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Foreword
For centuries, scholars searched for a miraculous substance
that would make people happy, healthy, wealthy and able to
enjoy life. A panacea that would help them deal successfully
with life’s difficulties, better understand themselves and the
world, and ultimately gain wisdom they could transmit to future
generations.

dose. The miracle substance that science has discovered is
nothing other than learning. But not just learning in schools
and educational institutions, much too often discussed only as
it relates to finding employment or enhancing corporate and
national competitiveness. The real magic formula is learning in
all of life’s phases and aspects – lifelong and “life-wide.”

Today, science has found this magic formula. The trouble is that
virtually no one knows that it exists, where and how to find it
and what miraculous effects it has when properly used. At the
same time, renowned researchers are proving its effectiveness
in increasing numbers of international studies. It works on
everyone, everywhere, from infancy to old age, in all of life’s
circumstances and spheres. It has an unending number of side
effects – all of them positive and good for people. As for how
much of it to apply, the only mistake we can make is not to use
enough. That’s because the more of this magic formula people
use and the more often they use it, the better they feel, scientists
have unanimously determined. And when people feel better,
statisticians have recently proven in comparisons of countries
throughout Europe, so do the regions and countries where they
live with others.

It may seem inappropriate to speak of a miracle and science in
the same breath. But the human brain and its ability to learn
are among the greatest miracles in our known universe. And
the miracle of learning and cognition within our brain a) is only
barely understood by even the best and most advanced scientists,
and b) these scientists themselves admit that the more they
investigate, the more they discover ever greater miracles about
the brain’s complexity, capacity and plasticity. (More insight into
these interconnections can be found in the Bertelsmann Stiftung
publication entitled “Warum Lernen Glücklich Macht” [Why
Learning Makes You Happy]. In short, science still considers the
fact that human beings learn and how they learn to be a kind
of miracle.

In fact, everyone knows this miracle substance and many are
already using it. However, in most cases it cannot sufficiently
produce its effects. Most people totally misunderstand it because
too often, it has been prescribed incorrectly and in the wrong
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Researchers throughout the world have begun to investigate the
positive effects of lifelong learning on individuals and society.
And the more interconnections and relationships between
learning and life processes they study, the more multifaceted,
surprising and unambiguous their results have been. They
already agree on one conclusion: If we want to unleash the
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miraculous effects of learning, we first have to understand
learning in its diverse forms, possibilities and effects in a
completely different way.
Educational research, generating much public interest, has
shown how successful schooling, vocational training and
university attendance affect income and job opportunities, and
how closely education and skills development are related to a
society’s economic prosperity. On the other hand, the public
has heard virtually nothing about the happiness that is derived
from learning or the pleasure of curiosity and discovery, or from
personal development and the ability to continually change
oneself. Too little attention is paid to the connections between
learning and gains in resilience, physical and mental health,
participation in social life and social solidarity, all of which have
also been scientifically investigated.
To survey the current status of research on the diverse effects of
lifelong learning, the Centre for the Wider Benefits of Learning
at the Institute of Education of the University of London, at the
request of Bertelsmann Stiftung, has prepared a comprehensive
review of the literature on the social and personal benefits of
learning. The scope of the published findings has persuaded the
editor to present this survey thematically, in sections.
This first of five parts focuses on the close reciprocal effects
between learning and identity.
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The study on wider benefits
of learning
Learning and well-being –
a look at complex relationships
Although the term “learning” has already become central to the
discussion of economic and social policy in Europe, most of these
countries lack both clarity and understanding of the specific
learning relationships involved. Learning is considered the key
to success for individuals, organizations, regions and nations,
leading to greater economic affluence for knowledge societies.
But the complex phenomenon of learning is often reduced to
formal education and its consequences for employability.
Similarly, scientific research into the interconnections in
education has been essentially devoted to studying formal
learning in school and other educational institutions. For years,
data has been systematically collected on the performance of
secondary and post-secondary students. The number of scientific
studies and research papers in this area has risen dramatically.
There have also been studies on the value of vocational training,
continuing vocational training and – to a lesser extent – adult
learning for the job market. But with the dominant focus on the
economic consequences of formal learning processes, the holistic
and social effects of learning have received comparatively little
attention.
In fact, growing numbers of international scientists have begun
to investigate the positive main and side effects of lifelong and
life-wide learning beyond the economic impact on individuals
and society: What are the effects of learning, for example, on
the development of identity, self-consciousness, motivation and
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resilience? On our ability to continually adjust to changing living
conditions? How does learning affect our health, life expectancy
and birth rate? Or, to take just one example, our ability to come
to grips with an increasingly complicated healthcare system?
What forms of learning result in greater well-being, greater life
satisfaction and happiness? And what are the effects of learning
processes on social cohesion and vitality – in neighborhoods
and associations, municipalities, regions and whole societies?
To what extent does learning influence personal willingness
to integrate, be tolerant, show solidarity and become politically
and socially engaged? And what factors can best improve the
framework conditions and circumstances for every form of
learning at every age?
Without exception, results of the studies by international
scientists indicate that the key to future well-being, happiness,
social cohesion and – as just one important positive consequence
out of many – personal and national economic development in
Europe lies exactly in the widely ignored effects of lifelong and
life-wide learning processes. Until now, the conclusions of these
studies and research have never been assembled, correlated and
made available to a broader public. The following survey of the
status of international research is intended to close that gap.
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Intention of the study on wider
benefits of learning

Overview of the five parts of
the study

Within the framework of the European Lifelong Learning
Indicators (ELLI) project, the Centre for the Wider Benefits of
Learning at the University of London‘s Institute of Education
was asked to assemble all internationally available scientific
studies on the effects of the various forms of lifelong and lifewide learning on individual and social development, evaluate
them and summarize them in a comprehensive report. In fact,
this survey of the state of research on the social and personal
benefits of learning reflects the findings of more than 200
international studies and research projects on the effects of
learning in all phases and areas of life. We decided to split up
this voluminous collection of material into five complementary
categories and publish them in the form of five individual
studies. Each individual study examines a central connection
between the various forms and stages of lifelong learning and an
aspect relevant to personality or social development.

