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CUTS TO ADULT LEARNING WILL HAVE KNOCK-ON EFFECT FOR NHS WAITING LISTS AND BENEFITS, SAYS WORKERS’ EDUCATIONAL ASSOCIATION  
 
Cuts to adult learning are a false economy, and will have a knock-on effect on NHS waiting lists and benefits, according to a leading education charity.  
Plans by the government to slash post-19 learning will mean that thousands of adult students miss out on courses that support their mental health and inspire them to go into work – increasing pressure on the NHS and limiting people’s incomes – according to the Workers’ Educational Association’s (WEA) Impact Report, published today.  
In advance of its spending review, the Department for Education has announced that next year’s Adult Skills Fund will be cut by 6 per cent centrally and between 2 and 3 per cent in devolved mayoral authorities. It is estimated that this will lead to 100,000 lost learning places next year, affecting all adult-learning courses apart from certain job-related training programmes. 
The WEA’s report reveals that almost half – 47 per cent – of adult-education learners with a long-term physical or mental health condition saw their course as a means of managing the side effects of their condition.  
Almost three-quarters – 74 per cent – of the 1,690 learners questioned said that adult education had helped them to reduce or manage stress. Eighty-four per cent of those with pre-existing mental-health conditions said that taking an adult-learning course had improved their wellbeing.    
And 35 per cent of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged learners said that they had made fewer visits to health services since beginning an adult-education course. 
Simon Parkinson, CEO and general secretary of the WEA, argues that cutting adult-education funding is therefore a false economy.  
“Adult learning isn’t a side issue – it’s a frontline tool,” he says. “The impact of our work goes well beyond the classroom.  
“Cutting spending on adult education will, in the long term, make it harder for the government to realise its Plan for Change – which includes a reduction in NHS waiting times and an increase in disposable household income. 
“Our learners tell us that adult education courses change their lives – and the data proves it. But we now need a policy and funding environment that reflects the true value of what learning can deliver across health, inclusion, employment and community wellbeing.” 
In some areas where the WEA provides adult-learning classes, such as former coalfield areas, 86 per cent of working-age learners are unemployed. The new Impact Report reveals that, by the time they have completed an adult-learning course, 76 per cent of learners are interested in pursuing further courses or qualifications. 
After a succession of bereavements, construction worker Josh lost his job and began drinking heavily. At his lowest point, he set fire to his home while he was still in it – which resulted in a year-long prison sentence. 
On his release, he joined a Ways to Wellbeing class at his local community centre. “It’s been good to meet people and have a fresh circle of friends that won’t judge,” Josh says. “These classes have kept me focused. Everyone goes through things, but being here has made me realise I’m not alone.” 
Josh recently received a conditional offer to study art at university from September.   
The Adult Skills Fund provides funding for learners aged 19 or over to develop skills for employment, education or personal growth. Those who access it often have few qualifications and low levels of English, maths and digital literacy. 
Those learners taking courses for personal growth are most likely to be affected by the anticipated cuts – and yet such courses are often the first step towards training that ultimately leads to employment.  
For adult learner Joanne, signing up for a sustainable-cookery course not only had a direct and significant impact on her mental health, but it also increased her earning potential. 
Before joining an adult-education course, Joanne had been suffering from depression and was unable to work. “I was down in the dumps and absolutely doing nothing,” she says. “I was just sitting watching TV all day, being miserable and boring and plain depressed. 
“My friend said, ‘Just come along and see this cookery class.’ So I went and I absolutely loved it.” 
Following the cookery course, Joanne began volunteering at her children’s school breakfast club, and is now training to become a teaching assistant.  
“I’ve gone from cooking class to functional skills, English and maths, and now the teaching-assistant course,” she says. “It all started from one little class.” 
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About the WEA 
The WEA are a national educational charity with a mission to bring adult education within reach of everyone who needs it, fighting inequality and promoting social justice. 
Founded in 1903, the WEA supports lifelong learning, not just to gain skills for work, but also to build resilience, confidence, and community. www.wea.org.uk 
Contact
For a WEA spokesperson, learners with incredible impact stories, or to find out more, contact Eve Ragout, on ERagout@wea.ac.uk or news@wea.ac.uk
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