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Writing a new 
chapter in 
education 

I was learning 
with likeminded 
people, who 
all wanted the 
same outcome

Adult education impact report 2020

Kimberley attended a WEA 
“Introduction to support work in 
schools” course that was delivered 
in partnership with the Essex 
Jobcentres under their Skills Work 
Academy Programme (SWAP). 

After a two-decade career in financial 
services, my contract expired right at the 
start of the national lockdown in March. 
For some time, I have wanted a career 
change and a better work-life balance, 
so unemployment gave me the chance to 
consider my options. I’ve always excelled 
in communication skills and a career 
in teaching seemed like a great fit. My 
jobcentre work coach recommended a 
course that would allow me to enter a 
school environment without going down 
the traditional university pathway. 

The course was online, which suited 
me fine. I was learning with likeminded 
people, who all wanted the same 
outcome. The diversity of the students 
was definitely a big positive. One of the 
biggest helps was in redeveloping my 
CV. Mine had become more like a novel! 
I received loads of practical advice 
from my WEA tutor Paula, and an 
employability specialist called Carrie 
from Chelmer Housing [a partner of 
the WEA] on what to detail, the order, 
the format and then targeted hints 
when I prepared for a job application. 
Nothing was too much trouble. I never 
expected to get so much support. 

It was exactly what I needed to 
change career and I am excited 
about what the future holds. I now 
have a part-time position as a 
teaching assistant. This is truly the 
start of a new chapter. 

Kimberley
WEA student
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I’ve been passionate about the 
transformative impact of education for 
adults for many years. Why? Because I’ve 
seen the impact it can have on the lives of 
students like Kimberley, Vicky and Parisa, 
whose learning experiences are celebrated 
in this report. 

The WEA exists to open up both opportunity and 
joy to our students. Our purpose is to bring adult 
education within reach of the thousands who could 
benefit from a second chance, a confidence boost or 
the opportunity to share their passion and skill.

Even with all the improvements in school teaching 
over the decades, more than a third of school leavers 
still fail to achieve a Grade 4 in GCSE. In the post-
pandemic UK, breaking into the employment market 
and returning to work after redundancy will be even 
more challenging than usual. The WEA provides 
a lifeline for those in need. Put simply, our offer is 
radically different from traditional schooling or 
even the provision made by most Further Education 
colleges. It is more accessible and aimed at adults  
who see learning as the means to improve or enhance 
their lives. 

Policymakers must stop overlooking those people who 
are yet to find the first rung on the training ladder. 
The WEA helps them move in the right direction: 
whether it is back into education, into jobs, or into the 
technical training, which is the current focus of the UK 
Government.

We also play a valuable role in building communities 
and making arts, crafts and culture available to all. 
In the depths of lockdown, the rich tapestry of our 
cultural provision became even more important. 

Within this report, you can find out more about the 
impact we deliver and why we are so committed 
to what we do. 2020 was a tough year for many 
in the UK, but I am encouraged to read about the 
‘silver linings’ of the lockdown that shine through 
from the stories of our learners – due in no small 
measure to the work of our students, our tutors 
and those working behind the scenes to make it all 
happen.

Together we have risen to the challenge of the 
last year. I am confident that, given the right 
resources, we will do more in the future.

No time like 
the present 

John Widdowson
WEA Chair
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will need basic 
digital skills by 
2030

CBI2 

1/2 CBI Learning For Life - Learning for Life:  
 Funding a world-class adult education system

3 Institute for Fiscal Studies -  
 2020 Annual Report on Spending in England

4 Chancellor’s Spending Review speech -  
 Hansard 25 November 2020

5 Centre for Ageing Better* - A mid-life employment  
 crisis: how COVID-19 will affect the job prospects of  
 older workers - (ageing-better.org.uk)

6 OECD (2016) building-skills-for-all-review-of- 
 england.pdf (oecd.org)

7 Deloitte UK

8 Mental health statistics - MHFA England

9 UK Government - Employment - GOV.UK  
 Ethnicity facts and figures (ethnicity-facts-figures.	
 service.gov.uk)

10 Age UK - Loneliness research and impact

11 Learning & Work Institute - TIME FOR ACTION:  
 Skills for economic growth and social justice -  
 LW_timeforaction_skills-for-economic-growth- 
 social-justice_WEB.pdf (learningandwork.org.uk)

Spending on adult education 
is nearly two-thirds lower 
now in real terms than in 
2003-04 and about 50% 
lower than in 2009-10 

IFS5

The Chancellor predicts there 
will be 2.6 million unemployed 
in 2021. 

That’s around double the 
number from 2019

Chancellor of the Exchequer3

Over 50’s who are unemployed are 
twice as likely to be out of work 
for 12 months or more as younger 
workers, and almost 50% more 
likely as workers aged 25 to 49

Centre for Ageing Better4 

Nine million 
adults lack functional literacy, numeracy or both
OECD (2016)11

21 MILLION

£94bn 
Mental illness costs UK 
£94bn a year

OECD report7 

adults will 
have a 
mental health 
problem at 
any one time 
Mental Health  
Taskforce NE8

workers agree 
that their job 
offers good 
prospects 
for career 
advancement
Isolation - Loneliness 
Annual Report11

T H R E E  I N

TEN1.4m There are 1.4m    
 chronically lonely    
 older people in England, 

and many more across the rest of the UK, 
making this a major issue that is now widely 
recognised in society today

Age UK10

OPPORTUNITIES	BAME	- 77% of White 
people were employed, compared with 
65% of people from all other ethnic 
groups combined

UK Government9 

in ten workers will 
need some form of 
reskilling by 2030
CBI19

Estimates 
suggest 
around

million people 
lack basic 
digital skills
Learning & 
Work Institute6

9



A year to remember 5

The community-embedded approach of the WEA is 
unique – and the impact results you can read in this 
report demonstrate how effective this approach 
is. However, like many organisations, our standard 
operating model was turned upside down by 
COVID-19. 

I’m so impressed by our response across the 
organisation: ramping up our online provision and 
expanding our membership offer. We never closed to 
students, members and volunteers. In fact, we were 
more open than ever given the move to online. The 
take-up and engagement have proved a real game-
changer. On pages 24 and 25, we’ve shared just a little 
of the feedback that our students have passed onto us.

This amazing transformation could not have 
happened without the creativity, determination and 
sheer hard work of our staff, tutors and volunteers. It 
is fantastic to lead an organisation of people who are 
so passionate about delivering for its students and 
members.

But this passion for adult learning means there is 
much more we want to do. For example, if a course 
has proved successful in one region, then we naturally 
want to make it available to the whole nation via our 
online provision. 

We also need to ensure that we continue to develop 
our curriculum to meet the needs of the communities 
we work in, particularly focusing on preparing for 
work and tackling redundancy. I’m especially proud 
of our Facing Change Together provision, which is 
designed to help those who have recently been made 
unemployed, to successfully return to work. We need 
to do more like this.

Looking forward, we plan to work in collaboration 
with the UK and Scottish governments and devolved 
authorities to develop and deliver programmes 
which meet their needs – levelling up opportunities 
and enhancing skills. To keep our costs low for our 
students, and to continue to improve the student 
experience, we also need to focus on our day-to-day 
systems and communications. 