Part 1: Learning and identity

The individual studies are not intended to provide comprehensive
and final answers on the effects of lifelong learning in the
particular category. Instead, they show the current science as a
work in progress - and it is hoped that they will stimulate further
research efforts.

The first study covers the scientific discussion of the reciprocal
relationship between lifelong learning processes and the
development of human identity. Numerous studies show that the
forms and quality of formal, non-formal and informal learning
in various phases of our lives impact our self-confidence, selfesteem, resilience and the development of social skills, and look
at how they do it. And in addition, they examine how – through
the concepts of self that are affected by learning processes –
these forms of learning then impact future learning behavior and
internal attitudes toward learning later in life.

Part 2: Learning and health
The second study collects the relevant studies on the effects of
learning on physical and mental health. Numerous studies have
made clear the direct relationship between the duration and
frequency of learning processes in various phases of life and
mental and physical well-being, health behavior, life expectancy
and numerous other physical and mental health aspects.
Likewise, studies show how learning behavior affects our ability
to find our way through an increasingly complex medical system.
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Part 3: Learning, life satisfaction and
happiness
The third study summarizes findings about the consequences
of learning for the well-being, quality of life, happiness and
optimism of people. It examines research on the effects of both
learning in school as well as adult learning on a positive attitude
toward life. Besides showing a positive correlation between
learning and happiness, this part of the study makes it clear that
the scope of research efforts lags far behind the importance of
this crucial field of knowledge.

Part 4: Learning and community vitality
The fourth study looks at a broad spectrum of research results on
the effects of formal, non-formal and informal learning processes
on social cohesiveness and community vitality. Given the diverse
and complex interconnections it examines, this individual study
is divided into four sub-chapters. The first looks at the effects
of lifelong learning on social inequality, income differences,
social mobility – and the influence of learning sequences on
social cooperation in a society. The second discusses the effects
of learning on active citizenship, the possibilities of social
participation and the integration of immigrants. Also considered
is how participation in learning processes can be combined with
aspects of interpersonal behavior such as trust, tolerance and
inter-cultural sensitivity. The third sub-chapter deals with the
concept of “social capital” and describes how learning contributes
to developing individual and community social capital. The final
section deals conceptually and statistically with the connections
between learning and criminality and thus how specific learning
processes and educational interventions affect criminal behavior.
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Part 5: Learning spill-overs and interplays
The fifth and last study describes the numerous positive “side
effects” of learning, which cannot be directly ascribed to the
categories already listed but are of substantial importance for
human well-being and the positive development of societies.
Unlike the previous four categories of the accompanying
study, which look at the more or less direct effects of learning
processes on individual and social development aspects, this
section looks at some more complex reciprocal effects of learning
and living processes. Thus it illustrates how positive learning
experiences impact people’s future learning behavior, followed
by the complex relationships between learning and occupational
prospects. In addition, it explores the multifaceted impacts of
learning on family situations. These include, for example, the
influence of the educational and learning level of parents on the
development of their children or the effects of learning processes
in which parents and children participate together. The influence
of the learning behavior of adults on their children’s academic
success and birth weight, family structure and size, marriage
and divorce and parental behavior in early and later development
phases of their children is also described. Finally, the study
discusses the influence of the learning behavior of adults on
their immediate neighborhood and accordingly how learning
affects processes of sustainable development and the search for
social justice.
This thematic structure of the survey of research results offers
a better overview of the diverse aspects of the positive impacts
of learning on people and societies. However, interdependencies
between the various areas should not be ignored because in
the final analysis, the individual and social effects of learning
are never one-dimensional or limited to specific spheres of life.
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Instead, every learning experience influences the whole person
– and accordingly the society in which that person lives.
This survey of research results on the positive impacts of
learning on people and society is another important component
of the ELLI project as a whole, to continue to complete the
picture of lifelong learning and its positive effects on people
and societies. As a mirror of the status quo of research, it is
intended to provoke new and different ways of thinking about the
meaning and design of formal, non-formal and informal learning
processes for both individuals and society.
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Focus: Learning and identity
Introduction and overview
The first part of “The Wider Benefits of Learning” study is
concerned with the effects of lifelong learning on our identity,
self-confidence, motivation and resilience so that we can find
our way in the ever greater complexities of the world we live in.
That is because who we are, what meaning we find in life, what
we believe we can accomplish, whether we will triumph over
adversity and develop our lives in the way we want - all depend
essentially on our learning behavior, as numerous scientific
studies have shown. And that’s not all. Our understanding
of ourselves and our identity experiences in turn affect our
curiosity and determine whether we have the courage to learn,
to believe we can deal with the new and have an interest in
other people and the world. In short, our learning experiences
shape our self-image – and the image we have of ourselves has
a decisive influence on whether and how we want to continue
to learn.
Investigating the complex, reciprocal interaction of learning
processes and identity development may be more important
today than ever before. And not just in children and adolescents:
specifically in the potential for expanding and changing the
learning personality of adults and seniors. That is because the
transformation of European countries into modern knowledge
societies, capable of facing the future, requires everyone –
whatever their origin and cultural and social background – to
have a capacity for change and development that can ultimately
only be sustained by a lifelong willingness to learn.
The days of straight-line lives, simple role models and careers
for which jobs were virtually guaranteed, where we educated
ourselves once in our lives and then made do with that
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supply of knowledge and skills, is over – at least for now, if
not permanently. We constantly have to learn, in order to find
our way in new situations, relationships and networks – and
recognize what we already know at the same time as we realize
what we still have to learn. This extremely mobile and dynamic
form of personal identity presupposes a dynamic and positive
attitude toward learning. It no longer matters what we have
already become based on our past learning. What counts instead
is what we can still become, through what we learn next. That
requires what developmental psychologists call lifelong ego
plasticity, i.e., a changeable self-model which we, as learning
personalities, use to shape ourselves.
Contrary to a view still frequently encountered, the influence of
learning processes on our self-image does not stop with school
or childhood. Learning contributes to greater self-esteem and
self-confidence for adults as well. As studies of the effects of
vocational learning, non-formal and informal adult education
show, a multiplicity of learning opportunities and learning
experiences in a wide range of situations help people experience
positive changes in their views of their own life at every age and
in every life situation.
In fact, science has demonstrated that the conditions and
situations in which we learn are incredibly important for how
our personality develops. And while what and how much we
learn matters, so does when, how, where and not least with
whom we learn. Scientists believe that learning per se is not
decisive for personality development – but rather the quality of
the learning experience. It turns out that the effects of learning
are not limited to our objective and technical performance in a
formal field or the acquisition of occupationally relevant proof of
skills and qualifications. Instead, through learning we develop
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as whole human beings. We learn not only to know and to act
but also, as self-aware personalities, to live together with other
people and design our own lives.
Formal testing, grades and certificates generally give no indication
of the conditions under which the required learning took place.
Also lacking is any link to how these learning experiences may
impact an individual’s self-image and personality development.
In fact, these frequently ignored developmental dimensions of
every learning process are not simply vitally important for us
as individuals, but also for the society in which we live. The
interplay of our learning and identity development with our
social surroundings shows up in numerous and complex facets.
Social inclusion and participation, opportunities for social
mobility, engagement, tolerance and mutual respect - all these
basic aspects of social cohesion develop above all, as researchers
have discovered, in our learning experiences and their effects on
our self-image.
Only in recent years has science begun to investigate the
connection between learning and identity development.
Until now, the lion’s share of research has been concentrated
on the identity-creating aspects of formal schooling. This
study summarizes numerous studies that show from various
perspectives the influence of schooling on identity development
– and then on the further learning development – of young
people.
It becomes apparent that besides content, such aspects as
high teacher expectations, a high degree of learning autonomy
in a teacher relationship based on trust and respect, and a
curriculum with many connections to the world the students
live in all have a positive influence on the self-image and self-

