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KEY FINDINGS

1
There is strong evidence that libraries and museums are already providing

important learning opportunities for adults with basic skills needs.

They offer real choices about learning, complementing mainstream provision

and supporting the Government’s key targets regarding learning and skills

development.There is potential for archives to become involved in this work.

2
Libraries are successful at widening adult participation in learning.

They have recruited and re-engaged adult learners, particularly those from

London’s hard-to-reach communities.This has often been achieved through

outreach programmes, although existing library and museum users who

have not previously considered returning to learning have also been recruited

to courses.

3
Libraries, museums and archives have the potential to significantly

strengthen progression.

The threshold basic and essential skills courses they provide, as well as the

informal learning opportunities they offer, raise learners’ confidence and

aspirations, improve their attitude to learning, develop their skills, and

encourage them to either progress to other courses or gain qualifications.

4
Learners see a natural synergy between libraries, museums, archives and

learning.

They value the informal learning environment and respond well to the

knowledge, support, helpfulness and encouragement of staff. Resources,

collections and services across the sector are seen to fully support learners’

needs as well as enrich their wider learning experience.

5
Libraries and museums are involved in local learning partnerships with

mainstream providers, which secure funding to develop their services for

adults with basic skills needs.

Some services are beginning to explore their potential as complementary

providers of accredited learning.There is a need to develop this work pan-

London to ensure that there is a consistent and sustainable offer for learners.
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1. Background



employed: desk-based literature review,
quantitative questionnaires and interviews,
qualitative focus groups and case studies.

2.4
Mapping existing provision
Questionnaires were sent to the 33 heads of
public library services in London during June 2003
(Appendix A).The questionnaires were designed to
collect baseline information on the range of library
services offered to support adult basic skills
learners, including information on delivery,
funding, outreach, staff training and partnership
arrangements. Respondents were also asked to
rate the current and likely future priority given to
supporting basic skills needs by both the local
authority and the library service. 28 out of the 33
London Chief Librarians responded to the
questionnaire (85%). Interviews were held with
representatives from London Metropolitan
Archives and the Museum of London to gather
similar baseline data on archive and museum
services in the capital.

2.5
Targeted services
Following the mapping exercise, 11 targeted
library services were selected for further in-depth
analysis.Ten library services were selected on the
basis of their existing involvement in delivering or
supporting basic skills provision at different levels
across London. Both inner and outer London
authorities were selected to ensure the sample
was broadly representative.The targeted services
were the London Boroughs of Barking and
Dagenham, Barnet, Camden, Kensington and
Chelsea, Newham, Southwark, Sutton,Tower
Hamlets,Wandsworth and Westminster.The
London Borough of Richmond-upon-Thames was
recruited as an independent control. As the
authority was not yet fully engaged with the basic
skills agenda, it was seen as an opportunity to test

out issues and recommendations made during, or
as a result of, the research.

Interviews were held with key library managers
from each of the targeted services between June
and September 2003.The interviews were based on
the data collected during the initial mapping
exercise, and were structured to gather information
on the unique role that library services could play
in supporting basic skills provision, as well as
collecting information on the range of funding
streams and partnerships with which these services
were engaged. Given that relatively in-depth
interviews had been conducted with
representatives from the museum and archive
sectors during the mapping phase of the project,
and sufficient information obtained, additional
interviews were not undertaken during this phase.

2.6
Learner interviews
Face-to-face interviews with 100 adults currently
enrolled on basic skills courses in libraries were
carried out between November 2003 and February
2004 (Appendix B). Different approaches were
taken regarding the recruitment of these learners
dependent on the preference of the targeted
library service or their partner provider. Some were
concerned that more vulnerable learners should
be approached directly by their learning provider
rather than the research team.Three services
selected their own learners to be interviewed:
often the precise way in which they were selected
was not known. In the other targeted library
services, the researchers approached learners
before or after their training courses, asking them
to take part in an interview.

The interview questionnaire was designed to
collect information on course type, learner
recruitment, motivation and progression. Basic
demographic information about the learner was
also collected. A draft of the interview
questionnaire was scrutinised by members of the
project’s multi-agency steering group and
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practitioners. It was piloted on a small sample of
respondents and minor adjustments made.

The language in the interviews was kept as
simple as possible, with interpreters used for some
ESOL learners. All interviewers were fully trained
and received full written instructions. A cash
incentive (of £5 each) was paid to all the learners
who took part in an interview.

2.7
Learner questionnaires
Questionnaires were sent to 1000 adult learners
enrolled on Entry Level, Level 1 and Level 2
courses at further education colleges, adult
education institutions and other community
learning providers in London (Appendix C). Again,
the questionnaires were designed to elicit
information on course type, recruitment,
motivation and progression, but also to assess the
potential for learning in libraries, museums and
archives amongst these adult learners.The
questionnaires were differentiated (Entry Level,
Level 1 and Level 2) to allow for self-completion.
They were also closely linked to the adult basis
skills core curriculum, so that they were suitable
for classroom teaching and practice, largely in an
effort to increase their usefulness for tutors and
maximise response rates. A draft of the
questionnaire was scrutinised by members of the
project’s steering group and basic skills
practitioners. It was piloted on a small sample of
respondents and minor adjustments made. 200
completed questionnaires were returned from ten
providers: a response rate of 20%.

2.8
Learner focus groups
The learning centres in Roehampton, Kensal, and
Queen’s Crescent libraries were selected for a
series of focus groups with learners in order to
explore the issues raised by the learner interviews
in more depth (Appendix D). Staff at the centres

were asked to recruit eight learners using
guidelines to ensure that the groups contained:
different learning needs; a gender and age mix;
and new as well as regular learners.The 90-minute
sessions were conducted at the learners’ centres in
January and February 2004 by a trained facilitator
using a standard pattern of open discussion on a
range of topics, as well as sorting exercises agreed
by members of the project’s steering group and
practitioners.The sessions were conducted in an
informal setting and explored issues relating to
learners’ recruitment, motivation and attitudes
towards libraries, museums and archives. Each
participant was given a £20 payment for their time.

2.9
Practitioner focus groups
Four focus groups were held with library, museum
and archive staff between October 2003 and
February 2004 (Appendix E) and were conducted
by a trained facilitator with groups of between six
and eight participants. All the focus groups were
held in informal settings and lasted 90 minutes.

The first focus group involved frontline staff
from those library services in London not currently
involved in supporting basic skills provision.The
staff recruited were at a level where they were
able to influence the direction taken by the library
service but not the strategic position.The focus
group specifically explored staff commitment and
attitudes towards partnership working, stock
suitability, stock knowledge, training and the
feasibility of developing learning centres.

The second and third focus groups involved
learning centre staff based in libraries in the Royal
Borough of Kensington & Chelsea and the London
Borough of Camden.These two groups explored a
wide range of topics including the recruitment of
learners, their progression and the relationship
between the learning centre and the library service.

The final focus group involved museum and
archive staff from across London.The group was
used to explore similar themes to the first focus
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group with library staff, with a particular emphasis
on the potential for integrating support for adults
with basic skills needs into future museum and
archive provision.

2.10
Data sampling
In addition to research with adult learners, providers
and practitioners, LMAL requested data be collected
on library usage by adults with low basic skills
(Appendix F).A standard data collection form was
designed and distributed to all 395 public libraries
in London in early February 2004, requesting that
key data on core library services be collected over
two sampling weeks: 23 February to 7 March 2004.
Data was collected on:
• help with basic library procedures;
• help with the use of ICT;
• help with locating library materials;
• help with using library materials;
• and signposting or referrals to adult learning

courses (for basic or essential skills).
Detailed instructions were issued on what type of
data to collect and clear examples given, although
data collected in this way and by a wide range of

individuals is always open to interpretation, so the
results should be treated with some caution.
Returns were received from 279 out of the 395
public libraries in London (71%).

2.11
Profile of respondents
The profile of respondents refers only to the adult
learners taking part in the research project in face-
to-face interviews, by questionnaire or attending
focus groups. It does not include library, museum
and archive professionals who also attended focus
groups.

74% of the respondents were female and 26%
were male.

Learners were fairly widely spread in terms of
age (Chart 1). 2% were 20 or under, 19% were
aged between 21 and 29, 36% were aged between
30 and 39, 27% were aged between 40 and 59,
and 16% were aged 60 or over,

There was also fairly balanced representation of
London’s different ethnic groups within the survey
sample (Chart 2). Overall, just over a third of
respondents described themselves as White
British, with the remainder being spread fairly
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Chart 1: Learners’ age in years at last birthday Base: All respondents

20 or under

21–24

25–29

30–34

35–39

40–44

45–54

55–59

60 or over

Refused

2%

8%

11%

19%

17%

9%

12%

6%

16%

0%



across the full range of categories.The largest
single minority ethnic group was Black African
(13%), although there were a number of
respondents who identified themselves as either
Other (17%) or White Other (10%).The majority
of these respondents were from the Middle East or
Eastern Europe, respectively.

The wide spread of learners’ ethnic origin is
confirmed by the wide range of first languages
spoken by respondents. 59% spoke English, whilst
41% spoke a language other than English as their
first language at home.

52% of respondents were married or living as
married, 35% were single, 8% were divorced or
separated, and 5% were widowed. 45% of
respondents had children under the age of 16,
including those not living at home with them.
55% of respondents reported having no children
under the age of 16.

24% of respondents were in full or part-time
employment or were self-employed. 27% were
unemployed. Of the remaining respondents: 18%
were homemakers, 16% were retired, 7% were in

education or training, 6% were doing unpaid
voluntary work, and 2% were doing something
else. Of those in employment, most were involved
in permanent clerical, catering or retail work, and
the majority had held this job for longer than a
year.

Respondents were engaged in the full range of
basic and essential skills courses (Chart 3). 39% of
respondents were engaged in literacy courses,
25% in ESOL courses, 24% in basic ICT courses,
and 12% in numeracy courses. It should be noted
that a higher proportion of learners were engaged
in ICT courses (40%) and ESOL courses (33%) in
library settings, and similarly a higher proportion
of learners were engaged on literacy courses
(59%) and numeracy courses (16%) in
mainstream settings.There was also variation in
the level of the courses on which these learners
were engaged, with many more learners on all
types of courses at pre-entry level in library
settings (72%), compared to the mainstream
settings where there were many more learners
(35%) on Level 1 and Level 2 courses.
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Chart 2: Learners’ ethnic origin Base: All respondents
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2.12
Profile of the whole learner
population
Information from the National Adult Learning
Survey (DfES, 2002) indicates that the sample is
fairly representative of the whole learner
population with basic skills difficulties.There was
little variation in terms of gender, age, disability,
marital status and employment, although there
was a significantly higher black and minority
ethnic population in this sample compared to the
whole learner population. Evidence from the five
London LSCs, however, indicates this figure is
broadly in line with the London population, where
there is a higher population of black and minority
ethnic groups, particularly learners with ESOL
needs.

Some caveats are in order:
• With only 100 face-to-face interviews

completed with current learners in libraries,
museums and archives (out of an estimated
1,500 learners), and a response rate of 20% to
the questionnaire, the sample is not likely to be
fully representative, since the non-respondents
are likely to differ in systematic ways from the
respondents.

