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Educational neuroscience provides
evidence that can support lifelong learning and inform educational policy and
practice. But are we educating with the
brain in mind?

Bruno della Chiesa
LONG LIVE LIFELONG BRAIN
PLASTICITY!

Neuroscience has established that the
brain has a well-developed capacity to
change in response to environment: its
plasticity, which is a core feature of the
brain throughout life. During “sensitive
periods”, particular types of learning are
most effective. But many skills can be acquired equally well at any time. Learning
can also be an effective way to counteract
the brain’s reduced functioning.

Sue Pickering
LEARNING ACROSS THE LIFESPAN:
WHAT CAN RESEARCH
IN NEUROSCIENCE AND
COGNITION TELL US ABOUT
ADULT EDUCATION?

When something is learned it causes
changes in the physical structure of
our brains and alters the way the brain
functions. The writer considers some of
the ways in which our brains and our
cognition contribute to the learning
process. Evidence from neuroscience and
cognition are discussed particularly with
regard to neural plasticity and working
memory.

Rudolf Tippelt and
Aiga von Hippel
LIFELONG LEARNING AND the
BRAIN IN ADULTHOOD

Many empirical findings of brain research are similar to the experiences and
didactic principles in adult education.
Neuroscience with its imaging techniques
can illuminate how learning occurs and
suggest which techniques may facilitate
learning. The writers connect complementary findings of neuroscience and
adult learning and discuss some practical implications for adult educators and
learners.

Kristiina Kumpulainen
NETWORKING
FOR THE PROMOTION OF
A NEW INTERDISCIPLINARY
FIELD: EDUCATIONAL
NEUROSCIENCE

A new Finnish network will bring
together educators, researchers, employers, policy-makers and other
stakeholders for the promotion of
scientific research knowledge within
the multidisciplinary field of learning,
education and the brain. The network
will contribute to the development of
the interdisciplinary field of research
- educational neuroscience.

TEACHER EDUCATION
IN EUROPE

This year LLinE is publishing a series
of articles on the latest scenarios for
the development of teacher education
in Europe.
TOWARDS A CONTINUUM OF
LEARNING: REFLECTIONS ON
TEACHER EDUCATION REFORMS
IN ENGLAND

Jean-Marie Mignon
POPULAR EDUCATION
IN FRANCE

Sonia Blandford

In this issue LLinE introduces the adult
education field in France, which holds
the EU presidency from 1 July to 31
December, 2008.

The goal of popular education is to
widen access to knowledge and culture
to the greatest number of people outside
the traditional school system and within
the framework of association-based
non-formal education.

Jean-Paul Géhin
CONTINUING EDUCATION
IN FRANCE. AN OVERVIEW OF
THE CONTEMPORARY
FRAMEWORK

The writer considers the legal framework
as well as the different ideas and models
that have underpinned adult education
practices and policies in France from
the 1950s to the present day.

LLinE Profile:
Renée David Aeschlimann
LIFELONG LEARNING THROUGH
THE EYES OF A JOURNALIST

The new member of the LLinE International Editorial Board discusses her
experiences of adult education through
her work as a journalist who has been
writing about French and European
adult education and social issues since
the 1980s.
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and

Joan Whitehead

How best to prepare new teachers for
their responsibilities in schools has
evoked a plethora of reforms in teacher
education in England over the past 25
years. A recognition of the need for
continuous professional development in
order to secure constant quality has led
to a conception of the profession as one
engaged in a continuum of lifelong learning. It is this which is informing policy
and establishing closer links between
initial teacher training and continuing
professional development.

THE EU PRESIDENCY:
FRENCH ADULT EDUCATION

Neuroscience

TEACH FIRST, AN INNOVATION
IN INITIAL TEACHER EDUCATION

Teach First combines the expertise of
corporations, schools, education agencies and Higher Education Institutions
to educate and develop teachers for challenging London schools. Corporate involvement in initial teacher training and
continuing professional development in
schools will provide new opportunities
for academics and practitioners engaged
in school practice.

LLine interview
Juha Suoranta
RECLAIMING DEMOCRACY,
RECLAIMING OUR PLACE
IN ADULT EDUCATION AND
THE WORLD. INTERVIEW WITH
PROFESSOR PETER MAYO

The dominant adult education discourse
is part of the discourse concerning lifelong learning which places the onus on
individuals to take charge of their own
learning. There is an over-emphasis on
adult education for work and more
precisely for ‘employability’ which does
not necessarily mean employment. Peter
Mayo talks to Juha Suoranta about lifelong learning, civil society, and radical
adult education.

lifelong learning

A

lthough the role of the
brain in learning seems
somewhat self-evident,
formal dialogue between
neuroscience, lifelong learning and education is a relatively new phenomenon.
Yet, in every phase of human learning,
from the embryo stage to later life,
there are educational issues whose
understanding requires understanding
of the brain and its function.
Over the past few years, science has
made substantial advances in understanding the brain. Emerging knowledge of the brain is set to radically influence how we can understand and
support lifelong learning in its rich and
diverse settings. This new knowledge of
the brain may have a significant impact
on our thinking of learning as well as
how to best support it via educational
practices. The dialogue about the ways
in which this knowledge should be harnessed in educational decision-making
relating to lifelong learning and its
practices has only just recently begun.
The integration of neuroscience and
education can potentially provide education with new insights into learning
and how to best support it across the
lifespan. It is also important for employers to increase their knowledge of
the ways in which to support the cognitive skills, capacities, and fitness, as
well as the mental well-being of their
workforce. Stress, sleep, space, taskmanagement and creativity are highly

important issues when creating optimal
working conditions for all.
Efforts for the promotion of dialogue and collaborative research in educational neuroscience are evidenced in
different parts of Europe where networks and research centres are being
established. These efforts are also highlighted in the present issue of LlinE. In
addition, more and more seminars,
workshops and conferences are being
organized to promote international discussion on neuroscience in education,
leading to knowledge exchange and
knowledge creation.
All these efforts seem to share a unified
set of goals as they aim to:
• produce a common language and
understanding of learning, education
and the brain across the human
lifespan;
• advance the emergence of a multidisciplinary research paradigm on
neuroscience, learning and education; and
• create opportunities for interdisciplinary projects and networks for
neuroscience, learning and education to better address questions surrounding lifelong learning, its policies and practices.
I sincerely hope that the present issue of LLinE – ‘Educating with the
brain in mind’ – together with other related publications and venues will advance this exciting and, yet, challenging
field.