confidence of children and adolescents. In contrast, a total focus
on performance excludes too many students who do not achieve
top level performance – and creates negative effects that can be
offset in later life only with great difficulty.
It turns out that grouping students with varying levels of talent
has an essential influence on personality development. While
highly gifted students derive advantages for their social and
emotional development if they learn exclusively with equally
strong students, less gifted students experience substantial
developmental disadvantages if they remain in a homogeneous
group. The various studies that have shed light on this connection
unanimously recommend that students in an equitable society
should study in heterogeneous groups, particularly in light of the
evidence about their ability to help one another – and thereby
essentially improve their own self-confidence and behavior from
dealing with other and different people.
Another essential area of research in this context involves the
effects of transitioning between different school types on student
self-confidence and self-esteem. It seems that the choice or
change of a type of school can have decisive effects on the selfimage of young people.
Meanwhile, another research area in the study summarizes
scientific findings on the effects of informal learning through
youth work, which can be especially helpful in assisting
personality development and self-confidence that for various
reasons hasn’t been promoted or fails altogether in school.
Numerous studies indicate that non-formal youth work programs
are very well suited to enhancing the development of selfconfidence and resilience in young people, which then leads to
better and more versatile learning achievement.
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There is also a series of studies involving informal adult
learning – both job-related and recreational. They make it
clear that promoting informal learning processes at work
substantially improves team performance and self-efficacy,
employee communication and decision-making as well as
the implementation of continuous improvement and quality
management processes.
At the same time, they also show that informal learning outside
work leads to more self-confidence, greater resilience and
deeper self-understanding. In surveys, for example, people of
both genders, every age and the most varied social and cultural
backgrounds, in every occupational group and educational level,
living in family constellations of every kind, acquire an improved
sense of self-worth as well as a stronger feeling of meaning and
hope from self-determined learning experiences in their adult
life.
When science examines relationships between learning and
identity, it looks at issues of decisive importance for individual
and social development. How should we change and create
learning conditions that will promote the development of
people who are more self-confident, more cognitively flexible,
critical and resilient? What are the prerequisites and conditions
for learning opportunities if they are to support identity
development in people of different ages – in schools, universities,
job training and continuing education as well as in the many
informal learning subjects? As long as we fail to consider these
interconnections, we cannot make meaningful, promising and
sustainable decisions about either the appropriate organization
or the amount of funding to invest in such areas of learning.
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In this part of the study, we want to show that learning and
identity are inextricably interlinked. Through our lifelong
learning experiences, we come to know ourselves and our abilities
better and can define, expand and change our self-image. Selfdetermination, critical faculties, motivation, commitment, social
participation and tolerance of others are just some of the direct
impacts of the interplay of learning and identity development.
Many of the aspects of non-formal and informal learning and
their effects on identity are just being recognized. As a result,
there are as yet no studies of how cooking, hobbies, volunteering,
etc. affect self-image. Such studies would certainly be desirable.
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Research results in detail
1. An introduction to self-concepts
The development of an individual’s identity, through self-concepts
such as self-esteem and self-efficacy, is of great value for both
individual and society, as it underpins learning. Self-concepts can
relate to academic capabilities, social capabilities, or general selfworth — they are multi-dimensional (Shavelson and Marsh, 1986)
— but in general they concern an individual’s perception of their
own abilities and worth, and depend on the information available to
the individual and the cognitive ability to process that information
(Markus and Wurf, 1987). Schuller (2009, p.15) characterizes this
quality as identity capital, which he defines as “the ability to maintain
healthy self-esteem and a sense of meaning and purpose in life.”
Self-concepts of ability and worth have an impact upon, and
are affected by, other psycho-social factors such resilience and
decisions over whether to do something immediately or in the
future. If an individual has a sufficient regard for themselves
generally, and of their abilities in particular, they will tend to
consider themselves capable (or efficacious), be more inclined
to persevere in the face of adversity (resilience), and take care of
themselves not only in the here and now, but also in the future.

1.1 Self-efficacy
Self-efficacy is described by Bandura (1994) as an individual’s
confidence in their ability to organize and execute a given course
of action to solve a problem or accomplish a task. It may apply
specifically to a particular competence, or more generally. Selfefficacy in relation to learning is an important determinant
of motivation, which in turn supports active engagement in
learning (Eccles et al. 1997).

Parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of children’s competencies
and likely success are important influences on children’s beliefs
about their efficacy. These perceptions may be communicated
through verbal persuasion and also in more subtle, nonverbal ways. Both home and school play important roles in the
development of self-efficacy, and they should be understood as
parts of an interacting and reinforcing system of influences.

1.2 Resilience
Resilience is a construct describing positive adaptation despite
being exposed to adversity (Luthar et al. 2000; Schoon and
Bynner 2003). It is not a personality attribute, but rather
a process of positive adaptation in response to significant
adversity or trauma (Luthar et al. 2000). A major source of
adversity in childhood and throughout adulthood is socioeconomic disadvantage. This is associated with a number of cofactors, such as poor living conditions, overcrowding, and lack of
material resources (Brooks-Gunn and Duncan 1997).
The experience of disadvantage early in life may weaken
resilience, although this is not necessarily so (Feinstein and
Peck 2008). Protective factors fall into three broad categories:
attributes of children; characteristics of their families; and
aspects of the wider social context (Garmezy 1985; Rutter 1987).
Resilience is thus associated with personality characteristics like
self-worth and efficacy, but is also influenced by external factors,
such as having a supportive family and other sources of external
support. Howard et al. (1999) reviewed theoretical and empirical
literature relating to the development of resilience amongst
children. The authors focused on personal attributes, concluding
that the following “internal attributes” characterize the resilient
child: autonomy, problem-solving skills, a sense of purpose and
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future, and social competence. It is plausible, though not proven,
that learning—among adults as well as children—has an impact
on each of these “internal attributes”.

2. Self-concepts and learning

Positive self-concepts, self-esteem and motivation are more likely
to be benefits of learning for children and young people when
certain factors are in place: high expectations from teachers, a
classroom environment where students have autonomy; and a
curriculum that is seen as relevant. These aspects and others are
discussed in more detail in the subsections below.

2.1 Schooling

Transitions

Self-concepts develop while children are young, and school
plays an important role, providing children with feedback about
their competencies in academic, psychological and social areas.
Among very young children, self-concept is consistently high,
but with increasing life experience children learn their relative
strengths and weaknesses. In general, their level of self-concept
declines, becomes more differentiated with age and becomes
more highly correlated with external indicators of competence,
such as skills, accomplishments, and the opinions of significant
others (Marsh 1985; Marsh 1990; Shavelson and Marsh 1986).

Points of school transition seem to be particularly significant
for the development of self concepts: students entering junior
high school, for example, face more in the way of whole class
task organization and between-classroom ability grouping
(Eccles and Midgley, 1989; Oakes et al. 1992). This is likely to
increase social comparison and competitiveness (Eccles et al.
1984; Rosenholtz and Simpson 1984), whilst the use of grading
and public assessment can have a negative effect on early
adolescents’ self-perceptions and motivation.

This can have serious and long-lasting consequences. If
an individual believes that ability is fixed and innate and
receives repeated signals about their low ability in school, or
meets with lack of success in learning, negative self-concepts
become harder to change, presenting a barrier to subsequent
participation in learning. Adults with previous negative or
unpleasant experiences of learning are not likely to engage in
learning unless they believe that they are able to learn. For
these adults, their learning experiences in adulthood are also
about ‘unlearning’, that is, learning that redresses or changes
individuals’ perceptions towards learning (Sabates, Feinstein
and Vorhaus 2007).
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If grades decline at school transition, self-perceptions and
motivation are also likely to decline; the size of the drop in grades
on transition can predict early school leaving (Simmons and
Blyth 1987). US evidence on early adolescence points to declines
in achievement and motivation (Eccles and Midgley 1989; Eccles
et al. 1993; Maehr and Midgley 1996), often coinciding with
the transition into middle school or junior high school. Other
evidence also points to declines in intrinsic motivation (Harter
1981), interest in school (Epstein and McPartland 1976) and selfconcepts (Wigfield et al. 1991).
There are also increases in test anxiety (Wigfield and Eccles
1989) and both truancy and school drop-out (Rosenbaum
1976). Eccles and Midgley (1989) suggest that junior high
schools typically lack educational environments that are
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developmentally appropriate for young adolescents, and argue
that changes in school environment are indeed often harmful
for this group. They claim that such changes, alongside normal
individual development, are likely to result in a developmental
mismatch—i.e. a poor ‘fit’ between the young person and the
classroom environment. This can increase the risk of negative
motivational outcomes, especially for young people who struggle
academically.

Anderman et al. (1999) compared two groups of young
adolescents: the first moved into a middle school emphasizing
task focused instructional practices, the second into a middle
school emphasizing performance focused instructional practices.
The two groups of students were found to differ in their
motivational goals following the transition, although these
had not differed beforehand; the adolescents moving into the
first school being less likely to show an increase in extrinsic
motivational and performance oriented motivational goals.

Teaching practices
Researchers observe a combination of increasing maturity
of high school students and greater teacher emphasis on
control and discipline, providing fewer opportunities for student
decision-making as compared with elementary school teachers
(e.g. Brophy and Everston 1978; Midgley and Feldlaufer 1987;
Moos 1979). The evidence confirms what stage-environment fit
theory suggests: the discrepancy between the wish for autonomy
and control, and the actual opportunities for students in the
classroom, leads to a decline in motivation and interest in school
(Mac Iver and Reuman 1988). However, self concepts tend to be
higher among students when teachers take a trusting, caring and
respectful approach (Goodenow 1993; Roeser and Eccles 1998;
Roeser et al. 1996).
Classroom practices can be distinguished by the priority given
either to task mastery or to performance goals. Teachers and
learners in US research testify that, as adolescents move
from elementary to middle school, the school environment is
increasingly focused on performance—competition, relative ability
and social comparison (Midgely et al. 1995). How far teachers
are task-focused at both levels predicts students’ and teachers’
sense of personal efficacy, this being lower among middle school
participants than among elementary school participants.

