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ESA Discussion Paper
1.0	Background
This paper follows from an initial Literature review published in July 2024 on Community Learning and Development (CLD) delivered within Scotland and internationally, which formed part of the evidence base collected as part of the Independent Review of CLD, led by Kate Still and subsequent engagement with the CLD workforce on the role of CLD in the Curriculum Improvement Cycle (CIC).  Education Scotland has a changing role as part of Education Reform and carried out engagement sessions in 2025 which led to the publication of a discussion paper of the findings. One of the key questions was focused  on CLD’s contributions to the CIC and this paper will build on international evidence .
The aim of the paper is to reflect on how closer synergy between the Curriculum Improvement Cycle and CLD practice might improve outcomes for learners of all ages. This will be achieved through exploring examples of national and international practice and the impact on their OECD Adult Skills Audit standing. 
There are a variety of potential audiences for this work. Those exploring how to realise a range of national, social and learning ambitions, could benefit from the insight into the potential of CLD as a strong contributory force. These include, strategic leadership teams, national and international policy bodies including all levels of government, operational management teams, sector specialists , researchers, Further and Higher Educationalists and practitioners. 
As part of a pilot programme in 2025, Education Scotland employed the services of an Associate to assist in the research and development of this paper. The programme aims to enhance the capacity and diversity of perspective by utilising senior professionals currently practicing in the field to contribute to national development work. Working together with Education Scotland staff, associates provide a unique, current practice insight to help inform national understanding and developments.

1.1	Selection of territories examined and limitations
The focus areas of Finland, Canada, Estonia and Wales were selected as relevant comparator territories.
Reflection and review of preceding studies outlined a wide range of potential comparator territories. This broad list was narrowed down using a number of criteria. This included, their similarities to the Scottish context, their approach, high participation rates in what would be termed CLD activity in a Scottish Context, their positioning within the OECD Adult Skills Audit Report and the availability of recent data sources pertaining to the criteria. 
1.1.1	Differences in practice
Whilst national and international areas of focus were previously identified as relevant due to their similarities with the Scottish context or their high participation rates in Community education it should be noted that there are discrepancies on how CLD practice operates, is resourced, structured and placed within each territory. The terminology used for the practice can also differ from region to region. All of this can impact on the availability and sourcing of relevant data sets.
1.1.2	Measuring Impact
For the purposes of comparison of impact, the OECD Audit of Adult Skills 2023 has been utilised as an indicator. 
It is important to note that whilst curricular models have been examined, wider educational strategies and legislative models have also helped inform this piece to gain an understanding of international practice. 

1.2	Curriculum Improvement Cycle - Context
Following the recommendations contained within the 2021 OECD Review of Scottish Education which recognised the strengths of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE), and made a range of suggestions to ensure that this strength would persist into the future, the Curriculum Improvement Cycle commenced in April 2024. Its purpose:
“... to ensure that the curriculum remains fit for purpose, reflects contemporary learner needs, and can be effectively delivered in ways to ensure that all learners in Scotland have high quality curricular-linked learning experiences.”(Glow CIC Blog)
While the statement reflects aspirations for all learners, the main focus will be on the formal education provision for 3-18yr olds. This leaves  reflection of where does, could or should CLD practice and provision have improved synergy with the curriculum to improve outcomes given that CLD covers learners of all ages and does not stop at age 18?

1.3	CLD Context 
1.3.1	Concept of Curriculum within CLD
“Community Learning and Development (CLD) in Scotland refers to a distinct educational based approach to lifelong learning that aims to empower individuals and communities to participate actively in, and shape their own, learning and development.” A Guide to Community Learning and Development in Scotland (2025)
This definition from the CLD Standards Council Scotland reflects the inclusivity and collaborative ethos of CLD practice but also its self determinist values, which support learners to take a lead role in deciding their learning journey. The person-centred approach in practice can lead to, the concept of a underlying formal curriculum being contentious amongst some professionals. How can you truly embody self determinism if you are working to an established curriculum?
Arguably though there have been elements of curriculums embedded across the sector for a number of years (e.g. Duke of Edinburgh, Health Inequalities in the Community HIIC,Adult Literacies Curriculum Framework,  ESOL Strategy for Scotland 2007). Would, therefore an overarching but flexible structure that synergized with formal educational provision have increased benefits for both participants and the standing of the profession? Is it possible to synergize the principles of the curriculum with a model for community learning and development that does not dilute the values that lie at the heart of the profession? 
In early 2025, Education Scotland (ES) undertook exploratory sessions as part of a wider programme of education reform. These sessions examined how Education Scotland should best support the Community Learning and Development (CLD) sector in the future. The exploratory process included engagement sessions with senior stakeholders from across all aspects of the sector including Local Authorities, the Third Sector and Further Education. 
In addition to a number of asks of a reformed Education Scotland in relation to professional development, CLD stakeholders indicated that the contribution and support of CLD to the CIC should be recognised, with a commitment to lifelong learning being retained at a national level. Stakeholders also had a desire to explore a sector wide CLD Framework as well as the potential to strengthen the synergies between the CIC and national priorities for lifelong learning.
Stakeholders also had a strong desire for an ongoing, continued engagement, ensuring participant and practitioners’ involvement in the design and development of future work. Communication was key, with clear aims to deliver realistic and tangible actions that avoided tokenism of overpromising.
In all, despite concerns, there was a clear appetite to further explore and engage with the possibilities that could emerge from strengthened synergy with the CIC process and workstreams. 