Professor

Kristiina Kumpulainen 
Editor-in-Chief of LLinE
Director of CICERO Learning
University of Helsinki, Finland
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EDUCATING WITH THE BRAIN
IN MIND

Cognitive Fitness
For a long time, occupational health
has focused on physical fitness. In the
age of the knowledge society this is,
however, not enough. Knowledge work
requires above all cognitive fitness.
Work puts a strain 
on the brain
ICT has had an effect on nearly all
work, and above all on the knowledge
work that employs a half of the workers in Western countries. Knowledge
work is work that adds value to information, requires good learning skills,
and whose results are greatly affected
by the motivation of the individual employee. Knowledge work increasingly
requires collaboration between different experts, teamwork, and the integration of dispersed information. Working
hours are becoming increasingly irregular, and the number of simultaneously
performed tasks is increasing.
The brain is the most important
“tool” for our work. However, it can
be put under a strain by information
overload as well as constant stimuli
and interruptions. In Finland, one of
the forerunners of knowledge-intensive
nations, already 20 per cent of employees suffer from memory and attention
difficulties. Many have chronic sleep
debt and every fourth employee suffers
from insomnia. (Tossavainen, 2007)
Attention disorders have become more
common and mental illnesses are the
number one reason for disability pensions. All these are symptoms of the deterioration of mental fitness.
The most important dimension 
of well-being at  work:
Cognitive fitness
Occupational health services should focus on caring for the brain and promoting cognitive fitness in order to enable individuals to cope in the information society. Cognitive fitness refers to

the ability of the individual to understand, remember, learn, plan, and
adapt. It is formed through brain function, the ability to make decisions,
solve problems, learn, and create memory traces. Cognitive fitness allows a
person to be innovative and open to
new ideas.
Supporting cognitive fitness
The brain evolves throughout the
lifespan. It has to be used continuously
and in novel ways. Continuous learning is essential both for work and for
mental fitness. Changes at work can be
seen as positive as they force people to
learn.
Cognitive fitness can be boosted by
the use of cognitive tools and learning
skills. Problem solving techniques, systems thinking, and mind maps help create order in the information chaos.
They also help to understand the interconnectedness of different pieces of information. Systems thinking should be
part of everyone’s cognitive tool box
(see, for example, Hämäläinen &
Saarinen, 2003), and learning skills and
knowledge creation processes should
be constantly developed.
A balance between work, rest, exercise, and experiences can lead to better
cognitive fitness, which can in turn lead
to improved performance at work.
Cognitive fitness requires regular
healthy meals and exercise – physical
and cognitive fitness go hand in hand.
Knowledge work requires more
sleep than physical work, and the minimum need is six hours a night. Constant lack of sleep weakens both performance and the ability to assess it –
already five nights with only four hours
of sleep each night weakens performance significantly. (Hakola et al., 2007)
Lack of sufficient sleep also contributes
to weight gain and the development of
early dementia.
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Cognitive fitness:
 a leadership challenge
Although the responsibility for taking
care of cognitive fitness lies with the individual, successful workplaces are able
to support it on both individual and organisational levels. Such organisations
teach managers how to lead “the corporate brain”. They select managers
with high emotional intelligence and
even high spiritual intelligence. These
managers are able to provide employees with a purpose and a meaning for
their work, and a clear vision of the future. A clear vision helps to focus attention, which is a prerequisite for
good cognitive fitness. Challenging targets and clear objectives and measures
are better “managers” than human
managers for the work that takes place
inside an employee’s head. Employees’
innovativeness and productivity in
challenging thinking processes can be
enhanced through providing employees
with enough space free from continuous interruptions.
Understanding the corporate brain
and factors affecting the cognitive fitness of its staff is a major challenge for
the leadership. Brain research, psychology and behavioural sciences can provide a valuable basis for novel leadership that aims to promote the cognitive
fitness on a company level which in
turn can develop company resources
and competitiveness.
In order to develop working life we
now need new kinds of experts and a
multidisciplinary influence on leadership.

Leenamaija Otala
Dr Otala is an academic researcher
and lecturer. She is also a consultant
and has published widely on
leadership development and
organizational learning.
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LLinE
3/2008
‘Validation of
competencies and
prior learning’
will be out
in September
2008.

European Qualifications
Framework adopted
The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) was formally adopted by
the European Parliament and the
Council on 23 April 2008. It is a
framework that links countries’ qualifications systems together, acting as a
translation device to make qualifications more understandable so that
workers and learners can use their
qualifications in other countries.

As well as aiming to promote citizens’ mobility between countries, the
EQF is a lifelong learning framework,
applying to qualifications obtained in
all sectors of formal education as well
as to learning outcomes acquired in
non-formal and informal learning settings.
For more information, please visit the
EQF website http://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/educ/eqf.

EAEA mapping AE researchers and
research in Europe
The European Assoaciation for Education of Adults (EAEA) is conducting a
survey of researchers in the field of
adult education. The aim of the survey
is to gain an overview of researchers
working on adult education across Eu-

rope, which in turn will provide a picture of research being carried out on
adult education in Europe.
A link to the survey questionnaire can
be found on the EAEA website, http://
www.eaea.org.

Call for Grundtvig Award
nominations
EAEA now welcomes nominations for
the Grundtvig Award 2008. The annual
award is given for an outstanding adult
learning product or project result. Each
year the award focuses on a different
theme. The theme for this year is intercultural learning.
The winning project must have a
clearly defined aim of facilitating intercultural dialogue and evidence of outcomes, such as a report, DVD, or any
form of verification. It is also desirable
that the project is transferable and/or
useful for others. The project or initiative needs to be completed or near to
completion.

The Award includes a specifically designed piece of art for the coordinating
organisation, an invitation to the EAEA
General Assembly 2008 in Ireland, as
well as publicity for the winning
project(s) via the EAEA website and
mailing list. Entries must be received by
Friday, 5 September 2008.
For further details about making a
nomination, please visit the EAEA
website http://www.eaea.org.
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The new challenge for well-being at work:

Brain
Plasticity!
Brain research provides evidence to support the broad
aim of lifelong learning. Educational neuroscience
generates new knowledge to inform educational policy
and practice. Plasticity is a core feature of the brain
throughout life. Although particular types of learning
are most effective during “sensitive periods”, many
skills can be acquired equally well at any time.
Bruno de l l a C h i e s a
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O

n 6 May 2008, I received
a phone call from BBC
journalist Ibrahima Diané
who wanted me to answer
a question raised by a listener the day
before in the framework of his Frenchspeaking Palabres programme for
Africa. Explicitly referring to an 80year-old Kenyan man who recently
decided to attend primary school and
learn to read, this listener from
Rwanda was wondering ‘at what age
the human brain ceases to learn’. For
once, my answer was as short as just
could be: ‘Never’. Why are we now so
sure about this? And above all, how do
(or should) such good news impact on
the way we think about learning and
education? Recent discoveries in the
field of brain research help us understand quite a few issues better, especially – but not only – as far as lifelong
learning is concerned.
Neuroscience  and 
education debates
It is obvious that brain research alone
will not solve every educational problem. In fact, according to the German
CERI Board member Klaus Luther, it
will not solve any. First, neuroscience is
not equipped to directly address these
kinds of issues. And second, as a descriptive discipline, it is interested in
what is true or false (describing the
world), whereas education, as an intervention discipline, is interested in what
is efficient or not (changing the world).
First and foremost, education deals
with what is desirable and what is not
(which, to some extent, amounts to determining what is good or bad: this is
the role of ethics, not of science), and
what is feasible and what is not (which
is, after taking ethical considerations
into account, all that policy is – or
should be – about).
But still, thanks to brain imaging
technologies and recent findings in cognitive neuroscience, it is now possible
for educators to shed new light on is-

sues that other disciplines have studied
and reflected upon for centuries. Is
such an approach too positivistic (in
the philosophical sense of the word),
too “hard science” oriented? I do not
think it is, as long as nobody tries to
sell it as a panacea, but only acknowledges it as what it is: new knowledge.
If everyone was happy with the way
educational arrangements are working,
there would be no reason to look for
new solutions. But since many people
do not seem to be very satisfied with
the outcomes of present educational
systems, it would be a terrible mistake,
and an ethical mistake at that, not to
consider this fascinating new set of information (Ajchenbaum-Boffety & Léna, 2008). Even if neuroscience, or any
other science, is not designed to provide recommendations to policy makers and practitioners, the emerging “educational neuroscience” (term forged
by Kurt Fischer, Founder and Director
of Harvard Graduate School of Education’s ‘Mind, Brain and Education’ programme) is generating valuable knowledge that can certainly inform, if not
guide, educational policy and practice.
Therefore, sustaining dialogue between the neuroscience community on
the one hand and the education community (teachers, students, parents,
policy-makers, and researchers) on the
other1 is even more necessary now than
it was ten years ago when the OECD
Centre for Educational Research and
Information (CERI) launched the
‘Brain Research and Learning Sciences’
project 2. Such dialogue should develop
at an international level because no single country alone can deal with the
questions that brain research findings
raise within the educational field3. Every single learner is concerned, which
means every human being as there is no
such thing as a brain that does not
learn. The brain cannot help but constantly learn.
Thanks to brain imaging technology
we have learned more about the way

the brain works (that is, learns) in the
last two decades than in the entire
course of human history (della Chiesa
& Christoph, 2003). At the turn of the
millennium, the educational implications of discoveries in the field of neuroscience began to be recognized and
have, of course, grown at an increased
pace since then (OECD, 2007). But this
is only the beginning and nothing compared to what we will witness in the
next ten or twenty years. There are at
least two major issues that we cannot
(and should not) ignore any longer, and
that various education communities
must take into account.
The first, lifelong brain plasticity
(see below), has only recently become
fully understood. It is particularly important in shaping the ways we think
about lifelong learning and educational
systems. The second is the fact that
many issues related to learning (e.g. the
key role of emotions in motivation and
learning [Hinton et al., 2008], but also
the role of the environment, nutrition,
sleep, stress, pleasure, pain, fear and so
on) can be informed by neuroscientific
findings, both at the level of the individual and at systems levels.
Learning and the brain
Learning is a highly complex process.
Definitions of learning often vary depending on the context and the perspective. In fact, definitions by neuroscientists and those by educational researchers can differ quite significantly
from each other, which poses a challenge to the dialogue between the two
communities. For example, Hideaki
Koizumi (2003), a neuroscientist, defines learning as a ‘process by which
the brain reacts to stimuli by making
neuronal connections that act as an information processing circuit and provide information storage’. In contrast,
Frank Coffield (2005), an education researcher, proposes that learning refers
to ‘significant changes in capability, understanding, attitudes or values by indi-
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Long Live
Lifelong

tandem with the death of neurons to
modify brain structure across the
lifespan. Moreover, neurons continually refine their connections through synapse formation (synaptogenesis), elimination (pruning), strengthening, and
weakening. The brain adjusts to the environment through these mechanisms.
Thus it becomes more efficient, taking
into account experience in order to develop optimal architecture (Sebastian,
2004; Goswami, 2004; Koizumi,
2004).
These structural changes underlie
learning. Moreover, far from reinforcing an exclusively cognitive, performance-driven focus on the brain, neuroscience suggests the need for holistic
approaches that recognize the close interdependence of physical and intellectual well-being, and the close interplay
of emotions and cognition. New light is
being shed on the hedonic components
of motivation, which is key to successful learning (McGraw, 1978; Csíkszentmihályi, 1990; OECD, 2007; Hinton et
al., 2008).
Plasticity
The brain is capable of learning because of its flexibility: it constantly
changes, configures, and reconfigures
itself in response to stimuli. This flexibility resides in one of the intrinsic
properties of the brain: “plasticity”.
The “traces” left by learning and mem-

orization are the fruit of mechanisms
such as synaptogenesis, pruning, and
strength variation. Consequently, plasticity is a necessary condition for learning and an inherent property of the
brain.
Due to the extraordinary growth of
new synapses that is paralleled with
new skill acquisition, it was first believed that only infant brains were plastic. However, data uncovered over the
last two decades have confirmed that
the brain retains its plasticity across the
lifespan. This means that we can learn
at any stage of our lives albeit in somewhat different ways in different stages
(Koizumi, 2003; OECD, 2002). Educators and learners will all gain from understanding why and how the brain always learns. To make a long story
short, brain research provides important evidence to support the broad aim
of lifelong learning. Far from supporting ageist notions that education is the
province only of the young – the powerful learning capacity of young people
notwithstanding – neuroscience confirms that the brain is a lifelong learning machine. And the more it learns
while ageing, the more likely it is to remain effective in learning (OECD,
2002).
Contrary to the once-popular assertion that the brain loses 100,000 neurons every day, technologies have
shown that age does not affect the total

A synaptic connection between two neurons.
Source: Christina Hinton for OECD (2007).

