skills 
for Life strategy, with ambitious targets linked to the number of qualifi cations gained, 
has substantially raised demand from some groups for literacy, numeracy and ESOL 
training, and qualifi cations in these areas have proved popular with large numbers of 
adult learners. Between 2001 and 2008, over 5.7 million people engaged in basic skills 
learning, and over 2 million adults gained a fi rst literacy or numeracy qualifi cation.55

Some risks 

However, signifi cant groups of disadvantaged people with very low basic skills levels 
– for example, older learners, the long-term unemployed and workless people, and 
those in prison and on probation – are not yet engaging with basic skills learning.56 This 
is also the case for adults with basic skills needs in the workplace.57 These least visible 
and marginal groups are the ones less likely to be attracted to qualifi cations; this is a 
major issue for the longer term. Additional approaches may be necessary to key into 
the learning motivations of these groups, especially as there is evidence that the best 
chance of improving literacy in the next generation comes from working successfully 
with adults with the lowest levels of skills. 

The nature of the UK labour market means there is a risk in relying solely on 
employment-based strategies, either to improve the numbers of low-skilled people 
with qualifi cations or to engage more disadvantaged groups in learning. Most poor 
working adults are living in poverty because they are in insecure, low-skilled, low-paid 
jobs, where employers do not see the benefi t of qualifi cations. Many who work in this 
labour market have limited access to expanding opportunities, particularly in conditions 
of economic uncertainty. It may be diffi cult for such people to see any association 
between qualifi cations and pay levels and progression. For many, the value of Level 2 
qualifi cations varies according to local, regional and sectoral employment conditions. In 
many sectors, there is a low demand for higher level qualifi cations, and low-skilled adults 
who seek to gain a Level 2 qualifi cation will not be able to progress to Level 3.58 While 
there is evidence that some Level 2 qualifi cations – particularly older, established 

55 Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (2009b).
56 House of Commons Public Accounts Committee (2009).
57 Ofsted (2008).
58 Jenkins et al. (2007).
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ones like BTEC – can yield sizeable wage returns, this is not true of all types of Level 2 
qualifi cations.59

Loss of capacity and opportunity

Most importantly, the current balance of investment takes insuffi cient account of the 
body of evidence, which, as we have seen, demonstrates the value of many kinds 
of learning to disadvantaged adults. People in poverty need learning that supports all 
aspects of their lives and develops capital that enhances personal identity and social 
solidarity as well as human capital. Traditionally, a diverse adult education offer was 
generally available through the public sector for disadvantaged groups, which provided 
opportunities that met these wider needs. Fee reductions were widely available, and 
these not only benefi ted those on low incomes but also served to maintain the supply 
of learning opportunities by attracting many who, while not on the lowest incomes, 
were not willing to pay substantial fees. While public sector provision was not perfect, 
and it could be argued that such provision gave a public subsidy to some who could 
afford to pay, it was also a means of planning for and supplying learning that could 
support disadvantaged adults. Public sector provision was an important resource 
to local communities, which, in the past, benefi ted from the fl exibility available to 
providers to fund courses that were responsive to locally determined needs and to 
community context. 

If the greater balance of public investment is put into human capital development for 
disadvantaged adults, there is the risk that the lifelong learning system will not have 
the capacity to support this type of provision in the future. Such provision needs to 
be properly planned for and consistently available. It requires time and commitment 
to build up, as well as partnership working and extensive engagement with learners 
themselves. If it goes, it can take a long time to replace. While many opportunities 
for personal and social development are available through the private and voluntary 
sectors, and more is being done to support the development of such opportunities, 
public sector capacity is likely to remain essential to making learning available to 
disadvantaged individuals and to supporting poverty-reduction strategies. 

4.7 The importance of the local–national balance 

In the last two decades there has been a drift towards national leadership of lifelong 
learning. The growing importance of lifelong learning in public policy since the 1980s 
has led to successive governments paying considerable attention to shaping and 
controlling the lifelong learning system, particularly through:

• the creation of more nationally set policy objectives for learning, delivery and the 
curriculum; and

59 Jenkins et al. (2007).
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• new structures, many of them also national, giving leadership to employers in the 
design and delivery of lifelong learning opportunities, as a means of promoting more 
learning directly linked to economic imperatives. 

