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Briefing Paper: Third Sector Adult Learning in Scotland
Summary
Adult learning is vital to reducing inequality, strengthening communities, and supporting lifelong wellbeing. Scotland’s third sector delivers this impact every day.
However, without secure funding, coherent leadership, and genuine partnership, its capacity to continue doing so is at risk.
Investing in third sector adult learning is investing in Scotland’s people, communities, and future.
Third sector organisations delivering adult learning across Scotland are calling on the Scottish Government to:
· Provide multi-year, core funding to enable sustainable planning and delivery.
· Establish a stronger national vision and leadership for adult learning beyond employability outcomes.
· Recognise that adult learning transforms lives and combats inequality — but only if it is properly supported, valued, and integrated into national policy.




1. The Impact and Benefits of Adult Learning
Adult learning is a transformational process that benefits individuals and communities alike. Beyond knowledge and skills acquisition, participation in adult learning has measurable impacts on health, wellbeing, community cohesion, and civic engagement.
The Scottish Government’s publication Adult Lifetime Skills Literature Review highlights that: 
“There are economic and social benefits of lifelong learning, as well as wellbeing benefits for the individual.”[footnoteRef:5927] [5927:  https://www.gov.scot/publications/adult-lifetime-skills-literature-review/pages/8/] 

Economic and Social Benefits
· Higher earnings and improved employment outcomes
· Increased self-confidence and social capital
· Improved health and social relationships
· Greater likelihood of volunteering and community participation
Earlier research (2011) quantified these benefits to individuals as:
· Health improvements: £148
· Job access and retention: £231
· Better social relationships: £658
· Regular volunteering: £130[footnoteRef:4822] [4822:  Valuing the Impact of Adult Learning An analysis of the effect of adult learning on different domains in life, Daniel Fujiwara, 2012 National Institute of Adult Continuing Education] 

While these figures are outdated, the principle remains clear: adult learning has a high social return on investment and strengthens communities.
As John Field notes:
“Any government that ignores this evidence [the positive contribution adult learning makes] is open to serious criticism – particularly if it neglects this means of enhancing the well-being of vulnerable groups like the elderly, marginalised ethnic groups, stigmatised communities, people with learning disabilities, and those experiencing debt or addiction. and institutionalised groups such as prisoners.”[footnoteRef:26513] [26513:  Good for your soul? Adult learning and mental well-being, John Fields, International Journal of Lifelong Education, 28, 2, 2009.] 

Adult learning also contributes to economic resilience and innovation, enabling individuals and communities to adapt to technological and societal change.[footnoteRef:11081] [11081:  Lifelong Learning as a Factor in the Country’s Competitiveness and Innovative Potential within the Framework of Sustainable Development, Aleksandra Kuzioret al, 2025, https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/resource-centre/content/impact-and-comparison-adult-education-and-lifelong-learning-economy-and] 

2. Community Based Adult Learning in Scotland
Community based adult learning in Scotland today faces many challenges, as outlined in the following HMIE report from 2024:
There are significant challenges for Community Learning Development providers in meeting the needs of learners and communities, particularly in community-based adult learning. Due to a mix of changing resources and increased targeting of provision, the range of community-based adult learning offered by local authority CLD services has narrowed. As a result, the needs of some individuals and communities are not being met.[footnoteRef:2617]    [2617:  https://educationinspectorate.gov.scot/inspection-reports/national-thematic-inspections/evaluation-of-community-learning-and-development-in-scotland/] 

3. Third Sector Adult Learning Perspective
Overview
Third sector organisations delivering adult learning report deep frustration with funding insecurity, lack of strategic direction, and limited visibility within government policy. Despite proven success in tackling inequality and supporting wellbeing, the sector remains undervalued and under-supported.
Key Themes
A. Funding Insecurity
· Reliance on one-year funding cycles prevents strategic planning, staff retention, and innovation.
· The sector urgently needs multi-year, flexible funding that covers core costs.
B. Lack of Strategic Direction
· Absence of a clear national adult learning strategy following the dismissal of the Adult Learning Strategy.
· The CLD Leadership Group is perceived as inaccessible and disconnected from third sector adult learning.
C. Adult Learning Undervalued
· Despite strong outcomes for adults facing poverty, disability, or exclusion, adult learning remains marginalised in policy discussions.
D. Staffing and Training Pressures
· Short-term funding limits staff development and fair pay.
· Organisations face high turnover and morale issues due to ongoing uncertainty.
E. Siloed Government Systems
· Lack of coordination across directorates hinders access to relevant funding and partnership opportunities.
F. Recognition of Impact
· The sector delivers proven social, health, and economic returns, but these are not reflected in policy or investment priorities.
4. The Role of Learning Link Scotland 
Learning Link Scotland (LLS) was established for and by third sector adult learning organisations.
Our Mission
To support, promote, represent, and develop third sector adult learning in Scotland. Working with partners, we aim to:
· Strengthen an independent and vibrant third sector adult learning movement.
· Enable the sector to fulfil its lifelong learning, social inclusion, and democratic roles.
· Ensure adult learning is central to national decision-making and service delivery.
Our Network
· 112 third sector member organisations
· 44 individual members
· 89 contact and partner organisations
· 226 individual partner contacts
Examples of Member Organisations
· National: 
· Workers’ Educational Association – empower adults by bringing great teaching to local communities across England and Scotland, reaching tens of thousands of learners each year.  
· Lead Scotland – empowering disabled young people, adults and carers to achieve their full potential through personalised learning, befriending, advice and information.
· Community-Based:
· Rosemount Lifelong Learning – tackling poverty and social exclusion in North Glasgow
· Empower Women for Change – empowering diverse minority women in Scotland
· Lairg and District Learning Centre – promoting local lifelong learning and climate engagement
Learning Link Scotland has been consulting members through National Network Meetings and individual consultations[footnoteRef:20533]. As a result of this research, we have prepared the following asks for 2026–2031: [20533:  Generations Working Together, Dyslexia Scotland, ESOL Scotland, Lead Scotland, Luminate, Scotland’s Learning Partnership, Scottish Book Trust, Workers’ Educational Association
] 

1. Multi-year, core funding to enable stability, planning, and innovation.
2. Clear national strategic direction and leadership for adult learning.
3. Recognition of the third sector’s central role in lifelong learning, inclusion, and wellbeing.
4. Improved coordination between education, health, and community directorates.
5. Investment in staff training and professional development.
6. Visibility and voice for adult learning in national policy frameworks.
5. In Summary
Adult learning is vital to reducing inequality, strengthening communities, and supporting lifelong wellbeing. Scotland’s third sector delivers this impact every day.
However, without secure funding, coherent leadership, and genuine partnership, its capacity to continue doing so is at risk.
Investing in third sector adult learning is investing in Scotland’s people, communities, and future.
Jackie Howie, CEO
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