Axon
Cell Body
Synapse
Dendrites

Presynaptic Neuron
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Cell Body

Dendrites

number of neurons in each area of the
cortex: age-dependence only applies to
the number of “large” neurons (Terry
et al., 1987). As these large neurons decline, the number of small neurons increases, and the aggregate number remains about the same. However, there
is some decrease in neuronal circuitry
as neurons get smaller and the number
of synapses is reduced. While reduced
connectivity corresponds with reduced
plasticity, it does not imply reduced
cognitive ability. On the contrary, skill
acquisition results from pruning some
connections while reinforcing others.
Many cognitive processes in the brain
decline when we stop using them, confirming the broad thrust of the lifelong
learning concept. Instead of the proverbial ‘you can’t teach an old dog new
tricks’, the message is ‘use it or lose it’4
(OECD, 2007).
Periodicity
The fact that (almost) anyone can learn
(almost) anything at (almost) any time
does not mean that age does not matter
(“almost” because severe brain damages can sometimes make learning impossible). In addition to – or in spite of –
this, the design of different phases and
levels of education can be better informed by neuroscientific insights. Certain periods – called “sensitive periods”
or “windows of opportunity” – in an
individual’s development are particularly well suited to learning certain
facts or acquiring certain skills. During
these periods, the brain needs certain
types of stimulations in order to establish and maintain long-term development of the structures involved. These
are the stages at which the individual’s
experience becomes an overriding factor, responsible for profound changes.
Sensitive periods are part of natural development, but experience is needed to
make learning effective. In such a case,
learning is described as “experience-expectant”, such as acquisition of oral
language. It is not the same as “experi-

ence-dependent” learning, such as the
acquisition of written language, which
can take place at any moment in an individual’s lifetime.
Sensitive periods are relatively restricted and early for sensory stimuli
such as speech sounds, and for certain
emotional and cognitive experiences
such as language exposure. Other
skills, such as vocabulary acquisition,
do not have sensitive periods and can
be learned equally well at any time.
Hence, if learning does not occur within these windows of opportunity, it
does not mean it cannot occur at all.
However, outside these windows of opportunity, learning requires more time
and cognitive resources, and it will often not be as effective.
Therefore, there are no “critical periods” when learning must take place
(except for very early processes not relevant to education, such as acquisition
of vision, audition, etc.), but there are
“sensitive periods” during which the
individual is particularly primed to engage in specific learning activities
(OECD, 2002; OECD, 2007).
Adulthood 
Even though adult learning has become
more and more important in the last
decade as it has become clear that our
societies are increasingly “learning societies”, participation rates in formal
adult learning are not always high, and
at around the age of 50 there tends to
be a considerable drop. The challenge
is to make learning more attractive to
adults through the use of appropriate
pedagogical methods (OECD, 2005)
since it is now obvious that (older)
adults do not learn in the same way as
the young.
There is considerable evidence that
older adults show less specificity or differentiation in brain recruitment while
performing an array of cognitive tasks
(Park et al., 2001). In the framework of
a Japanese study (Tatsumi, 2001) that
compared language proficiency of

young and older adults, a Positron
Emission Tomography (PET) activation
study was carried out during word-fluency tasks5. In comparison to the
young subjects, the activated areas
among the elderly subjects were found
to be generally smaller, and sometimes
inactive, though certain areas which
were not active among the young subjects were active among the elderly.
Even if it is somewhat premature to
formulate conclusions based on these
findings, one interpretation of these activation patterns is that other brain areas are brought into play among older
adults in an effort to compensate for
deficient word retrieval. Alternatively
– and in favour of the vitality of the
ageing brain – fluency or experience
with a task necessarily reduces activity
levels so that, with higher processing
efficiency, these tasks can also be shuttled to different areas of the brain for
processing. So, in a sense the reduction
of brain activity levels in older adults is
a sign of more efficient processing.
But the brain also declines the more
we stop using it and with age. Studies
have shown that learning can be an effective way to counteract the reduced
functioning of the brain. Therefore, the
more opportunities there are for older
and elderly people to continue learning,
the higher the chances of deferring the
onset, or delaying the acceleration, of
neurodegenerative diseases (see insert
on page 82 for a Japanese example).
Given that the plasticity of the brain
is a core feature throughout life and
particular learning processes are most
effective during “sensitive periods”,
further research is now needed to better determine why this is so and to
identify which type of skills are better
acquired at particular times in a human
life. With this knowledge, curricula and
pedagogy can be refined and optimized,
provided that we depart from pre-scientific, ideology-informed debates6. An
understanding of how the brain learns
and matures can inform the design of

Postsynaptic Neuron
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viduals, groups, organisations or society’. He explicitly excludes ‘the acquisition of further information when it
does not contribute to such changes’.
To better understand the relationship of the brain to learning – an intricate relationship that is not necessarily
obvious – it may be helpful to look at
the brain itself in more detail. The
brain consists (among other cells) of a
vast amount of neurons, which constitute the basic operative units of the
brain. During the period of the most
rapid prenatal brain development,
which occurs between weeks 10 and 26
after conception, the brain is estimated
to grow at a rate of 250,000 neurons
per minute. At birth, the brain contains
the majority of the cells it will ever
have, with estimates ranging from 15
to 32 billion. This range reflects the
considerable individual variation in the
number of brain cells. After birth, neural networks continue to be modified:
connections among neurons (called
synapses) are sometimes formed and
reinforced, sometimes weakened and
eliminated.
Therefore, the brain’s learning capacities are driven not only by the
number of neurons but by the richness
of the connectivity between them.
There is plenty of room for change given that any particular neuron is often
connected with several thousands other
neurons. For a long time it was assumed that such changes happen primarily in childhood because the size of
the brain of a six-year-old is already
about 90 per cent of that of an adult.
Today, this position has been revised as
a result of emerging scientific evidence
which indicates that the brain undergoes significant changes throughout life
(OECD, 2007).
Parts of the brain (including the hippocampus, which plays a crucial role in
learning and memory) have recently
been found to generate new neurons
throughout life. The birth of new neurons, termed “neurogenesis”, works in

Inertia and Neuromyths
There is abundant resistance against
taking onboard neuroscientific discoveries for educational policies and practices. It is, in fact, sufficient to discourage even the most fervent advocates.
The reasons vary from simple incomprehension, mental inertia, and the categorical refusal to reconsider certain
“truths”, to corporate reflexes that defend acquired positions, and even
staunch bureaucracy. The obstacles are
numerous to any efforts to create new
transdisciplinary fields, or even more

