SWRLS Response to DIUS consultation on informal learning
Paragraph numbers below refer to the online questionnaire posted on the DIUS website http://www.adultlearningconsultation.org.uk/form/
1b) It is important that learners are "comfortable" about their learning environment, especially when they may have been reluctant learners in the past. Introducing them to learning, perhaps via events and programmes designed for families and children such as those run in libraries to promote reading, not specifically labelled as "learning", can overcome the fear some experience. A non threatening environment which does not necessarily require formal registration or qualification outcomes can encourage learner to take the first step. Taster sessions and "bite size" opportunities offered in libraries in partnership with local adult learning providers have demonstrated proven success and should be supported.
1c) Promote and use examples of the many Reading Groups, facilitated by public libraries.
1e) In certain types of learning the use of mentoring or buddy schemes work very well in the public library setting such as for ICT learning, especially with those who are IT phobic.  
2e) Work with JISC and others to secure licensing agreements for electronic resources that can be accessed outside of the normal HE and FE institutions so that learners can be introduced to them in informal settings, alongside tutors if necessary. This would mirror licence arrangements negotiated by MLA for public libraries.
3d) This depends on what is meant by infrastructure. If it refers to physical things such as ICT, then support to enhance facilities such as the People's Network, by improving bandwidth and kit, would ensure a valuable resource continues to be widely available.
4a). Ensure that there is equal availability to resources. Support the development of "Libraries Online" and UnityUK, which provides a valuable resource discovery tool in the form of a national online catalogue of all libraries. See also response in 3d) above. Make use of current resources which are easily accessible already, such as  the People's Network, which is available in over 3,000 libraries across the country, usually free at point of use and recognise that over 50% of the population already use their local library for a range of purposes, so there is a ready made audience.

Recognise that everyone has different learning styles and that sometimes "badging" events as learning can be a barrier.
4e) See response in 3d). Also, promote the use of ICT facilities which are available in libraries with positive and practical examples of why the use of ICT is beneficial to all. E.g., benefit information, online services. Encourage and support the improvement of broadband speeds, especially in rural areas. Many of the potential new technologies are not available in rural areas, e.g. BBCI player due to slow speeds

5a) Low literacy skills are a barrier. Recognise and support the work done by libraries to support reading as a skill. The impact of reading, explored by investigating the outcomes of borrowing books from libraries has been demonstrated in a SW library project "Reading a difference". See, Public Library Journal, Summer 2007, "Libraries inspiring learning".

Lack of knowledge of what the benefits are, and what resources are available.

Use partnership promotion of facilities.

Slow broadband speed especially in rural areas. See also 4e) above
5c) See 3d) and 4a) above
5d) Waive the TV licence for public libraries so that interactive TV can be widely provided for use as a learning tool.
5f) Support the proposal of MLA to link the People's Network to the Janet Network.
Any other comments or suggestions not previously covered?

Libraries have been involved in informal learning for over 150 years and continue to do so but are often not acknowledged as making a full contribution because outcomes, such as qualifications, are not their main objective. The South Western Regional Library Service (SWRLS),whose members include every SW public library authority and over 30 academic libraries, exists to encourage cooperation and resource sharing across all library sectors in the South West and welcomes the chance to comment on this important consultation and looks forward to engaging its members in the next steps.
Submitted by Lynn Osborne, Director SWRLS
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