Classroom management
Research on classroom management gives evidence of the
effects of orderliness and predictability. Student achievement
and conduct improves when teachers provide feedback, and
establish smoothly run and efficient procedures for monitoring
student progress and work completion (Blumenfeld et al. 1983;
Eccles et al. 1998; Pintrich and Schunk, 1996).
Boggiano, Deci and Ryan suggest that overly controlling,
autonomy inhibiting environments undermine intrinsic
motivation, ability self-concepts and self-direction and, instead,
encourage a learned helpless response to difficult tasks.
Laboratory and field based studies provide support for this view
(Boggiano et al. 1992; Deci et al. 1981; Grolnick and Ryan 1987).
While direct instruction has a positive impact on student
achievement, research also suggest that students exhibit more
stress in didactic as compared with student centered contexts
(Dunn and Kontos 1997). More open classroom contexts
encourage students to be more creative, hold better self-concepts
and more positive attitudes toward teachers and school, and to
demonstrate greater independence and curiosity (Dunn and
Kontos 1997; Peterson 1979).
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Grouping of students
The way in which children are grouped in school is also associated
with the development of motivation and self-perceptions. Mixed
age learning among children seems to have benefits for selfconcept (Pratt 1986; Way 1981) and prosocial behavior (Allen
1989; McClellan and Kinsey 1997). As regards gender grouping,
girls have better socio-emotional outcomes when taught in
single-sex groups, outcomes for boys are less well understood.
The argument in favor of ability grouping includes the point that
students are more likely to learn when material is well matched
to their competence. When grouped by ability, high-ability
students tend to have positive socio-emotional outcomes, but
low ability students have negative outcomes (Fuligni et al. 2001;
Gamoran and Mare 1989; Kulik and Kulik 1987).
The evidence is consistent for children in high ability classrooms
and high within-class ability groups (Dreeban and Barr 1988;
Fuligni et al. 2001; Pallas et al. 1994). Shields (1996) found
that, compared with heterogeneously grouped gifted students,
homogeneously grouped gifted students showed higher selfconcepts, self-acceptance, and independence. Indeed, Feldhusen
and Moon (1992) argue that heterogeneous grouping for gifted
students leads to lower motivation and poorer attitudes toward
school.
On the other hand, Eder and Felmlee (1983, 1984) explored
attention patterns in low and high ability first grade reading
groups. They controlled for individual characteristics that
included personal attention patterns, and found that students
in low ability groups became inattentive at four times the rate
of students in high ability groups. The authors observed that
teachers of high ability groups quickly managed inattentiveness
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or disruption whereas teachers of low ability groups tended
to ignore this. Peer effects were observed: high ability groups
applied pressure to maintain attention during interruptions,
whilst low ability groups tended to use interruptions as an
opportunity to distract attention from the current task.
Schwartz (1981) observed behavior in low ability classes amongst
elementary and junior high school students, and found it
characterized by challenges to teacher authority, obstruction of
academic activities, and misuse of educational resources. These
findings indicate that social influences in low ability groups may
overwhelm any instructional advantages to grouping (Wilczenski
1993).
Lou et al.’s (1996) meta-analysis of studies of within-class grouping
found small but positive effects of placing students in groups: they
were more positively disposed towards school and had higher
self-concepts than students in ungrouped classes. However, the
same studies show, as above, negative socio-emotional effects
of grouping low ability students together, in part owing to the
low expectations of teachers and the absence of positive role
models. Being placed in between-class low academic groups is
also associated with poor attitudes towards school, feelings of
incompetence, and problem behaviors (Oakes et al. 1992), effects
often accounted for by inferior educational experience (Dreeban
and Barr 1988; Pallas et al. 1994; Vanfossen et al. 1987).
Overall, the evidence suggests that in an equitable society,
students should be educated in heterogeneous ability groupings,
particularly in the light of evidence about their ability to help one
another. Peer collaboration in learning is thought to foster socioemotional development (Slavin 1980; Sharan 1980), including
better attitudes toward learning, better self-concepts, better
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attitudes toward others, and better racial relationships (Bossert
1988–1989; Slavin 1990). Peer tutoring programs are associated
with socio-emotional gains: tutees are described as more
cooperative and respectful towards peers and teachers, while
also exhibiting higher self-esteem (Gensemer 2000; Phillips et
al. 1994; Roswal et al. 1995).

Teacher expectations
Teachers who believe they can reach the most difficult students
communicate positive expectations, and students’ confidence in
their ability to master academic material is thereby enhanced
(Ashton 1985; Midgley et al. 1989). When teachers have a low
sense of their own effectiveness, this can lead to students
exhibiting helpless responses to failure in the classroom, and
to the development of depressive symptoms (Cole 1991; Roeser
et al. 1999).
Teachers often have varying expectations of students in any one
class. Rosenthal et al. (1969) argues that teacher-expectancy
effects depend on whether teachers structure activities
differently, and interact differently, with high and low expectancy
students, and on whether these differences are perceived by the
students (Brophy 1985; Weinstein 1989). One focus of research
is differential treatment in respect of gender, ethnicity and social
class. Studies report small but consistent undermining effects
of low teacher expectations on girls (mathematics and science),
minority groups (all subject areas) and on children from low
social class backgrounds (all subject areas) (Eccles and Roeser
2003; Brophy and Good 1974; Ferguson 1998; Jussim et al. 1996;
Valencia 1991).