An example from Japan: Learning Therapy
Brain research can provide powerful additional arguments on the “wider
benefits” of education (beyond the purely economic that count highly in
policy-making), especially for ageing populations. Brain research can identify
learning interventions as part of strategies to address the problems of the
ageing brain (Kawashima et al., 2005).
A successful intervention method, “Learning Therapy”, has been developed
in Japan to better understand and combat neurodegenerative disorders such
as senile dementia. The results of Learning Therapy show that elderly people
who have developed senile dementia can continue learning, provided that they
are given the right materials and environment.
The method is based on neuroscientific knowledge about the functioning of
the prefrontal cortex. Learning Therapy aims at
improving mental functions of the learner – prefrontal cognition,
communication, personal needs independence, and so on – through study,
as the learner and the instructor communicate, using together materials
which centre on reading aloud and calculation (Kawashima et al., 2005).
Brain-imaging results show that such simple tasks activate the brain widely,
including the prefrontal cortex.
The basic idea of Learning Therapy is that by ameliorating the
communication, independence, and short-term memory functions of the
prefrontal cortex, people with senile dementia will be able to participate
in social activities regardless of their illness.  The fundamental principle of
Learning Therapy is to select and repeat every day a very simple task that
activates the brain.
A comparison between a group of people with senile dementia who had
20 minutes of Learning Therapy per day for 18 months, and a group that did
not, has shown that the method has positive effects for the functioning of
the prefrontal cortex. Those who had learned showed increased functioning
in the prefrontal cortex whereas this function declined in the other group.
(Kawashima & Koizumi, 2003; OECD, 2007).
modestly, to shed new light on old issues. This poses the delicate problem of
“knowledge management”. Even if
some constructive scepticism can do no
harm, every innovative project finds itself at one point or another in the position of “K”, seeking to reach the Castle
(Kafka, 1926).
To make things even more difficult,
neuroscience unintentionally generates
a plethora of “neuromyths” due to
misunderstandings, bad interpretations,
or even (conscious or unconscious) distortions of research results. Over the
past few years, a growing number of
misconceptions (pseudo‑approaches to
how we learn, often used as ‘arguments’ against any attempts to design
and implement educational policies
that are informed by neuroscience)
have started to circulate about the
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brain, including the “first three years”
myth (“everything important about the
brain is decided by three”), gender-related differences in the brain, etc.7 Because these neuromyths, entrenched in
the minds of the public by the media,
are incomplete, extrapolated beyond
the evidence, or plain false, they need
to be debunked in order to prevent education from running into dead-ends or
plunging into other pitfalls. They raise
many ethical questions, which in democratic societies need to be addressed
through political debate.
Ethics
Beyond neuromyths, a whole range of
other, even more fundamental ethical
questions have arisen, including potential abuse through brain imaging, consumption (by healthy individuals) of

substances that affect the brain, the
risk of creating an education system
that is excessively scientific and highly
conformist, and so on. Many of these
questions cannot be left to science only:
a well-informed public opinion needs
to be formed. This will not be easy, especially since the media in their present
form are clearly not equipped to deal
with such issues adequately, efficiently,
or honestly (della Chiesa, 1993;
Bourdieu, 1996).
On many questions, brain research
simply but valuably reinforces existing
knowledge and the conclusions from
everyday observation. As a result, one
of its most important contributions is
to enable the move from correlation to
causation – understanding the mechanisms behind familiar patterns – to
help identify effective solutions. Moreover, neuroscience is generating new
knowledge and opening up new avenues. We should ask whether, in the
mid-term at least, it is acceptable for
any reflection about education not to
take into consideration what is known
about the learning brain. As the former
CERI Governing Board Chair Sylvia
Schmelkes del Valle, from Mexico, so
beautifully phrased it, ‘We are working
for our children and grandchildren’. In
light of this, would it be ethically acceptable to ignore a field of relevant
and original research that is shedding
new light on, and creating fundamental
understanding of, education and learning?

N otes
1. This is much easier to say than to
do. It took years to make neuroscientists and educators really to start
talking to each other. They do not
speak the same language and they
are not looking for the same things
(see above). The differences between
the two disciplines make the dialogue extremely difficult to sustain
but at least we have managed to get

it started. In 2002, an introduction
to this dialogue, Understanding the
brain - towards a new learning science was published by the CERI
‘brain team’. This little book is not
completely out of date yet. From a
mere scientific point of view, it looks
pre-historical but it is still relevant
for most within the education community.
2. The project was launched in 1999,
thanks to the vision and initiative of
the Head of CERI, Jarl Bengtsson.
He had the remarkable intuition that
it would be relevant for education
researchers, practitioners, and policy-makers to look at what happens
at the forefront of neuroscience.
‘High risk, but high potential payoff’ was the motto, sufficient to attract support from a few key countries, especially Finland (Reijo Laukkanen), Japan (Masayuki Inoue,
Masao Ito, Hideaki Koizumi, and
Teiichi Sato), the UK (Richard Bartholomew and Christopher
Brookes), and the USA (Michael
Posner and the National Science
Foundation team Eric Hamilton,
Eamonn Kelly and Finnbar Sloane),
to begin with. Other countries, at
first rather careful if not skeptical,
quickly followed. Full support from
Tom Alexander, then Director of Education, Employment, Labor and
Social Affairs at the OECD, was also
crucial for such a venture. Interestingly enough, the more the project
was recognized world-wide, the
more research initiatives it contributed to develop as spin-offs (one of
the most important being the huge
‘brain-based cohort studies’ programme at the Japan Science and
Technology Agency’s RISTEX), and
the harder it became to sustain it.
The main results of the project are
featured in Understanding the Brain
– the Birth of a Learning Science
(OECD, 2007). This article derives
largely from this publication.

3. The questions raised are not only
technical or scientific. As an example, just imagine the following science fiction scenario: brain research
comes up some day with a chemical
invention that permits the enhancement of learning in one way or another – say, a ‘learning pill’ that
makes learning as simple as possible.
Among others questions which will
arise: who is to benefit from it? How
will it be marketed? How much will
it cost? In other terms, will such a
pill cost one euro and be sold in millions, or will it cost a million a piece
- and only a few will be sold? These
are economic, social and ethical
questions (della Chiesa & Christoph, 2003). And in democracies,
ethical questions are supposed to be
political ones.
4. There is evidence that damaged
adult brains also exhibit plasticity.
Language capacity in the dominant
hemisphere lost following a stroke
can re-emerge in the contralateral
hemisphere. In some cases, language-specific activation has been restored to the dominant hemisphere
about a year after injury, and some
studies have even shown that the reorganisation can happen within two
months of injury among older people recovering the hemiparesis after
a stroke (Kato et al., 2002; Koizumi,
2004).
5. The subjects were asked to say aloud
as many words in a given semantic
and phonological category as they
could within 30 seconds. The number of words the older subjects could
retrieve was approximately 75 per
cent of the number retrieved by the
young subjects, showing lower
word-fluency. They also had greater
difficulty retrieving famous names,
with their mean performance at
about 55 per cent to that of young
subjects. Among the young subjects,
the left anterior temporal lobe and
frontal lobe were activated during
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more effective and age-appropriate
teaching and learning for children and
adults. As Parasuraman and Tippelt
(2007) brilliantly summarize:
Learning and aging cannot be separated from biogenetic, medical, psychological, social, and pedagogic
problems. Consequently, understanding brain, cognition and learning in adulthood requires an interdisciplinary approach (Bransford,
Brown and Cocking, 2004). On the
one side, brain research attempts to
understand the operations and functions underlying cognitive, affective,
and social behavior. Brain research
and neuroscience therefore provide
insights into the development and
also the constraints of the learning
brain. On the other side, educational
and aging research take into consideration that the cultural, economic,
and political achievements of modern societies are dependent on the
problem-solving abilities of their citizens over their entire life cycle.
These abilities are acquired in different institutions of the education system as well as in self-organized, formal and informal learning processes.
Finally, an understanding of the ageing processes of the brain can help individuals maintain cognitive functioning
throughout life. In short, an important,
scientifically-informed conception of
learning is taking shape (OECD, 2007).

