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Find your
comfort zone

Rebecca, one of our tutors
in Rochdale, explains the
importance of creating the right
environment to learn. Lesson
number one: this is nothing like
school.
We have a laugh in the classroom. I
want my learners to feel they can talk
to me about anything. We’re all in this
together, you know? If I can open doors
for them, then I’ll do what I can. When
they join, they always lack confidence.
They always feel intimidated. Bad
childhood memories of the classroom
are hard to forget. So, my first job is to
make them feel comfortable and ready
to learn.
It’s so satisfying to see them improve. They start
by saying: “I’m not going to get this”. But then they
suddenly do. They move from taking two weeks to
understand a topic to cracking it in two days. You see
their confidence grow each time.
The students are very close to one another. They’ll
throw small parties and share food from their home
communities. They always invite me along and then
hand me endless cups of tea. Even though I don’t
drink tea!

Rebecca
WEA tutor
Rochdale

They always feel
intimidated. My first
job is to make them feel
comfortable and ready
to learn
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Preface

Adult learning impacts so many areas of a person’s
life. It can build your skills to find work, improve
your health and wellbeing, and provide the getup-and-go you need to make a contribution in
today’s fast-paced world. The WEA exists to bring
that positive impact.
Since 1903, we’ve seen how adult education reaches
beyond individual gain, to transform the fortunes of
families, communities and our society as a whole. In
2017, the need for impact is perhaps as necessary as it
has ever been.
This report presents the findings of research with over
4,000 adult students who responded to questions on the
wider impact of their learning with the WEA.

WEA Research Unit:
Joanna Cain (Director of Education)
Iram Naz (Research Manager)
Beth Clewes (Social Researcher)

Acknowledgements:
We would like to thank all students who participated in
the online survey and offered their valuable feedback on
their learning experiences with the WEA.
To respect the confidentiality requests of students some
of the names in the case studies are pseudonyms.

Contact:
For further information
email: research@wea.org.uk

Publication Date: November 2017
Copyright: © WEA
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Foreword

The great 18th century poet and satirist
Alexander Pope didn’t get much wrong, but when
he wrote that “a little learning is a dangerous
thing”, he evidently had never had the chance to
observe the thousands of educators, volunteers
and students in the adult learning sector in action.
For many tens of thousands of people, adult learning
today is proving to be a lifeboat to a better future, in
a contemporary sea tossed by waves of demographic
change, technological revolution, and political
instability. For those who experience the more than
two million hours of education organised by the
WEA, this opportunity is frequently nothing less than
transformative.
This report highlights the positive impact adult
education and lifelong learning can have, not only on the
employability and skills development of our students, but
on their health, wellbeing and social cohesion.
Consider that over half of students who were
unemployed and looking for work became employed
after taking a WEA course. Or that 61 percent of
parents with no qualifications gained confidence in
helping their children with schoolwork after studying.
And that 82 percent of students with mental health
issues reported improvements in their condition after
studying with us. Within these numbers lie countless
stories of lives transformed for the better.
These are compelling statistics. The fact that so many
benefit from our work is a tribute to our staff, students
and volunteers; they make every penny that we spend
count. Our aim is to make a difference every day, with
everyone who comes into contact with us.
The need for community learning is more important now
than it ever has been since the WEA began its work in
1903. The findings in this report provide vital evidence of
the way that lifelong and community learning can work
for people across the country.

We hope you find the report of interest. We believe
that it provides incontrovertible evidence that adult
education and lifelong learning can be and must be part
of the answer to our society’s current challenges.

Trevor Phillips
WEA Chair
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Executive
summary
This report aims to raise awareness of the positive
impact adult education and lifelong learning can
have, and aims to demonstrate the effectiveness of
the WEA’s work across the UK.
We believe this provides further evidence to support our
ambition to see the UK government support a national
strategy for adult education. There is currently a ‘policy
vacuum’ when it comes to securing informal adult
education but as our report shows it has the potential to
offer real benefits to society.
Following research with 4,000 adult students who
responded to questions on the wider impact of their
learning with the WEA, we were able to draw the following
key headline conclusions:

Students who are looking to improve
their current employment situation
gain valuable skills and self-confidence,
which helps them find work or to better
succeed in their current job
Students tend to improve their health 		
and wellbeing on their courses, through
		stimulating their minds, increasing their
		confidence and widening their friendship
circles
Students become more understanding
of other cultures and more engaged
in their community through their WEA
course
Many students feel that their courses
help improve their family life, with more
people feeling confident in helping
their children with their homework or
encouraging them to learn

You meet such tremendous people
that have areas of knowledge that
you haven’t – both the students
and the tutors. You get to impart
knowledge and pick it up all
the time. The two-way learning
process is the most satisfying
Peter
WEA student/supporter
Herefordshire

The health and wellbeing of carers was
also significantly improved through the
opportunities to combat their isolation
by making new friends, improving their
self-confidence and taking up new
hobbies or interests
Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic and
Refugee (BAMER) and English for
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
students, those on benefits and those
with lower-level qualifications, tend to
benefit the most from adult learning
courses
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Introduction

About us
We are the UK’s largest voluntary sector provider
of adult education, and we strive to widen
participation in education with a social purpose.
WEA funding comes from the Education and
Skills Funding Agency, which allows us to provide
community learning and skills development for
adults over 19.
We’re different because we operate in reach of many of
society’s most disadvantaged adults, working in over
2,000 community-based venues and in local networks
with our partners. Together, we support students to
take their next steps – whether that’s finding a job or
simply the courage to face whatever tomorrow brings.
We’re especially proud of our 3,000 plus volunteers,
who perform miracles every day in a range of roles.
Everybody is welcome at the WEA: we teach a diverse
range of adults in terms of age, ethnicity, disability and
previous educational experience, with nearly half of
our students returning to the classroom after a lapse of
more than three years.
During 2016-17, we recruited 50,397 students on 8,082
courses in England. In line with our founding mission,
our courses engaged 38 percent of students living in
a disadvantaged postcode, 48 percent of students on
income-related benefits and 44 percent with no or very
low level previous qualifications. Additionally, a large
majority of our students (69 percent) live within a 3 mile
radius of a WEA course.

students living in a
38% of
disadvantaged postcode
engaged with us

students on income-related
48% of
benefits were supported
no or very low level
44% with
previous qualifications
engaged

within a 3 mile radius
69% live
of a WEA course
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Key findings from
our research
Employability

Prospects improved through adult education:

57%

of students who were unemployed
and looking for work before the course
became employed after

66%

of those who were unemployed and
looking for work felt more confident
about finding employment

62%

of employed students gained new
skills or knowledge that could be used
in a job, rising to 88% for students
with no qualifications and 84% for
BAMER students

Health and wellbeing

Lives improved through community learning:

57%

felt that the course helped to reduce
stress and 50% of students reporting
health problems felt that the course
helped them handle stress better

82%

of students with mental health
issues reported improvements in their
condition (74% reduced stress and 71%
managed stress better)

72%

reported an increase in
confidence
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Skills development

Increase in acquiring and developing skills:

63%

improved their communication skills
with over a third improving language
and literacy skills

62%

reported enhanced critical
thinking skills

43%

saw an improvement in their
problem-solving skills

Community engagement

Improved community living through adult learning:

48%

reported being more understanding
of other cultures and 38% felt they were
more respectful to difference than they
were previously

27%

felt a heightened sense of belonging to
Britain than before their WEA course

33%

became more interested in improving
their local area after undertaking their
course and 16% of students became more
likely to vote than before

Family

Improved parenting and family life:

65%

of WEA students with children under
18 improved their confidence in helping
their children with reading, writing or maths
as a result of their course

47%

helped their children with their
schoolwork more (rising to 61% for those
with no qualifications)

45%

encouraged their children to live
a healthier lifestyle as a result of their
WEA course
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Community
learning
Adult and community learning provides a wide
range of educational opportunities for adults of
all ages, which impacts not only on the lives of
individuals but also their families and communities.
Community learning is part-time learning which
is often non-accredited and in a wide range of
subjects, from English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL), English and maths to personal
development through to languages, history and
practical art.

