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The Role of Liberal Adult Education in the UK: 
A Pillar of Democracy
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December 2024. Please see the companion article ‘The Addendum’ for comment.

The Broad Path to Technocracy

'The value of adult education is not solely to be measured by direct increases in earning power or 
productive capacity, but by the quality of life it inspires in the individual and generates for the 
community at large. It is an agent changing and improving our society; but for each individual the 
means of change may differ and each must develop in his own way, at his own level and through 
his own talents.'

Preface to 'The Russel Report’ (HMG, 1973)

“The pathetic superstition prevails that by knowing more and more facts one arrives at knowledge 
of reality. Hundreds of scattered and unrelated facts are dumped into the heads of students; their 
time and energy are taken up by learning more and more facts so that there is little left for 
thinking. To be sure, thinking without a knowledge of facts remains empty and fictitious; but 
‘information’ alone can be just as much of an obstacle to thinking as the lack of it.”

Erich Fromm (Die Angst vor der Freiheit 1941)

“Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration of the younger 
generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity or it becomes the 
practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality 
and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world.”

Paulo Freire (Pedagogia do Oprimido, 1968)

Education for a better World
Democracy cannot succeed unless those who express their choice are prepared to choose wisely. 
The real safeguard of democracy, therefore, is education.  

(Franklin Delano Roosevelt, September 27, 1938)

"A democracy requires an educated citizenry that can think critically, evaluate information, and 
participate in civic life." 

(Barack Obama, 2016) 

"Education empowers individuals to make informed decisions and engage meaningfully in 
democratic processes." 

(Malala Yousafzai, 2018) 
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 "An educated society is the backbone of a functioning democracy, where citizens understand their 
rights and responsibilities." 

(Angela Merkel, 2017)

"Quality education equips citizens with the tools to participate fully in democratic governance." 

(Ban Ki-Moon, 2015) 

Liberal adult education has long been a crucial element in the UK’s educational landscape, playing 
a significant role in shaping society. Emerging from the industrial and social upheavals of the 19th 
century, it has become a tool for personal empowerment, community building, and broader social 
progress. This essay explores the historical development of liberal adult education in the UK and 
argues that its influence extends far beyond individual benefits; it strengthens democratic 
engagement, enhances economic prosperity, and fosters an inclusive society. 

Historical Context of Liberal Adult Education in the UK
The origins of adult education in the UK can be traced back to the 19th century, an era marked by 
rapid industrialisation. The rise of factory work shifted traditional skill sets, leading to a demand for 
education among the working classes.

The Industrial Revolution catalysed significant social and economic changes, including the creation 
of new labour forces that required better educational opportunities. Self-education societies, such 
as Mechanics' Institutes founded in the 1820s, provided working men with access to knowledge 
through lectures and libraries. These institutes laid the groundwork for modern adult education by 
fostering intellectual curiosity and practical skills in trades and technology.

In 1903, Albert Mansbridge established the Workers' Educational Association (WEA), a pivotal 
development in adult education. The WEA aimed to provide liberal education to working adults, 
equipping them with the skills needed not just for employment but for thoughtful participation in 
civic life. Mansbridge famously noted, “The task of adult education is to enable the individual to 
come to terms with the complexity of modern life,” emphasising that the purpose of education was 
beyond economic utility; it was a cornerstone of democratic society.
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20th Century Developments and Legislative Support
The 20th century saw substantial advancements in the reach of adult education. The Education Act 
1944, also known as the Butler Act, mandated that local education authorities include adult 
education in their remit, marking a significant acknowledgment of its importance. Institutions like 
Ruskin College in Oxford provided intensive programs that encouraged working-class people to 
pursue leadership roles and contribute to public life. This period was also characterised by a 
growing emphasis on social justice and equality, facilitated by access to educational opportunities.

The Role of Adult Education in Supporting Democracy
The impact of adult education on democracy is profound. It provides individuals with the 
knowledge and critical thinking skills necessary to engage in democratic processes and make 
informed decisions. 

Liberal adult education programs have a long history of fostering civic engagement by equipping 
learners with the tools to understand political systems, articulate their views, and participate 
meaningfully in society. Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy (1957) underscores that “the 
engagement of working people with the ideas and culture that inform their world remains 
essential for a functioning democracy.” This assertion highlights the importance of accessible 
education in maintaining an informed electorate that can hold leaders accountable and advocate 
for change.