• All learner focus group attendees, and many of

the respondents to questionnaires, were
selected directly by their learning providers and
it is possible that they may have selected
learners who were more positive about their
learning experiences.

• All of the learners interviewed, completing
questionnaires or contributing to focus groups
were continuing students, and this may also
contribute to the largely positive views reported.

2.13
Consultation on initial
findings
The initial findings from all the research methods
were tested with key stakeholders at two events
during March 2004.

The first event was the annual conference of the
Association of London Chief Librarians in March
2004 attended by the majority of London Chief
Librarians. Delegates were given a presentation on
the key findings of the research and the elements
considered key to libraries delivery of services to
support basic skills needs. By drawing an analogy
with a football team, it was suggested that they
should introduce services working from basic
provision and commitment (defence) through
creating partnerships and budgetary provision
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Chart 3: Type and level of basic and essential skill courses Base: All respondents
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(midfield) and only then consider higher profile
services (attack). Delegates were then asked to
rate the importance of each of the elements (or
players), where they thought there was most need
for improvement, and where they felt they had
already made some progress (Appendix G).

The second event was a Londoners Need to Read
Conference organised by LMAL in March 2004
and attended by a wide range of stakeholders,
including the Government Office for London
(GOL), LSCs, Learning Partnerships, the Basic Skills
Agency (BSA), the National Institute of Adult
Continuing Education (NIACE), voluntary and
community groups, learning providers from the
further education sector, and library, museum and
archive professionals. Delegates were given a short
presentation on the key findings and shown a
video produced as part of the research project.
The video showed adults with low basic skills
discussing their learning needs and why they had
chosen to learn in a library setting. Delegates were
then given the opportunity to comment on the
key findings and analysis.
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3. Analysis



3.1
Learner needs
3.1.1
Attitudes to learning and barriers to
overcome
The DfEE report, Freedom to Learn, (DfEE, 2000)
identified a range of external factors that can
make it difficult for adults to acquire literacy and
numeracy skills.

FREEDOM TO LEARN
• If the teaching of literacy and numeracy skills is not

related to learners’ lives and aspirations, learners may

be asked to learn irrelevant skills and may lose the

motivation to learn. In the Londoners Need to Read

research, 76% of learners identified this as a

significant barrier to learning.

• Over-large classes that cannot provide opportunities

for individualised learning can make it difficult for

adults to learn successfully. 53% of respondents

identified this as a significant barrier to learning.

• The flexible support needed to enable adults to gain

access to learning opportunities may not be available.

This was identified by 45% of respondents as a

significant barrier to learning.

• Inadequate liaison and collaboration between staff in

different agencies can result in conflicting teaching

methods, which can make effective learning and

progress difficult for learners. Learners did not raise

this directly as a barrier to learning, but it is

significant that 39% of respondents dropped out of

courses due to ineffective teaching and their lack of

progress.

• Learners may be unable to use public transport

independently or may not have had the opportunity

to learn to do so. Public transport to and from a

centre may simply not be available. 33% of

respondents identified access to the learning centre

as a significant barrier to learning.

Source: Freedom to Learn (DfEE, 2000)

Most learners had experienced difficulties with
learning in the past.They recognised that they had

lost or missed opportunities at school and that
this has made it difficult to start back in learning.
Several with literacy needs were open and honest
about their fear of exposure. Many recognised
their need for learning and expressed a desire to
gain new skills, but were not confident about
enrolling on a course with a mainstream provider.
This was often due to their existing commitments
and lifestyles, but also because they felt that
existing learning provision did not meet their
needs for more individual support and did not
offer flexible learning provision.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“You only realise it’s useful after you’ve left school”

“When you’re in a group and everyone else can read,

you’ve lost your tongue – that’s the motivation”

“It’s a kind of fear … when you can’t spell a word like

‘book’.You feel so tight inside – like feeling others

think you’re stupid or you’re dumb”

“I’d lost a bit of confidence so the one-to-one here is

really helping because I don’t feel so embarrassed

here as I would in a group”

“It’s been my aim for a long time to get into

computers but I never found a place … I want to do

things at my own pace , when I want to go, not when

someone else is telling me to be there”

3.1.2
Reasons for getting back into learning
Despite facing many barriers, learners were
motivated to undertake basic skills courses, and
any further promotion of services would benefit
from taking note of these motivators, as they have
been key in encouraging a return to learning.

Of those undertaking courses in libraries 71% of
respondents considered they were very keen to do
the course, with 29% responding that they were
quite keen. Females were slightly keener to take
the course compared to males, as were learners in
the middle age ranges. Non-white British learners
were also more likely to say they were keen than
white British learners.The most significant
difference was that those unemployed or seeking
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employment, were much more likely to say they
were very keen to do the course, compared to
those already in paid work, volunteering, home-
making or retired.

Learners were asked to describe their main
reasons for taking part in the course. A wide range
of responses were received, encompassing
immediate needs as well as longer term goals;
however, it has been possible to group their
responses into six main categories:
• To get a job or better job (46%)
• To get a qualification (31%)
• To help my children at school (26%)
• For personal interest (22%)
• To be more independent (21%)
• To gain new skills (21%)
• To access local services (20%)

The largest number of learners in libraries (46%)
wanted to learn in order to get a job or a better
job and this included a number of learners who
wanted help with recruitment skills. It was
noticeable that for the majority of those learners
seeking employment, gaining a qualification
(31%) or learning new skills, especially up-to-date
ICT skills (21%), was also seen as important.
Helping children to learn was identified by a
relatively large number of respondents, especially
women (26%). Personal interest was the most
cited reason by retired respondents, especially in
relation to developing new ICT skills for everyday
life such as e-mailing family and friends, and
shopping or booking holidays on the Internet.
ESOL learners were most likely to want to learn in
order to feel more part of their local community,
to feel independent (21%) or to access local
services independently and with confidence,
especially medical services (20%).

The focus group sessions reinforce the results of
the questionnaire. Participants were asked as a
group, to sort a range of cards into three piles:
those that were weak, medium or strong factors in
their reasons for getting back into learning.

As Table 1 shows, getting a job or moving into a
better job was a frequently mentioned motivator.

Discussion highlighted that this involved seeking
help in all aspects of basic skills, with many
learners needing to combine courses, for example
ESOL and ECDL, to achieve their goals.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“I applied for a job at Waitrose and didn’t get it so

that’s why I came here”

“Initially for me a qualification wasn’t important but

the more I’ve come the more important it gets – it

[ECDL] is recognised all over the place”

Of those seeking employment a qualification is
also important and tends to lead towards
enrolment on courses with mainstream providers.
However, for many who had enrolled on more
informal courses in libraries, there was a tendency,
once they had gained confidence, to want to gain
a qualification to demonstrate their new ability.

LONDONERS NEED TO READ 19

Table 1: What got you back into learning?

WAN KEN CAM

To get a job ■ ■ ■
To get a better job ■ ■ ■
To get a qualification ■ ■ ■
To manage tasks ■ ■ ■
at work better

To help my children ■ ■ ■
To get involved ■ ■ ■
in the community

I now have ■ ■ ■
more time

General interest ■ ■ ■
Someone told me to ■ ■ ■
Base: Learner focus groups

WAN = Roehampton, Wandsworth
KEN = Boost, Kensal, RBK&C
CAM = Queen’s Crescent, Camden

■ = WEAK ■ = MEDIUM ■ = STRONG ■ = V. STRONG



The focus groups elicited more learners who
were just interested in learning out of general
interest than the questionnaire to learners in
mainstream provision.With a wider age profile
there was a higher proportion of older learners
who were interested in obtaining basic skills in
computing.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“I think it’s a case of having to – even my family –

they’re talking about … they’ve got a photograph on

the internet. I’m like ‘how the bloody hell do you get

a photo on the internet!’“

3.1.3
Suitable places for learning
Respondents learning in formal settings were
asked to choose up to three places, which they
considered suitable learning venues, and where
they would consider taking part in a course. 540
responses were received out of a possible 600, as
some learners did not choose all three options.

The results from the survey of learners in formal
settings (Table 2) show that 86% of learners
opted for where they are currently studying – in a
college. Significantly, libraries scored 79%, way
ahead of other options and fairly close to the
rating for colleges.

The results highlighted in Table 3 rated individual
support and tuition, access, the friendly and
informal learning environment, adequate resources
for learning, and the ability to work at the right
pace as the most important factors when choosing
a learning course. Similarly, in response to an open
question in the focus group sessions, the words
that were most frequently used by learners to
describe their ideal venue requirements were:
friendly, atmosphere, helpful, but above all flexible.

20 LONDONERS NEED TO READ

Table 2: Suitable venues for learning

Venue No. responses % learners
received responding

College (inc. adult 173 86%
education centre)

Library 157 79%

Community centre 105 53%

Primary or secondary 70 35%
school

Museum 18 9%

Art gallery 9 5%

Café or restaurant 7 3%

Religious building 3 1%

Archive 1 0%

Public house 1 0%

TOTAL 540

Base: All respondents learning in formal settings

Table 3: Factors important to learners
when choosing a course

Aspect No. responses % learners
received responding

I can get the help I 134 67%
need from the teacher

It is easy to get to 94 47%

It’s a friendly place 83 42%
to learn

I can chose what I want 68 34%
to learn

There are books and 67 34%
computers to help me learn

I can learn at my own pace 62 31%

It is open when I need it to be 58 29%

There is a café or somewhere 12 6%
to eat and drink

Does the place where you are learning have the
things that you think are important?

All of them 143 71%

Some of them 0 0%

None of them 57 29%

Base: All respondents learning in formal settings



It must be a cause of concern that 29% of
respondents considered that their existing
mainstream learning provision had none of these
important factors.

Participants in the focus groups undertook a
similar exercise about suitable venues, again using
a card sort to establish priorities (Table 4).

In this range of options they rejected schools
because of their previous associations. Cafes and
pubs were not thought suitable because the
atmosphere would not be serious enough.All other
venues were felt to have merit if they included
those key factors that would support adults back
into learning and make them feel valued.Whilst
colleges were recognised as the natural place for
learning, some learners reported a range of
negative and embarrassing anecdotes that were
not challenged by others in the group.There
seemed an underlying feeling that you needed to
be ready and well prepared to start a college

course, and many wanted additional support to
help them reach this stage.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY

“All the time at college I was upset but here it is very,

very good and relaxed”

“It doesn’t really matter where it is as long as it’s

relaxed, quiet, nice atmosphere and comfortable.”

“Oh yes – the right place – the library”

“You don’t think of a museum as a place to learn.

Might be odd, but …”

“I came into this library to ask about computer

courses and they suggested colleges and when I said

‘No’ they suggested this course here”

“I think they’re really good – I’ve never really used

them [libraries] until now – great, so many options –

you can just walk in and it’s cool”

All learners interviewed or attending focus group
considered libraries as the most suitable venues
for learning because of the informal atmosphere,
which they considered conducive to learning.
Although museums and archives were not
immediately associated as centres for learning by
the focus groups, there was interest in the
possibility, particularly in museums.There was a
feeling that the learning provision would need to
be closely related to the collections. Interestingly,
a significant number of learners (34%) stated that
family and local history was one of their main
interests and so there is potential for museums
and archives to develop services to meet the
needs of these learners.