8.
•

•

•

•

•
•

9.

time”; “to make your baby smarter,
have it listen to Mozart”; “learn
while you sleep”and so on.
Also available in:
French: OECD. (2002). Comprendre
le cerveau – Vers une nouvelle science de l’apprentissage. Paris: OECD/
Maison des Sciences de l’Homme.
Portuguese: OECD. (2003).
Compreendendo o cérebro – rumo a
uma nova ciência do aprendizado.
São Paulo: OECD/Editora Senac.
Spanish: OECD. (2003). La
comprensión del cerebro – hacia una
nueva ciencia del aprendizaje.
Mexico City: OECD/Editorial
Santillana.
German: OECD. (2004). Wie
funktioniert das das Gehirn? Auf
dem Weg zu einer neuen
Lernwissenschaft. Stuttgart: OECD/
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the retrieval of proper names. During the retrieval of animate and inanimate names, and syllable fluency,
the left infero-posterior temporal
lobe and left inferior frontal lobe
(i.e., Broca’s area) were activated.
6. This is why the CERI “Brain Project” was not policy-driven, which
would have meant focusing on the
best way to move from A (where
you are, or, better, where you suppose you are) to B (where you want
to go). The project operated in a different manner: its driving force were
neuroscientific research results. The
hope was to reach B at some point,
not knowing in advance where this
would be. I called this research-driven approach the “Columbus approach”: let’s go west, and see what
we find. We were not looking for a
new continent: our only goal was to
have another light shed on educational issues. Among the difficulties
we were confronted with, a particularly harsh one was making this Columbus approach understandable,
sustainable - and financed. Another
major challenge was integrating education researchers and policy-makers
in the debate. It was in fact much
easier to find neuroscientists interested in education than education researchers interested in neuroscience.
There are very good reasons for this;
for detailed explanations, one can
read (or re-read) Pierre Bourdieu’s
Homo academicus (1984). Yet another, even hotter question was how
to translate research findings for lay
people without oversimplifying them
(a major challenge for democracies
in the 21st century).
7. Apart from the above mentioned,
the most popular neuromyths so far
are generally phrased along the following lines: “we only use 10 per
cent of our brain”; “I’m a ‘leftbrain’, she’s a ‘right-brain’ person”;
“a young child’s brain can only
manage to learn one language at a

What can
research
in

neuroscience
cognition
and

tell us about

adult education?
Regardless of the specific details of the learning experience,
when something is learned it causes changes in the physical
structure of our brains and alters the way that the brain
functions. We are constantly changing: our biology and our
moment to moment experiences interact to produce the
learner that we are.

Sue Pick e r i n g
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A

s an academic whose
entire career has focussed
on trying to understand
the cognitive and neurological basis of learning, in both
impaired and non-impaired children, I
thought that I had a good sense of
what learning was all about. My experiences during the last year have challenged my understanding of learning,
however, and have raised a whole new
set of questions in my mind. Put simply, I have become a learner again. I
have placed myself in that wonderful,
scary, exhilarating and frustrating position of having to acquire knowledge
and skills that are completely (or
almost completely) new to me.
Although I was always learning in my
role as an academic, this learning was
in a domain in which I was already
skilled and knowledgeable, and this, I
now realise, makes a huge difference to
the way that learning proceeds.
Of course I did a great deal of learning of new skills and knowledge before
I became an academic. I studied at
school and university, and was required
to learn lots of new things. All of this
learning occurred in the early years of
my life, however, when aspects of my
cognitive and neurological functioning
may have been different to how they
are now. My new experiences of learning are taking place in a different context. I am older, my brain is older, I
have already acquired lots of complex
skills and knowledge, and my cognitive
functions may well operate differently
during the learning process. In other
words, I am experiencing some of the
challenges associated with learning
across the lifespan – challenges that I
had previously been unaware of.
My own research has primarily involved the study of cognition and associated brain function in children. I am
not a neuroscientist – I leave the actual
brain research to those who are skilled
in techniques such as functional magnetic resonance imagery (fMRI) or electroencephalography (EEG) – but draw

on the findings of this research to further understand the structure and function of cognition. I am an experimental, cognitive, developmental psychologist and much of my research has involved designing tasks to measure
aspects of children’s cognitive development (e.g. Pickering & Gathercole,
2001; Pickering, Gathercole, Hall, &
Lloyd, 2001).
My interest in cognition is not limited only to an understanding of what
develops and how. My work has always sought to understand how cognitive development links to different aspects of educational functioning (e.g.
Gathercole, Brown, & Pickering, 2003;
Gathercole, Pickering, Knight, &
Stegmann, 2004; Pickering, 2006a). In
other words, I have been keen to ask:
“are some of the differences in children’s educational attainment explainable in terms of differences in their cognitive functioning – and if so, what aspects of cognition are most crucial?” In
line with this, one area of my work has
looked at cognition in children with
different types of specific learning difficulty, including children with dyslexia, dyspraxia, and autistic spectrum
disorders (e.g. Gathercole & Pickering,
2001; Pickering, 2006b; Pickering &
Gathercole, 2004).
Just over five years ago I moved
from a Psychology Department to a
School of Education, thus placing myself in a context where questions about
education and learning were even more
central to my activities. More recently,
my colleague Paul Howard-Jones and I
have created an explicit link between
brain, cognition and education, with
the creation of the Neuroscience and
Education Research Network, NEnet
(http://www.bristol.ac.uk/education/research/networks/nenet). The activities
of this network include research on the
brain-basis of educationally relevant
cognitive tasks, as well as promoting
discussion about the role of neuroscience in education through a series of
seminars, meetings and research

