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Foreword
Community-based adult education has been an integral part of life in Limerick City for many years
located in people’s homes, school halls, community centres and even in the local pub when no
other space was available. The community base describes more than the physical setting of adult
learning. It reflects a strong sense of local ownership of the learning process, tremendous pride
in the educational achievements of people from the local community and increasingly a determination to defend a form of learning which flourishes outside of the formal education sector.
People here in the City are often surprised at the number of people participating in adult learning
in communities, over 3000 in both 2010 and 2011. It often operates below the radar, thriving among
small groups of adults with a common interest in developing a new hobby, meeting new people,
improving their reading and writing or gaining other skills.
For policy makers this report highlights a fundamental outcome of community-based adult
education and one which is increasingly at risk of being overshadowed by macro-economics,
namely the social benefit that people get from being involved in a class/course in their local
community. There is a wealth of anecdotal information from learners and others about how adult
education has opened up new worlds for people, marked a turning point in their lives or simply
given them a reason to get up in the morning. Throughout this research project our primary focus
was on hearing learners voices. Learners were given an opportunity to say what community-based
education means to them. In doing so they spoke not just about their own personal development
but that of their families and their local communities. Those voices are audible throughout the
report telling stories that are deeply personal, sometimes uncomfortable but always uplifting.
This report is the culmination of a year-long process which was guided by a Steering Group
including Lorraine Markham, Anita Martin and Mary Flannery, Limerick City AES, Yvonne Lane, City
of Learning, Jim Prior, Limerick Community Education Network, Helen Fitzgerald, Paul
Partnership and Declan Blackett, Limerick Regeneration. At one of our first meetings we talked
about our expectations and what each of us was bringing to the research project. While these
individual skills and understanding were important to the enterprise, it was our shared belief in
the social value of community-based adult education and the importance of bringing it to a wider
audience that motivated us to see it through to fruition.
On behalf of the steering group I would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone who
contributed to this project. I would also like to thank the research team for their hard work and
commitment to the process.

Mary Flannery
Community Education Facilitator
Limerick City Adult Education Service

The full version of this report is available from http://www.limerickcityaes.ie/Publications.aspx
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Executive Summary

The social impact that learning brings to people
cannot and should not be ignored. Mindful of this,
the Limerick Community Education Network
(LCEN), Limerick Adult Education Service
(LCAES), and the Limerick Regeneration
Agencies commissioned a team of researchers
to undertake a qualitative study into the social
value of community-based adult education in
Limerick City. Qualitative research has been
argued to yield a deeper appreciation for the
nuances of adult learning emphasising “the
enormous complexity of relationships between
learning, life events and the outcomes of
learning” (Feinstein and Hammond 2004, p.201).
In particular, this research aimed to explore the
social outcomes of learning for individuals, their
families, communities and wider society.
Research context
It has been well established that Limerick City is
the second most disadvantaged local authority in
Ireland with high proportions of unemployment
and lone parent households (McCafferty and
O’Keeffe 2009). Much of the research literature
has also documented the prevalence of low
educational attainment in the city. Yet it is
noteworthy that Limerick City has a strong history
in relation to the promotion of learning. In 2009,
the Limerick City of Learning document ‘A Collaborative Framework for Progress’ was officially
launched. Its mission was “to ensure individuals,
families, businesses, along with providers of
learning opportunities work effectively and
creatively together - to ensure people in Limerick
City have equal access to learning opportunities
and are supported to make the most of those
opportunities to enable them to achieve their full
potential” (2009, p.1).
The majority of adult education classes are
funded through statutory agencies, such as the
City of Limerick VEC, the HSE and FAS. Other
agencies, based in the community but funded in
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part by the state, also contribute to the availability of adult education classes in Limerick City. As
a result, a partnership approach is taken in relation to the provision and funding of adult education
in Limerick City. In 2010, 271 courses were offered in community education across 59 locations
with participation rates increasing by 8% on 2009 levels (LCAES Annual Report 2010, pp.12-14).
The current, post-Celtic Tiger focus on the creation of a knowledge society recognises the fact that
Ireland needs knowledgeable citizens to create cohesive and inclusive processes and institutions.
Adult and community education have thus become the vehicles for applying this theory to practice,
and are explicit in both their commitment to meeting the needs of adult learners and to addressing
educational and social disadvantage. Principles that underpin community based education are
grounded in the belief that each and every community member has a right to be involved in the
identification and resolution of individual and community needs, through a process of participative
democracy (Galbraith 1990) and flexible problem-solving (DES 2000). The application of such
principles to practice is held to deliver a multitude of social benefits, such as the development of
human, social, and identity capital in adult learners (as collective resources for the entire
community).
In Schullers’ (2004b) triangular model of the benefits
of learning, learning is conceptualised as a process
where people increase their human, social or identity
capital, and then “benefit from the returns on the
investment in the shape of better health, stronger
social networks, enhanced family life” etc (Schuller
2004b, p.12). All of these forms of capital (Human,
Social, and Identity) are interconnected in terms of
the benefits they offer the learner, and should be
seen as a platform for social inclusion and social
cohesion. The literature suggests numerous ways of
classifying and measuring the social benefits of
learning, including:

• Development of learner capabilities: For example, increased confidence and self-esteem,
improved communication skills, increased knowledge, skills and competencies, improved levels
of motivation, increased awareness of educational and life opportunities and choices, critical
thinking skills (Kenny p.11-12).

• Educational benefits offer people a new experience of learning (Bowman, Burden and Konrad
2000, p.2) which in turn allows people to develop an “educational self-concept” (Bowman,
Burden and Konrad 2000, p.2).

• Support network benefits - within the class, in communities and families (Bowman, Burden and
Konrad 2000, p.2)

• Positive mental health
• Critical consciousness - higher self and community awareness, increased use of community
resources and facilities

• Community engagement and volunteering
• Intergenerational benefit - participation in community based education helps to address intergenerational educational disadvantage (Kenny p.12)
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• Opportunities for social inclusion. Participants in this research were adamant that being involved
in the course was a reason to ‘get out of bed’ and resulted in them forging new friendships

• Opportunities for social integration - people have a fixed concept of community.
Research Methods
This research undertook a qualitative study of the social value of community-based adult education
in Limerick City. In particular, the research sought to explore the social outcomes of learning for
individuals, their families, communities and wider society. Ethical Approval was received from the
Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee at the University of
Limerick, approval reference number FAHSS_REC327.
Working in collaboration with the research steering group a
purposive selection strategy was deployed in order to convene and
run a series of twenty-five focus groups, with current and previous
adult learners, funders of adult education and those who have
responsibility for supporting community-based adult education in
Limerick City. These focus group interviews were conducted in quiet,
community locations, and recorded. All of the focus groups lasted
approximately 60 minutes and endeavoured to obtain the participants’ views on their experiences of community-based adult
education and the subsequent benefits they identified as a result of
such participation. In order to determine the existence and extent
of such impact, interviews with learners sought information about
what motivated participants to take part in adult education; the types
of challenges participants face when taking part in a course; the
strengths and weaknesses of the programmes; whether the
programmes empower participants; any benefits that participants
received from the courses; whether respondents take an active part
in their communities; family members’ perspectives; and the
challenges facing the provision of community based adult education.
Ten in-depth individual interviews were also conducted with current
and past adult learners to examine and expand on issues emerging
from the focus groups. The interviews varied in length but on
average they lasted for approximately forty five minutes.
As a result of this sampling strategy a total of one hundred and forty five individuals participated
in the research. As our sample represented numerous positions (state agencies, funders, tutors,
a range of different types of adult learner etc) it meant that we could produce a comprehensive
understanding of the topic we were examining.
The data collection generated a considerable amount of information, consisting of audio
recordings, which were transcribed, and notes which were taken at some of the interviews. Our
analysis was based on data reduction and interpretation of that data.
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Key Research Findings
• The social benefits of participation in community-based adult education are multi-tiered,
benefiting the individual learner, their families and the wider community.
• Participation in community-based adult education classes impacted on the individual adult
learner in the following ways:
• Recognition of lifelong learning and second chance education
• The personal development of the adult learner - notable increases in self-confidence,
and motivation
• Educational progression
• Improved social capital
• Improved mental health
• Increased identity capital
• The nature of such impacts has also led to significant benefits being experienced in the adult
learners’ families. These benefits include:
• Positive influences on children’s education, in terms of both providing practical support
with homework and by serving as a positive role-model for the children
• Transmission of a new view of education in the context of a lifelong process
• Improved family communication
• Affirmative changes in family dynamics
• Additionally, the research data clearly shows how participation in community-based adult
education courses impacts on the learners’ communities. These impacts are documented as:
• Increasing awareness of social issues within the community
• Enabling participation in adult education
• Integrating learners into the community
• Community engagement and giving back to the community
• Increased use of community facilities and resources
• The benefits accruing to the wider society as a result of participation in community-based adult
education include:
• Opportunities for cross-community communication and understanding
• Active citizenship
• The development of positive/empowered relationships with social institutions
• Participation in national associations and networks
• Intergenerational awareness
• It is important to note that amidst these benefits there are two main barriers which may either
prevent or delay people from accessing community education. These barriers are identified as:
• Fear of participation in education as a result of previous educational experiences, and
• Financial considerations
It is very encouraging to find that the adult education tutors are extremely aware of the fear
that some adult learners have as a result of previous negative experiences in the formal
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education system and accordingly they have made a conscious effort to address this fear,
particularly in the first few weeks of the class, in order to reassure learners and keep them
attending the classes.
The financial barriers are largely attributed to the costs associated with attending classes (such
as the cost of childcare, cost of transport, and cost of materials e.g. craft material, cooking
materials etc) rather than to class fees. It is reasonable to assume that the financial burden that
many Irish families are now experiencing due to our economic difficulties may make it harder
for some individuals to decide to return to adult education.
Conclusions
Human capital theory proposes that increased investment in education brings automatic economic
benefits for society as a whole and also for the individuals concerned (see Drudy and Lynch 1993,
p.31; Allen 2000, p.91). In addition, and in the context of this research, we would argue that
investment in adult education brings a vast array of social benefits to the individuals concerned,
to their families and communities, and ultimately to wider society. These social benefits include
increased levels of human and social capital, which actively contribute to social inclusion.
While the social aspect of learning is often overlooked, this research clearly demonstrates that
social contact is proving to be extremely important, particularly for those adult learners who are
living alone. Increased opportunities to socialise and the new friendships that are emerging as a
result of participating in classes are expanding people’s social networks. This is hugely significant
given that Beem (1999) agues that it is only when interaction between and across groups begins
that people are enabled to build communities.
Findings from this research indicate that community-based adult education is having a positive
impact on learners in overcoming their negative experiences of previous formal education. The
most overwhelming evidence of this is rooted in the personal development of each individual
learner, which has increased their self-esteem and confidence levels. The relationship between
participation in community based adult education and secondary benefits for learners’ children is
very apparent in the data. In terms of social benefits this relationship extends beyond mere parentchild interactions, it has contributed to effective communication with school teachers and
principals and to formal learning being supported in the home environment.
The fact that the majority of the parents (that we spoke to) participating in community-based adult
education were women is of huge importance given that Kelleghan et al. (1995) have shown that:

“the characteristics of the mother, including schooling experience seem particularly
important in structuring the educational environment of the home, and research
findings indicate that children of poorly educated mothers do not do as well at school
and leave school earlier, than children of better educated mothers. Women appear to
play a key role in enhancing not just the life chances of individual women, but also
their children, and therefore [women’s education] complements and strengthens
other initiatives such as ‘Breaking the Cycle of Disadvantage1”.

__________________________________________________________________________________
1

A flagship initiative launched by the Department of Education, seeking to use education to combat poverty, inequality and
social exclusion.
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In that context our findings should be seen as very
strong evidence of the social value of community
based adult education in Limerick City.
The fact that adult education is located within a
local community, drawing from as well as
strengthening existing community structures
would appear to be augmenting people’s
awareness of, involvement in and commitment to
their local community. In addition, attending
community-based adult education classes seems
to be increasing people’s likelihood of volunteering
in their community. Moreover, there is a strong
link between being an adult learner and becoming
more active in local community centres. These
should be seen as highly significant impacts in
terms of strengthening capacity within a
community. In addition to these significant
findings, it is apparent that there are a number of
social benefits for society in general which have
emerged.
Ultimately, the findings of this study reflect Schullers’ (2004b) triangular model of the benefits of
learning, whereby learning is seen as a process where people build up human, social or identity
capital, which results in “better (mental) health, stronger social networks, enhanced family life”
(Schuller 2004b, p.12), decision making skills, problem solving skills, leadership skills, improved
communication skills (McNair 2002, pp.240-241), self-esteem, and self-motivation (Emler and
Frazer 1999 cited in Feinstein and Hammond 2004, p.201). In conclusion, this research study has
found that community-based adult education in Limerick City is having major positive impacts on
individuals, their families, their community, and wider society.
Recommendations
• This research has revealed that community-based adult education is not just a means to an
economic end. It also offers a number of positive social impacts for individuals, families,
communities and Irish society as a whole, thereby creating social capital, community cohesion
and social inclusion. Such findings reveal the significance of all forms of adult learning in the
community and as a result it is vital that community-based adult education is actively supported
at national, regional and local policy level.
• There was a notable connection between a sense of defined territory and the familiarity attached
to being part of it. This sense of being on familiar ground proved to alleviate much of the initial
trepidation that learners felt before they began classes. The research finds that learners derived
a great sense of comfort and confidence from the familiarity of the community. Accordingly it
is a recommendation of this research that adult education classes are located within
communities in so far as possible in order to address both logistical and emotional issues which
learners may experience. To this end it is also recommended that the community-based organ-
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isations that are currently providing facilities, resources and co-ordination for community-based
adult education continue to be supported and funded.
• The ability of community-based adult education to create a sense of community among and for
its participants needs greater acknowledgement. More specifically, in the context of the
Limerick Regeneration Programme, we would recommend that community-based adult
educational opportunities should be recognised as playing an important part in the process of
regeneration, offering a more sustainable approach to strengthening community bonds,
community development and change than perhaps had originally been envisaged.
• While the research explored the social benefits of learning in community-based adult education
it must be stressed that we should not underestimate the personal difficulties that adult
learners face when they consider returning to adult education. Even when this learning is not