Amongst adult basic skills learners not learning
in libraries, a large majority (75%) had visited a
library in the last year. Most of these had
borrowed books or other resources (62%), looked
for information (31%) or used ICT (17%). 13%
had visited with their children.

Just under half of these learners (46%) had
visited a museum or art gallery in the last year.
The vast majority has visited an exhibition (55%),
whilst 24% went to find specific information. 11%
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Table 4: Suitable places for learning

WAN KEN CAM

School ■ ■ ■
College ■ ■ ■
Religious building ■ ■ ■
Community Centre ■ ■ ■
Library ■ ■ ■
Museum ■ ■ ■
Gallery ■ ■ ■
Archive ■ ■ ■
Café ■ ■ ■
Pub ■ ■ ■
Base: Learner focus groups

WAN = Roehampton, Wandsworth
KEN = Boost, Kensal, RBK&C
CAM = Queen’s Crescent, Camden

■ = WEAK ■ = MEDIUM ■ = STRONG ■ = V. STRONG



had visited with their children for a family learning
activity or event.

A much smaller number of learners (6%) had
visited an archive in the last year, with all those
responding visiting to find out more about the
history of their community, home or family.

Learners in library settings were asked through
the interviews and focus groups, to rate the
importance of the factors that might contribute to
the success of their learning activity.

Tables 5 and 6 highlight that the overwhelming
reason for the success of learners’ experience was
down to the one-to-one relationship and the
quality of the tutors. Several of the higher rated
topics were related to the atmosphere of the
venue and that hard-to-define element or feeling
comfortable or “at home”.This factor came up in
several sections of the discussion and must be
regarded as a key requirement. In addition to their
praise for tutors, learners commented very
favourably about library staff.The rating of 99% in
Table 5 clearly indicates a very high level of
satisfaction. All learners had a strong feeling of the
learning being integrated with the other services
of the library.The wider resources of the library
were well used, clearly to support learners studies,
but also for their children and for their own
personal interests. Flexibility was also a key
element with most wanting to study at their own
pace and vary the days they visit.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“The best thing is the teaching, the tutor, the way

they teach.You almost feel they’ve had psychology

training – they make people want to learn”

“The main advantage of the library is that it’s quiet

and, you know, it hasn’t got any distractions …

I don’t know, there’s something about a library that

encourages you to read or to learn, but if you’re

[learning] in a bland little room somewhere in the

back of wherever, you know it’s just not the same …”

“Atmosphere … yeah that’s it!”

“I think it takes a certain type of person to work in a

library. I think they have to be fairly considerate and

caring and want to help people and that’s why I find

it relaxing in a library rather than a formal set-up”

“I use the library if I’m here [learning centre] early

before my class or if I don’t need to get off

somewhere after. I’ll take a stroll round and pick up a

book that takes my fancy – to help with my work or

that looks interesting”

“After coming to this country I’ve started reading the

newspapers [at the library] but to read the books I

can’t and that’s how I discovered the learning here”

“When you’re an adult learner you have other things

on your plate – it’s not like you’re under 16 when

you’re expected to go to school – like I moved house

last week and for two weeks I was unavailable to do

certain things and as a learner [here] I think ‘yes I can

come back’ and explain to the tutors, whereas in a

college you can’t do that”
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Chart 4: Learners’ use of libraries, museums and archives
Base: All respondents learning in formal settings

User Non-user

Archive Museum Library

6%

46%
54%

75%

25%

94%



Participants attending the focus groups were
given the opportunity to suggest ways in which
libraries could improve services to them, both as
an open question and then rating a collection of
options (Table 7). As the groups were being held in
their local library there was a tendency to be
reticent about expressing criticism, but when
pressed they made several constructive
suggestions.

Joining the library had not been a problem for
any of these learners. Given the importance the
groups placed on atmosphere, it is surprising that
the attractiveness of building was a low priority.
However all three of the venues for the sessions
had been subject to recent refurbishment and thus
it could be that the learners didn’t perceive the
need for further work.

Stock was seen as of key importance to the
library, not wishing to see a loss of books with the
introduction of computers. Maintaining a quality
range was seen as more important than quantity.

The groups were divided over the topics about
ease of use. Some were keen to demonstrate their
knowledge of library arrangements and systems
but the majority were rather quiet and when
prompted mentioned that they often had to “ask
the librarian”.

The groups responded creatively to the
concept of being shown how to use the library
better with suggestions such as taster sessions,
videos and earphone guides. It was mentioned
that they would then feel they had more
autonomy in their visit. Whilst recognising that
there was a wealth of resources there was also a
feeling that some aspects, such as the provision
of information about other learning
opportunities, were not that well displayed and
that the service was poor at marketing. Overall
the learners were very positive about libraries
seeing them as key learning venues, and a vital
part of their local community.
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Table 5: Factors considered and ability of
libraries to deliver

Factor Importance Considered to
rating be delivered

One-to-one help from 95% 95%
my tutor

Friendly and welcoming 83% 99%
staff

I can choose what I want 76% 82%
to learn

Lots of resources to 66% 97%
help me

I can come back for 60% 91%
support

Base: All respondents learning in library settings

Table 6: What makes learning in libraries
suitable for you?

WAN KEN CAM

Easy to get to ■ ■ ■
Open most days ■ ■ ■
Comfortable place ■ ■ ■
Lots of resources ■ ■ ■
I feel relaxed there ■ ■ ■
I can choose what I ■ ■ ■
want to study

I can get one-to-one help ■ ■ ■
I can come back anytime ■ ■ ■
for support

I don’t have to study ■ ■ ■
for a qualification

Base: Learner focus groups

WAN = Roehampton, Wandsworth
KEN = Boost, Kensal, RBK&C
CAM = Queen’s Crescent, Camden

■ = WEAK ■ = MEDIUM ■ = STRONG ■ = V. STRONG



WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“You just don’t know where to look for your books

and I just wonder if they could have … something [to

help] because I’d like to be able to go to the right

section straight away”

“I think they [libraries] could bring the learning

experience back into the community, you know,

rather than being with the main colleges …

education is supposed to be for everyone”

L1 “They could make things easier but they have to

use the number system”

L2 “I don’t know about the number system”

L1 “That’s the point – rather than the librarian taking

you to what you want they ought to show you

how to look it up yourself”

L2 “Yes, because they’re not always available – they

seem very busy now they’ve got the Internet to

look after and you have to wait in line sometimes

and sometimes I then feel I won’t bother”

MAIN FINDINGS
Learner Needs
• Adults who have had poor past experiences in

learning need extra attention if they are to return

to learning, derive benefit, and feel confident

enough to continue or move on to other learning

provision.

• The learning provided needs to be learner-focused,

offer real choices and be flexible in approach.

• An holistic approach is needed as many adults

move between different learning needs, combining

skills from different disciplines, as well as needing

help with practical tasks, such as preparation for

job interviews.

• The atmosphere and ambience of the learning

setting are sometimes hard-to-define but are

crucially important.Whilst there is the call for a

more informal learning environment, there is also

call for tutors who understand learners’

motivations and are able to stretch them in order

to meet their specific needs.

• Close attention by a skilled tutor, sympathetic help

and understanding, and, if possible, one-to-one

tuition pays dividends as this is often a significant

boost to confidence and self-worth.

• Learners in formal learning settings have similar

requirements in terms of support from their tutor,

a friendly ambience, flexibility and suitable

resources. It will be a concern for mainstream

providers that 29% of learners feel they are

missing all of their requirements.
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Table 7: How could libraries improve for you?

WAN KEN CAM

Attractive buildings ■ ■ ■
Better stock ■ ■ ■
Easier to use ■ ■ ■
Better signage ■ ■ ■
Staff helpful ■ ■ ■
Give information about ■ ■ ■
other study opportunities

Making membership easier ■ ■ ■
Fines ■ ■ ■
Café ■ ■ ■
Clearer information ■ ■ ■
Show me how to use ■ ■ ■
the library

Base: Learner focus groups

WAN = Roehampton, Wandsworth
KEN = Boost, Kensal, RBK&C
CAM = Queen’s Crescent, Camden

■ = WEAK ■ = MEDIUM ■ = STRONG ■ = V. STRONG



3.2
Libraries, museums and
archives: Fit for purpose?
3.2.1
Chief Librarians
Chief Librarians in London were asked to rate the
strategic importance given to supporting adult
basic skills provision three years ago (2000),
currently (2003) and its likely importance in three
years’ time (2006).The results are shown in
Table 8. There were significant differences in
library service’s starting positions, with some
services starting from a very low base (a rating of
1 or 2) in 2000, whilst one authority rated its
provision highly at 8.Whatever the starting point,
all Chief Librarians stated that provision for adults
with basic skills needs had an increased strategic
priority by 2003, with the majority rating it
between 6 and 8.Those authorities that rated it
higher were generally those authorities delivering
learning centres or other provision in libraries,
either through externally funded pilot projects or

in partnership with formal learning providers. By
2006, provision for basic skills learners was seen as
likely to be a major strategic priority for all library
services, with 93% of services rating their likely
provision between 8 and 10.The increased
emphasis given to libraries supporting formal and
informal learning in both Government policy and
as part of local authorities’ corporate agendas was
given as the main reason for these developments.

At the Association of Chief Librarians’ annual
conference, Chief Librarians were asked for their
rating of the importance of a range of basic skills
service elements, where they considered there was
most need for improvement, and to identify where
they felt they had already made some progress.

RATINGS BY LONDON’S CHIEF LIBRARIANS

Most important factors for achieving success
• Commitment from Chief Librarian, mentioning

in plans and managing to get libraries onto

corporate plans

• Post holder identified with borough-wide library

responsibility

• Formal links established with colleges and tutors

• Targeted resources allocation

• Basic skills awareness training for staff

• Sharing resources and ideas across London

Priority for action
• Sharing resources and ideas across London

• Basic skills element embedded in other areas such as

Customer care training

• Basic skills awareness training for staff

• Accessibility being addressed with signage and stock

arrangements

• Formal links established with colleges and tutors

• Common products and marketing

Areas already being achieved by some
boroughs
• Commitment and corporate plans

• Post holder identified

• Basic skills awareness training for staff

• Formal links established with colleges and tutors

• Targeted resources allocation
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Table 8: Priority given to basic skills by
London libraries
(Number of library services rating their basic skills provision
between 1 and 10 in the years 2000, 2003 and 2006).

Rating 2000 2003 2006

1 3 0 0

2 4 1 0

3 6 1 1

4 7 2 0

5 3 5 0

6 4 3 0

7 0 7 1

8 1 6 12

9 0 3 8

10 0 0 6

Base: All respondents



• Special basic skills stock section and promotion

• Sessions with basic skills classes and individuals

• Learning centres in libraries

Base: London Chief Librarians

The results confirm that progress has already
been made with several reporting the introduction
of new services.They rate the establishment of
post holder responsibilities and budgets highly.
They see the benefits of working more closely to
share ideas, as this will move the agenda forward
faster with a more consistent approach benefiting
customers.This adds up to strong evidence of the
high level of willingness of Chief Librarians to
engage with and mainstream services to support
the basic skills agenda.