Social climate
The academic focus of a school can affect identity concepts and
even mental health. A series of US studies found that a belief
that school is ability-focused can lead to a decline in students’
self esteem, and an increase in anger, depressive symptoms,
and school truancy when moving from seventh to eighth grade
(Roeser and Eccles 1998; Roeser et al. 1998). An emphasis on
ability can alienate many of those students unable to perform at
the highest levels, leading to anxiety, anger and disenchantment
(Eccles and Midgley 1989; Finn 1989). Schools emphasizing
effort, improvement, and the expectation that all students
can learn, appear to include more adolescents in the learning
process, whilst also reducing depression and the anxiety that
achievement settings can give rise to (Eccles and Roeser 2003).
Fiqueira-McDonough (1986) compared two high schools that
were similar in respect of intake and achievement rates but
different in respect of academic orientation and rates of
delinquent behavior. The school putting more emphasis on
competition and high grades had higher delinquency rates,
and delinquent behavior was predicted by low grades. For the
school with more diverse goals, taking a greater interest in
students’ non-academic needs, school attachment was greater on
average. Delinquent behavior was associated with low levels of
attachment, but the emphasis on motivation and diversity may
have promoted an attachment to school, thereby discouraging
delinquency.
For further discussion of how schools can foster social capital,
see the section ‘Learning and social capital’ in the paper
‘Learning and Community Vitality’, part of the series WBL.
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The curriculum
The significance of providing learning materials that are
meaningful to students is borne out by the association between
low interest in and perceived irrelevance of the school curriculum
on the one hand, and poor attention, disengagement and
alienation from school on the other (Jackson and Davis 2000;
Finn 1989; Larson and Richards 1989). Curricula that fail to
represent the voices and experience of traditionally underrepresented groups can also explain the alienation of some
group members from the educational process (Fine 1991; Sheets
and Hollins 1999).
Many school programs aim to improve outcomes by supporting
students’ self image and self-esteem. But Wilczenski et al. (2001)
argue that enhancing social and emotional outcomes requires
a focus on mastery in the classroom rather than student selfperceptions. Socio-emotional learning cannot be separated from
the instructional mission of schools, since social and emotional
adjustment mediates academic competence and resilience.

2.2 Mentoring and youth work
Fortunately, there are steps that can be taken to help
address disengagement from learning, particularly through
informal learning. Mentoring and motivational programs for
disadvantaged teenagers, for example, have been associated with
improved motivation and non-cognitive skills (Karoly et al. 1998;
Blau and Currie 2004; Heckman 2000).
Studies in the US of the Big Brothers/Big Sisters (BB/BS)
and Philadelphia Futures Sponsor-A-Scholar programs showed
positive social effects on school-aged children and adolescents.
BB/BS paired unrelated adult volunteers with young people from
single-parent households. Tierney and Grossman (1995) found
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that eighteen months after being matched with a mentor, the
young people (aged 10–16 at the time of the match) were less
likely to have used drugs or alcohol, to truant from school, or to
lie to their parents; they were more likely to feel competent in
their school work and to report a better relationship with parents
(Cunha et al. 2005).
Youth work—another kind of informal education—has been
described as a way of engaging young people in ‘sense making’
as a ‘process of continuous self discovery and re-creation’ (Young
1999, p.120). The aim is to “help the young acquire the social
skills of co-operation, of membership, of contribution to common
effort, of sociability” (Davies and Gibson 1967).
This process of social education entails young people becoming
engaged in relationships where genuine dialogue can take place.
Young people have consistently testified to the ability of youth
workers to establish relationships of trust and mutual respect
which they have found lacking in their relationships with other
adults in their lives (Merton 2004). McNeil and Dixon (2005)
note that developing quality relationships based on respect is
essential to relationships sustaining engagement with young
adult learners. Many young adults will fall back into the ‘child’ or
‘pupil’ role by default, so it is important to breakdown the child/
adult opposing relationship. Mutual respect should be based on
responsibility, and effective compromise within the boundaries.
The significant factor in helping to develop social skills through
youth work is therefore thought to be not so much participation
in an activity itself, as the development of relationships through
the activity. For this reason, this section should be read in
conjunction with the section on ‘Social capital and social
networks’ in ‘Learning and Community Vitality’, coming soon.
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Outcomes that young people and workers attribute to youth work
include increased confidence, a greater ability to make decisions
for themselves, learning new skills and feeling more able to ask
for help and information when needed, as well as reengaging
with education and reduced drug use (Merton 2004; Crimmens
et al. 2004).
As regards confidence, there is evidence that this is also built as
part of the relationships young people form with youth workers.
A further factor is youth work’s capacity to enable young people
to make their own choices and to find their own solutions to
problems, rather than acting simply to provide information
or ready-made solutions. Youth work engages young people
in influencing and taking decisions in projects, clubs and
centers. These ‘growth spurts’ in confidence are a source of the
motivation, achievement and the recognition that ensues. This
in itself reinforces the confidence and completes the ‘virtuous
circle’ of achievement.
Merton (2004) sought to identify and explain the impact of youth
work provided by local youth services in England. The main
focus of this study was on the impact the work had on individual
young people, but it also addressed the impact of youth work
on communities and other services for young people. Seventytwo percent of young people reported that they felt quite a lot or
very much more confident as a result of their engagement with
youth work.
Overall, two thirds of respondents in the study reported
that youth work had made a considerable difference to their
lives, including (as well as increased confidence) making new
friends, learning new skills, making decisions for themselves
and thinking about the consequences, having a say in what

goes on, and feeling more able to ask for help and information
when needed. More than two out of five said they thought their
prospects of finding a job had also been improved through their
engagement in youth work activities.
The proportion of young people reporting increased confidence
was even higher (87 percent) among a total of 909 young
people surveyed as part of research undertaken by the National
Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) (Golden and
Spielhofer, 2004). This growth in confidence spurred several of
the young people to develop new skills and gain some form of
certification for their achievements.
These gains are examples of progress by individuals in a
range of self concepts and ‘soft’ skills—including, for example,
interpersonal skills, positive attitudes, the ability to organize
oneself (for example, one’s time and money) and solve problems,
and generic skills required for the world of work, such as
reliability, initiative and the ability to build relationships. These
personal and social development outcomes can, in turn, lead to
the achievement of ‘hard’ outcomes—for example, staying on at
school, reducing anti-social or offending behavior, getting a job,
and making purposeful use of public facilities and services.
There are, of course, difficulties in the way of attributing these
‘consequential changes’ to youth work interventions alone,
because of the many other factors at work. However, the research
includes examples in which, as a consequence of youth work,
young people were reported to have: made use of information,
advice and counseling either face-to-face or on-line; given up
or seriously reduced using drugs; and enrolled themselves on a
college course or a training program. Many had been helped to
settle better at school or keep out of trouble with the law.
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These findings are endorsed by Golden and Nelson’s (2004)
evidence, which reported on the destinations of more than
38,500 young people who took part in projects funded by the UK
Government’s Neighbourhood Support Fund over a three-year
period. Two-thirds of these proceeded to positive destinations
in education, employment or training. Of those who achieved
this, two out of every three were in the same destination six
months later. Of the remainder, 75 per cent switched to another
destination and 10 per cent dropped out altogether.
The findings are also corroborated by a small longitudinal study
of the one-week Fairbridge foundation course conducted by
the Charities Evaluation Service (Astbury and Knight, 2003),
showing how young people have achieved greater confidence and
interpersonal skills through youth work. The findings showed
that: immediately following the course, personal and social skills
increased dramatically and that this proved a reasonably reliable
predictor of behavioral improvements—two out of three went on
to return to education, training or employment, resolve housing
problems and maintain positive attitudes towards themselves
and other people. However, the research also highlighted the
ways in which some positive short term changes could be lost
over time.