So, a lot of hard work ahead, but we know it is worth it. 
I hope this report inspires you as much as the students 
we meet do us. 

Crisis sparked an “amazing 
transformation”

Simon Parkinson
CEO and General Secretary, WEA

The past nine months have been extraordinary. The response to this crisis by 
WEA Scotland has also been extraordinary. Staff, tutors, members, volunteers 
and	external	stakeholders	have	all	made	a	significant	contribution	to	maintain	
continuity of learning and support for students. The students themselves have 
shown great resilience, a willingness to change and have provided excellent 
feedback in shaping their learning experience in the new normal

Ray McCowan
WEA Scotland Director
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WEA in 
numbers

Where are we 
teaching?

39,175 
Number of  
students

5,033 
Number of  
members 

1,893 
Number of  
volunteers

6,676  
Number of  
courses

1,445 
Number of partner 
community 
organisations

3,396 
Number of 
tutors

Supporting disadvantaged communities

 74% Women

 26% Men
of WEA students are women and 79% 
identify as White British

74%

25% of students identify as Black, Asian, 
Minority Ethnic or Refugee (BAMER) 
and 8% are non-native English language 
speakers (ESOL) with all of these being 
BAMER students.

All WEA students

 9% 19-29 years 

 16% 30-39 years

 15% 40-49 years

 14% 50-59 years

 46% 60+ years

Over half (54%) of the students are under 60 
however, BAMER students are much younger 
than their White British peers. 

BAMER students come from diverse 
backgrounds, though most frequently they 
are from Pakistan.

21%
Pakistani

14%
Other white 
backgrounds

13%
African

13%
Bangladesh

7%
Arab

Adult education impact report 2020 6

Wales

BAMER students

 12% 19-29 years 

 34% 30-39 years

 28% 40-49 years

 13% 50-59 years

 13% 60+ years

 14% 
 North West

 7% 
 London

 8% 
 North East

 5% 
 South West

 16% 
 Yorkshire & Humber

 12% 
 Eastern

 12%  
 East Midlands

 14% 
 Southern

 7% 
 West Midlands

 5% 
 Scotland
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Employability/economic 
opportunity

We find that while there have been 
significant improvements in the levels  
of labour market activity since the  
height of the lockdown, unemployment 
is now on the rise. 

Even among those still in work, many have lost 
pay and hours, and the impact has been worst 
in London and in more deprived areas of the 
country. 

There is little evidence that workers are 
reallocating into the sectors that have been more 
protected from the economic hit caused by the 
pandemic, and respondents reveal worrying signs 
of redundancies to come.

Jobs, jobs, jobs - Resolution Foundation

A year to remember 7
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WEA has always supported people furthest away from 
employment to build up vocational skills, so they stand 
a chance when applying for a role. For those with 
few formal qualifications, our training can provide 
valuable experience and add a point of difference to 
their CV, or while also giving them the confidence to 
apply in the first place. 

As such, ‘Into Work’ is a target outcome for our 
curriculum. Over the last year, we have continued to 
build our programmes available to students. Faced 
with an increasingly competitive market – with more 
out of work and fewer jobs available as a result of the 
pandemic and possible implications of Brexit – this 
mission has become even more important.

Given so many people in the UK have a poor 
experience of education, a large part of this provision 
consists of taster sessions of just two hours, and short 
courses of 10-14 hours, to get them back on their 

learning journey. These ‘re-engagement’ courses cover 
topics like recognising your potential, getting ready 
for work, computer skills for work and taking the 
first steps into employment, with tailored courses for 
younger adults, parents and those over 50.

We also offer full courses, some of which are 
accredited, to support our learners in undertaking 
job searches, completing application forms and CVs, 
and performing well at interviews. For those who wish 
to work for themselves, we offer courses on how to 
move into self-employment; including using practical 
skills developed within our courses. We also provide 
valuable introductions to areas of staff shortage, such 
as working in healthcare, including adult care and 
childcare. These flexible pathways can lead directly 
to work or qualifications needed for employment. 
English, English as a second language and maths skills 
are offered alongside these qualifications.

Finding a way 
into work 

24%

of students 
who were 

unemployed 
when they 

began their 
WEA course 
found work 
after their 

course ended

Six	months	after	their	WEA	course	ended,	40%	of	students	claiming	benefits	at	
enrolment	had	stopped	claiming	benefits.

71%

of students 
who were 

unemployed 
and looking for 

work before 
the course said 
that the course 

helped them 
improve skills or 
knowledge that 
might be used 

in a job

63%

reported that 
they knew 

better what to 
do to get a job 

as a result of 
their course

57%

said that their 
course had 
increased 

their 
motivation to 

find work in 
the future

64%

of unemployed 
students 

looking for 
work felt they 
know how to 

find things out

66%

found their 
course 

helped them 
to develop 

perseverance 
and motivation

67%

felt the course 
provided them 
with a better 

understanding 
of job 

opportunities 
suited to 

their skills, 
experience 
and future 
aspirations

reported that 
their course 
helped them 

do things  
more 

independently

70%

Unemployment looks set to rise sharply and likely lead family 
incomes to fall in 2021, even as GDP rises. In response, policy 
makers	need	to	refocus	on	the	duration,	not	just	the	size,	of	fiscal	
stimulus which should remain in place until a recovery is secured
The Resolution Foundation: 
Macro-economic Policy Outlook Q4 2020 
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There’s nothing like numbers for striking fear into 
the heart of someone who is struggling to teach 
maths to school children at home. But numbers 
play an important part in everyday life, from 
managing money, ordering stock, to weighing 
out ingredients. For example, we have partnered 
with NHS Scotland to create numeracy skills 
tutorial support for student nurses who want to 
get better at calculating drug requirements in 
advance of related examinations.

Our mission is to show our learners that being 
better with numbers isn’t a special talent – it’s 
something we can all learn at any stage in our 
lives. To make sure our learners have a successful 
experience, the second time around, we support 
them to undertake a quick and informal 
assessment, guiding them to find a course that is 
just right for them. 

Financial literacy reaches far beyond the 
workplace. Unmanageable debt is a fact of 
life for many families, so we’ve developed 
programmes to help learners deal with the 
financial transactions they come across in their 
day-to-day lives and take some of the stress out 
of money management.

In Derby and Nottingham, we are running a 
course called ‘Money Sorted’ for unemployed 
or economically inactive people of working 
age who are experiencing financial difficulty. 
Over 250 people have accessed the course with 
16 progressing on to accredited learning. We 
have also partnered with the Bank of Scotland 
Foundation to deliver a Financial Literacies 
programme for those who have English as a 
second language. 

Because numeracy is so important, we make sure 
it is embedded in the majority of our courses.

of students 
enhanced their 
critical thinking 
skills 

reported an 
improvement in 
their decision-
making skills

of students became 
better problem 
solvers

improved 
managing the 
family budget

72%

59%

73%

36%

For students studying 
maths courses:

Safety in 
numbers

For students studying 
employability courses:

developed 
numeracy skills28%
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A lack of digital skills can have a huge negative 
impact on the quality of life, and create a barrier 
to employment. The Lloyds Digital Index estimates 
that half of adults lack the digital skills they need 
in the modern workplace. It’s those already at a 
disadvantage - through age, education, income, 
disability or unemployment - who are most likely to 
miss out, further widening the social inequality gap. 

