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Individual Learning Accounts: A Comparison of Implemented and Proposed Initiatives
ABSTRACT: Access to lifelong learning opportunities has long been discussed in terms of the
economic benefits conferred by access to and engagement in further education by members of
the labor force, particularly within the global knowledge economy. However, equitable access to
lifelong education opportunities, particularly for low-skilled adults in the labor force, has been
lacking. The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) identified three
models for funding adult learning: (1) individual learning accounts (2) individual savings
accounts; and (3) training vouchers. The current study discusses examples of these models, either
proposed or implemented, across four countries or economic blocks - France, Canada, the United
Kingdom, and the United States. In addition, to understand the importance of providing funding
for education and training to adults with low levels literacy skills, we use data from the Program
for the International Assessment for Adult Competencies (PIAAC) to compare participation in
adult education and training (AET) by literacy skill levels. In all countries examined, adults with
low literacy skills participated in AET at lower rates than those with middle and high levels of
literacy skills. To be successful in reaching adults most in need of skill upgrading, financing
models need to provide adequate funds for meaningful skill upgrades, have well-structured
information sources (e.g., websites) that are easily navigated by the target population, and
include policies to screen educational providers for program quality.

Keywords: Lifelong learning, funding for lifelong learning, adult education and training.



Background

Adult education and training (AET) are key for all adults to enrich their quality of life in
contemporary societies and is important for creating learning communities (OECD, 2016a;
UNESCO, 2015). Indeed, AET is linked to more active participation in social, cultural and
political activities (Campbell, 2006). Moreover, technological advancement requires adults to
engage in continuous AET. To remain employable, updated job-related knowledge and skills are
necessary to prevent skill obsolescence (e.g., decreasing values of job-related skills) (Kasworm,
2020; Keese, 2006; OECD, 2016a). AET includes formal (learning that results in a recognized
diploma or credential), non-formal (learning that takes place in the workplace or an educational
setting but does not typically lead to a formal credential), and informal learning (learning that
takes place in everyday life; Commission of the European Communities 2000).

Funding is one of the lesser understood challenges for AET participation. Access to
funding for continued education over the adult life course is often disproportionate resulting in
low participation rates by low-skilled adults even in the wealthiest countries (International
Labour Organization, 2018). Specifically, educational attainment and employment-related
statuses (e.g., type of occupation, income) seem to create an AET divide. Indeed, for a majority
of workers (i.e., 60% in the United States), work-related education and training is provided by
their employers (Hyde & Phillipson, 2014; Pew Research Center, 2016) and is often only
afforded to those with higher education and skills (OECD, 2019a). Therefore, adults who are not
involved in employer sponsored AET, as well as those with lower levels of education and basic
skills, such as literacy, may have limited funding sources for AET (Desjardins & Rubenson,
2013). Training subsidies for low-skilled adults can result in positive labor market outcomes

(increased wages and higher employment rates; Dauth, 2020).



To increase overall AET participation, and to reach adults with lower levels of education
and skills, alternative methods of financing AET have been considered. Learning accounts for
higher education, where either the learner and/or another entity provides the funding for
educational opportunities, can occur through multiple arrangements. The Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) described three types of individual learning
schemes: (1) individual learning accounts which are only available if training takes place; (2)
individual savings accounts which are actual accounts in which funds can accumulate over time;
and (3) training vouchers that can involve co-financing from the individual and can be used for
training (OECD, 2019b). Because these three programs may be directly tied to the pursuit of
specific credentials for occupations in demand or be conditioned on full-time enrollment (Burke
et al., 2000), they are often inequitably accessible, depending on an individual’s socioeconomic
status and background.

In this paper, we review existing AET financing schemes in selected OECD nations, and
identify potential AET implementation strategies. Specifically, we explored international data to
document AET participation by adults at different literacy skill levels. Then, we discuss
examples of financing schemes in four selected countries, including France, Canada, the U.K.
and the U.S. These countries were selected based on our preliminary review of the literature and
reports on countries that had implemented or attempted to implement financing schemes for
adult education.

Theoretical Framework

This study is guided by Cross’s (1981) barriers to participation in adult learning activities

typology. Cross (1981) identified three categories of constraints to adult learning: 1) situational

barriers which include the cost of education (including books and other related costs), lack of



transportation, and job and home responsibilities; 2) institutional barriers which include
difficulty in enrollment, lack of information about programs of study, inflexible course schedule,
and time to complete program; and 3) dispositional barriers which include age concerns, prior
negative experiences with education, and lack of self-confidence. Dispositional barriers are
generally the most difficult to address while situational barriers are thought to be less challenging
to overcome. Adults with lower levels of skills or education often face multiple barriers to
participation, including paying for education (situational barrier) and lack of self-confidence in
returning to the classroom (dispositional barrier) (Desjardins & Rubenson, 2013). In recent
years, there has been a change in state and federal policy in the U.S. where responsibility for
funding adult education is shifting to the individual, which has resulted in some adult students
withdrawing from AET (Kasworm, 2020).

