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THE RSA BELIEVES IN THE POWER TO 
CREATE:
THE ABILITY OF ALL TO TURN IDEAS 
AND ASPIRATIONS INTO REALITY.



• Economic, social, technological and demographic change.
• Opportunity, acheivement and skills and labour market gaps.
• Wider outcomes: health, well-being, civic.
• Fragmented systems of formal, non-formal and informal learning.

The challenge



• Curriculum in community and place: the Citizens’ curriculum
• Networked and community based learning: Beijing Learning City
• Platform and place: LRNG Learning Cities

Some responses to challenges



• Hypothesis – ‘Place’ provides an organising opportunity for the development of coherent lifelong 
learning strategies.

• Method – the UK ‘City of Learning’ model. An experimental place-based mobilisation of formal, 
non-formal and informal learning assets and resources. Focused initially on 14-25 year olds but 
with the potential for a wider focus.

• Prototyping phase 2017. Pilot phase 2018.

• Why ‘place’?
• It’s where people build trust, connection, and access opportunity. 
• It is also where barriers exist, fragmentation occurs, and capabilities go unrecognised and 

fail to flourish.
• Learning systems – formal, non-formal, informal - are experienced by people in places.
• New and untapped powers are located at a place level.

So we are exploring a place-based intervention



We are developing blueprints for Cities of Learning pilots in three UK cities: 
Plymouth, Brighton and Manchester. 

• It is not the programme’s aim to replace or recreate current formal or informal learning provision, 
but instead build on what’s there already and to help connect it all together more effectively.

• The current prototyping phase ends in Autumn 2017 and our aim is to begin pilots in 2018. 

• City of Learning Summit on October 27th.

Cities of Learning UK prototyping programme

Research Co-design blueprint Prototype platform



The current phase of the project combines three main methodologies:

• A research programme to identify where place-based approaches to lifelong learning have had 
an impact, identify possibilities for the Cities of Learning ‘skills spine’, and explore the relationship 
between informal, non-formal and formal (ie in established settings linked to formal qualifications) 
forms of learning.

• Blueprint co-design sessions: Convene a wide range of stakeholders in three locations –
Brighton, Plymouth and Manchester – to explore prototypes of cities of learning related to locally 
identified economic, social, civic and cultural needs. 

• A digital spec for the platform: Development of a technical specification for the digital platform 
that could support a City of Learning in the future (based on open badge’ technology) structured 
around learning and skills pathways linked to the City of Learning skills spine.

Three main project elements
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• Leadership at city-level.

• Persuasion. Businesses, communities, networks and institutions become part of the persuasive 
effort.

• Infrastructure. Peer-to-peer, tech enabled, impact focused (and evaluated).

• Openness. Easy to engage with, unifying platform, multiple and continuous learning opportunities.

• Institutional pluralism. It works with existing structures and institutions wherever possible.

• Co-designed. Between learning institutions, community organisations, employers, cultural 
organisations and learners themselves.

• Trust building. Network of engagment and feedback investing in quality and consistency of digital 
credentials.

• Developmental. Inspires a love of learning and opens up real civic, work and well-being 
opportunities.

-> Movement (leadership, collective impact), network (innovation, spread of ideas/knowledge), 
platform (open engagement, open badges, coherence).

Design principles



Underpinning skills spine
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Domains: mission (civic participation), themes (creative place), or sector 

(STEAM)

Skills: What are the key skills the place wants to develop among its citizens? 
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its citizens? (e.g. resilience, self-awareness, curiosity, responsibility)
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What difference could a City of Learning 
approach make to current 

lifelong learning strategies?



Anticipated impacts – based on our consultation

LWI benefits of ALE



• Features and impacts so far:
• Targeted at households which have highest vulnerability to crisis.
• Trust-based – important role of key worker.
• £3.68 for every £1 saved.
• Impacts on community safety, health, wellbeing, employment, housing, skills.
• Levels of engagement in learning increased across the whole neighbourhood.

• Could a well-designed City of Learning style intervention help support this programme further?
• Widen engagement even further.
• Reach further beyond at risk groups.
• Open further pathways as learning experiences become linked.
• Continuing learning experiences including within work.
• Provide even greater motivation to learn.
• Develop further linkages and social capital.
• Widen the organisational linkages further.
• Retrospecitve credentialisation of capabilities.

Case Study 1 – Citizens’ curriculum, Rochdale



• Features and impacts so far:
• New vision following ‘Belfast conversations’.
• Growing the economy; living in the city; city development; and working and learning.
• Commitment to address educational inequalities and becoming a Learning City.
• Reducing social isolation target.

• Could a well-designed City of Learning style intervention help support this programme further?
• Developing learning experiences around the themes – eg enterprise support and training 

using digital credentials.
• Linking learning experiences to enjoying the city’s cultural and historical assets.
• Developing pathways along the skills spine in a range of different arenas linked to growth 

areas in Belfast’s economy.
• Using learning experiences as a means of targeting social isolation – bringing together 

businesses, voluntary sector, community organisations, and education institutions.
• Badging civic participation itself to link communities to city development strategies. 

Case Study 2 – The Belfast Agenda



• Flexible personal learning accounts.
• Wider considerations about investment in supporting the social determinants of health.
• Tying together learning platforms to bring together fragmented systems of delivery: work support, 

community support, criminal justice, extended and enhanced learning.
• Employer engagement from work experience, to internships, to apprenticeships to in-work 

progression and development.
• Spread of open badging or ‘digital credentialising’.
• City strategies seeing civic engagement as a potential source of learning development.
• A welfare system more integrated with other public and voluntary sector supports.

What else can help develop place-based approaches 
such as ‘Cities of Learning’?



• The RSA and partners are pursuing an experimental approach to developing place-based 
systems interventions.

• City partners have engaged actively – employers, learners, cultural organisations, education 
institutions, public institutions, voluntary sector, and local authorities.

• Phase one has involved theory of change evolution, blueprint/prototype, research development, 
and digital platform development.

• The response we have had in localities suggests that there is enthusiasm for at least one pilot in 
2018 where the design and hypothesis would be tested and iterated.

=> Place could become an increasingly key component of a successful lifelong learning strategy.

=> Come to our Summit on October 27th!  

In conclusion