Our caring, one-to-few approach has made a 
marked difference since we moved to online 
delivery through the lockdown. Many learners have 
surprised themselves with how quickly they have 
adapted. They are now able to access a wide range 
of curriculum and not just the courses delivered 
locally to them.

We were delighted to work with YouthLink 
Scotland and LEAD Scotland to reach those who 
could benefit most from support to access digital 
equipment and the internet, providing them with 
laptops, tablets and other digital devices from the 
Scottish Government’s Digital Inclusion Fund.

Getting digital 
during lockdown

An estimated nine 
million (16%) are 
unable to use the 
internet and their 
device by themselves
Lloyds Bank
- Key Findings of the UK 
Consumer Digital Index 2020

For students studying 
IT/digital courses: 

79%  of students felt their digital course   
 increased their motivation to find   

 employment

57% found they improved skills and knowledge 
 that could potentially be used in a job in  

 the future

Across our broader curriculum 20% of adults 
developed IT/digital skills courses as a result of their 
course. (50% increase from last year 2018-19).

Digital	poverty	is	a	significant	challenge	
for many individuals and communities 
in Scotland and the fund has been a 
great step forward in securing devices 
for those who need them the most. In 
England too, there’s still much more for 
us to do. 

See on page 28 for our own initiative.

The Lloyds 
Digital Index 
estimates 
that half of 
adults lack 
the digital 
skills they 
need in the 
modern 
workplace
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No rush,  
no pressure

The WEA has made 
so much possible 
for me now

12 The Include-IT Mersey project is managed by Sefton Council for Voluntary Service in partnership with VOLA 
 (a consortium of Voluntary Community and Social Enterprise sector service providers) and 14 local, not-for- 
 profit providers. It is funded by the European Social Fund and The National Lottery Community Fund

A year to remember 11

Vicky has completed the Include-IT12 
course at Change Grow Live in Widnes. 
During lockdown, she received support 
from the WEA, including the use of 
a tablet. She has now progressed to 
studying maths and English and is 
completing an accountancy course  
at college. 

I’ve had a tough time with my health in recent years, 
and I was out of work and badly lacking in confidence. 
I’ve always been a worker and so really wanted to take 
baby steps towards getting back on the job ladder. My 
tutor Gill at the WEA has been amazing. I can’t speak 
highly enough about her. She got me going again. 

The course was an introductory guide to IT, and I 
found it really enjoyable. You can take your time. 
No rush, no pressure. In a way, the lockdown was a 
blessing, as I couldn’t rush back into life. I had to go 
slow. I did a lot of walking with my dog Walter. It 
meant I could recover properly. I count myself lucky. 

I have since done courses in English and maths in 
college. I applied for a job as an account assistant and 
came second out of more than 200 applicants. The 
feedback was so good for my confidence. My son tells 
me I’m a changed person. Without Gill, I really wouldn’t 
be where I am today. The WEA has made so much 
possible for me now.

Vicky
WEA student
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According to Nesta13, three-quarters of employers 
prioritise transferable skills equal to or above 
technical skills when recruiting new employees. 
And of these, the absolute top priority are 
communications and presentation skills. Learning 
at any level develops these skills, be it collaborating 
in groups, sharing ideas or formulating a critical 
evaluation to complete a written assignment. 

A significant focus of our teaching at the WEA 
goes towards supporting those for whom English 
is their second language. 7.7% of the population 
in England and Wales had a main language other 
than English. In Scotland, more than 150 languages 
other than English are used in Scottish homes. 

To integrate, gain employment and succeed in the 
UK, the WEA supports these individuals to learn 
the language skills they need. Without language 
skills, families can struggle in a wide-ranging 
number of ways: helping children succeed

in school, securing work and housing, accessing 
services and developing independent skills and 
using transportation. Nine percent of our students 
studied English as a second language in 2019-20. 
The positive feedback from students provides  
a constant reminder of the importance of  
everyday communication for leading a full  
and rewarding life. 

ESOL students 
find	their	voice	

Student skills 
developed ALL ESOL

14 million people 
will need training 
in interpersonal 
and advanced 
communications 
skills by 2030
CBI14

7.7% of the 
population have 
a main language 
other than 
English
ONS15

More than 150 
languages other 
than English are 
used in Scottish 
homes
2011 Scottish Census16

13 Nesta – Transferrable skills in the workplace  
 nesta.org.uk/blog/transferable-skills-workplace/
14 (CBI/McKinsey - Learning for Life)

15 Language - Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk)
16 2011 Scottish Census. Languages - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

Communication 55% 86%

Language 34% 78%

Reading/writing 32% 74%
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An invitation 
to speak 
The WEA has worked in partnership with 
the Scottish Refugee Council for many 
years, supporting their mission to integrate 
refugees into Scottish life. Parisa is an 
Iranian refugee in Glasgow who attends 
WEA’s ‘Survival English’ courses, which are 
designed to give refugees the language 
skills to communicate in their adopted 
homeland. The standard of her English after 
such a short time reflects her hard work and 
the skills of her tutors. 

I arrived in Glasgow three years ago, with only 
a few words of English. Iran is very hot and dry, 
while Scotland is often cold and wet. But I have 
quickly grown to love the rain. People here are very 
welcoming, and I have made some good friends. 

To start with, however, I found it hard to access an 
ESOL course. I expected to find a college course, 

but after a year, I had nothing. Then, I received 
an invitation from a charity called the WEA. I was 
so happy to join their class. My tutor Emma was 
incredibly patient. English is completely different from 
Farsi, my mother tongue. I learned so much about 
grammar and vocabulary. I think my knowledge of 
English has improved a lot because of Emma. 

Then lockdown happened, and my studies stopped. 
But within three weeks, I received another invitation 
from the WEA asking if I wanted to join an online 
course that was designed to help ESOL students find 
work. Of course I did! My dream now is to advance my 
English enough that I can go to university, where I can 
study healthcare or nursing. 

I was worried about coming to Glasgow with my 
family, but now I have no regrets. My daughter has 
settled into Scottish life – and her English is much 
better than my own! I am very grateful to the WEA for 
giving me the opportunity to learn. 

A year to remember 13
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The UK government’s focus on technical skills and 
higher-level qualifications risks disregards future 
employees who seek lower-paid jobs that have no 
need for either. Meanwhile, employers often say 
they have a greater need for practical knowledge 
and skills, such as interpersonal skills, digital literacy 
and numeracy.

A good example is care workers and assistants, 
who are in short supply and high demand. Across 
England, the WEA is contributing to a network 
of nursing and learning disability residential 
homes, sourcing future employees and preparing 
them or work through a two-week online training 
programme. In Greater Manchester alone, we 
work with over 70 care homes and the ten local 
authorities. Over 50 of our learners have gone into 

work or on placement. 78% of learners on our ‘Step 
into Care’ courses have secured a placement and 
98% of these are now working in social care.