accredited, the research participants expressed a certain fear of the ‘new’ and the ‘unknown’
and had moments of self-doubt prior to participating, as well as in the first weeks of their
course. It is a recommendation of this research that supports (for example peer support and the
learner ‘buddy’ system) continue to be put in place to ensure that potential adult learners can
overcome such difficulties and participate in their course of choice.
• An issue which emerged during this research is the cost of attending education generally. In
particular, the availability and prohibitive cost of childcare needs to be recognised. Moreover
while there is a drive to include young unemployed adult males in particular in adult education
classes, we need to be mindful of the fact that many of these may be expected to participate in
adult courses despite the fact that as young adults they are on reduced social welfare payments.
It is recommended that measures be put in place to properly resource community-based adult
education in order to lessen the impact of these additional costs that adult learners may
encounter.
• The social impact that has been identified in this research must be seen as a valid mainstream
element of education in Ireland. Accordingly it is a recommendation of this study that
information (e.g. ‘impact statements’) on the social value of adult education should be included
in any reports that the LCAES returns to the Department of Education and Skills. If such details
are not mainstreamed, named and reported on, then ultimately they will not be considered to
be a valuable outcome of educational participation or indeed be funded accordingly.
• At the time of writing, Ireland finds itself in difficult economic circumstances which are
impacting strongly on communities. We believe therefore that there is a need for more joinedup government / public administration. This research clearly documents the wider social
benefits of community-based adult education which impacts positively on areas that are under
the remit of the HSE and the Department of Social Protection for example. As such it is a recommendation of this study that these organisations (and others) in addition to the Department of
Education and Skills should combine efforts in order to adequately resource the provision of
community-based adult education.
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• There are clearly beneficial mental health
outcomes being experienced by participants
in community-based adult education classes.
In line with our call for more joined-up
government / public administration it is
recommended that organisations such as the
HSE should continue to promote and support
such programmes of learning. While the
resources would come from the HSE budget,
there are long-term savings to be made in
terms of the impact on mental health which
we believe at the very least may prove to be
resource neutral.
• LCAES should be commended for its piloting and continued support of the Adult Learners
Forum as a representative voice of adult learners in Limerick City. The research presented here
documents the personal, social and civic impact it has had on its voluntary members. AONTAS
is currently working in conjunction with some members of this Learners Forum to help bring
about Learner Forums nationwide. The findings presented here should be seen as further
evidence for the expansion of this initiative.
• It is a recommendation of this study that all tutors continue to consult with learners about how
the classes will run. Given the previous negative experiences that many of our respondents had
in the formal education system this engagement by the tutors was seen as giving the adult
learners a sense of ownership over the classes that they were enrolling in.
• The promotion of community-based adult education programmes including their social benefits
should be undertaken in a more targeted capacity. Many learners in this study highlighted the
fact that community notice boards are only effective once classes begin and people are using
community centres. Consideration therefore should be given to having advertising materials
(such as posters and leaflets) planned, designed and delivered by learners through their various
classes in order to ensure that (a) potential learners hear directly from current learners about
the benefits of classes thus increasing the possibility of traditionally hard-to-reach groups being
targeted in a more effective manner and (b) learners have the opportunity to practically use
and display their new-found skills.
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