
MINUTES OF MEETING 
CROSS PARTY GROUP ON ADULT LEARNING 
 
Tuesday 29 September 2015 
 
Committee Room 6, The Scottish Parliament 

 
MSPs in attendance: Jean Urquhart and Alison Johnstone  
 
Agenda items 
 
1. Welcome 
 
Jean Urquhart, MSP welcomed attendees and our overseas visitors to the seventh Cross 
Party Group meeting.    
 
2. Minutes of last meeting 
 
The minutes of the previous meeting were agreed. 
 
3. Introduction  
 
Jean invited Professor Ian Martin, Emeritus Reader in Education, University of Edinburgh 
to present his paper ‘What is lifelong learning for: earning, yawning or yearning?’  
 
Ian delivered a thought provoking paper on adult learning for democracy (attached), 
offering another way of thinking about the critical issues facing adult learning. In his 
introduction he painted a picture of adult learning, where he proposed that it had just 
escaped a near death experience.  However, he suggested that it was not safe yet and he 
offered another way of thinking about the critical issues facing adult learning to help focus 
the group discussion. 
 
4. “Adult Learning and Democracy” Presentation 

 
Pat Brechin presented the work of the Edinburgh Active Citizenship Group, with members 
from voluntary organisations, Edinburgh City Council’s Community Learning and 
Development and the University of Edinburgh.  Topics for the group included G8, Iraq, 
Fracking, Modern Day Slavery (the group’s papers attached provide a flavour of what they 
have been working on). 
 
Tom Berney informed the group that the University of the 3rd age, which is run entirely by 
older people works in a similar way nationally.  Tom added that 45% of the voluntary work 
undertaken in Scotland is by people aged 45+.  He suggested that current thinking 
appears to assume that education for adults is only about employment and doesn’t include 
volunteering, citizenship or learning for community purposes.. 
 
Rob Mark congratulated the speakers on their input and suggested that we needed to 
spend some time focusing on how to convince politicians that we need strong political 
commitment to adult learning as well as additional financial resources, for an area of policy 
that hasn’t benefitted from new money in the past.   



Graham MacLellan added that the discussion today chimed with many of the recent 
conferences and debate forums on adult learning where concerns were raised about the 
short term and narrowing focus of adult learning provision.  The forums have raised issues 
centering on the nature of short term funded projects being outcome driven and largely 
supporting the policy of the organisation running the programme rather than supporting 
adults to develop and unlock their potential. 
 
5. Open Discussion and Action Planning 
Discussion groups were asked to consider ‘What should we do to get political support for 
adult learning in democracy?’ 
 
Key Points: 
 
1. We need to engage with politicians on the subject of adult learning for democracy, 

because there are a broad range of agencies working in this field to address the issue 
with different target groups.  
 

2. Government at all levels both local and national are focused on measurement – 
perhaps we should offer a mechanism and focus for increasing participation in 
democratic processes through an adult learning project that raises critical 
consciousness. 

 
3. There are still many underlying issues facing adult learning organisations none more so 

than funding, democratic engagement could be a way to support adults to achieve their 
objectives. 

 
4. The Scottish Older People’s Assembly representative said that they had a real issue 

getting MSP’s to attend their events even when they are held in the parliament. Many 
want to help but cannot attend meetings as there are other more pressing issues to be 
dealt with but that we need to keep trying. 

 
6. Any other Business 
The group discussed how we get the government to listen and came up with a few 
suggestions?  Alison Johnstone, MSP felt that there was so much more that adults could 
be doing, including being noisier.  She cited the success of higher education and 
illustrated examples of how they achieved their ultimate aim by being noisy, articulate and 
by being seen at the Parliament.  She highlighted the benefits of adult learning as being 
therapeutic and life changing and has seen results of constituents who have praised the 
work of adult learning providers, and changed their lives through their involvement. 
 
Alison advised the group to keep campaigning, write to the politicians by email, put 
questions to parliament and work at a local level to raise awareness and encourage the 
reallocation of budgets to support adult learning. 
 
There was agreement that we need to make better links between education and health as  
statistics have proven that learning keeps older people active and included, supports 
young parents in raising healthy families provides adults with mental health issues 
alternatives to therapy saving millions of public finances.  A member of the group offered 
one example where the cost of care to the local health board was between £45,000 - 



£50,000 for an 8-10 week stay for one person in hospital whereas the preventative adult 
learning programme might cost less than £2,500 for a group of ten adults. 
 
The group asked what was happening with the Statement of Ambition as it had initially 
looked promising and seemed to suggest that adult learning was finally beginning to be 
recognized as a key policy objective, but there appeared to be a hiatus since the launch.  
Jean suggested that we invite the Scottish Government to make a presentation to a future 
meeting. 
 
7. Date of next meeting 
 
The next meeting will take place on 27 January time to be confirmed. 
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