This drive towards national leadership and management has been accompanied 
in the public sector by the development of free-standing and more competitive 
institutional providers of lifelong learning. Leadership at intermediate level has become 
progressively less strong, with no fi rm regional or local authority base in many areas. 
While terms such as ‘employer led’ are frequently used and there is considerable 
engagement with employers at national level, many employers do not feel fully 
engaged locally, or that the system meets their needs.60 The system is also very 
complex and there are a great many different lines of accountability and many different 
mechanisms, both formal and informal, for delivery. 

Mechanisms for assessing and defi ning need at local level and for planning and 
brokering the right kind of provision have been given a lower priority, with these 
results, which affect disadvantaged learners:

• Those seeking to make locally appropriate provision for adult learners have to 
struggle with the complexities of national agendas driven by employers’ groups 
and government bodies, and with a plethora of national funding streams and 
social policy objectives, many of them uncoordinated at national level. While some 
funding streams do address the learning needs of deprived areas – for example, 
parent education programmes, economic regeneration initiatives and outreach 
programmes – funding is often short term, and the fi t between local needs and 
national priorities can sometimes be diffi cult to achieve. 

• Major providers of lifelong learning to their communities, such as further education 
colleges, are dominated by top-down policy directives which have eroded autonomy 
and local control. Providers are subject to compliance requirements, brokerage 
systems and intermediary bodies, which reduces responsiveness to local demand 
and makes local partnership work more diffi cult. This is particularly serious for 
further education because of the high-profi le role it has in communities, and the 
important role it plays in creating opportunities for disadvantaged adults. 

The effi cacy of locally responsive leadership and delivery for combating disadvantage 
has been demonstrated through much of the work undertaken in recent years 
on social inclusion and neighbourhood renewal.61 In lifelong learning too, a strong 
local focus has been shown to be one of the most effective ways of developing 
opportunities and chances to progress for disadvantaged adults. It is at local level 
that needs can be properly assessed and understood, both for lifelong learning and 
other areas of social policy intervention. Local frameworks for delivery in themselves 
can raise aspiration through enhancing autonomy and choice and creating models for 
participation. Research across social policy shows that both citizen engagement and 

60 Hodgson and Spours (2008).
61 Hills, Sefton and Stewart (eds) (2009).
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the quality of delivery can be enhanced if control over how provision is developed and 
shaped is devolved, and local experiments and innovation can fl ourish.62 This can be 
particularly true for disadvantaged areas. We know that citizens who are disadvantaged 
are more likely to have a stronger attachment to their local area and are more likely to 
feel engaged with opportunities to improve their quality of life locally.63 

Currently, the mechanisms for ensuring a response when a need for learning that is 
of benefi t or interest to disadvantaged individuals or groups emerges locally are not 
robust enough: funding and supply are both very fragmented and rarely effectively 
co-ordinated. This is despite the fact that there are many structures for partnership 
working at local authority level within which lifelong learning providers and related 
sectors such as health can engage. The strong national orientation of lifelong learning 
means that, despite this engagement, there is insuffi cient accountability at local level 
for ensuring key stakeholders, both in lifelong learning and in other organisations 
and agencies, consistently work together, both to meet the learning needs of 
disadvantaged adults and to integrate lifelong learning into strategies for combating 
poverty and social exclusion. 

62 Pearce and Paxton (eds) (2005).
63 Ibid.
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5. Conclusion: a framework for the future 

5.1 A more systemic response to the role of learning in tackling 
poverty

The learning needs of disadvantaged adults have not been neglected either by 
educators or policy-makers, but many of the strategies and mechanisms that have 
been adopted to meet the needs of disadvantaged adults have often served in practice 
to exclude many groups. 

When we consider the nature of poverty outlined in Section 2 of this paper it is clear 
that current strategy is selective: it invests in a limited number of groups (most notably 
in working-age adults) and in particular kinds of learning needs (those largely designed 
to foster human capital). This investment is valuable and important, but it is not enough 
to realise the full potential for learning to support disadvantaged adults. Getting the 
right structures and the right balance and mix of lifelong learning provision that can 
engage more disadvantaged adults in learning remains a big challenge for the future. 