been found between total years of education undertaken and
self-efficacy, self-esteem, optimism and happiness, amongst
residents of the US aged 70–79 (Kubzansky et al. 1998) and
pregnant women living in California (Rini et al. 1999).
Having more years of education and higher levels of qualifications
is also associated with a greater sense of connection with others
and forming supportive relationships. There is evidence in the
case of young people (Stevens et al. 2007) that the extent of their
social networks and relationships in turn influences their sociopsychological resources, such as self-concept of ability; as we
have seen, these concepts are positively related to educational
achievement.

Preferences

2.3 B
 enefits of more education and higher
qualifications

Teenage parenthood and criminal activity (as well as unhealthy
lifestyles) are risky behaviors often considered to be driven
by “affective” thinking (a focus on immediate feelings) rather
than “cognitive” thinking (a focus on long‐term benefits and
costs). Studies have investigated these differences by asking
respondents whether they agree with statements such as,
“Nowadays, a person has to live pretty much for today and
let tomorrow take care of itself”. There is a distinct declining
relationship with schooling, which may change people’s
preferences by providing information about new opportunities
or by developing patience.

The relationship between self-concepts and learning appears to
be mutually reinforcing. For example, adults with higher levels
of education tend to enjoy relatively high levels of self-efficacy;
both critical thinking skills and social skills have also been
found to be strongly and positively associated with the amount
of schooling an individual has received (Cascio and Lewis 2006;
Soskice 1993; Heckman 2006; Glaeser 2005). Correlations have

More than half of high school dropouts agreed with the above
statement, while less than 30 percent of college graduates did
so (Oreopoulous and Salvanes 2009). Conditioning on reporting
the same family income bracket in the same survey year reduced
the gradient of this relationship, but not by much. Several other
studies find that that teenage parenthood and criminal activity
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negatively correlate with years of completed schooling (e.g. Black
et al. 2008; Lochner and Moretti 2004; Lee and McCrary 2005).

2.4 Adult learning
Confidence and related self-concepts
As in the case of young people, adults report increases in
confidence associated with learning. Schuller et al. (2002), for
example, carried out 140 semi-structured interviews with adult
learners in a range of programs in the UK, and found that the
positive effect of learning on learner’s confidence seemed in
turn to result in higher personal and collective rewards in terms
of human, social and identity capital, as participants reported
gaining confidence to take on more active social roles, to try out
new things, and to tackle issues rather than ignore them. Some
progressed to take additional courses and apply for jobs, as well
as to visit places that they would not otherwise have visited, such
as art galleries, museums and libraries, and to travel abroad.
Informal adult learning, in particular, was associated with social
benefits: for example, adults reported undertaking more active
social roles than previously.

learning at some point during their life. Almost as many
respondents mentioned such outcomes as self-understanding,
doing something for oneself, and purpose and hope. Other
reported benefits were a clearer sense of identity, the capacity to
think independently, improved competences and communication
and better social integration.
Similarly, participants in learning for adults aged 50–71 living in
England and Wales reported that learning had led to increases
in their self-confidence, their enjoyment and satisfaction with
life, how they felt about themselves and their ability to cope
with everyday life (Dench and Regan 2000). A study of basic
adult education students reported a marked growth in average
levels of personal confidence across a range of contexts (Tett and
Maclachlan 2007). However, while the variations in the latter
study were statistically significant, they were also relatively
small; and without a matched control group of people not taking
similar courses, it is difficult to ascertain causality.

Similar to young people, for participants in this study to develop
positive psychosocial qualities, it was important that the content
of the learning was meaningful to the learner, as well as that the
level of challenge and support was appropriate for them and that
they were ready to be engaged with the learning experience.
Respondents of both genders, all ages, every ethnic background
interviewed, every occupational class, all levels of previous
education, and living in families or households of every kind
mentioned that they had experienced increased self-esteem
(although not always using this term) as an outcome of
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Longitudinal research (Feinstein and Hammond 2004; Hammond
and Feinstein 2006) has also found an association between
taking adult learning courses between the ages of 33 and 42
and improvements in optimism, as well as transformations from
low to good levels of self-efficacy, controlling for family, social
and educational background, and current life circumstances.
The association was greater for those who had low levels of
achievement at school. However, the authors caution that reverse
causation is possible in the relationship between education and
self-efficacy.
In terms of more specific kinds of learning, further education
courses in the social sciences, taught through discussion with
students from diverse backgrounds, were found to promote
self-understanding and independent thinking, sometimes
contributing to changed hopes and aspirations (Preston and
Hammond 2003). Wertheimer (1997) reviewed studies of
community-based adult education courses for mental health
service users, and conducted a survey of the experiences of
participants. She found improvements in confidence, selfesteem, self-efficacy and mental health. More recent qualitative
studies also indicate positive outcomes for mental health service
users from participating in education (e.g. Westwood 2003).
Evaluations of educational initiatives also provide evidence
of improved self-esteem, self-efficacy and self-understanding.
These include evaluations of courses in higher education
(HE) in England taken by mature women (Cox and Pascall
1994), adults participating in HE and Access to HE courses in
England (West 1996), adults in England who were returning to
education (Hull 1998), older adults receiving mentoring support
on a psychosocial support programme in the US (Koberg et
al. 1998), and courses offered at various levels to adults with
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chronic health problems and/or employment difficulties living
in England (McGivney 1997).