Compulsory under-19
education alone cannot
address the UK’s growing
skills shortages. We must
take the opportunity to
work with government to
develop a national lifelong
learning strategy

An invaluable service…
that’s under threat

WEA Chief Executive
and General Secretary

The wider good that comes from community learning is
hard to measure, or over-emphasise. Courses support
public policy objectives from increasing social cohesion
and mobility to improving productivity, tackling mental
and physical health issues and extending working lives
(HOLEX1). Future funding for adult and community
learning is uncertain however, as plans for devolution
of adult education budgets are developed - and in the
context of falling numbers of adults engaging in adult
further education, with 1.5 million fewer adults aged 19 or
over participating than was the case 10 years ago, when
the figure stood at 3.75 million2.

us to build pathways and opportunities for all adults,
particularly those furthest from the labour market, who
are educationally disadvantaged or who are in low-paid or
unskilled work.’3

Ruth Spellman

This research provides vital evidence of how lifelong
learning or community learning positively transforms the
lives of thousands of people across the country, not only in
terms of skills development but also in terms of personal,
social and community development.

Our chief executive and general secretary Ruth Spellman
is a passionate advocate of community adult learning.
She recently commented: ‘compulsory under-19 education
alone cannot address the UK’s growing skills shortages.
We must take the opportunity to work with government
to develop a national lifelong learning strategy’. Ruth
believes that reform of the FE system is only one of the
changes that are needed. ‘If we are really to improve social
mobility and address barriers to learning,’ she added, ‘We
need a national lifelong-learning strategy that allows

1. Holex Spring budget submission http://holex.org.uk/spring-budget-2017/
2. Industrial Strategy, Green Paper (January 2017) Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy
3. http://feweek.co.uk/2017/02/06/its-time-for-a-national-adult-learning-strategy/
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What was our
methodology?
This research examined the impact of mostly short
(between 15 – 30 hours) WEA courses that were
predominately completed in the autumn term of
2016. The sample included students who completed
courses (single and multiple) in various subject
areas.
The data was gathered using a quantitative online survey
sent out to all WEA students with email addresses. The
survey received 4,023 complete responses in spring
2017 (about four months after most of the courses
finished). The data was weighted to account for
unequal probabilities of selection into the sample and
non-response. Thus the sample was representative of
the entire WEA student population within a margin of

error of 1.3 percent. Impact on different student groups
was analysed by taking key demographic and course
characteristics4 into account and were reported where
statistically significant. Students’ comments from the
survey were also analysed to understand the impact from
a qualitative angle.
The following sections present the key findings from
the WEA impact research, opening with a profile of the
students that attend WEA courses, and then followed by
how the courses made a tangible difference to the many
areas in students’ lives.

I care for elderly relatives. I enrolled on a
WEA course which has been a huge help
to me. I am able to forget all the worries
and stresses in my life by being involved
in discussions with the many interesting
people I meet on the course and by
becoming immersed in the literature we
were studying. I return home refreshed and
better able to cope with my situation
WEA student
Southern

4. For example, ethnicity, age, gender, claiming of means-tested benefits, qualifications, disabilities and course theme were accounted for with logistic or 			
multinomial regressions
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Our
students
A significant majority of WEA students are
women (77 percent) and identify as White
British5 (71 percent). Twenty-nine percent of
students identify as Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic
or Refugee (BAMER) and 17 percent are nonnative English language speakers (ESOL) and
they make up 84 percent of all BAMER students.
As Figure 1 shows, BAMER students come from
diverse backgrounds, though most frequently
they are non-UK White (29 percent), Pakistani
(18 percent), African (10 percent) and Indian
(eight percent).

Half (50 percent) of the students are aged 60 and over,
however, BAMER students are much younger than their
White British course mates, as Figure 2 demonstrates.
We are a national organisation and our students come
from every English region and Scotland. Yorkshire and
Humber have the largest proportion of students with 19
percent (see Figure 3).
Breakdown by LEP (Local Enterprise Partnership) areas
shows that around one out of ten students came from the
Leeds City Region (10 percent) and Derby, Derbyshire,
Nottingham and Nottinghamshire (nine percent).

Figure 1. Ethnicity breakdown of BAMER students

29.4%

18.3%

9.5%

8.2%

6.1%

4.4%

4.1%

3.5%

3.5%

2.6%

2.6%

2.2%

1.8%

1.7%

1.4%

0.7%

Other white background

Pakistani

African

Bangladeshi

Indian

Any other Asian background

Arab

Carribbean

Bangladeshi

Chinese

Any other Mixed / multiple
ethnic background

White and Asian

White and Black African

Any other Black / African /
Caribbean background

White and Black Caribbean

Gypsy or Irish Traveller

“

We are a national
organisation and our
students come from
every region

5. Consists of White British, Scottish, English, Welsh, Northern Irish and White Irish
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Figure 2. Breakdown of WEA students by age and ethnicity

All WEA students
4%
13%
13%
20%
50%

BAMER students
8%
35%
25%
18%
14%

19-29 years
30-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years
60+ years

White British students
2%
4%
7%
21%
65%

19-29 years
30-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years
60+ years

19-29 years
30-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years
60+ years

Figure 3. Regional breakdown of WEA students

19%

16.3%

15.1%

13.4%

10.9%

7.8%

7.2%

6.0%

4.2%

Yorkshire &
Humber

Eastern

East
Midlands

North
West

Southern

West
Midlands

London

South
West

North
East

Figure 4. LEP breakdown of WEA students (Top 15)6

10.1%

8.8%

8.0%

7.1%

5.4%

5.2%

4.9%

4.1%

3.8%

3.7%

3.4%

3.4%

3.2%

3.0%

2.6%

Leeds City Region

Derby, Derbyshire, Nottingham
and Nottinghamshire

South East

London

Sheffield City Region

Greater Manchester

Leeds City Region

Derby, Derbyshire, Nottingham
and Nottinghamshire

South East

Greater Cambridge and
Greater Peterborough

Coast to Capital

Thames Valley Berkshire

Liverpool City Region

Hertfordshire

West of England

6. LEPs with a base size of less than 100 are not shown in the table
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Table 1. Demographic breakdown of WEA students by top 15 LEPs7 by student population

Female

BAMER

Over
60

On
benefits

No
quals

Entry to
Level 5
quals

Degree

Leeds City Region

77%

34%

45%

47%

7%

43%

42%

13%

21%

Derby, Derbyshire, Nottingham
and Nottinghamshire

76%

29%

50%

30%

8%

37%

47%

15%

22%

South East

74%

18%

66%

15%

5%

35%

47%

7%

10%

London

81%

44%

50%

39%

6%

37%

38%

14%

18%

Sheffield City Region

71%

27%

33%

49%

8%

42%

41%

17%

19%

Greater Manchester

79%

66%

22%

60%

7%

56%

31%

6%

11%

North Eastern

84%

18%

47%

38%

9%

40%

42%

14%

19%

New Anglia

71%

23%

72%

18%

13%

29%

51%

5%

12%

Leicester and Leicestershire

70%

52%

45%

36%

13%

30%

45%

10%

13%

Greater Cambridge and
Greater Peterborough

79%

7%

86%

5%

5%

35%

51%

6%

12%

Coast to Capital

78%

35%

52%

30%

3%

34%

45%

3%

6%

Thames Valley Berkshire

78%

47%

48%

39%

3%

40%

45%

1%

6%

Liverpool City Region

72%

34%

30%

56%

14%

40%

44%

23%

30%

Hertfordshire

78%

8%

86%

3%

4%

21%

63%

2%

11%

West of England

65%

23%

34%

56%

12%

43%

37%

24%

35%

LEP

7. LEPs with a base size of less than 100 are not shown in the table

Learning Physical
disability disability

13 - 14

Coping in
adversity
Almost a quarter (24 percent) of WEA students
reported having a physical health condition or
illness (lasting or expected to last for 12 months
or more), 12 percent a learning difficulty or
a disability and 12 percent a mental health
condition (lasting or expected to last for 12
months or more). Plus, over one-fifth (21 percent)
reported being carers for their ill, disabled or
elderly relatives or friends.
As Figure 5 shows, 60 percent of WEA students do not
have a degree level education8. A little over one quarter
(26 percent) have no qualifications at all, while 21
percent only have entry to level 2 qualifications.
Before starting their WEA courses, 35 percent of
students were claiming means-tested benefits.
Approximately four months after their courses ended
(when this survey was carried out), 24 percent of
students reported claiming means-tested benefits (or
being an unwaged dependent on someone claiming
means-tested benefits). Therefore there was an 11
percentage point decrease in benefit claiming after
taking a WEA course, as Figure 6 displays.