Those whose authorities and services have gone
some way to designing and delivering new
initiatives have been very keen to aid this research.
In addition, those that have yet to make
significant improvements have also been prepared
to talk openly about their shortcomings in the
genuine hope of learning how to take the first
steps.There is a sense that they are looking for
guidance as to what type of service they should be
providing, over and above a collection of specialist
resources, and a genuine desire to work more
closely together across London.

Library services can be far more effective in
supporting the agenda if there is a strong
corporate lead for basic skills and there is a shared
expectation of the service being an integral player
in local provision.

CASE STUDY
Barking and Dagenham Libraries
The London Borough of Barking & Dagenham has one

of the highest levels of basic skills needs in the country

with 30,000 residents estimated to be in need of help

with literacy. Libraries have been moved into the

Education Directorate in order establish formal links

with other sections involved in learning provision.

With a strong corporate priority at the top of the

organisation and a well-communicated vision, library

staff understand their role, and are working to the same

agenda with colleagues rather than in competition. In

this sense, the library service’s wide-ranging learning

provision and activities in libraries, community venues

and factories have a clear focus, sense of direction and

confidence, which translates into libraries playing their

unique part in meeting the needs of basic skills learners

within the borough.

3.2.2
Library and learning centre staff
Those staff that were met and interviewed
formally and informally in the course of the
research were very supportive of the basic skills
agenda and proud that their services are now
developing more inclusive services.

The practitioners’ focus group with those not
already engaged in basic skills provision
demonstrated a high degree of enthusiasm and
willingness, but also highlighted some concerns
about their role.Whilst wanting to get involved
they see their role as supportive to tutors and
mainstream providers and have concerns about
being out of their depth.

Where there has been a period of evolution this
transition to establish new roles and partnerships
has been smoothly achieved.This is particularly
apparent in Camden where some library staff have
received additional training in adult learning
support and move easily between the more
traditional library roles and helping learners in
their learning centres. Staff know the level of their
own competence and are confident about
referring learners to more specialist provision.
They have undergone a shift in roles that sees
them more proactive and with a closer
relationship with the learners. In turn that has
made them more open to developing additional
learning provision in the future.

WHAT PRACTITIONERS SAY
“… whether we’re identifying people that we refer on

to basic skills courses or – what I’m a bit fearful of –

we are expected to become kind of teachers in all

but name”

“We feel much more part of the larger range of
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council services – we’re far more likely to refer

people on, to make ‘phone calls on people’s behalf,

become more involved …”

“In the old way of working we just answered the

question we were asked … now we probe a bit more

and gradually we’ve built up more confidence … but

I think there’s a whole new stage to go to become

truly embedded in the community … we’re still a bit

buildings based..”

“Certainly when we’re recruiting now one of the key

things we look for is people who can take initiative”

The staff who were not engaged with basic skills
provision yet were asked about their feelings
towards a common approach across London.Their
responses were very practical and pragmatic
recognising it would be more likely to happen and
be of a higher standard. However there were also
warnings, similar to those from some Chief
Librarians, that needs were not identical across the
capital and that some flexibility was needed to
respond adequately to local needs and priorities.

WHAT PRACTITIONERS SAY
“It just takes care of some of the aggravation … if

you feel that a group of people who have done the

research and know what they’re talking about have

recommended it, then that’s something, especially if

you’re strapped for time”

“It’s not just a financial saving. I mean if, say,

promotional materials are centrally produced it’s

obviously much cheaper … it’s also glossy rather

than a tatty photocopied leaflet”

The staff from archives and museums that
attended the focus group tended to be looking for
quicker solutions than library staff.They were less
willing to contemplate lengthy training sessions,
feeling that they understood the issues and
wanted to work with local mainstream providers
to help deliver a programme.They were very
receptive to the concept of a development worker
spreading good practice and ideas, as this would
save them time and help enable a higher quality
programme to be developed.

WHAT PRACTITIONERS SAY
“I’d happily go on a one day course … so that I could

talk more knowledgeably to basic skills tutors and

have a better idea of how museums could help them”

“Tell the colleges to be realistic – a ten day course is

just too much!”

“I don’t feel I know enough about the current

initiatives that the government is pushing”

“Yes [the support of a development worker would be

useful as] in a small unit you have to cover so many

different skills already – I’d always defer to a person

with basic skills knowledge as you could really screw

up, couldn’t you?” …“help with suitable materials

and guidelines would be helpful”

3.2.3
Accessibility of services
There are countless examples of where libraries,
museums and archives have made considerable
effort to make their services accessible to a very
broad range of customers.There are also several
instances where lack of investment over the years
is all too apparent.Whilst physical accessibility is
receiving considerable attention as a result of the
Disability Discrimination Act, there are a number
of other more subtle barriers that can exclude
large sections of the community and, most
particularly, those with basic skills needs.

Whereas it is possible to use a museum relatively
easily, the use of libraries and archives requires
some procedures. Some basic skills workers have
expressed concern that the filling in of a form to
join can be daunting for some and can create a
barrier to use. London’s libraries have gone some
way to move towards common procedures and
reciprocal arrangements, where membership cards
are valid across several library services. Some
libraries have overcome this barrier by working
with local tutors to use library membership
procedures and forms as a whole class activity. For
those adults with basic skills needs that were met
during this research, there were no comments
about difficulties joining their local library.

Once in a library it is desirable for all users that
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the services are arranged in a logical and
understandable way with clear guiding. Learning
from retail display, it is evident that all customers
are more likely to browse from smaller sections
that are well arranged and with face-out display,
especially in areas where there is a higher level of
discretion. Many libraries have been making
improvements in this area, partly encouraged by
national initiatives from The Reading Agency or
the work of Opening the Book.With so many
other important issues to address, it is sometimes
the case that improvements in this area are left to
local discretion rather than library services
adopting a more strategic approach.

Various attempts have been made to present
resources in different, or more accessible,
arrangements with varying degrees of success.
There is no consistent approach across London, so
common marketing is hampered and adult basic
skills learners are not given a common product or
method for accessing suitable materials.Whilst
the arrangement of some libraries may be
daunting, there is a huge respect for the staff in
libraries. It is clear that the learners all find staff
approachable, friendly and knowledgeable.This
significantly increases the accessibility of library
services for these learners.

CASE STUDY
Get on with Croydon Libraries
Croydon Libraries Get On project developed out of basic

skills training for library staff, organised in partnership

with the local Learning & Skills Council. Library staff

were inspired to upgrade stock provision with more

carefully selected collections introduced into seven

libraries using retail-style book displays. Appropriate

computer software was also made available, and a

Community Information Pack for adults with basic skills

needs was developed. Postcards publicising the new

resources were produced in English and 11 community

languages to meet the needs of the borough’s

increasing refugee and asylum seeker community.The

Get On project has also helped to establish good

contacts with mainstream providers and local

organisations involved in learning and skills

development.Whilst it is too early to measure success

accurately, it is clear that the project has already

arranged formal introductory sessions for 126 basic

skills learners, and the take-up of the smaller, but better

targeted, resource collections are also much higher.

MAIN FINDINGS
Libraries, Museums and Archives:
Fit for purpose?
• Libraries, and to a lesser extent museums and

archives, are already involved in supporting

learners’ needs and the basic skills agenda.

• London’s Chief Librarians expressed a strong desire

to receive guidance to help focus their progress and

a willingness to work closely together pan-London.

• Most libraries, museums and archives staff are

willing to support the learning and skills

development of adults with basic skills needs. Staff

that are now involved in learning centres or

activities, recognise that their roles have changed,

but now feel more fulfilled and confident. Some

have expressed a desire for additional training to

help them develop in this new role.

3.3
Service models
3.3.1
Stock and promotion
For several years most boroughs have created
dedicated collections aimed at supporting adult
literacy using abridged titles from specialist
publishers. Library staff have been unsure whether
to site these collections in a prominent position,
where the potential audience might feel too
noticeable, or in a discreet area, where the
resources simply won’t get noticed.The uptake of
these collections have usually proved
disappointing due to a combination of the
material being dated, and no consistent approach
or marketing.Where the library is working well in
combination with local basic skills tutors these

28 LONDONERS NEED TO READ



collections are far better used and act as bridge
into the wider library service.

The provision of resources to support the
teaching of adult literacy is an important service;
however library staff are aware that their role is
more about the promotion of reading for pleasure
and meeting the more general needs of learners,
such as providing information relevant to their
hobbies and interests, or helping them acquire
new skills.With the provision of titles to support
the wider needs of adults with low basic skills,
there is a desire to have a more integrated
approach, coupled with clear signage and routing.
Many titles on a range of diverse subjects are
suitable, but can be lost in amongst the wider
range.The traditional role of library staff is to be
aware of their resources and match them with
customer needs, but there is also the need to
support self-help and browsing.

CASE STUDY
The Vital Link
An important and successful element of The Vital Link

was the creation of a stock promotion that featured a

range of well-chosen “real books” that had been tested

and found appealing to adults with basic skills needs.

Promoted with high quality graphics as First Choice this

collection was adopted by many authorities, displayed

in prominent positions, and was heavily used by the

target group.

3.3.2
Activities and sessions with learners
Many libraries have established contact with local
mainstream providers of basic skills courses and
provide opportunities for classes to visit their
service.This can range from short visits to enrol
when the library is open, through to longer,
planned sessions when the library is closed.
Librarians feel these sessions work well, with many
learners crossing the threshold for the first time
and becoming more confident in using the service.
Provision remains reasonably ad hoc at the
moment, largely because there is no real tradition

or infrastructure in place to guide this work, as
there is with other library services, such as those
for children and young people.

More common is the provision of a range of
services and activities that have a broad appeal,
but where the audience may also include adults
with basic skills needs.This might be a family
learning activity, a reminiscence event, or ICT
taster or refresher sessions.The common thread
is that the events or activities start from the
point of view of the learners’ lives and needs.
Those with basic skills needs can, and do, attend
without necessarily having to mention their
particular needs.Whether adults formally ask to
be referred at this stage is not the whole point, as
this should be seen as integrating the person back
into a learning environment, making it relevant
and appealing, boosting confidence and
establishing a rapport with workers in the learning
industries. Similar activities are happening in
London’s museums and archives, with many
creatively adapting their venues and collections
to become more relevant to the lives of their local
diverse communities.

CASE STUDY
Newham Libraries
The London Borough of Newham is typical of many

boroughs: there is a high level of enthusiasm in the

borough’s libraries together with a wide range of

organised events and emerging partnerships. Much of this

work is with clearly defined audiences, such as older

people, young offenders, asylum seekers and families

living in areas of deprivation, and is often driven by a

desire to get involved with opportunities as they

emerge.As part of these initiatives, the library service has

established links with many organisations, including

mainstream learning providers, and plays an active role in

supporting formal learning initiatives across the borough.

CASE STUDY
Hackney Museum
Moving to new premises gave Hackney Museum the

opportunity to re-think its collections policy.Through
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carefully selecting items for display they have

managed to provide exhibits that are appealing to

local residents interested in the history of the borough,

whilst also reflecting the needs of the adult basic skills

curriculum.The collection has been enhanced to include

items of interest to local black and minority ethnic

communities through extensive liaison with

community groups.The museum works closely with

local basic skills tutors to provide handling sessions,

where adult basic skills learners are encouraged to

discuss artefacts from the collections and use them

as a stimulus for creative writing as part of their

coursework.