Resilience
Place et al. (2002) suggest that having high levels of activity is a
factor that contributes to resilience. This may be an outcome of
adult learning, since participation in adult learning is associated
with adults taking increased levels of exercise and higher levels
of civic participation (Feinstein and Hammond 2004: see paper
‘Learning and Community Vitality’). In a survey of over 10,000
managers and lecturers working in further education in England,
respondents suggested that further education helped students to
develop both resilience and confidence. Moreover, practitioners
involved in support services were likely to cite efficacy and
improved mental health as benefits from their programs, and to
report that that their students experienced increased resilience
(Preston and Hammond 2003).
Dealing effectively with adversity and stressful conditions
brings benefits for physical and mental health. Reliance upon
nicotine, alcohol and other addictive substances, as well as
certain patterns of eating, are common responses to adversity
and stressful conditions (Allison et al. 1999). Individuals who
through education are more resilient may therefore be inclined
to respond in other ways, less damaging to their physical health
and possibly more effective in reducing levels of experienced
stress in the longer term. Individuals who are more resilient,
almost by definition, experience lower levels of chronic stress in
response to a given stressor or life event. This not only affects
health behaviors, but also affects physical health, because
chronic stress exacts a cost that can both promote the onset
of illness and its progression (see Wilkinson 1996 for fuller
discussions).
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Success in school also seems to be a factor in later outcomes,
which might be related to the development of resilience. Schoon
et al. (2004), using data from the 1958 British cohort, found
that among socially disadvantaged cohort members, academic
attainment at age 16 predicted both adult work success and
health at age 33.
In general, conclusions concerning the relationship between
resilience and learning are very tentative; the nature of the effect
is not a simple impact of years of schooling or qualifications
achieved. Most studies try only to identify risk factors, rather
than investigating causation and the extent of effects. As with
the evidence on other self-concepts presented above, evidence
in this area suggests that it is features of the educational
experience that may be important in the formation or destruction
of personal resilience.

Learning in the workplace
Outcomes such as improved decision-making, problem-solving,
team-working and communication skills have been associated
with informal learning in the workplace. For example, Fuller
and Ashton (2003) cite case studies from the International
Labour Office (ILO) which suggest that informal learning
plays an important role in facilitating the effective use of high
performance practices, such as self-managed work teams,
team-working, continuous improvement and Total Quality
Management (see also Ashton and Sung 2002).
The hypothesis is that skills such as decision-making, problemsolving and communication are acquired through informal
learning in the workplace. This was one of the findings in the
only detailed case studies that directly addressed this question
of the relationship between informal learning and productivity,

namely those undertaken by Koike in Japan and East Asia (Koike
and Inoki 1990; Koike 2002).
Using matched plants in Japan, Malaysia and Thailand, Koike
and Inoki (1990) found that the use of group working, devolved
employee decision making and extensive learning produced
much higher levels of intellectual skills among employees in
the Japanese plants. This meant that they were able to identify
and rectify potential faults before they disrupted the production
process. These employees had much higher levels of skill both
in terms of the breadth and the depth of their knowledge of the
organization and its production processes, most of which was
acquired through informal learning. The result was productivity
levels three times higher in the Japanese plants than in the
others (compare Fuller and Ashton 2003).
Garman et al. (1999) and Kratzer et al. (1998) studied workbased financial education. A post-participation postal survey was
conducted with employees who took part in a financial education
program offered by a chemical production company. This
sought information on financial wellbeing, financial behavior
and attitudes. Compared with non-participants, workshop
participants reported: greater levels of satisfaction with their
present financial situation; higher satisfaction with personal
savings and savings for retirement; better health; and positive
performance ratings from their financial stress.
Other case studies of learning in organisations suggest that,
where companies have established effective learning cultures,
this has involved a great deal of informal (incidental) learning
(Figgis et al. 2001; Dawe 2003).
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2.5 Potential negative effects of learning
Participation in learning has also been found to involve risk
(Schuller 2004; Schuller et al. 2002, 2004) since an individual
undertaking learning must be willing to admit a degree of
ignorance, adopt new perspectives and try out new skills.
Schuller et al. found that it was possible for lack of success in
learning to undermine self-esteem and aspirations. An example
is research by Randle (2003), who found that among students
on a diploma course in nursing, global self-esteem decreased
dramatically over the three years of the course, with students
reporting that they felt increasingly powerless to be the sort of
nurse they wished to be.

3. Wider implications
While mainly related to outcomes at the individual level, the area
of identity is also connected with national-level factors. Equality
on a national level will influence attitudes and behaviors at
the individual level (Wilkinson 1997). Relative income matters
because relativities in income influence people’s sense of who
they are in the social hierarchy. In turn this can contribute to
health inequalities through stress and low wellbeing (Marmot et
al. 1991), as well as to crime (Merton 1988), anti-social behavior,
disengagement from learning and social exclusion. Thus identity
beliefs at the individual level are a key channel for effects of
inequality.
Positive self-concepts have been linked with the promotion
of health-related behaviors in particular, in terms of helping
individuals to manage chronic health conditions, as well as
protecting mental health (Schuller et al. 2002; Hammond 2002).
This could also have implications for health at a national level. It
is the relationship between learning and health to that we turn
in part 2 of the study.
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Information about the project
“European Lifelong Learning
Indicators” (ELLI)
It is important to remember that this study is just one part of
the larger European Lifelong Learning Indicators (ELLI) project.
The ELLI project was launched by the Bertelsmann Stiftung
in January 2008 in an effort to make the concept of lifelong
learning more understandable and transparent. It is meant as
a resource for political decision makers – from the European
to the community level – as well as educational institutions,
private industry, academics and journalists. In addition, it assists
individuals in Europe who want to know more about learning
in their own community, country and the rest of Europe, i.e.,
what learning entails and the impact it has. The ELLI project
is breaking new ground by expanding its focus to include not
only the formal educational system, but also learning that
takes place outside of traditional educational institutions. This
holistic approach is an essential component of the project, and
is reflected in all of its instruments and activities.
For an overview of all activities please visit our webpage

www.elli.org
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