We also support people with an interest in helping 
out in schools to find the right role for them, 
including job experience to give them a taster of 
what to expect. Another popular course is ‘How to 
become an Amazon Courier’. We explore what is 
means to be self-employed, the benefits of being a 
courier, what working for Amazon is like, looking at 
case studies of current couriers and how Universal 
Credit works when you are in employment. We 
support our students to tailor applications to 
specific jobs and develop their expectations of 
and performance in interviews, particularly online, 
during the pandemic.

Sector skills 
development

Adult education impact report 2020 14

Targeted skills for  
lower-paid work 

of learners on our ‘Step 
into Care’ courses have 
secured a placement

78%

of these are now 
working in social care99%
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Meeting the shortfall 
in nursing 

The NHS has some huge recruitment 
challenges with a critical shortage in many 
professions. To address these shortages, it 
needs to attract people with the right value 
set, such as care workers, but who may not 
have the traditional pre-entry qualifications 
to launch into formal training. 

In response to an approach from Sheffield, Doncaster 
and Bassetlaw Teaching Hospitals, we developed 
the Confidence to Study programme to offer a taste 
of academic study for those looking to skill-up and 
progress their careers. The course is designed to give 
NHS staff a clear understanding of the demands of 
academic study and the resilience and confidence to 
make a success of the nurse associate apprenticeship. 
In effect, we were asked to remove this barrier to NHS 
recruitment and individual career development. 

What makes this special is the targeted nature 
of the study skills, led by experienced nurses, and 
also the flexibility for students, who already have 
busy lives. That combination has gained significant 
outcomes: 90% of nearly three hundred students 
have gone on to complete their NHS/Sheffield 
University apprenticeship, with 74% achieving grades 
significantly higher than the pass mark – a valuable 
contribution to the NHS workforce.

The intensive programme is held over three full days 
in a month, over weekends, with a gap to complete an 
assignment. Most sessions are held on a hospital site 
with different cohorts having staggered starts, which 
allows for some flexibility if a student misses one week 
they can attend another class. All students complete 
a reflective diary and a research-based essay on a 
health topic of their choice which is assessed.

Since the advent of COVID-19, we have 
accelerated our plan to develop a live online 
programme, and we are now able to deliver 
the course wherever students may be. 

A year to remember 15

of nearly three hundred 
students have gone on to 
complete	their	NHS/Sheffield	
University apprenticeship

90%

achieved	grades	significantly	
higher than the pass mark74%
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The WEA has always been good at responding 
to community need. In a climate of national, and 
regional devolution, this puts the WEA in a good 
position to partner. 

Many regional industrial strategies focus on 
economic growth. However, during the pandemic, 
many local leaders have also invested in initiatives 
to build local communities of interest to overcome 
loneliness. This approach has helped vulnerable 
people to endure social distancing restrictions, 
lockdowns and the need to shield. 

The WEA works in partnership to achieve 
economic and social outcomes and so we seek 
to make connections with organisations who 
are pursuing similar aims. The WEA works with 
over 450 partners and these partnerships are a 
fundamentally important part of WEA education. 

Partners have told us that the way courses were 
delivered by WEA were ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ (80% 
- 2019 survey), and have also given us valuable 
feedback about how we can improve our ways of 
working. 

We take this learning on board as we deliver our 
courses. For example, WEA is working with the 
Textile Cooperative Project in Greater Manchester 
to support women to develop sewing skills and to 

set up local cooperatives. The project leaders said, 
“We feel that the willingness from WEA managers 
to help us find ways to support these vulnerable 
women and the flexible nature of support from 
WEA was crucial.” 

And we are always looking to understand the local 
and regional context by building our awareness of 
the wider picture. 

For example, we had James Goodman, Director of 
Partnerships for the Local Trust, as a key speaker 
at the WEA’s 2020 virtual conference. Local Trust 
runs the Big Local initiative across 150 of the most 
deprived communities in England. The vision of the 
initiative is to help create empowered, resilient, 
dynamic, asset-rich communities that make their 
own decisions on what is best for their area. 

James told our conference: “Our impact goes 
beyond providing basic skills. Community 
members are stitching the fabric of a society for 
improvement to rest on.” 

With the WEA’s emphasis on local delivery, 
working with partners and empowering adult 
learners to take control of their own destiny, we 
recognised the importance of that approach. 

Regional and community 
solutions

Our impact goes beyond 
providing basic skills. 
Community members are 
stitching the fabric of a 
society for improvement to 
rest on
James Goodman
Director of Partnerships for 
the Local Trust
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All it takes 
is 1Click 

1Click is a national pilot scheme designed 
by WEA staff Donna Utterson and Nusrat
Hathiari to reach vulnerable students in 
the North-East and the East Midlands.
The programme helps partner 
organisations such as MIND, the 
Sunderland Recovery College and Durham
Pathways to host live links to learning by 
streaming sessions through Zoom. 

The students, who have mild, moderate and multiple 
complex needs, access 1Click in small study bubbles, 
and enjoy activities such as reading, music, singing and 
handicrafts to make gifts for family and friends. The 
courses are designed to help overcome isolation and 
inspire continued activities at home. 

“Right from the start of lockdown, we recognised the 
need to continue to provide inclusive learning,” said 
Donna. “How could we deliver courses with just one 
click of a button or mouse? Using Canvas, our virtual 
learning environment would be too complex, creating 
just another barrier to participation. So, we worked 
hard to get everything in place, and safe, for Zoom 
calls.”

The impact was clear in just a short period of time. 
“You could see that the students were much happier, 
speaking out more and feeling comfortable in the 
group,” added Donna. “We don’t know what the future 
holds, or how soon we’ll be back to proper face-to-face 
learning. But we know we have this alternative if we 
ever need it again.” 

A year to remember 17
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Facing up to the new normal 
The country is facing an unprecedented challenge 
as individuals, communities, public services and 
employers answer to the devastating impact 
of COVID-19. In response to this urgent need, 
we have developed a Facing Change Together 
provision aimed at adults of working age who are 
at risk of redundancy or who are looking to explore 
alternative employment options. 

Many have been in the same job for a long time and 
are unfamiliar with how job-hunting, application 
and interviews take place today with online job 
boards, new format CVs, etc. Simple hints and tips 
can help our students navigate a highly competitive 
world. And redundancy can completely knock your 
confidence and belief in the skills and experience 
you have. A little help and a support network can 
make a big difference.

Our flexible, learner-centred approach enables 
adults to work together to build confidence and 
resilience and develop skills for life and employment 
relevant to this time of societal transformation. 
Students are encouraged to ask questions and 
explore what’s really going on, and then make 
choices about their personal and professional 
development. 

We are delivering this directly to students and 
working with employers, communities and job 
centres to ensure the maximum number of people 
are aware of and benefit from the support available 
to them during this challenging time.