3.3.3
Learning centre models
There is a strong and natural synergy between
libraries and learning, and so it should be no
surprise that several authorities have devoted
space in libraries to provide a range of learning
activities, from externally run commercial training
provision, through to formal learning courses
delivered in partnership with local mainstream
providers.The learning centres visited during the
research were all externally funded and were run
by the library services, who were responsible for
recruiting staff and developing their own targets
in response to local needs.

CASE STUDY
Boost at Kensal Library
The Boost Learning Centre at Kensal Library has been

funded by the London Development Agency.The

learning centre is housed in its own dedicated space in

the basement of a small library, which is well placed

within the local community.There has been a huge

demand for basic skills courses and learning support

from local adults who have not previously been

involved in learning, as well as from those who have

experienced difficulties in accessing mainstream

provision in the past. Learning opportunities are

delivered by a number of specialist literacy, numeracy,

ESOL and ICT tutors, who work one-to-one with

learners or facilitate small groups.

CASE STUDY
Boost at Roehampton Library
The Boost Learning Centre at Roehampton Library has

also been funded by the London Development Agency.

The learning centre is integrated into a re-furbished

library and has the advantage of being highly visible to

potential learners. Specialist tutors are employed to

work with learners either individually or in small groups.

There is a high demand for the service and a high rate of

adult participation in learning activities.This has been

encouraged and supported by local library staff, who

help to ensure that library users and visitors are made

aware of the centre’s services and are referred to

courses where appropriate.

CASE STUDY
Queen’s Crescent Learning Centre
Queen’s Crescent Library in the London Borough of

Camden houses a LearnDirect learning centre, which

offers a range of self-directed and facilitated ICT learning

opportunities, as well as providing literacy, numeracy

and ESOL classes in partnership with a local mainstream

learning provider. Library staff have received additional

training to work in both the library and the learning

centre to provide encouragement and support for all

adult learners, particularly those with basic skills needs.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“I didn’t get any support at school but here it’s so

important, you know it’s like having the support of

your family and friends, from the person that’s

teaching you. I think that support is so important”

“I’d lost a bit of confidence so the one-to-one is

really helping because I don’t feel so embarrassed

here as I would in a group, so that’s what I like.”

“At this place my stress levels are down and I’m able

to concentrate whereas in other learning I’ve been

anxious all the time.”

“I didn’t want to go to a place where there was a

format, you had to be there at certain times because

that would do my head in.You know I want to do

things at my own pace. Here you can stay as long as

you want or do as little as you want”

30 LONDONERS NEED TO READ



“Someone’s always available if you want to pop in

for help”

“When someone welcomes you  … knowing that

they’re there for you, to help you and guide you

along the way, it doesn’t matter how long it takes,

one-to-one, they are there for you … they

understand what I’m interested in and they guide me,

and I LOVE that!”

WHAT PRACTITIONERS SAY
“We tailor-make a course to suit their needs and then

we try to be as flexible as possible – they don’t have

to come every Wednesday at 10 am!”

“They are treated as proper skilled adults who have

skills to add to what they already have.”

MAIN FINDINGS
Service Models
• Improvements are being made in the quality of

books and other resources in libraries to support

literacy work with adults with basic skills needs.

This has been significantly enhanced by recent

initiatives, such as the Vital Link’s First Choice

collections.There is potential for stock selection

and assessment of resources to become a shared

activity across London.

• The introduction of the Peoples Network in

libraries has made ICT freely available and gives

increased access to online learning opportunities

for self-directed learners and as part of a

structured programme.

• The venues and collections of museums and

archives are being used, or have the potential, to

enrich the adult basic skills curriculum and provide

a stimulus for work with groups.All these venues

could offer introductory sessions to adult basic

skills learners whether their courses are library or

college based.

• Libraries, museums and archives offer a wide range

of learning opportunities across the capital, some

of which specifically target adults with basic skills

needs, whilst others include these in a more

general audience.As a high proportion of those

adults surveyed with basic skills needs are already

library and museum users, their needs would be

more effectively met if there was a clear strategic

overview for the sector.

• The learning activities reviewed appear particularly

appealing to adults with basic skills needs

antipathetic to learning with mainstream

providers.As these learners require some

confidence building before contemplating any

return to mainstream provision, they value the

flexible nature of courses that are specifically

focused on their needs and, most particularly, the

quality of one-to-one support.

3.4
Engagement, retention and
progression
3.4.1 
Re-engagement
Libraries are successful at engaging new learners.
56% of respondents had not been involved in any
formal adult training before enrolling on a course
at a library. New learners were engaged in a
number of ways (Chart 5).

Word of mouth was responsible for the
recruitment of the largest number of learners
(23%).This was mainly the result of existing
learners recruiting family, friends and other
members of their local community, although the
initial contact was often being made through
outreach with community groups.

This may go some way towards explaining the
relatively low number of respondents engaged
through outreach or promotional activity in the
sample, despite there being very strong evidence
of innovative outreach activity taking place by
dedicated outreach workers attached to some
learning centres in libraries.The success of this
outreach work in attracting learners from the
Government’s priority groups was an important
finding, especially as it directly supports the LSC’s
strategies for widening participation.
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CASE STUDY
Boost at Kensal Library
The Boost Learning Centre at Kensal Library employs a

dedicated outreach worker to encourage adults with

low basic skills back into learning. A particular emphasis

is placed on adults from migrant, refugee and asylum

seeker communities, as well those with physical

disabilities, specific learning needs, and older learners.

The learning centre has now established strong links

with more than 50 local support organisations,

community and religious centres, which has proved the

best and often only way to reach those most in need of

basic skills teaching and support.The success of this

approach has been to establish workable local learning

partnerships, where support organisations, community

champions, religious leaders and current learners, are all

confident about referring other members of the

community to the centre.This enables the outreach

worker to target and recruit learners from other

priority groups.

A large number of learners (45%) were recruited
through their engagement with a library either
directly, through contact with front-line library
staff (20%), or through library generated publicity
or promotions (14%), including involvement in
national campaigns such as Adult Learners’Week.
An additional 11% of learners had been recruited
through libraries’ involvement in a number of local

regeneration or neighbourhood renewal projects.
15% of respondents reported that they had been

recruited to courses as a result of library events for
families, notably through activities delivered as
part of local SureStart programmes.This was often
the result of the relationships built up between
local library staff and families, especially mothers,
keen to help and support their children’s
educational achievement.

CASE STUDY
First Steps
Barnet Libraries, along with nine other London library

services, established First Steps, a programme of family

literacy activities aimed at helping parents support their

children’s learning, especially when learning to read.The

project was organised in partnership with local primary

schools where literacy skills had been identified as a key

area for development.The schools were responsible for

recruiting parents. Each First Steps session was led by a

qualified literacy tutor, working with local library staff,

to provide parents with a range of skills, strategies,

techniques and activities to support their child’s

reading development. Although improving the basic

skills of parents was not an initial aim of the project, the

fact that a number of parents spoke English as an

additional language, or had low confidence in literacy,

meant that additional ESOL and literacy support was

needed in some sessions. Often this encouraged parents

to consider their own ESOL and literacy needs, and get
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Chart 5: Learner recruitment in libraries Base: All respondents learning in library settings
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advice from the tutor or library staff about local basic

skills provision and the resources available to support

their own learning.

As well as libraries’ provision of learning centres,
which are often externally funded and enable the
employment of dedicated project staff, there is
evidence of the potential of frontline library staff
to recruit adults with low basic skills onto
appropriate courses as part of their traditional
signposting role.The data sampling exercise
carried out in London public libraries during
February and March 2004, revealed that library
staff referred an average of 1,124 adults with basic
or essential skills needs to learning providers each
week.This gives an annual prediction of more than
56,000 referrals each year.

As well as recruiting new learners, libraries are
particularly successful at re-engaging learners who
have had poor previous experiences with
mainstream providers. 39% of respondents
currently learning in libraries had dropped out of
college courses.The largest numbers of these were
ESOL learners (38%).The most common reasons
given for this by respondents were the relatively
large classes, lack of individual support and the
perceived focus on the needs of young people
compared to older adults.This is confirmed by the
fact that 18% of learners had been referred to
learning courses in libraries by colleges and other
mainstream providers, as they were in need of
more individual tuition and support than could be
provided by the college. Again, the majority of
these were ESOL learners.

3.4.2
Retention of learners
Whilst all learners interviewed in this research
were continuing students, evidence from the
Building On Our Skills Together (BOOST) projects
in both Kensal and Roehampton libraries indicate
that libraries are successful at retaining learners.
Their annual statistics for 2003/2004 show an
average retention rate of 71% (68% at Kensal and

73% at Roehampton).The statistics are based on
the number of students completing a 30-hour
learning course.There were various reasons for
learners leaving without completing 30 hours:
moving on to employment (36%) and ill health
(30%) were the main factors. It is interesting to
note that the majority of learners leaving for ill
health reasons expressed a desire to return to
learning at the centre.

WHAT PRACTITIONERS SAY
“They [learners] are nervous to start with but then

they get a real hunger, wanting more time and to go

onto other courses”

“… [a learner of mine] went to college but she wasn’t

happy there, she couldn’t get help. But now she’s so

happy and hasn’t missed a lesson”

In terms of retention, learners were asked why
they continued to regularly attend courses at the
library.The majority of their responses related to
the informal learning environment and the
personal relationship they had built up with the
tutors and library staff.The most important factor,
however, was that the learners felt motivated,
encouraged and considered themselves to be
achieving tangible results and moving steadily
towards their personal goals.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“I used to go to a local college and do maths there

but I gave it up – well there were too many students

and I just couldn’t concentrate. I came here and I can

concentrate on my own with the tutor”

“This is very better than a college, because before I

went to a college and my spelling was not very good

and all the time for two years the tutor was teaching

very fast and I had problems and I said to my

husband ‘I don’t want to go to college’ and he said

yes you must go to learn English but I am not happy

to go there and I came here and my teacher was very

good, very friendly, nice, explain very nicely.All the

time at college I was upset but here it is very, very

good and relaxed”
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3.4.3
Progression
There was strong evidence of the progression of
learners in libraries.This was not always easy to
measure since many learners (72%) were at pre-
entry level and tended not to be enrolled on
accredited courses. Only 35% of respondents were
actually working towards an accredited
qualification in either literacy (17%), numeracy
(3%) or ICT (15%).The majority of these learners
were working at Level 1 and Level 2.

Perhaps the most important indicator of
progression was the increased confidence (88%),
skill development (56%) and motivation to learn
(23%) amongst respondents.This is shown in
Table 9) where learners were asked to rate the
extent to which their course had impacted on
their lives.

The greatest of the listed impacts was to
encourage the learner to get more qualifications.
76% felt that the course had encouraged them a
great deal or a fair amount in this way.This was
followed by a belief that the training had put the
learner in a stronger position to get a job, with
51% of those not in employment identifying this
as an impact of the training. Help with everyday
tasks at home, feeling part of the local community
and helping children with their schoolwork were
also ranked highly by respondents.