In this paper, we report AET participation rates by literacy skill levels and acknowledge
similar data have been reported elsewhere (e.g., Desjardins, 2015; Patterson, 2017). Examination
of AET participation by literacy skill level is necessary to understand the scope of the problem of
participation by low-skilled adults. In addition, we identified potentially effective financing
schemes and shortcomings in the existing financing models by reviewing AET data and relevant
literature across the four selected OECD nations to address situational barriers. Situational
barriers are only a part of AET constraints. However, we argue that situational barriers need to
be eliminated first before addressing institutional and dispositional barriers, which require more
complex approaches.

Methodology

For this study, we used data from the 2012/2014 Program for the International
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) for adults ages 25 to 65 to compare participation in

adult education and training programs by literacy skill level for the four countries. Of the U.K.



countries examined, only England participated in PIAAC. PIAAC is an ongoing large-scale skills
assessment survey organized by the OECD and implemented by each participating country
(Rampey et al., 2016). The survey includes an extensive background questionnaire along with an
assessment for literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving skills in technology rich environments.
The background questionnaire includes basic demographic data along with information regarding
the development and maintenance of skills, such as education and participation in various types
of AET programs (OECD, 2010). Due to PIAAC data limitations, informal learning activities are
not considered. The variable used to analyze AET was FNFAET12, which indicates participation
in formal or non-formal AET in the 12 months preceding the survey (National Center for
Educational Statistics (NCES), 2016).

PIAAC defines literacy as “understanding, evaluating, using and engaging with written
texts to participate in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and
potential” (OECD, 2012, p. 3). Literacy scores (range from 0 to 500) were estimated based on
the respondents’ performance on literacy-related tasks. In PIAAC, literacy scores were further
classified into six proficiency levels ranging from below level 1 to level 5 (Goodman et al.,
2013). We classified those with low skill levels (below level 1 and level 1) and those with
medium and high skills (levels 2 — 5) (NCES, 2019). Participation in AET by education level is
also relevant, but because educational attainment and literacy skills are closely correlated
(OECD, 2016b), we only included a comparison of AET by literacy skill level.

The PIAAC International Data Explorer (IDE) available through the National Center for
Education Statistics (2020) was used to compare AET participation among countries included in

the study. The IDE is an interactive online application which takes the complex sampling designs



into account to generate inter-/nationally representative, weighted descriptive summaries (e.g.,
percentages of respondents who participated in AET) of PIAAC data (NCES, 2020).

To compare financing schemes for adult learning, we conducted a review of relevant
literature. Given the interest in and importance of gaining a better understanding of financing
schemes for adult education, this is a suitable method to inform researchers, educators, and
policy makers about financing models, tentative outcomes, reasons for successful
implementation, as well as potential for improvement. Literature and reports on financing AET
were sought in three steps. First, an initial search of websites (e.g., OECD, European Union, the
International Labour Organization, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization) identified financing structures for AET and countries that implemented or
considered implementing financing schemes. Second, we used Google Scholar, ERIC,
Psychinfo, and the Web of Science to conduct the literature search. Based on findings from the
initial search, we added country names to this search (i.e., United States, U.S., Canada, U.K.,
United Kingdom, England, France, and Scotland) to focus on the literature and reports in these
nations. Articles and other documents identified during these searches were selected and
reviewed based on their relevance to this study.

Results
PIAAC Data

There were country-level variations in AET participation by literacy skill levels (see
Figure 1). In all countries examined, adults with low-literacy skills were less likely to participate
in AET as compared to those with medium and high skills. AET participation rates for the low-
skilled ranged from 20% (France) to 38% (England) and for the medium and high skilled ranged

from 40% (France) to 65% (U.S.). In the U.S., 36% of low-skilled adults participated in AET.



Figure 1.

Participation (percentage) in adult education and training within the last 12 months by literacy
level, ages 25 - 65

59

38 36 40

England U.S. Canada France
mLow skilled  @mMedium and high skilled

Notes:
1. PIAAC data are only included for England and do not include the entire economic block
of United Kingdom.
2. Low-skilled includes PIAAC respondents who scored below level 1 or at level 1; medium
and high-skilled included respondents who scored at levels 2, 3, 4, and 5.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2020).