In order to achieve a more systematic and holistic approach to developing the role of 
lifelong learning in poverty reduction it is necessary that: 

• learning should address all three capitals: it should develop skills and knowledge for 
paid and unpaid work, it should enhance community cohesion and enable social and 
political participation skills, and it should support creativity and a sense of personal 
fulfi lment; 

• learning should be needs based, taking into account the diverse needs of all groups 
who are affected by poverty, and also taking into account the different needs that 
people may have at particular points in the lifespan; and

• learning should develop a range of capabilities that people who live in poverty may 
need and that are relevant to their lives – for example, capabilities to support them 
in the world of work, in family life, and in areas such as fi nancial management and 
technology.

This calls for changes in the current framework, so that:

• we have a more equitable means of making learning available to all disadvantaged 
adults; 

• we have a more extensive framework of relevant learning opportunities for 
disadvantaged adults; and

• we have better mechanisms and structures in place that enable us to assess need 
and to respond to it. 
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5.2 A social minimum of learning opportunity 

We live in a society that, in principle, supports equal citizenship, and which has the 
aspiration to create more opportunity for people and a better future for everyone.64 
In some areas of social policy there have been attempts to realise this vision through 
defi ning a minimum baseline of services or outcomes that every citizen should have, 
and through giving people entitlements to particular services. Such universal or social 
minimums and entitlements are not new – they have long been part of democracy 
and the welfare state. In the past, such entitlements have fostered a sense of 
national culture and identity – for example, the right of every citizen to engage in 
the democratic process, or the entitlement to a social good such as a state pension, 
has supported the sense that people feel of having a stake in society. Probably the 
most important example of this approach is the universal minimum that we have for 
children: the expectation in policy that every child growing up in our society has the 
right to be supported, to be healthy, to stay safe, to enjoy and achieve, to make a 
positive contribution and to achieve economic well-being.65 This is a particularly broad 
and ambitious example, but it links well with many of the approaches that are relevant 
to lifelong learning, including poverty reduction. 

A local minimum service guarantee 

In this context, the Inquiry into the Future for Lifelong Learning is considering the 
variety of ways in which a social minimum might apply to lifelong learning. One of 
the ways is through a local minimum service guarantee, which would ensure that all 
citizens have access to a readily available core of education and training opportunities 
that address individual, economic and social needs for learning and that cover an 
agreed set of capabilities. Through promoting a more equal and inclusive approach 
to learning, such a guarantee would be of particular benefi t to those disadvantaged 
adults who currently are not covered by existing guarantees and for whom learning 
opportunities are uncoordinated and patchy. The guarantee would provide an 
enabling framework which could be reworked and redefi ned to meet local needs and 
circumstances and the particular needs of people in poverty. It would serve to:

• achieve an equitable and consistent allocation of resources across the system; 

• increase demand for learning among disadvantaged groups; the interactions 
between supply and demand are complex, but the ready availability of a minimum 
of provision that plays into a broader range of learning needs, including needs that 
arise at different points in the life course, could encourage participation from more 
disadvantaged groups; and

64 HM Government (2009).
65 Department for Education and Skills (2004).
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• increase the value attached to the contribution that adult learning makes to tackling 
poverty: the guarantee would create a more obvious link between learning and 
other national strategies for protection and welfare, and for social inclusion and 
participation, and it would give a higher profi le to the contribution that adult learning 
pedagogies and perspectives can make to the range of initiatives and programmes 
designed to support disadvantaged groups. 

Entitlements 

The Inquiry is also attaching importance to the development of a series of entitlements 
to learning as a way of signalling the value of lifelong learning overall, and as a means 
of shifting towards a more demand-led system. 

Current entitlements take a variety of forms, including access to free training for those 
who lack literacy or numeracy skills, and Individual Learning Accounts, which have 
recently been revived in Scotland to enable low-income groups to choose the learning 
opportunities they need. 