Figure 5. Breakdown of WEA students by
the level of qualification

26%

21%

13%

25%

8%

7%

No qualifications
Entry to level 2
Level 3 to 5
Degree (level 6 and above)
Not known
Other qualification,
level not known

Figure 6. Students claiming means-tested
benefits before and after WEA courses

21%

of students reported being
carers for their ill, disabled or
elderly relatives or friends

35%

24%

Before
After

8. For further seven percent of students the qualification level is not known, in equal parts because it was not provided by students or because it could not be translated into the UK
qualification framework
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Changing
direction

Alex has lived with depression for over 20 years.
When he moved to a new home he was transferred
to a new mental health team who recommended
courses by the WEA to help with his social isolation.
Gradually, Alex’s attitude on life and his mental health
management changed dramatically as his personal
learner journey stretched over two years. Alex
transformed and began to seek out more and more
wellbeing courses to attend.
Not with ease, but with a new outlook and a redefined
sense of purpose Alex progressed from a learner, to a
volunteer, to a learner support worker and is now a proud
WEA tutor.
As a WEA tutor, Alex is now developing his own wellbeing
course for people in a similar position to the one he found
himself in.
“The WEA has enabled me to grow, to change my own
personal path and to share my experiences to help other
people improve; their health, adopt a true identity,
develop self-worth, confidence and strength to integrate
with their communities - and share with others the
benefits of education with social purpose”.
It is Alex’s intentions as a tutor to give learners hope and
the realisation that, although it will take time, they can
take control of their mental health and live happily with a
mental illness.

Alex
WEA student
South of England

I thank the WEA
for enabling me to
discover the person I
am today

15 - 16
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Satisfaction and
patterns of learning
Most WEA students (96 percent) reported being
‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ with their WEA courses9. A
large majority (82 percent) of students also felt ‘very
safe’ on their course and 13 percent ‘safe’10.
The majority (85 percent) of all WEA students11 completed
one course in the autumn term, with approximately 12
percent completing two courses in the same term. About
three percent of students took and completed three or
more courses, with a small minority of students completing
between five and seven courses in the autumn term. The
precise breakdown is presented in Table 2.
The WEA offers courses in various subject areas. As Table 3
shows, most frequently WEA students completed courses
which fell within the WEA theme Culture (58 percent).

Table 2. Breakdown of the WEA students
by a number of completed courses

Number of courses
completed

Percent

1

84.6%

2

12.2%

3

2.1%

4 or more

0.9%

Table 3. Breakdown of WEA students by the type of course completed

Course type

Examples of courses in the category

Culture

Archaeology, foreign languages, creative writing and
textiles and fashion

58%

Employability

Beauty, textiles and fashion, politics and DIY

20%

Health and wellbeing

Fitness and exercise, healthy living, counselling, and craft

13%

Community engagement

Craft, English, professional development and
community interpreting

None

N/A

96%

of WEA students
reported being 'very
satisfied' or 'satisfied'
with their course/s

9. 72 percent very satisfied, 23 percent satisfied, two percent neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, one percent dissatisfied and one percent very dissatisfied
10. Five percent felt neither safe nor unsafe and zero percent felt unsafe
11. NB: Data from all 31,165 students, not just those completing the survey

Percent

9%
0.14%
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Table 4. A typical WEA student by course type

Typical WEA
student

Female (77%), with an equal proportion of under 60 and aged
60+ (both 50%), White British (71%), not on benefits (65%) and with a degree (49%).

Culture

Female (75%), aged 60+ (74%), White British (88%), retired (71%), not on benefits
and with a degree (58% respectively).

Employability

Female (79%), under 60 (95%), BAMER (75%), an equal proportion of employed students
and those who are unemployed not looking for work (both 34%), on benefits (70%) and with
entry to level 5 qualification (54%).

Health and
wellbeing

Female (80%), under 60 (70%), White British (76%), unemployed and not looking for work
(43%) on benefits (64%) and with entry to level 5 qualifications (46%).

Community
engagement

Female (81%), under 60 (79%), White British (52%), unemployed not looking for work (36%)
and on benefits (62%).

There were also identifiable trends in how different
students picked different types of courses. Table 4
illustrates a typical student for each course type. For
example, while women and White British students made
up the largest proportion of WEA students, employability
courses attracted a majority of BAMER students (75

percent compared to a 29 percent average). On the other
hand, students on employability, health and wellbeing and
community engagement courses attracted students on
benefits compared to the typical WEA student who is not
on benefits.
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What did
students learn?
Nearly all WEA students (93 percent) reported developing at least one skill as a result of WEA courses.
These are presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Proportion of students developing a skill as a result of WEA courses. Here and elsewhere the darker shaded blocks in the table
specify that there was no differential effect on a specific group of students (i.e. neither smaller nor greater impact)

ALL

Under
60

On
benefits

BAMER

Culture

Creative

64%

75%

77%

73%

57%

81%

71%

76%

Communication

63%

76%

81%

84%

51%

77%

87%

71%

Critical thinking

62%

60%

63%

64%

65%

66%

62%

49%

Problem solving

43%

60%

68%

74%

27%

67%

72%

54%

Language

37%

49%

51%

67%

28%

47%

69%

24%

Reading and writing (literacy)

34%

49%

53%

65%

22%

49%

71%

23%

IT or digital

19%

27%

31%

33%

10%

32%

42%

15%

Maths (numeracy)

13%

22%

25%

31%

3%

28%

36%

8%

Most often students developed creative skills (64 percent),
communication (63 percent) and critical thinking (62
percent). Some student groups were more likely to develop
certain skills. For example, students under the age of 60
were more likely to develop creative skills (75 percent
vs. 54 percent) and communication skills (76 percent vs.
50 percent), as well as language skills (49 percent vs. 25
percent), IT or digital skills (27 percent vs. 10 percent),
problem solving skills (60 percent vs. 26 percent), maths
skills (22 percent vs. three percent), reading and writing
(49 percent vs. 19 percent). Meanwhile, older students
(over the age of 60) developed critical thinking skills more
so than younger students (65 percent vs. 60 percent).
Students claiming means-tested benefits developed all
skills at about 19 to 39 percentage points higher rate

Community
Employability
engagement

Health and
wellbeing

than their counterparts not on benefits (excluding critical
thinking skills, which was just 1 percentage point higher).
Furthermore, BAMER students also developed all skills
at a higher rate than White British students. The largest
difference between these two groups was for reading
and writing skills developed (65 percent vs. 22 percent),
closely followed by language skills (67 percent vs. 25
percent). There was also a difference in skills developed by
BAMER ESOL students. For example, language-related
skills, such as communication (84 percent BAMER vs. 89
percent among ESOL students), reading or writing (65
percent of BAMER, 82 percent of ESOL) and language
skills (25 percent of BAMER, 84 percent of ESOL). There
was a 6 percentage point difference between BAMER and
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ESOL students in terms of IT or digital skills developed (33
percent BAMER vs. 39 percent ESOL) and problem solving
skills (74 percent BAMER vs. 71 percent ESOL).
Students who attended community engagement courses
reported greater development of maths skills compared to
WEA students overall (twice as likely), as well as problem
solving (24 percentage points higher), creative skills (17
percentage points higher), reading and writing skills
(15 percentage points higher), communication skills (14
percentage points higher), IT or digital (13 percentage
point higher) and language skills (10 percentage points
higher). Students who attended employability courses

reported greater development of IT or digital skills (twice
as likely), maths skills (twice as likely) and reading and
writing skills (twice as likely), as well as language skills
(32 percentage points higher), problem solving skills (29
percentage points higher) and communication skills (24
percentage points higher). Students who attended health
and wellbeing courses reported greater development
of creative skills (12 percentage points higher), problem
solving skills (11 percentage points higher) and
communication skills (8 percentage points higher).