WHAT PRACTITIONERS SAY
“[ESOL students] feel they can’t help their kids at

school or talk to their teacher, rather than make a

few mistakes, they’d prefer not to. Now I see them

using different services because they can practice a

few things [I’ve taught them]”

When questioned directly about progression,
93% of learners responded that they felt more
confident about taking a qualification. 65%
reported that they planned to undertake a
qualification after the completion of their existing
course.This was fairly evenly balanced between
literacy (24%) and ICT courses (26%), with 15% of
learners wishing to engage in vocational courses,
most frequently childcare and hairdressing.

The vast majority of the 24% of learners who did
not wish to progress to gain a qualification felt
that they needed to progress onto other courses
at the same level, before they could move on gain
a qualification. In this sense, progression was
horizontal as well as vertical and should be seen as
a measure of success, since research by NIACE
shows that almost a third of adult learners who
continued in learning in this way, then move onto a
higher level or accredited course. (McGivney, 2003).

Significantly, all of the learners who did not wish
to progress onto further training courses (11%)
were either overseas doctors studying for the
international English language test (IELTS) to
enable them to practice medicine in the UK, or
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Table 9: Learners’ ratings of the impact of the course

A great deal A fair amount A little Not at all N/a

Encouraged you to get other qualifications 44% 32% 9% 15% –

Put you in a stronger position to get a job 23% 28% 12% 37% –

Helped you with everyday tasks at home 21% 31% 7% 41% –

Helped you feel part of your local community 14% 21% 15% 50% –

Helped you help your children with school work 14% 15% 4% 11% 56%

Base: All respondents learning in library settings



were learners enrolled on vocational courses at
colleges and referred to the library to enhance
their language or literacy skills.

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“… but then I think you get more confident as you go

along.When I first came here I was really

unconfident and incompetent and then slowly I

relaxed as I took more courses and that’s when I

started to think about qualifications”

Of the respondents who wanted to gain a
qualification, 39% wanted to progress to a more
formal learning provider, such as a college, and
44% wanted to continue learning at the library.
An issue to consider here is that most learning
centres in library do not currently offer accredited
courses; however there does appear to be a
willingness to work towards this.

The more traditional role of libraries in
supporting learning remains important. 87% of
respondents reported that they would continue to
use library facilities to support their learning
whilst enrolled on a course with another provider.
This has implications for the retention and
progression of those learners.

CASE STUDY
London Borough of Sutton
Sutton Library Service is involved in a range of support

services for adult learners enrolled on basic skills

courses with local adult education providers.The library

service works with Sutton College to run two reading

groups for developing readers at Level 1 and Level 2.

They provide advice and guidance on suitable resources,

as well as providing the books for the group and hosting

the sessions, which are led by a qualified tutor.

Within the sector, it appears that there is a more
holistic approach to planning retention and
progression in terms of helping learners to meet
their individual goals. Much of the evidence for
this is necessarily anecdotal and the learning
outcomes and learner progression can be difficult
to measure, particularly where this relates to
increased confidence (mentioned by 88% of
learners as central to their progression).The value
of informal learning is often not acknowledged by
mainstream providers and funding bodies. In this
sense, the publication of the new national learning
framework, Inspiring Learning for All, is valuable, as
it will enable libraries, museums and archives to
measure the impact of learning (including the
more intangible aspects of learning) through a
system of generic learning outcomes, which are
widely recognised and endorsed by national policy
and funding bodies.

Overall, in terms of engagement, retention and
progression, there is evidence that libraries and
museums have an important role to play in
widening participation. Central to this is their
success at encouraging learners to continue in
learning by ensuring that they gain confidence and
a sense that new opportunities exist and really are
for them.

Libraries in particular very successfully operate a
model which could be termed pipelining:
attracting or re-engaging learners, providing
threshold courses to build their skills, confidence
and motivation to learn, and then progressing
them to the most appropriate course available,
whilst continuing to provide them with learning
support if necessary. It is in this way that libraries
could most effectively help achieve the
Government’s targets for national tests in literacy
and numeracy, as well as the targets for wider key
skills development.
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Table 10: Learners’ progression intentions,
with or without qualification

With Without Total

Numeracy 0% 4% 4%

Literacy 24% 3% 27%

ICT 26% 15% 41%

Vocational course 15% 2% 17%

No further courses n/a n/a 11%

Base: All respondents learning in library settings



MAIN FINDINGS
Recruitment, Retention and Progression
• Libraries encourage wider participation in learning

through their outreach work with London’s diverse

communities as well as through their more

established information and signposting role.

Family learning initiatives and events are an

important means of engaging and re-engaging

adult learners for both libraries and museums.

• The flexible learning opportunities offered by

libraries and museums kick starts more alienated

learners and is also attracting higher proportions

of black and minority ethnic learners, increasing

their motivation, confidence and self-esteem. In

turn their word of mouth recommendations are

producing more willing learners than other forms

of recruitment due to the unique and appropriate

nature of the learning package offered.

• Libraries provide accessible learning pathways or

pipelines for adults with low basic skills.They have

a key role to play in providing threshold learning

opportunities to build adult learners’ skills and

confidence, and in supporting and strengthening

learners’ progression to more formal or accredited

courses with mainstream providers.

3.5
Quality
3.5.1
View of learners
Learners were very positive about the training
they received. 50% felt they had learnt a great
deal during the course, and 42% considered they
had learnt a fair amount. No learners felt they had
learnt nothing.The vast majority of learners (78%)
reported that they had learnt more than they
expected, with only 3% reporting they had
learnt less.

There were some interesting differences in the
sub-group responses to the quality of the courses.
Women tended to be more positive in their
opinion of how much they had learnt, with 42% of

women considering they had learnt a great deal
compared to just 25% of men.Those who were
unemployed tended to view the training more
positively, with 34% responding that they had
learnt a great deal, compared to 21% of those in
paid work.Those from the White British ethnic
group (42%) were a little more likely to say that
they had learnt a great deal, compared to 36%
from the non-White ethnic groups. ICT learners
(53%) and numeracy learners (50%) were more
likely to say that they had learnt a great deal
compared to ESOL learners (27%) and literacy
learners (21%).

WHAT LEARNERS SAY
“I feel privileged really – I was lucky I stumbled across

this as a place of learning”

The very small number of learners (4%) who
considered that they had learnt less than expected
were all enrolled on self-directed ICT courses.They
reported that the course had not built on their
existing skills and that they were considering
transferring to a more advanced course.

Learners were asked to identify those factors
that had helped them most during their course.
59% identified the individual tuition and support
they had received from their tutor, with an
additional 31% identifying small classes or tutor
groups as the main benefit.The third largest group
identified the more informal and flexible learning
environment as the most important success factor
for them. (Chart 6).

There is some difference between the factors
selected by learners in libraries, compared to
learners in mainstream settings, such as colleges.
College learners also identified tutor support (67%)
and the learning environment (48%) as the two
most important factors in terms of their success
and the quality of the learning experience.They
were also more likely to identify resources, such as
books and ICT, as a significant success and quality
factor.When prompted, the fact that libraries had
good quality resources was almost taken as given
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by the majority of respondents learning in
libraries, which may explain the lower scores.

The most significant difference between library
learners and other learners was their levels of
satisfaction with the quality of the course and the
factors identified for learning success. 93% of
library learners considered that their learning
provision had all the factors they considered
necessary for learning success, compared to just
72% of learners in other settings.The main factor
for this difference appears to be the lower level of
individual support or tuition and the larger class
sizes, mainly in college settings.

Having said that, all the learners considered the
quality of the teaching to be at a consistently high
standard. 83% thought that the teaching was
excellent or very good.The remaining 17%
thought that the teaching was good or quite good.
There was no real difference between the
responses from library learners and learners in
other mainstream settings here.

The quality of adult basic skills teaching has
been the subject of recent concern with reports
from both OFSTED and the Adult Learning
Inspectorate (ALI) raising serious concerns over
the quality of teaching for adults on literacy and
numeracy courses. Many of these teaching quality
issues are now being addressed through the Skills
for Life strategy, with the requirement that all

adult basic skills teachers now hold, or are actively
working towards, a Level 4 teaching qualification.
Indeed, the main concerns expressed by
mainstream providers about learning provision in
libraries, museums and archives, was that it would
be of a lower quality and would be led by
unqualified teachers. Evidence from this research
shows that this is simply not the case, with library
services either directly employing appropriately
qualified teachers, or working in partnership with
a local college, who provide qualified teachers as
part of their partnership arrangement.There was
also a very positive ethos amongst these teachers
about providing good quality learning
opportunities and the added value that libraries
and museums brought to this provision.

CASE STUDY
Gunnersbury Park Museum
Gunnersbury Park Museum in Hounslow worked with

20 ESOL learners from West London College: most

were recently arrived asylum seekers and refugees from

Iran, Iraq, Somalia and Afghanistan.The students had

already completed one term of literacy and ESOL

classes at the college and became involved in the

London Museum Club project to help develop their

spoken communication skills.The museum devised a

series of role-play activities for the students that

involved the use of costumed actors to present
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Chart 6: Quality and success factors identified by learners Base: All respondents
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information on refugees coming to Britain during the

Victorian era.This was based on the lives of the

Rothschild family, who were Jewish immigrants,

founders of an international banking dynasty, and the

former owners of the nineteenth century historic house

in which the museum is housed. As part of the role-play

sessions, the museum education officer encouraged the

learners to dress up in costume and pretend they were

applying for a position at the historic house.The

education officer skilfully wove in comparisons with

attributes needed for present day employment

opportunities and the skills needed to apply for a job

today to make it relevant to the learners’ lives.

The area where the quality of teaching was most
difficult to measure was in relation to facilitated
learning, where learners were engaged in self-
directed learning courses, especially on-line ICT
courses at more advanced levels, such as ECDL.
Here, several learners expressed concern that
library staff were not able to offer them the
necessary tutorial support, either because of their
lack of time, specialist ICT skills, or knowledge of a
particular on-line course.

In some cases this was the result of a
fundamental confusion about the role of library
staff in supporting learners.This needs to be
clarified so that there is a common understanding
amongst library staff, providers and other partners,
as well as learners.There is consensus that library,
museum and archive staff should not be expected
to take on the role of teacher, but they do have a
role in encouraging, facilitating and supporting
learning.This has important implications for the
training of these staff.

3.5.2
Training
Many library, museum and archives services
have begun to successfully address the issue of
providing appropriate basic skills awareness
training for their staff. In some cases this has
been embedded into their customer care
training. This awareness training is a solid base

on which to build further training. As library,
museum and archive staff become more
actively engaged in learning provision, there is
the potential for some staff to receive further
training in supporting the learning of adults
with basic skills needs. In some library services
this process has already begun.

CASE STUDY
South London LSC
The South London LSC has funded a series of basic skills

awareness training courses for library staff, designed

and delivered by Orpington College. 36 library staff

from several library services attended a 30-hour course

over ten weeks. As a result library staff have begun to

critically examine their own library environments,

procedures and services, and have also started to work

together to improve literacy and ESOL resources.They

are also beginning to work in partnership with their

local colleges to plan support for learners enrolled on

mainstream basic skills courses across South London.