A minimum service guarantee could be combined with targeted entitlements that 
enhance the achievement of particular objectives, such as the continued need for 
free literacy and numeracy training or individual learning accounts for groups such as 
unemployed people over 50 who need support in changing their direction in life. 

What should underpin a social minimum of learning opportunity? 

The analysis in this paper, supported by evidence submitted to the Inquiry by 
practitioners and others, has consistently highlighted two issues that are fundamental 
to addressing the learning needs of people who live in poverty:

• All groups vulnerable to poverty and social exclusion have the right to have 
their learning needs met. 
Currently, policy attention is paid only to some groups that are vulnerable to poverty 
and social exclusion, while the needs of others are neglected. Pensioners are 
perhaps the most obvious example: there has been virtually no investment in their 
learning needs. Learning opportunities are not consistently available to support 
people who have retired on low incomes, who are likely to need local activities that 
can reduce isolation, maintain mental and physical health and support creativity, or 
that can give them the skills to continue to make a contribution. 

• There needs to be more learning that can support people during life crises and 
transitions.
The Inquiry, as part of its argument for a better balance in resource allocation in 
lifelong learning, is proposing that the stages of the life course should be central 
to how we approach learning needs. As we have seen, for people vulnerable 
to poverty, learning needs may be particularly acute at particular moments – for 
example, on becoming a young parent or when illness or disability brings a sudden 
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loss of work. Learning opportunities that are readily available and enable personal 
review and development and access to relevant skills are an important way to avoid 
the long-term negative consequences that can arise from crises and transitions. 

5.3 Areas for a baseline curriculum

It would be invidious to suggest that disadvantaged adults should confi ne themselves, 
or be confi ned, to a particular curriculum. However, it is worth highlighting a number 
of areas which our consultations have shown to be particularly relevant to combating 
poverty and disadvantage, and which could be part of the minimum baseline of 
learning opportunities for disadvantaged adults. These are discussed below.

Learning and the family 

The family is important in all kinds of ways to learning for disadvantaged adults: 

• Firstly, the family is important because an enormous amount of learning takes place 
in the home. One generation transmits skills and knowledge to another; learning is 
not all one way, as the ability of the young to master new technologies that defeat 
their elders shows. Our consumer-dominated society now creates even more 
opportunities for learning in the home – through books, media-based technology 
and through access to other kinds of leisure activities such as visiting museums 
and sightseeing. For many people, including those on low incomes, these kinds of 
self-directed and family-based activities are very satisfying and popular, and are an 
important means of engaging in learning. 

• Secondly, supporting families is a major strategy for combating the worst effects 
of poverty, and has led to the establishment of an ever-increasing number of 
programmes and interventions. Some of these interventions are designed to 
support learning in its broadest sense – whether through programmes for family 
health or parental education, or just helping families to refl ect on how they interact, 
or to do things together. 

• Thirdly, the importance of the level of parental education to children’s educational 
outcomes has meant public investment in providing opportunities for parents 
to learn alongside their children through family literacy, language and numeracy 
programmes, and through programmes that enable parents and children to gain 
new experiences and acquire new skills and knowledge together, such as activities 
in museums and galleries.

All these aspects of learning and the family are rarely considered together. Currently, 
there is a risk that family learning will go no further than being treated as a rather 
isolated mechanism to enhance children’s attainment and improve adult literacy. There 
is also a risk that it can stigmatise low-income families. Public investment is small, and 
our evidence shows that its value to other interventions such as therapeutically based 
family interventions, school-based support, and family support programmes such as 
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Sure Start and Children’s Centres, is not always recognised in practice. What is needed 
is a more solid architecture of learning support which underpins the whole range of 
family activities and interventions, and which enables families to develop capabilities 
and choices through learning. 

Financial capability 

Giving people the ability to use and manage money is an important tool for poverty 
alleviation.66 Much work on fi nancial literacy for disadvantaged groups has been seen 
in terms of fi nancial exclusion, ‘the inability, or diffi culty or reluctance of particular 
groups to access main stream services’.67 This focus on fi nancial exclusion has led to 
efforts to encourage fi nancial institutions to engage more with low-income groups, 
and many programmes to enhance fi nancial capability have focused on encouraging 
greater participation in the fi nancial services market. 