Figure 7. Proportion of students who developed skills as a result of WEA courses by qualification.
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Additionally, there was a marked difference in skill
development based on qualifications for all skills, as
demonstrated in Figure 7. Notably, acquisition of every
skill (with an exception of critical thinking) increased for
students with lower qualifications. Students who held
degrees were, on the other hand, more likely to develop
critical thinking skills.
Figure 8 demonstrates that 45 percent of WEA students
claimed that they would not have had the opportunity to
improve the above-mentioned skills if it were not for the
WEA. This was most evident in students under the age of
60 (51 percent), those with no qualifications (55 percent)
and those who are on benefits (56 percent).

“

BAMER students developed all
skills at a higher rate than White
British students. The largest
difference between these two
groups was for reading and
writing skills developed (65%
vs. 22%), closely followed by
language skills (67% vs. 25%)

Figure 8. Proportion of students assessing if they would have had
the opportunity to improve these skills without the WEA
20%

Would have improved
skills without WEA

45%

Would not have 		
improved skills
without WEA

28%

Don't know

7%

Did not improve
any skills
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Never too
late to learn

Margaret’s teacher taunted her as a child
because she couldn’t read. Her confidence
evaporated. 40 years later, encouraged by
her WEA tutor, she is now a published poet.
I was dyslexic growing up. When I was at school, I did
my best to hide it, but you can’t, can you? I was good
at maths, and was moved up a class. But when my
teacher found out that I couldn’t read, she called me a
stupid girl, and that was that. When your teacher calls
you that, you just lose all confidence in your ability to
learn.
It was my daughter Debbie who first suggested
coming to the WEA in Falkirk for a literacy class. I
wasn’t sure. I’d hated teachers. I’d hated school. But
we could go to the class between shifts and Ross, our
tutor, was amazing. I left that first class feeling: I can
do this. He made us feel so positive about ourselves.
After the first class, we’d really got the bug, so we
both pushed Ross to do some more with us. He got us
writing these wee stories and poems. And, you know
what? They were good! And that’s when he suggested
publishing a book of our work.
I went up the road when the book was first published,
and I felt like the Queen of England. I just thought
nobody can beat me now!
You’re never too old to learn. Never. If I could speak to
my 13-year-old self, I’d tell her to ask for help. If you
can openly admit you have a problem, your life will
change – definitely. I wish I’d heard of the WEA years
ago. My life would have been so different.

Margaret
WEA student
Falkirk

“

I went up the road
when the book was first
published, and I felt like
the Queen of England
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Making students
more employable
As Figure 9 shows, half (50 percent) of WEA students
at the time of the survey were retired, one fifth
(21 percent) were employed, 10 percent were
unemployed and not looking for work (e.g. looking
after their home or family) and six percent were
unemployed and looking for work.

same decrease (three percent) in unemployed students
not looking for work, two point increase in retired students
and one point increase in employed students. Of those who
were unemployed and looking for work before the course,
57 percent became employed after the WEA course.

Compared to before the course (as shown in table 6) there
was a three percentage point decrease in the proportion
of unemployed students who were looking for work, the

Figure 9. Breakdown of WEA students by employment
status

21%

1%

10%

4%

50%

9%

Table 6. Comparison of students' employment status before and
after WEA courses

6%

Employed (incl. part-time, self-employment,
maternity/paternity leave)
Full-time education
Looking after home or family
Preferred not to say
Retired
Sick or disabled (temporarily or permanently)
Unemployed and looking for work

12. Excluding 19 percent of students who claimed there were no activities for them to join

Before the
course

After the
course

Employed

20%

21%

Unemployed, not looking for work12

23%

20%

Retired

48%

50%

9%

6%

Unemployed and looking for work
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Building confidence
through unearthing
a hidden talent
Daisy is a single mum of two girls. She was shy and
nervous and suffered from low self-esteem.
It was in her local community centre that Daisy saw a
poster advertising a sewing group and she bucked up the
courage to go along.
At the start Daisy wasn’t confident enough to do her work
on her own; she received lots of support on a one to one
basis from her WEA tutor and gained support from the
group demonstrations and student interactions.
Daisy soon learned new skills and her confidence
blossomed – making friends on the course and discovering
a hidden talent that has empowered her to achieve more in
other aspects of her life.
“To be able to attend the sewing class is so much more than
attending any class - it has given me the confidence to
learn new skills. I feel a sense of achievement every time I
finish a garment…Best of all I am able to share and pass on
my skills to my daughters who are also very proud of their
mummy’s work”.
Since attending the sewing course, Daisy has not only
achieved new skills and seen an increase in her selfconfidence she has now continued her educational
pathway to gain greater qualifications including the
completion of the WEA’s ‘Volunteers Helping in Schools’
course which revealed her desire to work with children.
Daisy has now gained employment working in a local
primary school.

Daisy
WEA student
Huddersfield

“

To be able to attend the sewing class
is so much more than attending any
class - it has given me the confidence
to learn new skills
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How were employed
students impacted?
Among students who were employed at the time of
the survey, 62 percent reported gaining new skills or
knowledge they might use in a job as a result of WEA
courses. This differed depending on qualification
levels e.g. for students with no qualifications this
proportion was 88 percent, and for those with
entry to level 5 qualifications this was 72 percent
(compared to 55 percent for students with a degree).
For BAMER students this proportion was 84 percent
(BAMER ESOL 86 percent), for students under 60 this
rose to almost three-quarters (72 percent) and for
students on benefits this was 82 percent. Students
on every course type except for health and wellbeing
courses also reported higher levels of this compared
to the WEA average. Table 7 presents all job-related
outcomes for employed students.

Table 7. Proportion of students reporting employability-related
benefits as a result of WEA courses

ALL

BAMER

On
benefits

(White
British only)

Feeling more confident
47% 66%; ESOL 77%
in progressing in their			
career in the future

73%

Were able to do
45% 62%; ESOL 68%
their job better		

42%

Became more secure
26% 45%; ESOL 56%
in their job		

21%

Got a new job

8%

21%; ESOL 27%

16%

Got a promotion or
greater responsibility
in their job

8%

18%; ESOL 21%

7%

Started earning more
Became self-employed

12% 24%; ESOL 29%
4%

9%; ESOL 9%

14%
8%

13. 21 percent of BAMER students in comparison to six percent of White British
14. 45 percent of BAMER students in comparison to 12 percent of White British

Figure 10. Proportion of students assessing if they would have been
able to gain employability benefits without the WEA

13%

Yes

34%

No

27%

Don't know

26%

Did not get any
employability benefits

Most commonly, employed students became more
confident in progressing their career in the future (47
percent), followed by being able to do their job better
(45 percent) and becoming more secure in their jobs
(26 percent) as a result of WEA courses. Plus, 8 percent
of students got a new job as a result of the course,
which rose to over a half (57 percent) among those
who were unemployed and looking for work before the
course. BAMER students reported higher job-related
improvements as well. For example, over three times as
many of them got a new job13 and nearly four times as
many became more secure in their jobs14. Meanwhile, for
students on benefits, 16 percent of them got a new job
as result of the course compared to nine percent among
students not on benefits. White British students on benefits
were more likely to report feeling more confident in
progressing their careers in future (73 percent) compared
to WEA average (67 percent).
ESOL students gained more from their course, with the
largest difference being ESOL students feeling more
confident in progressing their careers in future (77 percent)
compared to the WEA average (47 percent). Students
with no qualifications also gained more from their course
compared to the WEA average.
In total, 75 percent of employed students received at least
one of the above-mentioned benefits. Of them, 34 percent
believed they would not have had the opportunity to get
these job-related benefits without the WEA course.
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How were unemployed
students impacted?
Eighty-seven percent of unemployed students
looking for work improved skills or knowledge that
might be used in a job. Furthermore, 71 percent
felt more confident in progressing their career in
the future and 70 percent reported that they knew
better what to do to get a job as a result of their
course.
Sixty-six percent of unemployed students looking for
work felt more confident about finding a job in the future.
Over half of unemployed students (57 percent) got a new
job as a result of their course, and almost three out of ten
(29 percent) started earning more as a result of the WEA
course.
Overall, 92 percent of unemployed students benefitted
from the WEA courses job-wise. Forty percent of them
believed they would not have had the opportunity to get
job-related benefits without the WEA.