1.3.2	Impacts of CLD
As well as the CLD professional value base, it is important to recognise and consider the intended impact of the profession, which extends well beyond a neoliberal ethos that learning is of value only where it impacts on the skills and development of the individual for employability and economic purposes. The Community Learning and Development in Scotland and internationally: literature review cites significant evidence of the beneficial impact of CLD activity in terms of the personal and social, health and wellbeing, and educational and economic outcomes of participation. This holistic reflection of community learning and development activities’ ability to positively impact on all aspects of an individual’s life, embodies the professional values as championed by the CLD Standards Council for Scotland.

2.0	International Examples
Internationally there are varying examples of how formal education models have been aligned or synergised with wider informal and community based learning provision to strengthen outcomes for young people, adults and families.  
2.1	Finland – National Literacy Strategy
Topping the OECD Adult Skills Audit 2023 table, the report cites Finland as one of only two countries covered by the study whose national average literacy proficiency has improved in the past decade. This success is set in the context of a national culture of learning and continuous improvement. 
Contributing to this success, The National Literacy Strategy for Finland (2021) aims to be fully implemented by 2030. The strategy provides a holistic approach to embedding literacy learning across the nation, recognising the benefits of “a strong, diverse and inclusive reading culture which reinforces the success of Finland and the good life of its citizens.”
The strategy defines literacy as a foundation of a safe, functioning, democratic and equal society. As such the programme spans all age groups, with subprogrammes focussing on Early Childhood and Care, School and Municipality at local, regional and national levels. The strategy takes cognisance of the differing and developing literacy needs at different life stages seeking to embed what it defines as ‘multiliteracy’. Multiliteracy encompasses a broad definition of text which in addition to the written word includes, sounds, graphics, dialects and the array of ways language is utilised in modern society, including ICT. 
The strategy recognises the changing environment and its potential impact on literacy levels and confidence. 
The strategy is underpinned by three guidelines with clear measures to be implemented at all levels by 2030: creating and strengthening structures for literacy work, Strengthening multiliteracy competence,  and encouraging reading and diversifying literacy.
Key Features – 
· Its whole society and lifelong  commitment.
· Systematic approach with local, regional and national levelling.
· Focusses on continuous development to meet the evolving needs of learners
· Values the holistic impacts of strengthened literacy across all aspects of an individual’s life and well being not purely economic factors.
· Sits within a context of a national approach to lifelong learning

2.2	Estonia – Adult Education Act
Positioned within the top 20% of countries within the OECD Adult Skills Audit, Estonia has had an Adult Education Act in place since 1993, which was updated in 2025 and forms part of its Education Strategy 2021-2035
The act writes the right of adults to develop their skills and knowledge continuously into law. It places responsibilities of employers to support learners through a portion of paid study leave. It also mandates local and state governments to organise the coordination of adult training and learning to ensure its accessibility to all adults. 
Again a strong driver for the implementation of the act is the upskilling of the adult population for economic and employability reasons. In 2025 the Act was amended to include micro-qualifications and credentials. These help increase the flexibility of the learning package. Funding for 26,000 participants across 1,500 vocational training courses has also been implemented in 2025-26. 
Key Features
· Learning opportunities are funded. New limits have been placed on adults who have previously completed study at the same level. These learners now have to self fund except under certain criteria.
· Whilst supporting a national learning culture it appears to favour learning for vocational/ economic reasons

2.3	Canada – British Columbia Adult Education Diploma (Adult Dogwood Diploma)
In the top third of countries represented in the OECD Adult Skills Audit, Canada delegates responsibility for education to its provincial and territorial governments, who follow national standards which they meet by producing their own curriculums.
In British Colombia, the Adult Education Diploma (Dogwood Diploma) represents possibly the closest alignment of formal school curriculum with that of one for Adult Learners. The province’s High School Diploma requires students to gain a minimum of 80  credits in order to graduate High school. Whilst just over a third of the credits can be from elective subjects, there are stipulations for the others across a broad subject base, including literacy, language, maths and science. 
For those who have not acquired the diploma through High School, the province supports learners to attain an adult version of the diploma. This version requires learners to secure 5 credits, a language course, a maths course and 3 electives. Two of these credits can be secured from recognised accredited prior learning. On completion of the programme, adults receive the Adult Education Diploma. 
The primary motivations for adults to complete the programme appear to be career advancement or to allow them access to post secondary education (colleges, university etc)
Key Features
· The programme is accessible and community based
· The programme is generally funded for residents (although there may be other associated costs such as transport/ childcare)
· The programme is focussed on evidencing a specific level of learning and therefore is not necessarily a lifelong learning approach/ ethos
· As the focus is on attaining a version of the High School curriculum, it could be inferred  that curriculum is of greater value