Review of Financing Schemes

Here, we present results from the literature review for adult education financing schemes
for the countries included in this study. Countries are grouped by categories identified by the
OECD (2019b): (1) individual learning accounts (ILAs; France); (2) individual savings accounts
(ISAs; Canada, the U.K. and the U.S.); and (3) training vouchers (Scotland and the U.S.). In
some cases, programs were short-lived and are no longer in place, but reasons for their
termination can inform future programs. These funding structures may be referred to by different
terms in countries where they are offered. A summary of the financing models, including their

current status, is included in Table 1.



Table 1. Summary of Lifelong Learning Funding Models

Funding Scheme

Source of Funds

Target
Population(s)

Funding Levels

Current Status

Individual Learning Accounts
France Employer levy Less than 9 years of | Less than 9 years of | Currently active.
equal to 2% of gross | education and education: $956 per | Least skilled
wages greater than 9 years | year or total of participate at lower
of education $9,555 over rates than high-
working career; skilled.
greater than 9 years
of education $597
per year or total of
$5,972 over
working career
Individual Savings Accounts
Canada — Government Low-income Dependent on No longer active
learn$save, matches participant account balances due to lack of
demonstration up to $1,000 participation by
project target population
likely caused by
matching
requirement.
U.K. Employer and Adults aged 19 and | Dependent on No longer active.
employee older account balances Widespread
provider fraud and
poor-quality
training resulted in
program
termination.
U.S. demonstration | Employer and Low-income and Dependent on Never fully
programs employee disadvantaged account balances implemented.
groups Proposed legislation
not enacted.
Training Vouchers
Scotland Government Low-income $267 per year for Active, but low
those earning less levels of funding for
than $29,361 per participant training
year and $133 per might not provide
year for those adequate funding
earning more than for skill upgrading.
that amount.
uU.S. Government Low-income, Varies depending Currently active
underemployed, and | on available funds,
unemployed but generally ranges
workers from $5,000 -

$10,000 depending
on type and length
of training.

Note: Funding levels are shown in U.S. dollars.




Individual Learning Accounts

France.

France’s ILAs, which were initially created in 2015, are funded through a mandatory levy
on employers equal to 2% of gross wages. Initially, training rights were measured in hours of
training but since early 2019 are measured monetarily (i.e., in Euros) and can be accumulated
over time (OECD, 2019b). Individuals with less than a lower secondary education (i.e., less than
9 years) are eligible to accumulate up to EUR 800 ($956 US') (TransferWise, 2020) per year or a
total or EUR 8,000 ($9,555 US) over their working career. Adults with more than a lower
secondary degree can accumulate up to EUR 500 ($597 US) per year or a total of EUR 5,000
($5,972 US) over their working career (OECD, 2019b). Employers or employees can add to the
training account if accumulated funds are insufficient for the desired training program. To be
eligible for this program, courses must be included in an official list and generally focus on
vocational studies (Eurofound, 2020). Unfortunately, the least skilled in France have not utilized
this program to the same extent as those with higher skill levels (OECD, 2019b).

Individual Savings Accounts

Canada.

Co-financed ISAs were proposed in the early 2000s. Due to concerns that an ISA
program might overlap too closely with existing policies, a structure aimed more specifically at
low-income and underserved individuals was proposed (Schuetze, 2007; Schuetze, 2009).
Modeled after anti-poverty measures more than a true ISA, the program, called learn$ave,
created individual savings accounts to allow individuals to save for their own education (Leckie

et al., 2008; Schuetze, 2007; Schuetze, 2009).

L All currency conversions are as of November 30, 2020.
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The learn$ave program, as implemented, offered government matched savings to
participants, though participants needed to advance funds to participate in educational programs
to gain access to program funds, including the money they personally invested (Leckie et al.,
2010). The learn$ave pilot program targeted low-income individuals but only 3% of that group
participated (Leckie et al., 2010), which likely resulted due to co-financing requirements. Other
barriers, such as dispositional barriers (e.g., lack of self-confidence), may have been a factor in
low participation rates by low-income adults (OECD, 2019b). Reflective of outcomes seen in the
United Kingdom (discussed later), early evaluation of the learn$ave program showed that
participants who received the most benefit from the program were likely those who entered the
program with higher levels of education, as well as those who had previously been saving more
money in general (Leckie et al., 2008). The learn$ave program is no longer active, possibly due
to low-participation by the target group and due to co-financing requirements. In addition,
administrative burdens in program operation limited its cost effectiveness (OECD, 2019b).

The United Kingdom.