The issue of training is linked to issues of
accreditation at two levels. At the first level,
several library services in London have achieved
accreditation for their information services
through IAG, and are now considering moving to
the Matrix standards. No common benchmarking
system currently exists for the delivery of basic
skills support in libraries, museums and archives,
although the Read On-Write Away basic skills
partnership in Derbyshire has produced a quality
standard in recognition of the part that libraries
play in providing learning opportunities and
environments for adults with basic skills needs.
The standards cover ten key areas, ranging from
awareness training for staff, through to the ability
to successfully signpost learners to mainstream
providers. Following inspection, individual libraries
are able to display a quality standard mark, which
is recognised across the county.

At a second level, for those library services
already delivering learning opportunities for adults
with basic skills needs, there is the potential to
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gain recognition as accredited learning providers
for threshold courses at Entry Level and Level 1.
This provision could be seen as a direct response
to the needs of the large number of adults with
low basic skills re-engaged through libraries and
comfortable with the more informal learning
environment provided there. If this were the case,
consideration would need to be given to the
method of accreditation, possibly through the
London Open College Network (LOCN), and
compliance with the Common Inspection
Framework for adult learning, to ensure the
quality of the learning provided.

CASE STUDY
Richmond Libraries
The initial concepts of this report were shared with

senior managers in Richmond Libraries in order to check

whether their authority would be likely to take up the

agenda if it were common across London. It was

suggested that there could be a sequence of actions

and activities that would cumulate in achieving some

form of accreditation for the service.There was general

agreement and support for the concept. However they

expressed the desire to sort out what form the

accreditation should take, preferring to see it set by an

external agency like the Basic Skills Agency, so that this

could then be the basis for incrementally achieving

progress up a common tiered level of services.

3.5.3
Consistency
Throughout the research process there has been a
sense of willingness to embrace the agenda by
libraries, museums and archives, but also a
realisation that no one agency is able to plan,
design and execute a perfect solution. In terms of
quality provision, common themes have been the
desire to learn from others, the need to pool
resources to maximise the potential of the sector
and deliver a consistent and high quality
programme to adult learners in London.

Early evidence from the Need to Read projects
managed by the North East Museums, Libraries

and Archives Council (NEMLAC) and the Museums,
Libraries and Archives Council – North West (MLA-
NW), demonstrate the benefit of a consistent
regional approach, and particularly the impact of a
strategic regional post to support basic skills
provision and help meet LSC targets.The model
they have adopted includes a regional
development officer to act as an advocate for the
library, museum and archive sector with the basic
skills community.The Development Officer is
responsible for organising regional training
opportunities, the dissemination of good practice
across the sectors, and the regional co-ordination
and promotion of initiatives aimed at improving
adults’ basic skills.The model has been successful
at ensuring a more consistent offer for learners
and has been instrumental in building capacity
and supporting learning and skills development
across the region. It is a model that could easily be
replicated in the London region, with regional
development offers working within the five local
LSC areas, or even pan-London.

MAIN FINDINGS
Quality
• Learners in libraries and museums were positive

about the quality of the teaching and learning

support they received.The individual support,

informal learning environment, and wealth of

available resources to support learning were

identified as the main benefits to learning in

libraries and museums.

• Libraries, museums and archives have been

successful at enriching the adult basic skills

curriculum, by using their collections and venues to

inspire and motivate learners and reinforce the

teaching of mainstream providers.

• Some library, museum and archive staff have

received basic skills awareness training; some

library staff have gained accredited Level 2 learning

support qualifications, and a few have progressed

to accredited Level 4 adult teaching qualifications.

First level or awareness training remains an

important issue for all frontline staff and appears

LONDONERS NEED TO READ 39



most successful when embedded in customer care

training. More formal accredited training should be

provided for those staff supporting or facilitating

learning activities.

• There is scope for all library services to gain

recognition as providers of learning support

services for adults with basic skills needs, and as

accredited providers of threshold basic skills

courses to nationally recognised standards through

the Common Inspection Framework.This would

require a major investment in formal accredited

training for library staff.

3.6
Partnerships
All the libraries and museums involved in
delivering learning opportunities for adults with
basic skills needs were involved in partnerships or
collaborative arrangements, either formally or
informally, at some level.Whilst learners were not
generally aware of these partnership
arrangements, all libraries and museums identified
them as contributing significantly to the success
of their provision. Table 11 shows that the most
common partnerships were with formal adult
learning providers (82%), although some services
were working with community and voluntary
training providers (18%), local learning
partnerships (15%), private companies (6%) and
their local LSC (6%).

There was no single successful partnership
model. Several library services had formal
partnership arrangements with local mainstream
providers, who used libraries’ more informal
learning environment and resources to deliver, or
support the delivery of, basic skills courses. Other
library and museum services had more informal
arrangements with providers, where their role was
to deliver structured activities, such as guided
tours, for specific groups of learners.

The most successful partnerships were those
that had been built up, quite rightly, in response to

learners’ needs, or the need to widen participation
or diversify provision locally. In most cases, initial
contact had been made by the library or museum
service, although there were some examples of
partnerships initiated by mainstream providers.
There was a general sense that there needed to be
more high-level recognition given to the role of
libraries, museums and archives, to ensure that
more mainstream providers recognise their value
and begin to work in partnership with them.The
new regional agency for archives, libraries and
museums, ALM London, will have an important
role in leading this advocacy and in brokering
these partnerships across the capital.

CHIEF LIBRARIAN
“In my view, sustainable and long term

improvements will only be achieved nationally when

there is an expressed DfES or LSC commitment to

acknowledging and formally publicising libraries’

basic skills provision.”

Three London library services had established
learning centres in libraries using external funding
and employing their own qualified tutors. Here the
partnership arrangements were more difficult to
categorise, as the libraries tended to be seen as
learning providers in their own right; however,
there were collaborative working arrangements in
place with other providers, especially in ensuring
learners’ progression to more formal courses. It
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Table11: Formal and informal partnerships

Total

FE, adult and community colleges 82%

Other libraries, museums, archives 26%

Community and voluntary groups 18%

Local learning partnerships 15%

Learning and Skills Councils 6%

Private companies 6%

Base: All library, museum and archive respondents



was in relation to this type of provision that there
were noticeable tensions between library services
and other mainstream providers.

A challenging issue to consider is the fact that
library services are increasingly seen as providing
services in competition with mainstream
providers, which is often a result of a fundamental
misunderstanding of the role of libraries museums
and archives in supporting and delivering basic
skills provision.

26% of libraries and museums were involved in
basic skills partnerships with other libraries and
museums. In the museum sector, small local
museums were often partnered with larger
regional or national museums.There was no
evidence of cross-domain partnerships, although
the London Museum Club project aimed to work
with libraries in its second phase (2004/2005).

CASE STUDY
Church Street UK Online Partnership
The purpose of the Church Street UK Online Partnership

is to develop community based learning provision in the

Church Street ward, within the City of Westminster.

The focus of the project is on promoting and extending

participation in learning and cultural activities, in line

with local needs, particularly by meeting the needs of

black and minority ethnic groups, the unemployed and

women who are street homeless, or in temporary or

insecure accommodation.The Partnership brings

together Westminster City Council’s Education

Department,Westminster Adult Education Service,

Church Street Library, Firststep.com, the Portman

House Trust, and local residents through the Church

Street Neighbourhood Forum.The Partnership has

enabled the library service to develop an ICT learning

centre at Church Street Library, in direct response to

local needs.The centre enhances and extends learning

provision in the area, offering adults opportunities to

develop their skills, confidence and self-esteem, and

enabling them to progress onto courses offered by the

more formal learning providers within the Partnership.

CASE STUDY
Barking and Dagenham
Partnerships are seen as key to the London Borough

of Barking & Dagenham library service’s success in

supporting basic skills provision. One example is the

library service’s partnership with Harmony House,

a dedicated learning centre for refugees and asylum

seekers, established as part of a local convent, where

they have created a small satellite library for learners.

There are also similar partnership arrangements in place

at the Ford car plant in Dagenham, as well as with

Barking College and other vocational training providers.

CASE STUDY
Bow Idea Store
The Idea Store at Bow is often given as an example of

an exciting re-packaging of library and adult learning

services to meet customer needs.This bold, yet

basically simple, concept arose because both adult

education and library services were poorly used.The

radical solution was to house them together in a bright,

modern and well-located facility.The learning space in

Bow Idea Store is used for a range of learning

opportunities provided by Tower Hamlets College,

including basic skills provision.The Idea Store staff

brings together both adult learning and library

specialists, who have complementary skills, and so are

able to better meet the full range of learners’ needs.

MAIN FINDINGS
Partnerships
• Libraries and museums are already involved in a

range of informal and formal partnerships to

support learners with basic skills needs: the

majority of these are with mainstream learning

providers.There is no single successful model.

• It is essential that libraries, museums and archives

build learning partnerships with mainstream

providers if they are to successfully meet the needs

of local adults with poor basic and essential skills.

Within each partnership, there needs to be a clear

understanding of each partner’s strengths and

roles, in order to best meet the needs of learners.
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3.7
Funding and sustainability
Funding was identified as a crucial issue for all
libraries, museums and archives in terms of
their capacity to contribute to developing adult
basic skills.

Whilst all libraries provided a small amount of
core funding as part of their annual stock funds to
purchase basic skills resources, only 14% of
libraries, museums and archives had identified
core funding specifically to support learning
activities for adults with basic skills needs.This
tends to suggest that provision is not well
established and has clear implications for the
sustainability of these learning activities; however,
it does not take into account that the core service
offered by libraries, museums and archives often
actively supports adult basic skills learners.

61% of libraries and museums had received
fixed-term external funding to improve services or
directly deliver learning activities to adults with
basic skills needs.The majority of these were
libraries. Funding was almost entirely short-term
(three years or less) and was provided through a
wide range of funding streams or sources
(Chart 7).The level of funding also varied greatly
from £5,000 to £300,000. A further issue for some
library services was the restrictions placed on
some funding streams, and the onerous
monitoring and reporting requirements that often
went with them. It was clear that the needs of
some adults engaged in threshold basic skills
courses in libraries did not always fit neatly
with the requirements of certain funding streams.
There was a desire for a less formulaic approach to
funding this type of provision, especially if libraries
were to continue to be successful at re-engaging
and progressing adult learners from hard-to-reach
communities.

The wide range of funding sources coupled with
the high level of short-term funding has important
implications for the sustainability of these
services. For many libraries, museums and archives

this means that provision is likely to cause local
agendas and priorities to fluctuate in response to
the availability of funding.This leads to patchy
provision and an inconsistent offer, which fails to
meet learners’ needs.Whilst some authorities have
begun to identify core funding for sustaining
services, often in line with their local Adult
Learning Plan, these are the minority rather than
the rule.This will be an important area for future
action if services are to be successfully sustained.

The most successful funding bids were often
submitted in partnership with other library or
museum services especially where these covered a
local LSC region or targeted a specific community.
This approach enables services to pool resources,
build on strengths, offset risks, and share the
responsibilities and requirements of the funding
process, which should increase sustainability.

