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Adult Education in Gloucestershire (AdEd) works with community partners to offer learning to hard-to-reach clients. Good partnership working and mutual trust enables projects to support learners in developing economic independence through tailored learning programmes. 
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‘Ultimately, what we’re trying to do is help learners to help themselves – to be able to take responsibility for their lives as well as their learning. To do this, we add learning into the mix of support that different agencies offer their client group. Our expectations are quite modest – we know that the more barriers to learning the client has, the longer their journey will be. Realistically, we don’t expect results for at least 18 months, which can make it difficult to secure funding. But what we have achieved has been extraordinary – our learners constantly surprise us. One of our first projects, started 10 years ago, has become a self-sustaining group, led by a former learner. And other learners have gone on to become tutors with a unique understanding of the client group they work with. We have learners who are now running their own businesses, surprising themselves and their families.
You have to think a bit creatively – we can’t work in the conventional way of a group of 10 learners attending for a set period. Our learners are much more sporadic, particularly at first. You need a good knowledge of your potential partners, and also of the geography – we can’t use the same approach in our rural areas as we do in the city.’

Sally Lewis and Sue Blackmon, community development officers
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When people are struggling with addiction issues, or homeless, or just out of prison, attending a learning course might seem like the last thing they need. But AdEd has found that it’s the focus on the learning that can help people step back from their immediate problems, and find a way to participate that can help rebuild their self-respect and ultimately, their lives. Inspectors were impressed, when they saw some of the projects for themselves. In their report, they said: ‘Very good partnership working has enabled the development of extremely successful learning programmes for hard-to-reach learners, such as those with mental health problems, ex-offenders and those with drug, alcohol or housing problems. These programmes transform the lives of many learners, enabling them to progress to other learning and to develop the confidence to re-enter the world of work.’ So how has AdEd achieved such remarkable results?
Links with partner organisations
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Over the last decade, AdEd has been working with local community groups to see how they can add learning programmes to what the groups are already offering. Over time, local specialist groups such as those supporting people with drug and alcohol addiction or mental health problems, have found that the contribution from AdEd can be really useful. But AdEd is careful not to step on the toes of the other agencies. Sue Blackmon says: ‘The agencies are the ones with the specialist knowledge of their client groups. We have to respect the boundaries between their expertise, and ours. They are the experts with their client group – but we know the difference learning can make.’  It takes time to build up detailed knowledge of which agencies have access to which groups, and to establish the kind of relationship and trust which will enable joint working. Sally Lewis adds: ‘We spend a long time researching all the possible organisations we could work with, to see where our intervention might be most useful. But at least now we are well known in the county, and local organisations are more aware of what we can bring to them.’

One example is the Churn project, in Cirencester. This charity works to reduce isolation and exclusion for the most vulnerable groups in the community. In partnership with AdEd it offers training programmes which learners find completely change their lives. The felt-making course has taught new skills to learners who never imagined they would be able to escape from a life on benefits, because of social and mental health issues. They produce items of merchantable quality, and gain so much confidence through doing so, that they are enthusiastic about attending a marketing module subsequently. Their tutor is only half joking when she remarks ruefully that she might be creating too much competition for her own felt-products business!
Getting the right tutors

One of the reasons for the success of these programmes is that the tutors are credible practitioners of whatever they are teaching, and that they have the experience and confidence to be able to handle sometimes volatile and challenging groups of learners. All programmes are carefully risk-assessed, to protect tutors and all learners. Tutors are selected for their patience and people skills, as well as their professional expertise as artists. One learner commented about how glad he was to have a tutor who treated the learners as equals, rather than patronising them, which he felt had been his experience in other classes he had attended.
Cost benefit analysis

One of the most successful and long-lasting projects has had the benefit of considerable publicity, not least because it was the first to be evaluated thoroughly for its costs and benefits. This was Art Lift, which started in a GP’s waiting room ten years ago. The GP who started the programme to provide an alternative way of treating patients with stress and low-level depression, carried out his own analysis of its effectiveness. He observed a substantial reduction in patients’ use of the NHS after starting the art course, although the analysis he carried out cannot attribute causes to the change. However, he observed that not only did patients come to see their GP less, but also there were fewer hospital admissions. Independent analysis carried out by the University of Gloucestershire, about to be published in the Journal of Public Health, found a measurable increase in wellbeing in patients who attended the art classes. Learners themselves have spoken about the benefits in a short film about the project. The AdEd role in the project, apart from helping it to start in the first place and being one of the project partners, has been to provide access to other programmes to meet the demand from learners whose experience with Art Lift left them hungry for more learning experiences.  
As well as the learners from Art Lift progressing to other AdEd programmes, so do their tutors. Several artists have started their teaching careers through Art Lift and teach on other AdEd programmes as well. One Art Lift learner is going through the process of training to be an AdEd art tutor. 
Sustainability
One of AdEd’s greatest achievements has been its ability to ‘pump-prime’ projects which then become self-sustaining. So for example, several of the original Art Lift groups have gone on to arrange their own classes, either with or without a tutor, in a venue of their choice and funded by members. Other groups, for example the entrepreneur and artisan programmes, have produced learners who have taken their new-found skills and built small but sustainable businesses. 

But it’s not easy. ‘In the early days, learners can find it very hard to attend’, says Sue. ‘If you’ve got a group nominally of ten learners, but actually say six turn up each week, and it’s rarely the same people , it looks awful. But on successive courses, attendance improves dramatically. Learners develop a sense of responsibility – and the rest follows.’
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Adult Education in Gloucestershire is located within the Community and Adult Care Directorate of Gloucestershire County Council. In 2010/11 the service was contracted by the Skills Funding Agency to provide adult safeguarded and work-based learning. The majority of learning is non-accredited. The service subcontracts with 18 organisations to deliver 85% of the adult education programmes. Many of these subcontractors deliver across a range of subject areas. During 2010/11 the service provided courses to over 8,500 part-time learners in a wide range of subject areas covering community learning, family learning, preparation for life and work, and courses for adults with learning difficulties and/or disabilities. The majority of provision is for personal and social development. 
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Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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