projects with educators (e.g. HowardJones, Blakemore, Samuel, Summers,
& Claxton, 2005; Pickering &
Howard-Jones, 2007).
In my very recent role, as adult
learner, I am experiencing the highs
and lows of knowledge and skill acquisition, and these experiences have naturally lead to a questioning of how my
brain and cognition are dealing with
the learning process now as opposed to
a couple of decades earlier when I was
an undergraduate student. Are there
ways in which my learning is more efficient? Are there ways in which learning is more challenging? Moreover,
what do the findings of research on
neurological and cognitive development across the lifespan tell us about
the process of learning after childhood?
Is there good reason to believe that
learning will be harder, or easier, as we
get older? As more of us choose to
study across the lifespan, such information is likely to be extremely important
for those whose job it is to design
teaching and learning materials for older learners. In this paper I review findings from research in neuroscience and
cognitive psychology in two major areas: working memory and neural plasticity, in an attempt to build up a sense
of how work in these two disciplines
can contribute to our understanding of
the processes involved in lifelong learning.
Evidence from neuroscience 
and cognition:  The case of 
Working Memory
The concept of working memory owes
a great deal to the model originally
proposed by Baddeley and Hitch in
1974. This working memory model
comprised three components: a central
executive and two slave systems, referred to as the phonological loop and
the visuo-spatial sketchpad. Early research focussed largely on the phonological loop, the part of the memory
system that is used when we remember
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Learning across the lifespan:

and function of the central executive
component of working memory remained rather hazy until just over a
decade ago. At this point a decision
was made to begin to specify some of
the functions that were thought to be
carried out by this part of the memory
system, to develop methods for studying these functions, and to establish the
limits of the capacity of the central executive (Baddeley, 1996). Drawing on
the model of attentional control developed by Norman and Shallice (1986),
four possible central executive processes were proposed: the ability to divide
attention, to focus attention, to switch
attention, and to relate the contents of
working memory to long-term memory
(see Repovs & Baddeley, 2006, for a
recent review). Debate exists as to
whether the central executive has storage capacity. Evidence from experimental and neuropsychological research
suggests that the central executive is
fractionable, with the possibility of impairments and spared functioning in
the four areas outlined above (e.g. Baddeley, Baddeley, Bucks, & Wilcock,
2001). Central executive functioning
has been associated with the frontal
lobes of the brain (Baddeley, 2000) and
it is no coincidence, therefore, that
some patients with damage to this area
of the brain have been referred to as
having ‘dysexecutive syndrome’, and
manifest a range of problems linked to
attention.
In 2000, Baddeley proposed an addition to the tripartite working memory
model, referred to as the episodic buffer. The current version of the model is
shown in Figure 1. As data was beginning to come to light that could not be
handled well by the three-component
model, a decision was made to include
the episodic buffer and to transfer one
of the processes associated with the
central executive – relating the contents
of working memory to long-term memory – to this new component. The episodic buffer was suggested to be capa-
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ble of storing information in a multi-dimensional code. Controlled by the central executive, it is thought to provide a
temporary interface between the two
slave systems and long-term memory,
therefore allowing the binding of information from a number of sources into
coherent episodes. Baddeley (2000) has
suggested that the episodic buffer is unlikely to be associated with one specific
area of the brain, although given the
crucial role of the central executive in
its operation, frontal areas may well be
important.
Having described the characteristics
of working memory, it seems clear that
such a powerful aspect of human cognition is likely to play an important
role in learning. Evidence from cognitive, developmental and neuroscientific
research is helping us to build up a picture of how working memory might
contribute to educational performance
in a range of domains, and what the
implications of deficits in the working
memory system might be. In addition,
by studying working memory in children, adults, and older adults, an account of how this cognitive function
changes with age is also beginning to
develop.
Very young children perform poorly
on tests of working memory, but performance tends to increase across
childhood (Gathercole, Pickering, Ambridge, & Wearing, 2004). What causes
this increase in performance? In the
case of the phonological loop, an important change in the way that children
approach working memory tasks begins at about 7 years of age. Subvocal
rehearsal (the covert repetition of a
memory sequence prior to recall) is a
strategy that makes a significant difference to the amount of information that
can be recalled. Before the age of 7
years, children tend to deal with memory lists in a rather passive way, or they
may use a rudimentary form of rehearsal, but fail to repeat the items cumulatively. By utilising the articulatory

Figure 1.The current version of the working memory model
(adapted from Baddeley, 2000)
Central
executive

Visuospatial
sketchpad

Episodic
buffer

Phonological
loop

Visual
semantics

Episodic
LTM

Language

rehearsal component of the phonological loop to keep memory sequences refreshed, accuracy of recall increases significantly. Similarly, the use of phonological recoding (and subsequent subvocal rehearsal) can increase recall for
visually presented information, such as
words or pictures. Less is known about
possible causes of increases in performance on tasks measuring the visuo-spatial sketchpad, however. A number of
factors may contribute to better performance with increasing age, including a general increase in attention and
strategic ability (see Pickering, 2001,
for a review). Development of the central executive across childhood is not
well understood at this time, although
it is known that the frontal lobes of the
brain are slow to develop, taking almost two decades to reach maturity
(e.g. Yakovlev & Lecours, 1967). Agerelated changes in performance on central executive tasks may well depend
on maturation of the brain structures
involved, as well as increases in strategic behaviour common to other cognitive tasks.
At the other end of the age spectrum,
research with older adults has sought to
identify which, if any, aspects of working memory performance show a decline in later life. Evidence suggests that
not all aspects of working memory
functioning are negatively affected by
aging. Treitz, Heyder and Daum (2007)

found that dividing attention and inhibiting unwanted stimuli were worse in
participants over the age of 60 compared to adults below this age. However, there was no difference in performance on tasks that measured memory,
verbal fluency and reasoning. Other research (van Gerven et al., 2007) supports the view that inhibitory control is
an important factor in cognitive aging,
in addition to a reduction in general
processing speed. In terms of brain
changes, significant loss of volume in
the frontal lobes and hippocampus has
been noted and neuronal shrinkage, loss
of dendritic and synaptic density and alterations in neurtransmitter systems
have all been suggested to occur after
the age of 65 years (Treitz et al., 2007).
Thus, as for young children, changes at
the neurological level may have an effect on performance of working memory tasks; especially those linked to the
function of the central executive.
Over three decades of research paint
a clear picture of working memory as
one of the most fundamental of all human cognitive functions. Individual differences in working memory are, like
all human behaviours, likely to stem
from an interaction between our biology (our genes and brain) and our experiences. In my own work I have been
interested to understand more about
individuals who, through biology or