71%

of students felt more
confident in progressing their
career in the future and 70%
reported that they knew
better what to do to get a job
as a result of their course

Figure 11. Proportion of unemployed students assessing if they
would have been able to get job-related benefits if it were not for
the WEA
14%

Yes

40%

No

37%

Don't know

8%

Did not get any
job-related benefits
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The power of
passion and
determination
Sadiq arrived in the UK as part of a
relocation scheme of Afghan nationals to
the UK after working as a security guard
for the UK military base.
With no formal schooling in Afghanistan, Sadiq didn’t
learn to read or write when he was growing up. He joined
the WEA North Ayrshire Council ESOL and Employability
Project and showed his determination and skills.
In his six week work experience programme, he worked
one day a week to build up his conversational English
skills and gained confidence in English speaking
environments. As a result he was offered a job.
Sadiq is now working 24 hours per week
and is going to do further CPD to boost the
sustainability of his employment.
Sadiq understands that this is still a
part of the journey and there are areas
for him to develop including in reading
and writing, and he is making the most
of every learning opportunity. Sadiq has
demonstrated passion in every area of
his work. He has inspired other people
in the project and is committed to his
work.

Sadiq
WEA student
North Ayrshire

His enthusiasm in learning
and making the most of
every learning opportunity
is apparent, not only in his
actions but throughout his
entire family
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Learning improves
health and wellbeing
The courses also helped large majorities of students
to make new friends (86 percent), increase selfconfidence (72 percent) and take up new hobbies or
other interests (67 percent). Two-fifths (42 percent)
were motivated to improve their health and courses
helped a similar proportion (43 percent) to keep
physically active.
As before, some student groups gained greater benefits
than others. More BAMER students increased their selfconfidence (93 percent15 vs. 66 percent of White British
students), were helped to make new friends (92 percent
vs. 84 percent), took up new hobbies (79 percent vs. 63
percent), kept physically active (69 percent vs 36 percent)
and were motivated to improve their health (68 percent
vs. 35 percent).
The courses also had greater impact on students
on benefits and under the age of 60 in some of the
above-mentioned areas. This is also true in some

areas for BAMER ESOL students and students with no
qualifications. Plus, 72 percent of students with reported
mental health conditions were more motivated to improve
their health. Additionally, 86 percent of the same group
reported that their course increased their self-confidence.
Fifty-seven percent of students with no qualifications
reported that the course helped to keep them physically
active. 81 percent of students with no qualifications
and with entry to level 5 qualifications reported that it
increased their self-confidence. A higher proportion of
students with no qualifications (55 percent) and with
entry to level 5 qualifications (52 percent) were motivated
to improve their health. While gender seldom affected
impact of WEA courses, more women than men made
new friends (87 percent vs. 79 percent), were encouraged
to take up new hobbies or interests (69 percent vs. 59
percent), increased their self-confidence (75 percent vs
64 percent) and improved their health (44 percent vs. 38
percent).

Table 8. Proportion of students reporting health and wellbeing impact as a result of WEA courses

Health and
wellbeing
course

ALL

Under
60

Over
60

Carers

BAMER

Course helped to keep mind active		

96%

94%

98%

98%

93%

94%

95%

Course helped to make new friends		

86%

88%

83%

93%

90%

89%

91%

Increased self-confidence		

72%

85%

60%

78%

87%

88%

85%

Encouraged to take up new hobbies or interests		

67%

76%

58%

75%

76%

78%

77%

Motivated to improve their health		

42%

58%

27%

49%

62%

67%

69%

Course helped to keep physically active		

43%

54%

32%

49%

60%

63%

59%

15. BAMER ESOL students only

On
benefits
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Breaking free from
isolation with an
unexpected joy
Retiring from a physically and mentally stressful job
after 20 years Paul suffered a number of set-backs
that affected his physical and mental health - driving
him into isolation.
Paul has arthritis, a bad back, memory problems, diabetes
and is prone to falling over when he is stressed. Paul is also
a recovering alcoholic, which gives him high blood pressure
and high cholesterol.
Sadly, Paul also suffered from the loss of his mum which
really hit him hard – “from that point, I never stepped
outside the front door for 18 months” Paul recounts.
Deeply worried and concerned about her brother, Paul was
introduced to the WEA by his sister who encouraged him to
attend a CHEST (Community Health Education in Stokeon-Trent) tai chi class.
Despite his initial doubts Paul went along with his sister. He
started anxious and unsure but quickly got in to the swing
of things and found that he improved his socialisation skills
and all round wellbeing – and, he lost 1.5 stone along the
way!
“My tutor Rachel counts how many times we can walk
the breadth of the room and back again in two minutes.
I've doubled it since I started 18 months ago… Coming to
this class, I've met some really nice people. It's given me
confidence to go out more”.
Since joining the class Paul feels a lot less isolated from the
world - he has made new friends and it has significantly
improved his health and sense of welbeing.
Paul has found a love for tai chi that he never expected at
his age and is exploring opportunities to join another class.

Paul
WEA student
Stoke-on-Trent
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“

Coming to this class,
I've met some really
nice people. It's given
me confidence to go
out more

WEA courses also had a significant impact on improving
the health and wellbeing of carers. For example, 93
percent of carers made new friends on the course
compared to 84 percent of students who were not carers.
Carers also increased their self-confidence (78 percent vs.
71 percent), were encouraged to take up new hobbies or
interests (75 percent compared to 64 percent for noncarers), were helped to keep physically active (49 percent
vs. 41 percent) and were motivated to improve their health
(49 percent vs. 40 percent).
Students completing a health and wellbeing course
reported greater improvements in wellbeing in some
areas. For example, such courses helped 91 percent of
students to make new friends compared to the 86 percent
WEA average, and 69 percent of students on these courses
were motivated to improve their health (compared to 42
percent WEA average).
As Table 9 shows, WEA courses also helped to improve
students’ physical and mental health. This data includes
only students who claimed to experience health-related
problems16.

86%

made new
friends

72%

increased in self
confidence

67%

took up new
hobbies/interests

Table 9. Proportion of the students who improved their physical
and mental health as a result of WEA courses

Mental
health
condition

ALL

On
benefits

The course helped to
reduce stress

57%

68%

74%

63%

The course helped to
manage stress better

50%

67%

71%

64%

The course helped with
mental health issues

47%

64%

82%

67%

The course helped with
physical health issues

28%

44%

37%

40%

“

Learning
disability

I first went on a WEA course after
fleeing from domestic abuse and losing
my home and moving to a new area in
emergency accommodation. It was
a real life line for me and helped me
enormously
WEA student
South West

16. I.e. 70 percent in physical health, 67 percent in mental health, 74 percent in stress management and 75 percent in stress reduction
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Fifty-seven percent of students reported that the courses
helped them to reduce stress and 50 percent reported
managing stress better. Forty-seven percent further
claimed that WEA courses helped with their mental health
issues and 28 percent with their physical health issues (this
proportion rose to 47 percent for students on health and
wellbeing courses). Students under 60 experienced greater
improvements in these areas.
When it came to students with reported mental health
issues, 82 percent of them claimed the courses helped
them with their condition, 74 percent reduced their stress
and 71 percent managed stress better. Meanwhile, 67
percent of students with learning disabilities felt the
course helped them with their mental health issues. Fiftyeight percent of carers managed stress better too, while
more women (59 percent vs 48 percent in men) reduced
their stress.
Overall, 21 percent of students claimed to lead a healthier
lifestyle than was the case before the course. Some
student groups were more likely to show improvements
in this area, namely BAMER ESOL students (42 percent),
students with mental health issues (39 percent), students
on benefits (37 percent), students under 60 (31 percent),
students with a learning disability (31 percent) and
students with a physical disability (30 percent).
In addition, the courses improved wellbeing ‘a lot’ for 27
percent of students, ‘a little’ for 22 percent and ‘somewhat’
for 39 percent (only 12 percent did not improve wellbeing
at all).