Individual savings accounts began limited operation across the United Kingdom in 2000
and with slight variations across each nation within the economic block (Johnson et al., 2010;
OECD, 2004). These programs were available to all adults over the age of 19, provided they
were not currently engaged in some type of higher education or vocational training (OECD,
2004). Accounts were structured such that both employees and their employers could add funds
to an employee’s ISA, with the learner determining how best to use these funds to maintain their
overall employability, not specifically related to their current position (Gauti¢ & Perez, 2012).
Widespread provider fraud, such as aggressive and misleading marketing practices, and poor-

quality training led the government to close the program in 2001 (OECD, 2004; OECD, 2019b;
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Schuetz, 2007). Mechanisms to ensure training providers are qualified, such as demonstrating
financial stability and at least two years of successful activity, were required in a program
subsequently implemented as a voucher system in Scotland (OECD, 2019b) which will be
discussed in a following section.

United States.

Recognizing the need for continuous skill upgrading, in 2000 ISAs were piloted by the
federal government. The pilot project provided for a shared funding model between the agency
and the employee. While agencies participating in the pilot project considered ISAs to be an
important tool for recruitment and retention (President’s Task Force on Federal Training
Technology, 2001), most agencies do not offer ISAs as described in the pilot project (Office of
Personnel Management, n.d.). Following the federal ISA pilot project, there have been proposals
and attempts to implement individual savings accounts that allow account holders to save pre-tax
funds for their education. Similar, to the learn$ave system, ISAs in the U.S. were originally
proposed to offer access to continuing educational opportunities to low-income and
disadvantaged individuals through a separate savings account (Fitzpayne & Pollack, 2018).
These accounts may also allow for employer matching of funds deposited by the learner (CAEL,
2007). In 2008, the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) completed a 5-year,
three-site ISA demonstration project in Chicago, Northeast Indiana, and San Francisco. Over half
of program participants completed at least one course. Moreover, completers experienced wage
gains (CAEL, 2007, 2011). Additional demonstrations implemented in Maine, Washington, and
New York City produced similar results (CAEL, 2011; Fiztpayne & Pollack, 2018). Recognizing
the need for a skilled workforce, Fitzpayne and Pollack (2018) proposed a national ISA model

that would allow workers earning less than $50,000 per year to make contributions on a pre-tax

12



basis. This proposal, which was part of the Aspen Institute’s Future of Work Initiative, proposed
that employers and the government would provide matching funds that would vary by the
individual’s income (Fitzpayne & Pollack, 2018). Over the past decade, there have been multiple
efforts to implement federal legislation for ISAs, including the Lifelong Learning and Training
Account Act of 2019 (CAEL, 2011; Lifelong Learning and Training Account Act, 2019).
Although there have been initiatives aimed at encouraging the adoption of ISAs nationally as
part of standard worker compensation packages (CAEL, 2007, 2011; Fitzpayne and Pollack,
2018), there is no national standard or expectation of access to ISAs within the United States.

Training Vouchers

Scotland.

In 2004, Scotland implemented a voucher system for training, which followed the
termination of its ISA program. As initially implemented, the program provided £200 ($267 US)
per year for individuals earning less than £18,000 ($24,023 US) per year. In 2005, the program
was expanded to provide £100 ($133 U.S.) per year for training regardless of income (The
Scottish Government, 2008). Learners are required to make a £10 ($13.35 US) annual
contribution, which can be a burden for low-income adults. Earnings eligibility has since been
increased and is currently £22,000 ($29,361 US) per year for the larger (£200 per year) training
voucher. There are limitations on the number of available awards and if the training cost exceeds
£200, additional training costs are the responsibility of the participant (My World of Work,
2020), which, for some, limits training options. Low levels of funding may be inadequate for
some individuals to fund necessary reskilling (Rutherford, 2007).

United States.

The U.S. implemented a voucher system for training as part of the 1998 Workforce

Investment Act and its successor, the 2014 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA).
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Individual training accounts were established as vouchers to be exchanged for education (Ebert,
2019). WIOA provides training funds through two adult programs, the Adult Program, which is
for low-income workers, and the Dislocated Worker Program. State level funding for both
programs is based on a formula that considers the total number of unemployed and
disadvantaged adults in the state (U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training
Administration, 2020). The amount funded through a voucher depends on the availability of
funds and generally ranges from $5,000 to $10,000, but the amount may vary by state,
Workforce Development Board (WDB), and program of study. WDBs are responsible for
payments to providers for training such that participants are not required to advance the funds.
While co-funding by the participant is not required, if the cost of the selected program exceeds
the limit imposed by the WDB, the participant is permitted to provide supplemental funding
(Ebert, 2019). The employment crisis created by COVID-19 enabled states and eligible
applicants (e.g., U.S. territories) to request funding through Disaster Recovery Dislocated
Worker Grants (DWGs). Thus far, over $250 million in DWGs have been awarded (U.S.
Department of Labor, 2020).