Many Chief Librarians highlighted this
partnership approach to funding as the way
forward, stressing the need to work in partnership
within local LSC areas or even pan-London to
secure funding.This fits closely with the planning
and funding priorities of the LSCs, who are
increasingly working together to meet the
learning and skills needs of the London’s diverse
communities.The five London LSCs are
collaborating as a pioneer region to deliver the
Strategic Area Review (StAR), which aims to assess
the quality of learning opportunities and how well
they match the needs of learners, employers and
local communities.They are also working closely
to address the Skills Strategy and wider skills
development issues in the capital, through the
Framework for Regional Employment and Skills
Action (FRESA). Significant funding is attached to
this framework.This is a real opportunity for
libraries, museums and archives to develop and
extend their provision, and to increase their ability
to help meet the Government’s key Skills for Life
and Skills Strategy targets. Again, there is a crucial
role for ALM London in negotiating and helping to
secure funding to develop and sustain services
in this area.
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MAIN FINDINGS
Funding & Sustainability
• Limited core funding is available to libraries,

museums and archives to deliver and support

learning opportunities for adults with basic skills

needs.There is a high level of short-term funding,

which causes concern about the sustainability of

these learning opportunities, as well as the

inconsistency of provision across London.

• There is a need for libraries, museums and archives

to work collaboratively within the London LSC

areas, or pan-London, to secure additional funding

to develop and extend provision to adults with

basic skills needs.The issue of longer-term

sustainability remains crucial.There is some

evidence to suggest that provision can be

successfully mainstreamed and funded through the

local authority’s Adult Learning Plan.
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Chart 7: External funding sources for libraries and museums Base: All library and museum respondents 

No external
funding

39%

Learning &
Skills Council

28%

Dept. for Education & Skills 12%

London Development Agency 6%

UK-Online 3%

Single Regeneration Budget 3%

Neighbourhood Renewal Fund 3%

Adult and Community Learning Fund 3%

Public Service 3%



CONCLUSIONS

The Londoners Need to Read research project set out to assess the current

contribution made by libraries, museums and archives to supporting adults

with basic skills needs across the capital.The research involved face-to-face

interviews, questionnaires, and focus groups with adult learners, basic skills

providers and library, museum and archive staff; leading to in-depth

analyses of good practice and existing partnerships in targeted library,

museum and archive services.

The research provides clear evidence that libraries, museums and

archives already provide important informal learning opportunities for

adults, through a range of lifelong and family learning initiatives, many of

which attract and engage adults with poor basic skills. Many library and

museum services are also working with mainstream providers to support

adult basic skills learners and to enrich their learning experience. In addition,

some libraries provide dedicated learning centres, which offer threshold

basic and essential skills courses to complement existing mainstream

learning provision.The report identifies a range of good practice in all of

these areas, which has the potential to be developed for the benefit of

more Londoners.

There is clear evidence that, from this wide-ranging provision, libraries,

museums and archives are helping to support and deliver the Government’s

key targets for learning and skills development in London.

The learning opportunities they offer help to diversify learning provision.

More than 1500 adult learners who want to improve their basic or essential

skills are currently enrolled on courses in London’s libraries.The evidence

shows that libraries are successful at providing the individual support and

tuition necessary to help more adults get a job or qualification, help their

children to learn, or become more involved in their local community.

Learners value this unique provision, which gives them real choices about

their learning and offers them the flexibility they need.

Libraries, museums and archives can help to widen participation in

learning, especially amongst London’s more hard-to-reach communities.

Libraries have also been particularly successful at recruiting and re-engaging

adult learners through their outreach work with local communities. Existing

library users, who had not previously considered returning to learning have

also been recruited to courses.The evidence shows that learners particularly

value the informal learning environments that libraries, museums and

archives provide, and respond well to the knowledge, support, helpfulness

and encouragement of the local staff, many of whom have received

additional training in supporting adult learners.
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The learning opportunities that libraries and museums provide also help to

strengthen progression.The threshold courses and support they provide are

successful at raising learners’ confidence and aspirations, improving their

attitude to learning, developing their skills, and encouraging them to progress

on to courses with mainstream providers and gain qualifications.

There is a clear commitment from the sector to developing this work, as well

as a clear political will for this to happen. Libraries, in particular, are involved

in, or are developing, local learning partnerships with mainstream providers,

with some beginning to explore their potential as complementary providers

of accredited learning.The fact remains, however, that much of this provision

is subject to short-term funding, and there is a real danger that it will not be

sustainable in the longer-term. Evidence suggests that the way forward is for

libraries, museums and archives to work together to build local learning

partnerships with mainstream providers to secure funding to develop services

for adults with basic skills needs.There is a commitment from the LSC, as part

of its widening participation agenda, to develop capacity in new providers

where there are gaps in provision, and where there is evidence that a new

approach is required.This report identifies that there are gaps in provision,

especially for threshold learners who need additional support to progress to

higher level or accredited courses with mainstream providers. Libraries,

museums and archives can help to plug this gap, and have developed a range

of new and successful approaches and services that really do work for

learners.The priority now must be to firmly embed these services within

mainstream provision to ensure a consistent offer for learners across London.
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1
Within the next year, libraries, museums and archives should seek to establish

a base level of commitment to the basic skills agenda by:

• The head of the service demonstrating their commitment to the Skills for

Life agenda to their staff, whilst also endeavouring to include their service in

appropriate corporate plans or strategies.

• Embedding support for adults with basic skills needs in the core service and

reinforcing this by including basic skills awareness and support in general

induction or customer care training for all staff.

• Identifying a post-holder to act as a focal point to coordinate skills for

life services 

• Improving accessibility for adults with basic skills needs, for example by

reviewing membership procedures and wider issues such as the

arrangement of stock and collections.

2
Having established a base level of commitment it is recommended that the

sector should:

• Establish a range of staff training opportunities, ranging from basic skills

awareness through to accredited training, and these should be of a

consistent standard across London.

• Allocate resources to purchase appropriate, high quality materials.

• Present collections and materials in the most accessible way.

• Establish formal links with mainstream basic skills providers and tutors in

order to discuss ways of working together more effectively.

• Establish a programme of introductory visits or tours for learners.

3
It would be desirable for this process to follow a standard set of guidelines that

lead to accreditation by an appropriate national body. A tiered approach to

accreditation would be more sustainable and more understandable for learners.

4
Learning centres based in libraries should build on their strengths, having

established the groundwork, and work towards being seen as part of their

borough’s overall basic skills strategy. Other library services, preferably

working together, should look at the feasibility of establishing additional

learning centres using the existing models as exemplars.

RECOMMENDATIONS
for libraries, museums, archives and
the regional agency – ALM London
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5
ALM London should act as a broker to actively encourage the sector to

develop some common procedures and products pan-London as this will be

speedier, cost-effective and more beneficial for learners.This could include

stock assessment and selection shared across London, as well as a consistent

and understandable approach to core products and promotions.

6
ALM London should investigate the feasibility of securing funding for two

sets of key workers that could operate across each of the LSC areas:

• Development workers to act as catalysts for spreading good practice,

brokering partnerships, addressing training needs, and developing high

quality and consistent programmes and packages for learners.

• Outreach workers to support this work by recruiting new learners and

signposting them to the most appropriate learning provider.

7
ALM London should continue to communicate to the LSCs and other bodies,

the willingness of libraries, museums and archives to support the basic skills

agenda and, with them, establish a shared vision of the most appropriate

partnership models with colleges and other learning and skills providers.
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1
The unique roles that libraries, museums and archives are playing in attracting

and preparing some of the hardest-to-reach learners should be acknowledged

and strategies developed in order to maximise this significant potential.The

key successes of the learning centres in libraries are particularly noteworthy.

2
London’s library, museum and archive services would benefit from receiving

clear and common expectations of how they can support the basic skills

agenda and a shared LSC vision across London.

3
LSCs should communicate their vision to mainstream providers in order to

ensure that they appreciate the benefits they can expect from working in

partnership with libraries, museums and archives.

4
The training courses that are being run for library, museum and archive staff

need to be evaluated and a consistent programme developed across London,

together with the opportunity for some of those staff to progress to

accredited training to support learners.

5
Funding should be more strategically allocated.Thought should be given to

supporting projects across wider areas, involving different sectors, and to

further supporting these initiatives through dedicated development and

outreach workers. Longer-term funding is needed.

6
This research project is one of many undertaken in the field and has come to

very similar conclusions.This would indicate that now is the time to put into

wider practice those initiatives that are proven to be delivering the right

package for learners.

7
National agencies should give a clear view about their expectations of

libraries, museums and archives.The sector would find it beneficial to have

national guidelines to follow in their incremental adoption of services for

adults with basic skills needs. Ideally, this would lead to a tiered accreditation

system, which would be beneficial to learners.
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Appendices
The full text of the following appendices can be
viewed in the Resources section of the ALM
London website at www.almlondon.org.uk.

Appendix A
London Chief Librarians’ Questionnaire
In June 2003 a questionnaire was circulated to the
33 Chief Librarians in London to gather baseline
information on the range of library services
offered to support adult basic skills learners.The
eight questions sought information on topics such
as funding for basic skills initiatives, outreach, staff
training and partnership arrangements.

Appendix B
Learner Interviews
Between November 2003 and February 2004
face-to-face interviews were carried out with
adult learners enrolled on basic skills courses in
libraries using an interview questionnaire.The 38
questions sought information on topics such as
course type, learner recruitment, motivation and
progression, as well as demographic information
about the learners.

Appendix C
Learner Questionnaires
In January 2004 a questionnaire was circulated to
1000 adult learners enrolled on Entry Level, Level
1 and Level 2 basic skills courses at further
education colleges, adult education institutions
and other community learning providers in
London.The questionnaires were designed for self-
completion.The 27 questions sought information
on topics such as course type, learner recruitment,
motivation, progression, as well as learners’
attitudes towards libraries, museums and archives.

Appendix D
Learner Focus Groups
In January and February 2004 focus groups were
held with basic skills learners at three library-
based learning centres.The 90-minute sessions

explored learners’ recruitment, motivation,
progression and their attitudes towards libraries,
museums and archives through facilitated
discussion and group exercises.

Appendix E
Practitioner Focus Groups
Between October 2003 and February 2004 focus
groups were held with library, museum and
archive staff.The 90-minute sessions explored
practitioners’ attitude and commitment to basic
skills, the range of learning services currently
provided, and the feasibility of developing and
integrating support for adults with basic skills
needs into future provision.

Appendix F
Data Sampling
In February 2004 standard data collection forms
were sent to all 395 public libraries in London to
gather information on the support provided to
adults with basic skills needs in five key areas:
basic library procedures; use of ICT services;
locating library materials; using library materials;
and signposting or referral to adult basic skills
courses. Detailed guidance notes were provided.

Appendix G
London Chief Librarians’ Feedback
At their Annual Conference in March 2004 the
London Chief Librarians were given a brief
presentation detailing the project and its progress.
The opportunity was also taken to present the
view that there needs to be more of a consistent
approach to the provision of basic skills services
across London’s libraries. In order to explore this
concept the analogy of building up a football team
was presented. Delegates were invited to
comment on these ideas and rate the importance
of each of the “players” with the results being
collated.
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