It's felt like a life saver to me, motivating
me to get out of the house and
distracting me from chronic pain
WEA student
Norwich

Figure 11. Proportion of students assessing if they would have been
to gain health and wellbeing benefits if it were not for the WEA

21%

Yes

35%

No

30%

Don't know

14%

Did not get any
health benefits

Taking all the health and wellbeing benefits mentioned
above, 86 percent of the WEA students experienced them.
Of those students, 35 percent claimed they would not have
been able to gain these health and wellbeing benefits from
elsewhere. Students over 60 (31 percent) were more likely
to claim that this would be difficult, as well as students
who were not on benefits (30 percent) and retired students
(32 percent).
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A medium for
self-expression

David lives with Asperger’s Syndrome and
often feels isolated and lonely.
Since joining the ‘Arts for All’ group with the WEA, he has
discovered an ‘extended family’ and he feels very happy
when he attends the course and socialises with other
students.
Along with his classes, David cites classical music as one
of the things that has helped him through the trauma
in his life. He combines his love of classical music as his
topic and uses his art as a way of expressing and dealing
with his emotions and the particularly difficult times he’s
encountered through the years - bullying, loneliness and
health problems.
David continues attending art classes in his local
community with enthusiasm and he has since gone on
to use other art practices such as poetry - another
form of personal expression to assist with his health and
wellbeing.

David
WEA student
Worcestershire

David uses art as a
way of expressing
and dealing with his
emotions and he’s all the
happier for it
Karina
WEA tutor
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Becoming more engaged
and active citizens through
learning
Over three-quarters (77 percent) of students
claimed that they met people on courses that they
would not normally mix with (e.g. different age,
ethnicity, social class etc.). This was higher among
students under the age of 60, BAMER students and
students on benefits (each 85 percent) as well as
ESOL students (83 percent). The WEA’s learning
is also cascaded to the wider community as 88
percent of students reported sharing what they
learned with their friends or family.

77%

of students claimed
that they met people
on courses that they
would not normally
mix with

Table 10. Proportion of students reporting greater community engagement as a result of WEA courses

On
On
No
benefits benefits qualifications

ALL

BAMER

More understanding of other cultures

48%

68%; ESOL 82%

59%

57%

51%

More than before respectful to those different from themselves

38%

55%; ESOL 64%

53%

50%

46%

More interested in making their local area a better place to live

33%

55%; ESOL 66%

48%

46%

40%

Feeling a sense of belonging to Britain more than before the course

27%

53%; ESOL 67%

42%

39%

38%

Table 10 shows that from over a quarter to almost a half of
WEA students became more engaged in their communities
as a result of WEA courses.
Almost half (48 percent) of WEA students became more
understanding of other cultures as a result of their courses,
which was higher among BAMER (68 percent) and ESOL
students (82 percent), students on benefits (59 percent)
and students under 60 (57 percent).
Thirty-eight percent of students became more respectful
to those who are different from them as a result of their
courses, 33 percent were more interested in making their

17. Excluding 19 percent of students who claimed there were no activities for them to join

local area a better place to live and over a quarter (27
percent) of WEA students felt a sense of belonging to
Britain. BAMER and ESOL students, alongside students
under 60, students with no qualifications and students on
benefits were more likely to report improvements in these
areas.
Thirty-four percent of students took part in activities to
improve their local community17 as a result of their course,
which was higher among ESOL students (55 percent),
BAMER students (52 percent), students on benefits (48
percent) and students under 60 (44 percent).
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Furthermore, 16 percent of students claimed the courses
made them more likely to vote in the next elections18.
This number was greater among ESOL students (47
percent), BAMER students (37 percent); it was also greater
for students on benefits (28 percent compared to 10
percent among those not on benefits), students with no
qualifications (26 percent vs. 10 percent among students
with a degree) and students under 60 (25 percent vs. seven
percent among students over 60).
Nearly three out of ten (29 percent) students took more
interest in local or national political affairs as a result
of the course (see Table 11), which amounted to 35
percent among students under the age of 60. Out of
students to whom it was relevant19, 20 percent took part
in a campaigning activity of some sort and 12 percent
contacted local or national authorities20 (18 percent
among BAMER and 21 percent among BAMER ESOL).
Finally, four percent joined a political party, trade union or
an association21.
Twenty-nine percent of WEA students became involved
in voluntary activities as a result of WEA courses (37
percent among those under 60, 40 percent among BAMER
students, 43 percent among ESOL students and 41 percent
among students on benefits). Meanwhile, almost half
(48 percent) claimed that their course gave them skills or
knowledge that could help in voluntary work22. This number
was higher among ESOL students (75 percent), BAMER
students (69 percent), students on benefits (65 percent)
and students under 60 (63 percent).

Table 11. Proportion of students developing greater political
engagement as a result of WEA courses

All

BAMER

Took more interest in local
29%
35%
43%; 		
or national affairs			
ESOL 52%
Took part in a campaigning
20%
activity (e.g. signed a petition,		
attended a demonstration)

22%

23%;
ESOL 23%

Contacted local or national
12%
14%
18%;
authorities (e.g. city council, 			
ESOL 21%
the Parliament)
Joined a political party, trade
4%
5%
union or an association			

6%;
ESOL 6%

Figure 12. Proportion of students assessing if they would have been
able to gain community benefits without the WEA

Overall, 81 percent of students improved their community
engagement in at least one of the areas mentioned above.
Twenty eight percent of these students claimed they would
not have been able to achieve that without the WEA (see
Figure 12). This amounted to 40 percent under 60 years old,
45 percent for those with no qualifications and 44 percent
for those on benefits.

18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Under
60

Excluding three percent of students who claimed this was not applicable to them as they were not a UK or EU citizen
Excludes 18 percent of students who had no need to take part in a campaigning activity
Excluding 20 percent of student who said there was no need to contact their local authority or who were already a member
Excluding 22 percent who had no need to join a political party or were already a member of a political party
Excluding eight percent who were not interested in getting involved in voluntary work

19%

Yes

28%

No

34%

Don't know

19%

Did not get any
community benefits
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When you leave your
community behind,
education can find you
a new one
WEA tutor Fatima recounts her growing friendship
with an Iranian refugee called Amin, who is learning
English in her class. When you leave your community
behind, education can find you a new one.
I remember meeting Amin’s partner for the first time. They
had fled from Iran to escape a forced marriage to her
cousin. But she was in love with Amin. They will never see
their families again.
As a tutor, I want to make sure Amin and his fellow students
enjoy learning. I take the time to listen to their stories. If I
can, I will help them outside of class by introducing them
to a solicitor, or a councillor, even an MP. Anyone who can
help. I feel it’s my responsibility.
Of course, our classes aren’t just about learning English.
The WEA works within communities to bring people closer
together. It’s about being with others, making friends,
becoming happier. For refugees like Amin, it’s about finding
a purpose for their new life in the UK. I’m proud to be a part
of that.

Amin
WEA student
England

I want to make sure Amin
and his fellow students enjoy
learning. I take the time to
listen to their stories
Fatima
WEA tutor
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Developing personally
and culturally through
learning
47%

Seventy percent of all students claimed that
WEA courses encouraged them to do at least
one cultural activity more than before,
as seen in the Table 12.
The most common activities included: research (46
percent), reading (35 percent) and visiting museums,
galleries or other historic sites (31 percent) more than
before as a result of the course.
As expected, those who completed an arts course were
more likely to visit cultural places (38 percent) and go to
the cinema, theatre and music concerts as a result of their
course. Students on benefits were more likely to read (38
percent compared to WEA average of 35 percent), listen
to or play a musical instrument (18 percent vs. 13 percent),
do arts and crafts (35 percent vs. 25 percent) and to write
creatively (37 percent vs. 17 percent) as a result of their
course.
BAMER students and students under the age of 60 were,
in turn, more likely to write creatively compared to before

of WEA students become
more understanding of
other cultures as a result
of their courses

their course. BAMER students were also more likely to read
compared to before their course. Additionally, students
under 60 were more likely to read, do arts or crafts and
listen to or play a musical instrument as a result of their
course.
Almost three out of ten students (28 percent) took part
in cultural activities with their friends or family more
often than before the course23, which was greater among
students who were carers (36 percent). Plus, 59 percent of
all students believed that learning with the WEA helped
them reflect on wider world issues. This proportion rose to
65 percent among BAMER (73 percent BAMER ESOL).