WIOA provides for a one-stop delivery system for its programs with about 2,500 job
centers located throughout the U.S. State WDBSs are responsible for developing state-level
strategic plans while local WDBs are responsible for developing regional and local plans,
approving training providers, and overseeing job center programs (Counts, 2017). While
program participants are required to consult with job center staff about training options, the
participant makes the final decision in their program of study, which is known as an informed

choice model (Ebert, 2019).
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Discussion and Implications

Despite increasing needs for AET, our analysis of the international data and literature
review revealed that AET participation is significantly lower among less educated, low-skilled,
and low-income adults compared to their counterparts. Low AET participation rates are likely
due to the combination of institutional, situational, and dispositional barriers (Cross, 1981). To
better facilitate participation in AET, financing models that are easy to navigate and are
sustainable to provide adequate funds for skill upgrading, are necessary to address situational and
institutional barriers. Dispositional barriers, which include prior negative experiences with
education and lack of self-confidence are more difficult to address, but overcoming other barriers
(e.g., cost of AET) are important first steps to encourage participation by low-skilled adults. To
facilitate positive outcomes by low-skilled adults, Holzer (2021) argues that student supports,
such as academic and career counseling, tutoring, child-care, and transportation, are necessary to
increase participation by disadvantaged students (Holzer, 2021). Funding available through the
recent Higher Education Act, combined with funds available from the American Rescue Plan Act
of 2021, will provide community colleges, which are important sources of training for
disadvantaged workers, with resources to implement programs necessary to improve student
success (American Council on Education, 2021; Holzer, 2021).

While the three models for financing AET have been implemented in various forms in the
four countries we reviewed, either through government-sponsored programs or private
demonstration programs, wide implementation has not yet occurred. Examination of reasons for
program termination or low participation rates by target populations are important to understand
when considering new financing schemes. For example, problems in the U.K. related to provider

fraud and low-quality training resulted in the government ending the program within the first
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year. Screening providers for marketing strategies, financial stability, and the quality of their
AET programs is important to program success. ISA programs in Canada were not fully
implemented, primarily because of a structure that would not attract their target population ---
low-income adults. Adults with higher levels of income, education, and skills can typically fund
their own training, or training is provided by their employer. Programs that require matching
funds from participants may deter participation by low-income adults and do not resolve
situational barriers. Other problems that may have caused low participation rates include
institutional barriers, such as burdensome administrative requirements (e.g., complex or
confusing processes to document eligibility) and websites that are difficult to navigate (OECD,
2019b).

Government sponsored voucher programs are especially beneficial for low-income and
unemployed adults who do not have financial resources to self-fund their AET. Voucher
programs in the U.S. and Scotland have experienced some success but limited funding sources in
Scotland most likely result in a short-term AET participation that may be insufficient for
significant reskilling. Moreover, overall funding for government-sponsored voucher programs is
subject to inconsistent levels of funding. Funding levels for AET should be consistent and
adequate to cover reskilling costs so individual employability and workforce productivity can be
improved.

Multiple models to fund AET in the U.S. may be necessary to reach individuals at
different skill and income levels. For example, the government may implement multiple funding
strategies such as tax-funded individual learning accounts and training vouchers for less
educated, low-skilled and low-income adults because self-funding and employer-sponsored AET

may not be an option. At the same time, highly educated, higher-skilled, and higher income
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individuals might benefit from a savings account model that is portable and funded by the
individual, the employer, and the government. To maximize AET participation, the financing
models should address situational and institutional barriers by creating accessible programs with
easily navigable user-friendly websites. In addition, it is important to provide adequate funding
for skill upgrading. To promote AET participation, ensuring that training providers are
financially stable and well-qualified is another important aspect for successful AET financing
programs.
Conclusion

Funding strategies for learning over the entire life course have become increasingly
important is recent years and became even more crucial in the past year. Low-skilled workers in
the U.S. and elsewhere have experienced job losses due to the COVID-19 pandemic and some
will need to be trained in new occupations to become re-employed. During periods of economic
downturn, it is important for the U.S. government to be proactive in providing funds for these
services and for additional training, as was done with DWGs. Implementation of ISA models,
such as those included in the Lifelong Learning and Training Account Act of 2019 and proposed
by Fitzpayne and Pollack (2018), should be encouraged. The combination of publicly sponsored
AET funding through training vouchers for disadvantaged adults combined with access to an
ISA for adults who do not qualify for WIOA programs could increase overall AET participation.
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