Community-based adult education initiatives have empowered local movements and promoted 
grass-roots activism. For instance, adult learning programs have supported the rise of local leaders 
who use their knowledge to address community-specific issues such as housing, healthcare, and 
social services. This direct engagement strengthens the foundations of democracy by ensuring that 
power is not centralised but distributed across informed and active citizens.

Economic Benefits of Adult Education
Adult education not only strengthens democratic values but also contributes significantly to 
economic wellbeing. It supports lifelong learning, which in turn helps adapt the workforce to the 
evolving needs of the economy.

The connection between adult education and economic growth is well-documented. Studies 
conducted by the Department for Education show that adults who participate in lifelong learning 
programs report higher employment rates and increased earnings. Upskilling initiatives allow 
individuals to adapt to changes brought about by technological advancements, making them more 
resilient in the face of job market fluctuations.

In response to economic shifts, such as the decline of traditional industries in the late 20th century, 
adult education programs have been essential in retraining workers. Community colleges and 
vocational programs have played a key role in equipping individuals with new skills, enabling them 
to transition into emerging sectors such as information technology and renewable energy. This 
adaptability ensures that the UK’s workforce remains competitive on the global stage.
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A notable example is the proliferation of digital literacy programs, which have been vital in 
preparing older adults and mid-career professionals for the demands of the modern workplace. 
Reports from the Workers’ Educational Association indicate that participants in digital skills courses 
often experience increased employability and career progression.

Fostering an Inclusive Society through Adult Education
Adult education is uniquely positioned to promote social inclusion by reaching marginalised and 
underserved communities. It bridges gaps in formal education, enabling those who may not have 
had access to traditional schooling to gain knowledge and skills.

Lyn Tett's research emphasises that “education contributes to social integration by enabling 
individuals to understand and navigate their social world.” (2010) Adult education programs 
tailored for marginalised groups, such as immigrants, low-income families, and people with 
disabilities, help reduce inequality and promote inclusivity. By providing pathways for personal and 
professional development, adult education fosters a sense of belonging and participation in 
society.

One of the most impactful forms of adult education has been English for Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL) programs. These initiatives equip immigrants with the language skills necessary 
for day-to-day interactions and access to the job market, enhancing their ability to integrate and 
contribute to society. The success of these programs is evident in the stories of participants who 
have gone on to secure stable employment, contribute to local communities, and engage in civic 
life.

Challenges and the Future of Adult Education in the UK
Despite its significant benefits, adult education faces numerous challenges. These include funding 
cuts, limited access in rural areas, and the perception of adult education as a secondary priority 
compared to traditional schooling.

Funding has been a persistent issue for adult education. Over the past two decades, budget cuts 
have reduced the scope and availability of programs, affecting both learners and educators. To 
address this, policy changes must prioritise adult education funding, ensuring it remains accessible 
and well-resourced.

Accessibility and Inclusivity
Another challenge is ensuring that adult education reaches all segments of the population. Rural 
areas, in particular, often lack adequate resources and infrastructure to support comprehensive 
adult education programs. Expanding online learning platforms and creating partnerships with 
local organisations could help bridge this gap.
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Policy Recommendations for Sustainability
1. To secure the future of adult education, policymakers should prioritise a multifaceted 

approach:

2. Increased Funding: Reinstate or increase funding for adult education programs to expand 
their reach.

3. Partnerships with Employers: Foster collaborations between educational institutions and 
businesses to create relevant training programs.

4. Promotion of Lifelong Learning: Public awareness campaigns should emphasise the value of 
continuous learning for both personal growth and societal benefit.

Conclusion
The history of liberal adult education in the UK reflects its profound influence on the country’s 
social, political, and economic landscape. From empowering the working class through the 
Workers' Educational Association to supporting contemporary upskilling initiatives, adult education 
has proven to be a vital instrument for fostering democracy, economic growth, and social inclusion. 
To ensure that this legacy continues, it is imperative to address current challenges and adopt 
policies that reinforce the importance of lifelong learning. By doing so, the UK can sustain a society 
that values informed citizens, resilient workers, and inclusive communities.
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