A wider defi nition of fi nancial capability, going beyond the skills and behaviours 
needed to deal with fi nancial services, is required. This is understood at school level 
where fi nancial capability has become embedded in a wider curriculum and where 
one aspect of the defi ned ‘social minimum’ for all children is economic well-being. 
Lessons from the past (for example, in the 1980s) show that economic downturns 
can catastrophically disempower and marginalise low-income individuals and 
communities. In this context, there is a need for learning for economic well-being 
for adults too. Many people on low incomes have a particular need for commercial 
skills and knowledge that will enable them to make money and spend it wisely. 
Entrepreneurship is an important skill for disadvantaged groups, either for individual 
benefi t or for the wider community. Individual and community asset building is another 
important area. Initiatives such as the Child Trust Fund, which encourages low-income 
families to invest in their children’s futures, have the potential to engage low-income 
adults in fi nancial planning and management, as do schemes for the ownership and 
management of local community facilities and businesses. These kinds of learning for 
fi nancial capability and economic well-being can be important tools for wider social and 
individual empowerment for people living in poverty. 

Technology and learning 

The capabilities of digital technologies for lifelong learning now go way beyond 
providing adults with the ICT skills they need. Technology is increasingly highlighting 
the fact that most learning does not take place in formal educational settings. People 
who do not currently see themselves as learners have, through the new technologies, 
considerable capability to access and utilise knowledge and information. Much learning 
now takes place through social networking and other kinds of connectivity. People 

66 Sabates (2008).
67 Mitton (2008).
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are able to easily access knowledge that is relevant for them through technology, and 
to use it to fi nd their own solutions to problems. And, although the digital divide may 
continue, many people on low incomes are just as likely as the more affl uent to have 
access to a variety of mobile devices and technologies, and to use them in ways that 
promote learning and personal effi cacy. The constant accessibility and high use of 
television and other visual media is also an important feature of these developments. 
Eighty-one per cent of us watch television for more than six hours per week, and 32 
per cent watch it for more than 20 hours per week. Television plays a signifi cant role in 
enabling citizens to understand the world and engage with it.

This growth in new kinds of informal learning has the potential to be a means of 
emancipation for many disadvantaged groups. For one thing, it calls into question 
lifelong learning that exclusively focuses on trying to bring adults into a world of formal 
learning and qualifi cations where many have failed in the past. 

However, the benefi ts of access to all the new digital technologies, including 
television, will happen only if people are supported, through learning itself, to develop 
a range of critical understandings of how to analyse and utilise information that go 
beyond technical capability. This means new roles for lifelong learning and new ways 
of approaching lifelong learning, and a centrally important role for media literacy. 
Opportunities to develop the ability to access, analyse, respond to and benefi t from a 
range of media are likely to become an increasingly important route into learning for 
disadvantaged adults. 

Community learning, participation and change 

Participation in adult learning is closely correlated with involvement in wider networks 
and civic activity.68 The impact of networks, both real and virtual, on social outcomes, 
and the importance of people-centric networks as a means of solving the problems of 
poverty are both attracting increased attention in public policy.69 

Community-based learning can be effective in promoting networks in deprived 
areas. This is because community learning often arises from interests shared by 
groups of people – for example, in acquiring a particular practical skill, in supporting 
children’s learning, or in setting up a local business or enterprise. Community-based 
learning can help people to operate effectively in a group: it helps people to listen, 
refl ect and share; it develops understanding and trust of others and the ability to 
gain support from others.70 By developing confi dence, as well as the ‘hard’ skills of 
contextual knowledge and practical competencies, such learning can be applied to the 
social contexts in which people fi nd themselves, and enable them to see and seize 
opportunities for working together for change. 

68 Field (2006).
69 Broome (2009).
70 McGivney (2001).
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Surveys have shown that people in deprived areas are well aware that they often 
lack the connections, resources and skills to enable them to make a difference. The 
poorest people and the poorest communities will always come last unless they too 
learn how to have infl uence over the rules and institutions that govern their lives. One 
of the most important aspects of learning is that it can be democratic. Learning can 
help people to understand how current economic and social structures constrain their 
lives, and support them in challenging those structures. It enables the voices of the 
poor and excluded to be heard. 