Table 12. Proportion of students doing cultural activities more often as a result of WEA courses

ALL

BAMER

Under
60

On
benefits

On art
course

Research

46%

48%; ESOL 61%

46%

46%

47%

Read

35%

44%; ESOL 60%

38%

38%

35%

Visit museums / galleries / historic sites

31%

29%

27%

26%

38%

Arts or crafts

25%

28%; ESOL 29%

32%

35%

19%

Creative writing

17%

30%; ESOL 43%

25%

37%

12%

Go to the cinema / the theatre / music concerts

16%

16%; ESOL 16%

16%

15%

19%

Listen to music or play a musical instrument

13%

16%; ESOL 20%

16%

18%

11%

23. Excluding three percent (93 students) who said this was not applicable as they have no immediate friends or family
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WEA courses also impacted students’ further learning.
Almost one-third (32 percent) enrolled on a taught
course. This proportion rose to 42 percent for BAMER
ESOL students, whilst those with mental health issues (39
percent) and those on employability courses (37 percent)
also enrolled on a taught course at higher levels than the
WEA average. Of them, 29 percent claimed these courses
will lead to a qualification24. Among BAMER students in
this group, this proportion was 65 percent (72 percent for
BAMER ESOL) and for students who were under 60 and
enrolled onto further courses, this proportion equalled 51
percent. Levels were also higher than the WEA average
for students in this group with a disability (35 percent) and
students with no qualifications (59 percent).
Additionally, 61 percent of students tried to improve
their knowledge or skills independently as a result of the
course. This impact was greater among students who were
carers, of whom 69 percent participated in independent
learning. Seventy-two percent of students claimed they
would know where to go if they needed to improve English,
Maths, ICT or vocational skills as a result of their courses25.
This proportion was greater among students who were
carers (79 percent), BAMER ESOL students (78 percent),
students on benefits (77 percent) and students who took
employability courses (77 percent).

Figure 13. Proportion of students assessing if they would have
been able to gain cultural benefits if it were not for the WEA

24%

Yes

37%

No

29%

Don't know

10%

Did not get any
cultural
benefits

Of those 90 percent of students who experienced at least
one positive change in their cultural awareness, 37 percent
claimed that they would not have had the opportunity to
achieve this without the WEA. Almost half of students with
mental health issues (48 percent), disabled students (47
percent), students on benefits (47 percent), students on
health and wellbeing courses (47 percent) and students on
community engagement courses (47 percent) also claimed
the same.

My husband recently was diagnosed with cancer and attending the course
has helped a lot with enabling me to cope with the stresses involved. It
enables me to "switch off" and have some "me" time each week. The group
is very supportive and friendly and we often have very involved discussions
during painting sessions. Particularly on local issues and national news and
events. This is quite stimulating and makes you think about such issues. All
walks of life are in attendance, some on benefits and in poor health, others
with good pensions who have been professionals and with young families
WEA student
Hertfordshire

24. Seven percent did not know if it will or not
25. Applies to 56 percent of students who claimed improving these skills was relevant to them. Of those to whom these skills were irrelevant, three quarters (75 percent) were over 60
years of age and 72 percent already held degrees
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Feeling part of
a community
through art
Jillian has always had a love of art. In order to
meet new people and socialise in her new home of
Shropshire Jillian decided to join a WEA drawing
class for beginners, and soon improved at a fast
enough rate to move on to more advanced classes.
“Thanks to my tutor and those I’ve surrounded myself
with I’ve see a lot of improvement in my drawing abilities
and my work…I have made new friends, which was really
important to me. It is a really good group.”
Moving to a new city at any age is hard. For Jillian,
joining a class in something she loved not only improved
her wellbeing, it also helped her to feel part of her new
community.
Since joining the class Jillian has now gone on to sell some
of her paintings, has taken part in exhibitions and has
gifted pieces to friends and family.
Seeing so many “fantastic pieces of art” from her fellow
students, Jillian is now inspired to work with the WEA to
put together an exhibition of all their work to share with
the local community.

Jillian
WEA student
Shropshire

I have made new
friends, which was
really important to
me
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Improved parenting
through adult learning
Nineteen percent of WEA students in the survey,
rising to 37 percent of students under the age of
60, have children under the age of 18. Fifty-two
percent of BAMER students under 60 had underage
(under 18) children, in contrast to 21 percent of
White British under 60. BAMER students were more
likely to have children under 18 (45 percent; 65
percent BAMER ESOL) compared to White British
students (eight percent). Female students were
also more likely to have young children (21 percent
vs. 10 percent of men), as were students without
degree-level qualifications (26 percent vs. 10
percent of students with degrees) and students on
benefits (38 percent vs. 19 percent WEA average).
As Table 13 shows, 65 percent of parents improved
their confidence in helping their children with reading,
writing or maths as a result of the course. Students
with no qualifications improved their confidence in this
area the most, at 80 percent compared to the WEA
average of 65 percent. Unemployed27 students improved
their confidence in this area to a greater degree when

Table 13. Proportion of students with underage children who
improved their confidence in helping their children with school
subjects as a result of WEA courses

All26

Reading, writing
65%
or maths		

65%

BAMER

72%;
ESOL 80%

No
quals

Entry to
Level 5
quals

80%

71%

of parents improved their
confidence in helping their
children with reading, writing or
maths as a result of the course

Table 14. Proportion of students with underage children reporting parenting benefits as a result of WEA courses

ALL

BAMER

No
qualifications

Entry to Level 5

Encouraged children to learn more

76%

80%

83%

82%

More confident in engaging with children’s school activities

63%

69%

74%

69%

Improved relationships with children

57%

62%

61%

61%

Helping their children with schoolwork more28

47%

54%

61%

52%

Encouraged children to live a healthier lifestyle more29

45%

53%

41%

46%

Take children to cultural events or places more30

36%

40%

35%

37%

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

Excluding one percent of students per each row whose children were too young for school
Average of unemployed looking for work and unemployed not looking for work
Excluding seven percent of parents whose children were too young for school
Excluding six percent of parents who felt their children were too young to encourage to lead a healthier lifestyle
Excluding four percent of parents who felt their children were too young to take them to cultural events or places
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compared to the WEA average (70 percent vs. 65
percent), and this proportion is similar for students with
entry to level 5 qualifications (71 percent). This is also true
for BAMER students (72 percent; ESOL 80 percent).
As seen in Table 14, over three-quarters (76 percent)
encouraged their children to learn more as a result of their
WEA course.
Sixty-three percent of parents were more confident
in engaging with their children’s school activities as a
result of the course and 57 percent believed that their
relationship with their children improved. Nearly half
(47 percent) helped their children with schoolwork more
often as a result of WEA courses. BAMER parents were
more likely to develop these benefits, along with parents
without degrees.
Out of 91 percent of all parents who gained some sort of
parenting-related benefit, 43 percent believed that they
would not have been able to get these benefits without
their WEA course.