Getting back 
into work

Managing
change

Widening 
your outlook

Step into 
employment

Digital 
skills

Moving 
on

£

Facing Change Together
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Responding fast to urgent 
vacancies
The WEA has been working in partnership with 
job centres to offer courses that are specifically 
designed to help unemployed people access jobs 
with local employers. The job market is unstable at 
the moment, due to the pandemic, and so people 
may need to consider a job that isn’t top of their 
list, as a stepping-stone to one that is. By helping 
job centres to target vacancies that need filling 
urgently, these Sector-Based Work Academies are 
breaking new ground, as the WEA traditionally 
helps people who are further from employment. 

For example, in Manchester, our Step into Care 
courses have proved extremely successful with 
78% of learners securing a placement and 98% of 
those now working in social care. In East Anglia, we 
launched a course to meet a specific number 

of vacancies with the courier Hermes, bringing a 
self-employment angle for those who want it. WEA 
students have also helped to meet the high demand 
for school assistants, and found roles in retail and 
customer care, in outlets such as Pets@Home. 

Our newly-gained ability to provide online courses 
quickly means we can respond to current needs and 
share good practice across the country. This opens 
an interesting opportunity for the WEA moving 
forward. We can now say to partners, such as job 
centres: this is how we’ve done it for others – and 
this is what we can do for you.

We	first	met	a	few	years	ago	at	a	provider	meeting	
where we discussed frustrations with current 
provision and providers that do not offer what 
the	local	need	is.	The	WEA	were	one	of	the	first	
providers to change their service to include virtual 
workshops. I just wanted to say that as an Employer 
and Partnership Advisor, it has been great to work 
with	the	WEA,	who	are	flexible	and	always	put	the	
customer	first
Ady, Employer Adviser and 
Workshop Leader, JCP
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How to find good work 
from poor 
The WEA focuses on the needs of all working-age 
adults to progress in their careers. However, in 
this challenging economic environment, people 
are pressured to simply remain in work no matter 
their role or to move into poorly paid and gig 
economy work. 

We remain determined to help our students find 
“good work”, defined by the Department for Work 
and Pensions as: fair and decent with realistic 
scope for development and fulfilment. Good work 
should boost the earning power of those on lower 
incomes, encourage people to stay healthy and 
happy, and help ensure a society-led response 
to rapid technological change that’s based on 
enduring principles of equality.

Our courses are designed to boost confidence 
among students and give them the employability 
skills to take the next step on their journey to 
part or full-time work. Increasingly, we are 
adapting courses to meet specific gaps in the job 
market or areas of high demand, such as care 
work or courier services. At all times, we partner 
with organisations that share our dedication to 
promoting good work. 

Leadership and 
progressing at work

All BAMER On  
benefits

Employability
course

Improved skills or knowledge that might be used in a job 59% 81% 80% 87%

Were able to do their job better 36% 50% 51% 55%

Feeling more confident in progressing in their career in the future 39% 62% 64% 65%

Became more secure in their job 25% 43% 41% 45%

Started earning more 10% 15% 16% 18%

Got a new job 11% 17% 19% 21%

Got a promotion or greater responsibility in their job 7%  15% 13% 13%

 61% were able to organise and   
 manage their own work better

 45% felt the course helped develop  
 leadership skills

 40% of employed students have a better  
 understanding of job opportunities suited  
 to their current experience and skills

 33% of students who were employed  
 before the course were able to do their 
 job better

 11% employed students got a new job  
 after completing their WEA course

 7% of employed got a promotion or  
 greater responsibility in their current job

 11% of employed students started  
 earning more

 25% of students became more secure 
 in their job

 39% felt more confident in progressing  
 in their career after completing their  
 WEA course

 5% became self-employed 
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Poor mental health carries an 
economic and social cost of 
£105bn a year in England 
The Five Year Forward View/ 
NHS England 2016

Protecting and enhancing 
health and wellbeing

A year to remember 21
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Mental health is no longer the taboo subject it 
once was. At last, people can openly discuss their 
challenges, but there is so much to be done to help 
the one in six people who experience a mental 
health problem in any one week (according to the 
charity Mind). 

Many research studies, such as the one concluded 
by University College London in January this year, 
celebrate the positive impact on people’s lives. The 
study found that taking Further Education (FE) 
courses helped the participants by increasing their 
levels of confidence, hope, social participation and 
sense of achievement, among other factors.

The community setting and small group context 
provided by WEA builds connections and provides 
students with a safe place to develop their 
confidence with the support of a tutor and a new 
network of fellow students. During the lockdown, 
our online courses succeeded in protecting those 
relationships, bringing valuable support to students 
on a regular basis. 

Connections for 
confidence

All On 
benefits

Mental health 
condition

The course helped to reduce stress 38%  55% 64%

The course helped to manage stress better 33% 51% 60%

The course helped with mental health issues 32% 47% 74%

The course helped with physical health issues 15% 28% 29%

The course helped students to feel more resilient 40% 59% 59%
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It got my passion for 
work ignited again

Jason joined the Money Sorted in D2N2 
project, which offers guidance to people 
in the East Midlands who are struggling 
with their finances. He explains how the 
WEA has helped him to gain confidence 
in money management, and then train to 
become a Money Mentor. 

It’s surprising how quickly the rug can be pulled from 
under your feet. I was a successful electrical engineer 
with a smart flat in the centre of town. Within a few 
years, I was sleeping rough under a bridge. I thought it 
happened to other people. 

I’d managed to turn a lot of things around, but I still 
needed to wrap up some financial loose ends. My 
personal navigator at the Citizens’ Advice Bureau 
put me forward for the Money Sorted course with 
the WEA. We did five lessons, focusing on building 
confidence and reducing anxiety around money. The 

big turning point was filling in an income expenditure 
form, which shows you where you spend your money. 
That was an eye-opener, I can tell you. 

Rebecca, my tutor at the WEA, was just brilliant. I 
really appreciate the way she guided me, and she has 
inspired me to train as a Money Mentor myself. You 
get the chance to share your knowledge of situations 
and help steer others on a course that’s perhaps better 
than the one they’re already on. Getting someone 
else out of the situation I was in and into a good place 
would feel awesome. It really would.

People can get themselves into a terrible mental 
hole around finances. I've been there myself. Bills go 
straight in the bin. It all becomes way too much and 
you need somebody to pull you out. Money Sorted is 
an invaluable service. You’re learning real-life skills: 
proper in-depth stuff. It got my passion for work 
ignited again.

Jason
WEA student

It’s surprising how 
quickly the rug 
can be pulled from 
under your feet
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Mental health
I am indebted to the WEA for all the help 
they have given me. I joined after leaving a 
womens’ refuge following domestic violence. 
Learning online with the WEA gave me the 
opportunity to learn in my own home, at my 
own pace - which I am sure has given me 
confidence and resilience. I am even starting 
to trust more people now. Prior to joining the 
WEA I was deep in depression.

The WEA has actually saved my life. It has 
greatly improved my mental wellbeing and 
helped me to cope with my PTSD, anxiety and 
depression. It has helped me talk to people. 
Doing WEA courses during lockdown has 
preserved some of my sanity.

What our 
students say

Studying online

I am so happy the WEA is offering online courses. For 
someone like me with limited energy due to ill health 
(and funds) these are truly a godsend and I do hope 
you continue with them, post coronavirus. Thank you so 
much to all involved with organising and teaching them.