Titus Alexander, in Learning Power,71 argues cogently for a new curriculum centred 
on community-based, practical educational opportunities that can help people to 
develop the essential skills of participation: how to identify the issues that need to be 
addressed, how to develop effective courses of action, and how to engage others and 
build consensus and support. Such skills would help people access the connections 
they need from outside their immediate circles, create networks, become social 
innovators and entrepreneurs, and release individual and collective action that could 
achieve real change for individuals and areas.

Increasing learning opportunities in deprived communities originally formed an 
important part of place-based strategies to combat poverty and social exclusion. It was 
understood that learning was essential for both professionals and local residents if 
deprived neighbourhoods were going to be given, or seize, the tools for change. There 
is evidence that much of this work was successful and there remains considerable 
potential for developing it further for the future benefi t of deprived communities.72 

Expanded workplace learning

For everyone, learning at work plays a major role in the development of valuable skills 
and knowledge which goes far beyond formal work-related training and the acquisition 
of qualifi cations. The workplace is where many disadvantaged adults want to learn and 
are motivated to learn, and it can provide an easily accessible context in which they 
can learn. Improving Working as Learning, a recently published study by Alan Felstead 
and others,73 has demonstrated in detail the signifi cant amount of learning that occurs 
as part of, or is stimulated by, what happens in people’s everyday working lives. The 
book shows how learning at work is a complex process which can only be understood 
in the context of the cultural and organisational norms of particular industries and 
working environments. The multi-faceted ways in which learning in the workplace 
needs to operate means that the prevailing model of periodic training courses is not 
effective for many employers and employees. Felstead and the other authors argue, 
therefore, that there should be a much more holistic perspective on workplace learning 
which harnesses the whole context of the workplace as a means of expanding 

71 Alexander (2007).
72 Hills, Sefton and Stewart (eds) (2009).
73 Felstead et al. (2009).
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people’s capabilities. This perspective has more focus on developing institutional 
cultures that nurture all kinds of potential. 

For disadvantaged adults whose needs are not met by current approaches to training, 
giving more attention to these wider aspects of workplace learning, and the kinds of 
institutional structures that support learning, could be particularly fruitful. One approach 
which could help to get more expansive notions of workplace learning accepted in 
policy would be the greater use of trades union learning representatives. Their role 
already is to understand contextual workplace needs and to negotiate a variety of 
learning opportunities. Trades union learning representatives could be supported in 
developing new approaches to learning that built on the skills and knowledge that 
low-skilled workers routinely create and acquire, and which they use in all aspects of 
their lives, to create new models for workplace learning that meet the needs of wider 
groups of employers and employees.  

There is a strong case for the public sector to provide a lead in developing innovation 
in workplace learning, since it employs a large proportion of the low-paid workforce 
overall. While there have been examples of good practice in the public sector in 
providing more integrated workplace earning opportunities for low-paid workers, 
particularly around promoting literacy and numeracy skills,74 to date these initiatives are 
neither extensive nor suffi ciently embedded. 

Developing the potential of Skills for Life

The most far-reaching learning strategy currently to address disadvantage is the Skills 
for Life strategy. Its broad ambitions were to give opportunity to socially excluded 
adults, to enable them to acquire literacy, numeracy and language skills needed for 
active participation in society, and to engage their energy and commitment.75 The 
strategy was backed up by an integrated approach that involved all parts of the public 
sector concerned with tackling poverty and disadvantage. 

More recently, the Skills for Life strategy placed employability as its central aim, but its 
earlier vision is one that still has considerable potential to provide the foundation for a 
lifelong learning strategy to address poverty and social exclusion. By more effectively 
integrating literacy, language and numeracy learning into the areas that are most 
important to tackling poverty and social exclusion, Skills for Life could be positioned as 
the foundation for ‘learning to learn’, unlocking doors to further learning in the context 
of a social minimum of the capabilities that are most appropriate to disadvantaged 
adults’ needs and lives. For example, such an approach could promote a broad 
curriculum for health improvement, going beyond the teaching of functional skills and 
addressing areas such as the ability to read information about medication dosages, 

74 For example, the work undertaken by Chris Jude in the National Health Service University prior to its abolition in 
2006.
75 Foreword by David Blunkett to the fi rst Skills for Life strategy (Department for Education and Employment, 2001).