It has stretched me and given me a
thirst for the literature I have not been
introduced to before. It feels like a late
second chance, I was capable of more
but my education did not provide it
when young
WEA student
Southern

Figure 14. Proportion of parents assessing if they would have been
able to get parenting benefits if it were not for the WEA

18%

Yes

43%

No

30%

Don't know

9%

Did not get any
parenting
benefits
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Cooking up a storm families working their
way out of debt
Twelve families attended a ‘cook & eat together’
course for parents and children. The families came
from a wide variety of backgrounds but they all came
with one shared goal – to work their way out of debt.
Students thoroughly enjoyed learning new skills together.
Families with low cooking skills found themselves making
and eating a variety of recipes, which were simple and
healthy. Cooking became a fun activity that parents and
children did together – learning how much cheaper and
healthier it is when you cook from scratch.
Shaun: “As a dad I’m so excited to have learnt how to cook
with my kids – I’m definitely going to make some of the
recipes from the course when my wife is away”.
Jo: “We all really enjoyed working together in a nonjudgmental environment with others with similar issues. We
were all comfortable in each other’s company and children
got along well together despite a wide range of ages and
backgrounds. The course has brought groups of families
together.”
All families left the course with a better understanding of
a healthy balanced diet. They now know how to cook some
basic meals and where to buy good value ingredients –
helping them with their spending habits and wellbeing.
This course was support by our course partner - Christians
Against Poverty who support families with debt
management issues.
Since the course, and as part of an on-going pathway of
learning, the group has opted to do a ‘money matters’
course, followed by a ‘relaxation & pampering’ class later
in the year – these classes will further help them to budget
and manage the stress that comes with being in debt.
Cooking and eating together was just the start of their
journey; an engaging and empowering stepping stone into learning, and out of debt.
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“

We all really enjoyed
working together in
a non-judgmental
environment with
others with similar
issues

Adult Education Impact Report 2017

Increasing learning
opportunities, increases
outcomes
As mentioned earlier, about 12 percent of WEA
students completed two courses in the autumn
term and three percent completed three or more
courses. This section examines whether the impact
of progressing from one course to another is
associated with greater benefits than completing
only one course.
As Table 15 shows, completing multiple courses increases
the chance to develop nearly every skill (except language
and critical thinking). For example, 82 percent of students
who completed three or more courses developed creative
skills compared to the WEA average of 64 percent.
Completing multiple courses appears to have an impact
on improving community engagement as well (see Table
16). For example, students who completed three or more
courses were more likely to meet people that they would
not normally mix with (89 percent versus 76 percent for
those on one course). More students were interested in
making their local area a better place to live if they took
three or more courses (44 percent) compared to fewer
courses (35 percent average of one and two courses).

Table 15. Proportion of students developing skills by a number of
completed courses (one, two, three or more)

ALL

1
course

2
courses

3 or more
courses

Creative

64%

62%

71%

82%

Communication

63%

62%

68%

75%

Critical thinking

62%

63%

63%

59%

Problem solving

43%

41%

51%

63%

Language

37%

37%

40%

30%

Reading and writing

34%

34%

36%

36%

IT or digital

19%

17%

26%

26%

Maths

13%

11%

18%

24%

Skills developed

Table 16. Proportion of students getting more engaged in the community by a number of completed courses
(one, two, three or more)

Impact of completing multiple courses on
community engagement

ALL

Met people wouldn’t normally mix with

1
course

2
courses

3 or more
courses

77%

76%

84%

89%

More understanding of other cultures

48%

47%

55%

53%

More respectful to those different from themselves

38%

36%

44%

41%

More interested in making their local area a better place to live

33%

32%

39%

44%

Feeling a sense of belonging to Britain more
than before the course

27%

26%

34%

26%
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Completing multiple courses also increases health and
wellbeing in most areas, as Table 17 shows.

average) and to do arts or crafts (51 percent vs. 24
percent) as a result of their course.

For instance, a substantially higher number of students
were motivated to improve their health if they took three
or more courses (71 percent vs. 40 percent for a single
course). This was the greatest outcome of doing multiple
courses in terms of health31. Similarly, students taking
more courses were more likely to keep physically active as
a result of WEA courses (from 40 percent to 52 percent to
69 percent).

Also, students completing multiple courses were more
likely to enrol onto other taught courses (46 percent vs.
29 percent for one course). Students who completed
three or more courses were also more likely to improve
knowledge or skills without doing taught courses (65
percent vs. 60 percent) and know where to go to improve
their English, Mathematics, IT or vocational skills (44
percent vs. 30 percent). In terms of employability,
students taking three or more courses were more likely
to say that they started earning more as a result of their
course compared to students on one course (22 percent
vs. 14 percent). In terms of parenting, students taking
three or more courses were more confident in engaging
with their children’s activities (69 percent vs. 61 percent)
compared to students taking one course.

As a general rule, completing several courses did not have
any specific effect on students’ cultural development,
employability or parenting32. There were a few
exceptions to this, for example students who completed
three or more courses were more likely to listen to music
or play an instrument (24 percent vs. 14 percent WEA

Table 17. Proportion of students receiving health and wellbeing benefits by a number of completed courses (one, two, three or more)

1
course

2
courses

96%

96%

96%

93%

Increased self-confidence

72%

71%

79%

79%

Course helped reduce stress

57%

55%

65%

63%

Course helped manage stress better

50%

48%

59%

66%

Course helped with mental health issues

47%

45%

56%

67%

Course helped to keep physically active

43%

40%

52%

69%

Motivated to improve their health

42%

40%

51%

71%

Course helped with physical health issues

28%

25%

38%

45%

Leading a healthier lifestyle as a result of the course

21%

20%

26%

36%

Improved overall wellbeing

27%

25%

37%

37%

Impact of doing multiple courses on health

ALL

Course helped to keep mind active

31. Appropriate exclusions of those who did not have health problems taken into account
32. However, excepting cultural education, sample sizes in these areas were too small for robust analysis

3 or more
courses
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Conclusion:

The massive impact of adult
education...
The evidence in this report demonstrates that ours
is a wide-reaching organisation that has clear and
positive impacts on people from all walks of life.
Our values are centred on providing education and
opportunities for the most disadvantaged in society,
and these students tend to gain the most from their
courses. Moreover, there are numerous benefits for
those who may not be considered ‘disadvantaged’.
This report accentuates the value of lifelong learning
and the positive impacts it has on individuals and
society more widely.

Key impacts:
Students tend to be highly satisfied with their WEA 		
courses and find the environment a safe place to learn
Students develop their skills as a result of their WEA 		
courses, particularly their creative, communication and
critical thinking skills
WEA courses help students to increase their 			
participation in creative activities such as creative 		
		writing, arts and crafts, and listening to or learning 		
musical instruments
Students become more understanding of other cultures
and more engaged in their community through their 		
WEA course

Students tend to improve their health and wellbeing 		
on their courses, through stimulating their minds, 		
increasing their confidence and widening their 		
friendship circles
The health and wellbeing of carers was also significantly
improved through the opportunities to combat their
isolation by making new friends, improving their selfconfidence and taking up new hobbies or interests
Students on WEA courses tend to focus more on self-		
improvement and further learning, especially through
cultural activities such as research, reading and visiting
cultural sites
Students who are looking to improve their current 		
employment situation gain valuable skills and self-		
confidence which helps them find work or better 		
succeed in their current job
Many students feel that their courses help improve their
family life, with more people feeling confident in helping
their children with their homework or encouraging them
to learn
Students who participate in more courses tend to 		
experience more benefits and learn more skills
BAMER and ESOL students, those on benefits and 		
those with lower-level qualifications, tend to benefit the
most from their courses

Behind the figures and percentage points sit the real stories of people
who make progress in their own way. We would like to thank all of them
for learning with the WEA and especially all those who agreed to take
part in this survey. Your participation will help us improve our services for
many others.
If you, the reader, would like to know anything more about the work we
do or discuss the findings of this report with one of our team, then please
contact us at research@wea.org.uk
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Emerging from
the shadows

Debbie dropped out of school, believing she was
useless. Following her WEA courses in Falkirk,
she is now a published author and a committed
learner. Education has helped her to walk tall
again.
I was never much good at spelling when I was young. My
mum was dyslexic, so I didn’t think too much about it. It
was only as I got older at school that it became more of
a problem. I couldn’t hide it. I felt ashamed. Inadequate.
I always wanted to do well in school and in exams. But
I felt so bad that I just avoided school and ended up
dropping out.
Then my mum and I started coming to the WEA
literacy and employability classes. Ross, our tutor,
made it so easy. He has this amazing way of making
you learn without you knowing you’re doing it. It was
nothing like school – thank goodness!
Ross persuaded us to publish some of our writing.
We all felt a massive wobble when we realised we
were going to let strangers read this. They were
our stories and they were personal! But when
Ross arrived with the box of booklets - our
work - and we held it in our hands. We just
all cried. We couldn’t believe we’d done this.

Debbie
WEA student
Falkirk

The WEA is not a crutch. It’s a launchpad.
There are definitely opportunities for adults
to learn - if you’re not afraid to take them.
I‘ve lost the shame. I don’t have to hide in the
shadows for the rest of my life. It was my tutor
Ross and the WEA that made that possible

wea.org.uk