I have really enjoyed the variety of WEA courses 
online. With my local branch, I have only ever studied 
the history of art, but the scope available online is 
amazing. As I live alone and am not currently working; 
what the WEA has done with this free and diverse 
offering online has been a lifesaver during these 
challenging times. Thank you to all involved behind the 
scenes and of course the lecturers.

I've thoroughly enjoyed learning with the WEA. The 
tutors are very knowledgeable. Learning online has 
been such a revelation for me and will definitely 
consider doing this again in the future. This experience 
has improved my self-confidence.

Love of learning

WEA study has enriched my life beyond measure. 
Putting the courses online and making them free 
enabled me to try all sorts of things I’d have never 
dared to try before - and therefore fully unlock 
my potential. I have also met lovely people from 
all over the UK. Thank you SO much for these 
incredible, life-affirming opportunities!

I have learned so many new things, genuinely -  
it was a very, very interesting course and I feel  
like I have gained a lot of knowledge! Everything 
was new to me and researching and revising was 
so amazing! 

I absolutely loved every second of it! 
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It lifted me up and gave me focus and a positive outlook during my recovery from a life threatening-illness. I made 
new friends and got laughter back in my life. I gained the confidence to go back to work in a new job for which the 
WEA course subject matter gave me the subject knowledge I needed to be offered the job in the first place. Starting 
a course at the WEA was no less than the start of a new life direction for me and I would recommend it to anyone.

The WEA has enabled me to look to the future. The courses I have undertaken so far have informed and educated 
me. They have given me the drive and confidence to pursue my personal and professional goals.

The WEA effect - More confident on the job. More targeted at teaching my own children. Better at risk assessment 
for young people. More directive as a parent and teaching assistant. Hopeful about higher qualifications.

Prior to attending my first WEA course my confidence in terms of writing creatively was very low, and since 
attending various courses I've been able to finish stories and I even managed to release a book.

Employability

Maintaining community connections
Tuesday is one of the highlights of the week. We set out the chairs together and chat, we 
listen to someone who is passionate about their subject and we learn new facts. All good 
for forestalling dementia. Often 40-50 of us, many of whom have been meeting on a 
Tuesday for 10+ years.

WEA courses have given me interests that I can carry on with myself, so I am never 
without something worthwhile to occupy my mind. Also, it's good to have had somewhere 
to go to, knowing that you will be stimulated, interested and entertained there.

In the lockdown being unable to meet people, or go out only to work or for bread and milk 
to the shop was making life very depressing and lonely, but doing the course made all the 
difference. Just being to see another face and to be able to say a few words to each other 
filled up the gap even though it was just over the screen and just for an hour or so.

I have enjoyed the course moving online and learning about Zoom. Having a health 
issue of Asthma which has meant stopping at home, so it has been great to have social 
interaction online to see friends online.

Taking part in art workshops has given me a new leisure interest. I have met new 
people of all ages from varied backgrounds and have made some lovely friends. The 
atmosphere at the workshops was always friendly and relaxing. The tutor was delightful 
and encouraging. I always looked forward to attending the classes as they were so 
enjoyable.

Since I retired and started doing WEA courses locally, I have found new friends, 
increased my knowledge in areas I had previously never studied and kept my brain 
active. The WEA has prompted me to join organisations such as the National Trust 
and enabled me to appreciate our country’s cultural heritage. Since joining the WEA I 
have become more involved with my local community, e.g. I am now helping to run our 
community library, training new volunteers etc. The WEA is a wonderful organisation.
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In total, 45% of adults (25 million) feel 
‘occasionally, sometimes or often’ lonely in 
England, according to the Campaign to End 
Loneliness, showing that isolation is not limited 
to any one demographic. It might be tempting to 
presume that the pandemic caused more people 

to feel lonely, however, 5% of respondents to the 
campaign said they felt lonely ‘often’ or ‘always’ 
between 3 April and 3 May 2020, about the same 
proportion as pre-lockdown.

While awareness of isolation has increased 
in recent years, so has the understanding of 
its impacts. The lack of social connection has 
been linked to cardiovascular health risks 
and increased death rates, blood pressure, 
depression and risk of dementia. 

Tackling isolation head-on, therefore, needs to 
be a national priority. WEA courses provide an 
invaluable network of like-minded students and 
a regularity of contact to build and develop new 
relationships. For many of our students, learning 
with others is a weekly highlight. During the 
lockdown and beyond, our tutors and volunteers 
have made great efforts to maintain those 
connections online. 

Escaping isolation

of WEA students said 
their course helped to 
keep their minds active

of WEA students said 
their course helped them 
to make new friends

reported an increase in 
their self-confidence

94%

70%

63%

Making loneliness a 
national priority
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Necessity is the mother 
of adaptation 
In recent years, the WEA had begun to develop 
a small volume of the curriculum in our virtual 
learning environment, working with a small 
selection of tutors on courses where students are 
less reliant on face-to-face interaction.

Then COVID-19 struck. The WEA, like many 
organisations, were blindsided overnight. The 
need for our students to continue learning, with 
or without face-to-face support, made the 
decision very simple: we needed to adapt rapidly. 
We set about a massive increase in the number of 
available courses, growing our digital offer from 
just 30 to over 200 within the spring term alone.

We’ve been really impressed with course take up, 
the positive feedback and student engagement 
with this curriculum. Yet, there are still many 
barriers to fantastic learning experiences like 
this. The Lloyds Digital Index highlights on four 
primary challenges – lack of skills, affordability of 
data, lack of technology and connectivity.

Many of our students have needed a little extra 
support to get used to using technology to access 
their learning and our tutors have been happy to 
oblige – one step overcome. Our Digital Lifeline 
campaign, discussed on page 28, is raising fund 
to challenge all four barriers.

Moving online - 
digital inclusion

For students studying IT/
digital courses: 

79% of students felt their   
 digital course increased  

 their motivation to find   
 employment

57% found they improved skills  
 and knowledge that could  

 potentially be used in a   
 job in the future

Across our broader curriculum 
20% of adults developed IT/
digital courses as a result of 
their course. (50% increase 
from last year 2018-19).

6,477 students enrolled on online courses in 2019/20

98% of our course provision during the Summer Term 
was online, which means that one course in five delivered 
by the WEA in this academic year has been online
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Leaving nobody offline 
Digital exclusion is the UK’s silent emergency. 
Thousands of people still lack the basic skills and 
confidence to operate a computer, restricting 
their access to opportunities that the rest of us 
take for granted. COVID-19 took this isolation to 
another level, physically cutting people off from 
the outside world. 

So much of modern living relies on digital 
connection – whether staying in touch with friends 
and family, work and career progression, or 
managing bills and finance. While the internet 
creates issues around safety and trust, digital 
inclusion is also a source of hope. Few social 
interventions have such a rapid and profound 
impact on quality of life. 

Digital lifeline

The WEA is committed to combatting this hidden 
disconnect in society. Our digital outreach team 
provides dedicated tuition to help beginners take 
their first steps across the digital divide. Within 
several weeks, students will learn how to set up their 
technology, write emails, shop online, find essential 
services and reach out to friends and loved ones. 