2.4	Wales – The Citizens’ Curriculum
Whilst Wales is not included in the OECD Adult Skills Audit, the Citizens’ Curriculum for Wales has been included here due its alignment with the Scottish context and offering an insight into the potential for further development of a whole societal curriculum for learning in Scotland.
The aim of the Citizens’ Curriculum for Wales is to “…help to ensure greater coherence between pre-16 and adult education provision and a balanced adult education offer in Wales that helps equip people with the skills needed to lead healthy, rewarding, and fulfilling lives”
The Citizens’ Curriculum combines co-construction with learners, with the four principles of the Welsh Curriculum:
· Ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives.
· Enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work.
· Ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world.
· Healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.
The pilot programme in 2023/34 featured 6 test projects, engaging over 400 learners on the themes of:  Global citizenship; Community focused schools; Health and wellbeing; Participatory Pedagogy in ESOL; place-based learning for housing association residents; and economically inactive older adults. 
Conclusions
“The pilots demonstrate that when learning begins with adults’ real lives, aspirations, and existing capabilities, engagement deepens and confidence grows.”
The ethos of co-designing learning with participants enabled the potential for  “a truly responsive, inclusive model of adult education… (and) ensure every adult has access to learning that is relevant, motivating, and rooted in their everyday lives” (Learning and Work Article 2026)
Key Features – 
· It is a lifelong approach to learning.
· There is clear, consistent alignment of the principles of the formal, school based curriculum being carried through to Adult provision
· Adopts a strong ethos of co-construction with learners to ensure the learning provision continuously develops to meet the evolving needs of learners whilst being underpinned by the curriculum principles
· Values the holistic impacts of strengthened learning across all aspects of an individuals life and life stages

3.0	Reflections
3.1	Alignment with CLD Values
There are key differences between the ethos of the various models. The Finnish and Welsh models support a holistic approach to a national learning culture that aligns with the multi faceted aims of CLD provision. There is a seamlessness and parity offered by threading a consistent learning framework across all life ages and stages.  These models recognise and appreciate the positive impact of learning across these different stages. Whilst presenting  frameworks and underpinning principles, the models offer flexibility at differing stages to ensure the provision is beneficial to the individual learner needs.
Whilst the Estonian model also support aspects of a national learning culture, its focus is narrower and more directed towards the enhancement of economic and employability outcomes. In terms of the Canadian model, the focus on the attainment of a specific level of learning (the High School Diploma) doesn’t necessarily lend itself to supporting the concept and value of life long learning or the underlying values of CLD.
3.2	Approaches to Lifelong Learning
In some of the sources referenced, there was a recognition of the importance of sustained lifelong learning as a protective factor not only for the wellbeing and development of the individual but also in terms of intergenerational impact. The OECD Audit correlates “adults with highly educated parents having better literacy skill levels than those with less educated parents”, whilst the National Literacy Strategy for Finland states “Guardians’ level of education and appreciations affect their capacity to support the literacy of children and young people. The average literacy of young Finnish people has weakened especially in those groups in which the guardians have only completed basic education or in which the appreciation of culture is low” This strengthens the role of CLD to support individuals to continue to develop and learn beyond school, with learning offers that take cognisance of the learners current needs and interests.

3.3	Flexibility of Approach
A concern voiced by CLD practitioners around the adoption of a curriculum model is the loss of flexibility to ensure the professional value of learner self determinism is embedded across practice. One solution to alleviate this fear may be the inclusion of learners in the co-construction/ co-design of the curriculum, as evidenced in the Welsh model. 
There are definite strengths in fostering a national culture of learning that is cognisant of learner ambitions and need at different stages. CLD has great potential to contribute to the creation of such a culture but its role would need to be sensitive to how it maintains its alignment with the values and principles of the profession. 

4.0	Conclusion
There are understandable concerns from the workforce around rigidity and inflexibility of a greater synergy between CLD practice and a national curriculum. The outstanding worry that affiliation with a directive approach would  erode the professional ethos and values of CLD are further reinforced by the perception of a focus on the 3-18yr school based, learner cohort. As it stands the term ‘curriculum’ for many, evokes a hierarchy of learning that is prescriptive and not cognisant of individual learner aspiration or the holistic needs of learners. 
Reflection on the international context has shown the possibility of a different reality. Here, there is a true ethos of a learning culture which is valued throughout life, with different needs at different stages all supported and recognised and the potential for learners being at the heart of co-designing their own curriculum. 
So for practitioners, managers and leaders this begs the question - 
What might a cohesive, all age national curriculum/model look like at local and regional levels in Scotland? What impact might it have on learners? What roles might different education and learning providers play? 
As CLD practitioners, how might we ensure congruence with such a model and our professional values and principles?
Overall, how can the creation of Scottish Learning culture, embedded throughout society and supported by a diverse range of players facilitate our national ambitions across, Health, Wellbeing, Poverty, Education and Economics? 
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