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•  Community-based lifelong learning is central to achieving the Big Society agenda across many 
policy areas, particularly for citizens most excluded from the mainstream 

•  Effective community-based learning can prevent many social ills by enabling communities to tackle 
problems together and by creating pathways to more formal learning opportunities, and in so doing 
makes better use of these resources

•  Learning for social action enables people to take part in their community, create opportunities and 
solve problems together to make a positive difference. 

Members of Democracy Matters have extensive experience and skills in facilitating formal and infor-
mal learning to develop neighbourhood groups and strengthen local communities across the country. 
We need to work together to build on this.

What the members of Democracy Matters o�er

1.  Community-based lifelong learning is central to achieving the vision of a Big Society and social 
action. It makes a direct contribution to many policy areas, particularly health, family stability, 
community safety, social cohesion, employment, economic development, digital inclusion, innova-
tion in public services and enabling people to take responsibility. 

2.  Community-based learning is particularly important for people with little formal education who are 
detached or excluded from the mainstream, enabling them to build confidence, skills, knowledge & 
relationships to develop themselves, overcome challenges and take an active part in society. These 
groups can be reached more effectively through community-based informal learning, which starts 
from where people are and the issues they face, in their own terms.

3.  Investment in community-based learning can prevent many social ills by mobilising people at the 
grassroots to address problems in their own community through social action, as well as by offering 
pathways to employment, Further Education and other more formal learning opportunities. 

4. We particularly want to highlight the benefits of developing people’s abilities and confidence for 
social action through practical political education.  This often takes place through informal learning, 
as part of community development or civic action, but also includes more structured and accred-
ited courses.

5.  Members of Democracy Matters have a lot of materials, skills and provision which is often below the 
radar of formal education, but makes a big contribution to learning and civic involvement at a local 
level, involving more people than formal education.

6. This provision may be described as a spectrum from informal learning by doing through to univer-
sity accredited courses (case studies are available on these):

a) informal learning through social action (bassac, Community Matters, Civic 
Voice)

b) community development learning (Federation  of Community Development 
Learning, Community Development Exchange, Community Development Foun-
dation, NAVCA)

c) empowerment, participation, community organising and community-led 
planning (ACRE, Involve, Novas Scarman, Participatory Budgeting, Young Foun-
dation)



d) community leadership training (Community Sector Coalition, NCVO) 
e) learning for citizenship (Citizenship Foundation, Take Part Network, Educa-

tional Centres Association, NIACE, WEA, Unlock Democracy)
f ) campaign training and support (Sheila McKechnie Foundation, NCVO, Novas 

Scarman, CAB) 
g) training and support for civic roles, such as governors, magistrates, councillors 

etc (NALC, NAVCA, Parliamentary Outreach, WEA)

Many members of Democracy Matters o�er provision across this spectrum. 

This kind of provision is vitally important for a healthy democracy and civil society, as shown by chase studies 
available from us. However, these bene�ts are still not widely recognised and provision is limited. It is therefore 
instructive to consider parallels with provision for adult literacy and business support. 

Thirty years ago most adult literacy courses were run by charities and volunteers. Although millions of people 
needed help, they were often reluctant to come forward. This voluntary movement and the Russell Committee 
led to national promotion by television programmes like On the Move and local agencies supported by funders 
such as ALBSU increased both demand and provision, which was supported by successive governments, so that 
provision for basic skills is now available through almost every college and adult education service as well as 
voluntary and community providers.

Similarly, training and support for business development used to be available only from private providers. Now 
possible to �nd free or low-cost courses and support to start a business almost everywhere, through Business 
Link, colleges and third sector providers. 

How the Department can encourage learning for democracy

The Department can help in three ways: 
i)  encourage learning providers to make provision for social action and practical politics: 

•   universities, colleges and local authorities could make their intellectual and physical resources 
available to citizens who want to engage in public issues

•  their internal arrangements can promote the active voice of learners 

•   work with other Departments (Health, DCLG, O�ce for Civil Society, DWP, DCMS and Justice) 
and local service providers on learning for social action and advocacy

The Minister is welcome to speak at events organised by members of Democracy Matters. 

ii)   encourage local authorities, other public services, learning providers and civil society organisations to 
work together to create and promote learning for social action: 

•  through independent local democracy hubs or social action networks 

•  work with us on a community-based guide to practical political education

•  through a “Citizens Action” web link to advice and support on the BIS website, alongside that 
for business advice and support services (www.businesslink.gov.uk/)

iii)  build on existing provision to strengthen tutor training, knowledge sharing and professional develop-
ment: 

•  Our members can help to develop 5,000 community organisers in the Coalition Programme for 
Government 

•  Include community groups and learning providers in spending review discussions

We will continue to reach out and respond to the needs local communities and work with all public 
services and local authorities to strengthen learning for social action. 



Future development

We are working with a wide range of partners on a series of events to support learning for practical politics and 
social action, including:
 
1 October, York Guild Hall: People Power: learning for democracy and social action 
9 November, House of Commons, Democracy Matters forum with Oliver Letwin
6 Dec (provisional) Westminster Central Hall
March 2011, Manchester (TBC)
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