For more than a century, the WEA has 
championed access in society. The technology has 
changed, but the goal remains the same. We will 
focus our ICT expertise and community spirit to 
bring a fixed solution to those who want to cross 
over the digital divide. 

DIGITAL LIFELINE

To	donate,	or	to	find	out	more	
about our campaign go to 
thewea.info/lifeline
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When we talk about the value of 
arts and culture to society, we 
always start with its intrinsic value: 
how arts and culture can illuminate 
our inner lives and enrich our 
emotional world.

This is what we cherish.

However, we also understand that 
arts and culture have a wider, more 
measurable impact on our economy, 
health and wellbeing, society and 
education.

It’s important we also recognise this 
impact to help people think of our arts 
and culture for what they are: a strategic 
national resource.

The Arts Council

Culture
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Rich tapestry of inspiration 
The coronavirus pandemic gutted the UK cultural 
sector during the spring and summer of 2020, with 
live performance and theatre productions, as well 
as exhibitions and galleries, closing their doors to 
the public. According to the Office for National 
Statistics, the arts and entertainment industry 
dropped by nearly 50% in the three months up 
to June 2020 compared with the three months 
earlier, making it one of the sectors worst hit by the 
pandemic. Approximately 70% of workers were 
furloughed. 

WEA has always provided a rich tapestry of courses 
to inspire and involve our students in the arts, 
crafts and humanities, opening up culture to those 
who are by location or budget unable to access 
cultural events or visit national treasures. Many 
students join WEA classes for the love of learning 

or to develop culturally and personally, with clear 
impacts on their holistic development.

During lockdown and social distancing, access 
to cultural experiences has been even harder 
to achieve. As such, our courses have been an 
important source of enrichment for many. We have 
transformed our normal community venue courses 
for delivery within our virtual learning environment 
and through Zoom – and we’ve been creative 
ourselves, sending tutors to view national treasures 
and streaming live to their students.

By inspiring students with a love of the arts, the 
WEA will play an important part in providing a 
warm audience to speed the sector’s recovery. The 
UK government has pledged £1.15 billion to help 
the sector bounce back, but a lot will depend on 
how the public supports theatres and galleries when 
they fully reopen. 

Arts, crafts and 
humanities

 39% of courses were   
 cultural courses

 85% of all students claimed
that WEA courses 
encouraged them to do at 
least one cultural activity 
more than before. The most 
common activities included: 
research (46%), reading 
(34%) and arts and crafts 
(21%) more than before as 
a result of the course

 As expected, those who
completed an arts and 
culture course were more 
likely to visit cultural 
places (22%) and go to the 
cinema, theatre and music 
concerts more often as a 
result of their course

 Students under 60 were
more likely to read (41% 
compared to WEA average 
of 34%), pursue arts and 
crafts (28% vs. 21%) similar 
to students on benefits. 
BAMER students were more 
likely to write creatively 
(35% vs. 18%) and listen 
to music or play a musical 
instrument (21% vs. 13%), 
as a result of their course

 BAMER students were also
more likely to read 
compared to before their 
course

 Almost a fifth of students
(19%) took part in cultural 
activities with their friends 
or family more often 
than before the course, 
which was greater among 
students who were carers 
(30%)

 57% of all students believed
that learning with the 
WEA helped them reflect 
on wider world issues. This 
proportion rose to 60% 
among BAMER students
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Sara enrolled on an Art for Health & Wellbeing 
class two years ago while struggling with 
bipolar disorder and social anxiety. She then 
attended further courses – creative drawing, 
weaving and textiles – and all the while, the 
WEA helped to build up her confidence in a 
gentle way. 

Two years ago, I moved back up to Halifax from Brighton, 
which really rocked my mental health. I had heard good things 
about the WEA creative courses at Artworks, a local art 
college, and decided to give one a go. The WEA tutors were 
so welcoming and I started to find my confidence again. They 
really got me as a person. 

I made a particularly strong relationship with a tutor called 
Sarah – we just kind of connected. We’re now working 
together at the Calderdale and Kirklees Recovery College, 
which shows how far I’ve come. She has been amazing for 
my self-esteem. I’m leading classes, which I could never 
have dreamt of doing in the past. Funnily enough, she 
lacks confidence in areas such as IT, so I’m able to give 
back by giving her guidance. 

Arts and craft have always been a big part of my life. 
From a young age – long before I’d ever heard of 
mindfulness – I recognised the mental benefits of 
absorbing myself in an activity. It was a chance 
to escape from everything. I feel guilty saying 
it, but the lockdown has proved very good 
for me. I can create a safe space on Zoom 
or Teams, separated but connected too. I 
have thrived as a result. 

The change since getting involved with 
the WEA has been extraordinary. 
At the start, I couldn’t go to the 
classes alone. Now, I’m doing 
some part-time work and 
thinking about volunteering 
too. It has all made such a 
difference in building my 
stability and resilience. 
I can’t recommend the 
WEA, Artworks and 
the Recovery College 
highly enough.

Sara
WEA student 

Building stability 
with art
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An active citizen is often described as a person who 
cares enough about their community that they 
want to change it for the better. In 2019, before 
the COVID-19 crisis, some 19.4 million people 
volunteered in the UK, contributing £18.2bn to 
the economy. Those aged between 65 and 74 are 
the most active citizens (39% volunteer at least 
once a year), compared with 29% among the next 
generation (aged between 25 and 34). 

However, young and older adults have grown closer 
over the last decade. Indeed, recent research by 
nfpSynergy17 found that the pandemic may be 
exacerbating this volunteering trend, as the crisis 
forces more older people to step back and sees a 
greater number of younger age groups giving their 
time to good causes. Volunteering rates among the 
over 55’s have dropped by 10% since 2018, while the 
contribution of 16-24 year-olds has jumped up by 
the same margin in the last two years.

The WEA’s community based learning provides skills 
at the hearts of the communities we serve, enabling 
our students of all ages to play a full, involved and 
supportive role in their communities. Indeed those 
from BAMER backgrounds, or who have studied 
English as a second language particularly have 
ploughed back their learning and energies into their 
communities, demonstrating the real need for this 
training and support.

Active citizenship:  
rising youth? 

22%

of students 
took part 

in activities 
to improve 
their local 

community 
as a result of 
their course, 

which was 
higher among 

BAMER 
students 

(41%) and 
ESOL students 

(41%)

13%

of students said 
the courses 
made them 

more likely to 
vote in the next 

elections 

24%

students took 
more interest 

in local or 
national 

political affairs 
as a result of 

the course 

43%

claimed that 
their course 

gave them skills 
or knowledge 

that could help 
in voluntary 

work 

67%

of parents went 
on to notice 

improvements 
in their child’s 
educational 
achievement

47% 39%

of parents 
improved their 
confidence in 
helping their 
children with 

reading, writing 
or maths as a 
result of the 

course

just under 
half (47%) 

helped their 
children with 
schoolwork 

more often as 
a result of WEA 

courses

17 nfpSynergy – The V rate – Six ways the pandemic has shaped volunteering
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Back into teaching, 
on her terms

After taking a break from education, 
Lucy found a route back into teaching 
following a chance conversation 
with her tutor. Although COVID-19 
disrupted her plans, new avenues have 
since opened. 