 46

Poverty Reduction and Lifelong Learning

and working with public health agencies to develop people’s critical understanding of a 
range of health issues. 

More recent policies for ESOL provide a good example of the way in which language 
learning has the potential to extend the contribution of Skills for Life in tackling 
disadvantage and social exclusion. Providers and agencies are being encouraged to 
identify non-English-speaking groups in their areas with the greatest social needs, 
and to analyse the range of barriers they face in engaging or progressing in learning. 
Wider strategies to tackle the issues identifi ed will be developed, involving a range of 
services; learning, and action to support learning, will be treated as an integral part of a 
wider social inclusion strategy.76

5.4 A locally responsive planning framework 

As discussed, a strong local focus is necessary to develop provision that is responsive 
to the needs of disadvantaged adults. But developing a local orientation is not always 
easy for many involved in the current lifelong learning system. At local level, the public 
sector system is dominated by big education providers such as further education 
colleges and higher education institutions, and the regional arms of national education 
and training agencies and quangos. There are also employers, commercial interests 
and agencies such as health and social care, libraries and museums. Many of these 
stakeholders have regional, national and international roles. 

We recommend the development of more mechanisms which, while respecting 
national priorities and the autonomy of institutions, can practically engage everyone 
in developing a core baseline offer that meets local needs and involves the widest 
possible range of partners in delivery. This could be done through:

• funding regimes that make a reasonable proportion of the budgets for providers 
available for locally determined priorities; 

• accountability mechanisms that require a wide range of agencies, including 
learning providers, to take account of local area as well as institutional planning; 

• governance arrangements that enhance the status accorded to lifelong learning; 
built-in accountabilities for lifelong learning across a range of agencies, such as 
libraries and primary care trusts, could be very effective in supporting the expansion 
of learning opportunities across a local area; and

• structures that empower local employers to infl uence the shape and nature of 
learning provision across an area. (An example of this is the London Skills and 
Employment Board.)

76 Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (2009c).
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Leadership – the role of local authorities and colleges 

Good leadership at local level is also fundamentally important to delivering responsive 
learning opportunities for disadvantaged groups. Defi ning what is meant by local is 
not easy and varies across regions and particular contexts, but whatever planning unit 
is defi ned, it is always likely to involve engagement with local authorities. There is a 
very strong argument for local authorities’ leadership role in promoting community 
well-being to be enhanced to include lifelong learning. Local authorities already have 
many of the mechanisms needed for tuning in to local circumstances and needs. They 
have responsibilities and powers to improve the economic, social and environmental 
conditions in their areas, and are accountable overall for community well-being. They 
are also accountable for collaborative working and are required to work with other 
public services, local people, business, and the voluntary and community sectors. In 
addition, their current range of responsibilities is strongly aligned with many of the 
purposes of lifelong learning. For all these reasons, local authorities are best placed to 
be given accountability for co-ordinating the engagement of all appropriate agencies 
and providers in defi ning and making available an adequate baseline of lifelong learning 
opportunities in their areas, which can meet local needs and support agreed objectives 
for community well-being.

The leadership role of further education colleges is also crucial to achieving a more 
responsive local system for lifelong learning. In looking at the future contribution and 
role of further education colleges, the Inquiry into the Future for Lifelong Learning 
suggested that further education colleges are, and should be, fi rst and foremost, 
local organisations. Further education colleges also have the strongest institutional 
and professional base in lifelong learning for disadvantaged adults. The experience of 
further education colleges, and the contribution they can make in lifelong learning for 
disadvantaged adults, could be recognised through establishing their leadership role in:

• leading federations of providers in their areas to promote progression and 
curriculum innovation; and

• leading partnership working with employers and other public agencies to develop 
appropriate adult pedagogies for workplace learning for low-income, low-skilled 
adults, and for initiatives and programmes relevant to poverty reduction, such as in 
health, family support and community development. 
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