I was attending a WEA course on parenting and got 
chatting with the tutor after the class. I told her I had 
just finished a TEFL course, as I had not been in the 
teaching world for a while and wanted to get back 
into it. I really missed those ‘eureka moments’ when 
students grasp something they didn’t think they could. 
Watching their confidence grow is so uplifting. 

I had a degree and a PGCE under my belt, but didn’t 
necessarily want to go back to a mainstream school. 
The autonomy and freedom of further education 
had always appealed to me. I mentioned I taught 
science, and that I was happy to help with the reading 
at primary schools for parents. Next thing I knew, 
we were meeting in Bournemouth Library and I was 
planning my Magic of Science course! 

The idea was to do a couple of taster sessions and 
I was looking forward to setting up an after-school 
science club in a couple of local areas. It was going to 
be big and messy – giving kids a licence to blow stuff 
up. And the timings ticked all the boxes for my work/
life balance. While waiting for confirmation, I also 
accepted the opportunity to teach life skills and art at 
some of the other local community centres. 

Then COVID-19 struck… The world became a much 
smaller place: the width of a Zoom screen. The science 
and reading didn’t seem to fit in with the virtual world, 
so I swapped over to arts and craft, and I have been 
running crochet, watercolour, quilting, bullet journal 
and solar system classes. I’m one of those people who 
always wants to learn new things. Next year I am 
going to try and build up my interest in science and I'm 
even running a short course on genetics. 

It’s amazing what a short conversation can lead to!

Lucy
WEA student

It’s amazing 
what a short 
conversation 
can lead to!
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The Belong Network, describes the work of cohesion 
and integration as being about: developing 
neighbourhoods, workplaces, institutions and 
social spaces where difference is welcomed and 
celebrated. Creating places where empathy and 
curiosity are encouraged toward others. And 
where we move beyond narratives of ‘us’ and ‘them’ 
towards ideas of kindness, trust and social cohesion 
between groups. It’s about taking pride in where 
you live and finding a connection with those who live 
around you. 

“On the one hand, the national picture of the UK 
is bleak, with increased hate crime and toxicity on 
social media, and a lack of social mixing across 
class, ethnicity and age. We face deep divisions 
from Brexit, while the COVID-19 lockdown made 
social mixing even more difficult,” explained 
Belong’s CEO Jo Broadwood at the WEA’s virtual 
conference. “However, people do feel more united 
locally, reporting a more positive attitude to BAME 
groups and young people.” 

The benefits of widening perspectives and building 
understanding are well known, but it takes effort 
to achieve. Neighbours must actively break down 
barriers, otherwise, any differences will remain and 

grow. The WEA’s Community & Family courses are 
designed to make a positive impact on cohesion and 
integration. 

As an example, we have some powerful integration 
results from a Together We Learn initiative we have 
run in London, supporting Pakistani, Bangladeshi, 
Iranian and Iraqi students to learn English and 
integrate into their London communities. 92 % 
of students said that before Together We Learn, 
they experienced difficulties in learning English in 
their area, but 98% said they developed good use 
of language through this course. 91% of learners 
with children or childcare responsibilities said the 
project’s learning and activities made them more 
confident to help their children with reading and 
writing, and 90% felt they were now more confident 
to speak with their children’s teachers. 94% said 
the course had helped them to learn about other 
cultures and 95% that helped them respect other 
cultures.

Indeed, adult education in all its forms, with its 
focus on cultural diversity and cross-generational 
inclusion, will naturally tackle issues such as physical 
and mental wellbeing, loneliness and personal 
resilience. 

Meeting in the 
middle

All BAMER On  
benefits

The result is a more welcoming and tolerant society

of all WEA 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 (82%), 
BAMER students (80%) and students 
on	benefits	(82%)

73%

The WEA’s learning is also 
cascaded to the wider community 
as 81% of students reported 
sharing what they learned with 
their friends or family

More understanding 45% 74% 62% 
of other cultures

More respectful than 33% 60% 50%  
before to those different  
from themselves

More interested in making 29% 58% 47% 
their local area a better 
place to live

Feeling a greater sense of 40% 61% 52% 
belonging to their local  
community than before  
the course
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I can’t tell you how proud this 
report makes me feel. Here, at 
WEA, we make a real and enduring 
difference to the lives of our 
students. They gain knowledge, 
skills, friends and networks that 
benefit	all	aspects	of	their	working	
and home lives. That’s something 
worth shouting about. 

As an organisation, we have great 
ambitions to continue developing our 
curriculum to meet the needs of those 
students, to embrace the benefits of 
technology and blended learning delivery, 
and to deliver more and more impact. We 
also want to reach more students with life-
changing learning.

If I can humbly ask just two things from 
you, the first would be to tell the world 
about the transformation WEA can make 
to our students’ lives, their communities 
and the businesses that may employ them. 

Keeping that to yourself is missing an 
opportunity to grow our movement. Why 
not share a story of one of the students 
featured here or inspire someone else to 
be bold, ambitious and curious by joining 
a WEA course. We will help them achieve 
their aspirations.

The second is to remind all those who 
hold the public purse that adults of all 
ages need to benefit from learning, 
including those who left school with no or 
low qualifications. Our working lives are 

extended and the world of technology, 
industry and enterprise is changing in front 
of our eyes.

In a post-pandemic era, more and more 
people will be out of employment. Too 
many lost their low-paid jobs when the 
hospitality and retail sector collapsed 
as a result of social distancing. The UK 
Government is keen to level up opportunity 
and to deliver the technical skills the 
economy needs. It must remember to do 
that for all. 

Many will need a little extra WEA support 
– such as basic employability skills and 
confidence building – to take first steps 
back into employment. They will need 
support to put their foot on the bottom 
rungs of the learning ladder. Only then 
will they climb up to the GCSE and A 
Level funded courses that are being made 
available to them. We encourage the 
government to keep its promise to ‘level up 
opportunity’, investing in lifelong learning, 
including for those with low or no prior 
qualifications.

Thank you in advance for any support you 
can offer.

Working together 
for the future

Simon Parkinson
CEO and General Secretary, WEA
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This research examined the impact of mostly short (between 15 – 30 hours) WEA courses that were predominately 
completed in the autumn and spring term of 2019/20. The sample included students who completed single and multiple 
courses across a broad range of subject areas in face to face and online settings.

The data was gathered using a quantitative online survey sent out to all WEA students with email addresses and eligible 
permissions four to six months after course completion. The survey received 5,115 responses on the wider impacts of 
their learning with the WEA. 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 1.2 percent. Impact on different student groups was analysed by taking key demographic and course characteristics 
into account and have been reported where statistically significant. Student and staff impact studies were also collected 
to describe impacts in more detail and illustrate how these changes occurred.

All images captured for the production of this report were taken responsibly by local photographers and in accordance 
with government guidelines.

The WEA is a charity registered in England and Wales  
(no. 1112775) and in Scotland (no. SC039239).