experience, may approach learning in a
specific way based on the activity of
their working memory. In particular, I
have been keen to study individuals
who do not show the strong tendency
towards phonological coding of information in working memory usually
found in older children and adults.
Two groups of individuals have been
found to show a pattern of information
processing that involves a greater reliance on visuo-spatial coding - individuals with dyslexia and logographic language users (e.g. native Chinese language users). In the case of individuals
with dyslexia, this has been suggested
to develop in response to the poor phonological coding skills that are the hallmark of the disorder (e.g. Rack, 1985)
– a behavioural response to a biological
difference? In the case of native Chinese language users, the requirement to
learn a non-alphabetic logograph-based
language appears to influence subsequent coding of information at both a
cognitive and a neurological level (e.g.
Tan et al., 2001).
Although the two groups described
above may represent relatively extreme
cases, the implications for lifelong
learners, and those who teach them,
are worthy of consideration. My interest in ‘predominantly visual coders’
comes from my own personal preference for visual representation of information – something that affects both
my learning and my teaching. In recent
years there has been a great deal of interest in the notion of ‘learning styles’
and many teachers are familiar with
the idea of ‘VAK’ (visual, auditory, kinaesthetic) or left-brain/right-brain
learners. These ideas have attracted
controversy and some criticism (Kratzig
& Arbuthnott, 2006), in many cases
due to the uncritical way in which they
have been applied in educational settings. Unless we have experienced some
very significant neurological damage or
disease, we are likely to use a range of
coding methods for dealing with infor-
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verbal information, such as a phone
number, for a short period of time.
Findings from a range of studies suggested that this component was made
up of two related subcomponents: a
phonological store and an articulatory
rehearsal system, the latter capable of
refreshing the contents of the store to
prevent decay of the memory trace. Evidence to support the existence of a
phonological loop has come from a
number of sources, including experimental studies with children and adults
and the study of neuropsychological
patients with selective impairments in
phonological working memory. More
recent neuroscientific work has indicated that the phonological store and the
rehearsal system are associated with locations in the left-hemisphere of the
brain known as Brodmann areas 40
and 44, respectively (Baddeley, 2000).
Less research has been carried out to
investigate the visuo-spatial sketchpad,
however, the slave system thought to be
responsible for the temporary maintenance of information in visual and spatial form. This aspect of working memory has proved more difficult to study
as a consequence of an important developmental change in the use of working memory during childhood. When
presented with information in visual
form (e.g. nameable pictures) children
of around 5 years of age and younger
tend to remember the items as images.
However, by the age of around 8 years,
children have begun to phonologically
recode visually-presented information,
that is, they produce a verbal label for
the item, such as a name or description
(Hitch, Halliday, Schaafstal, & Schraagen, 1988; Hitch, Halliday, Schaafstal,
& Heffernan, 1991), which is then
stored in the phonological store (instead of, or in addition to, the visuospatial sketchpad). The visuo-spatial
sketchpad is linked with the right hemisphere of the brain (areas 6, 19, 40,
and 47) (Baddeley, 2000).
Our understanding of the structure

As we get older, many of us feel that
our memory is not as efficient as it
once was, and as described earlier, neurological changes in older adulthood
may be responsible for a decrease in
some aspects of memory functioning.
What impact might this have on our
abilities as lifelong learners? Two major
issues appear to dominate the literature
in this area: processing speed and inhibition. Debate exists, but it seems possible that so-called ‘healthy aging’ may
be accompanied by a reduction in the
speed at which cognitive processing
may occur and a decline in the ability
to inhibit unwanted information from
our attention (van Gerven et al., 2007).
Problems with inhibition may also interact with another consequence of older age, that is, our vast store of knowledge and experiences that increases with
each year of life. As we get older we will
have done more, seen more, know
more, etc. When we come to a new
learning situation, this prior knowledge
and experience can be of huge benefit,
but it can also be a problem. A phenomenon known as ‘proactive interference’
captures the experience when something
that you already know prevents the effective storage in memory of something
new (which may share characteristics
with the information already in memory). Learning across the lifespan is a
very real possibility for most of us.
However, the design of teaching and
learning programmes for older adults
may benefit from consideration of the
strengths (many years of knowledge and
experience) and possible areas of weakness (decline in cognitive speed and inhibition) that might be present in this
group of learners.
Interestingly, learning across the
lifespan may have a protective effect on
cognitive functioning in later life (Alley,
Suthers, & Crimmins, 2007). A study
of university professors aged between
30 and 71 years by Shimamura, Berry,
Mangels, Rusting and Jurica (1995)
found that, although the participants
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did show decrements in performance
on some cognitive tasks with age, not
all aspects of cognitive functioning
were equally affected. The clearest areas of decline were on a task of reaction time and a test involving the arbitrary association of novel and known
information. In contrast, the professors
performed well on one task involving
proactive interference and another that
measured prose recall – two areas of
cognitive ability that have been found
to show a decline in older age. Shimamura and colleagues speculate on the
cause of the better than expected performance in this population in the specific areas of memory identified. One
suggestion is that the continued high
level of mental activity undertaken by
the professors is able to modify the
(brain-based) changes that would usually occur as a result of aging. However, given that some evidence of typical
age-related decline in cognition was
found in this group, another possibility
is that the professors possess an enhanced ability to compensate for the
decrements in cognitive performance,
such as a repertoire of strategies for
dealing with new information.
At the heart of this discussion of the
role of working memory in lifelong
learning lies the constant interaction
between the biology of the individual
and their experiences. Studying the behaviour of individuals and making inferences about the structure and function of their cognition has been crucial
to the research that my colleagues and I
have carried out. However, in the last
decade, changes in brain imaging technology mean that we have been able to
benefit from another perspective on human performance – one that has begun
to tell us about the nature of our brain
and the way that it underpins all that
we do. In the next section I will review
some of the research on the issue of
neural plasticity and give consideration
to what this might tell us about lifelong
learning.

Evidence from neuroscience 
and cognition:  The case of 
Neural Plasticity
One of the most powerful findings to
come from neuroscience research concerns the plasticity of the brain. Put simply, neural plasticity refers to the ability
of the nervous system to adapt to changing circumstances. In recent years researchers have become aware of the
amazing ability of our brains to change
in response to our experiences – a process that begins before birth and continues throughout the whole of our lives.
Our brain is made up of neurons
that connect to one another at a junction called a synapse. At the end of the
neuron, branching fibres called dendrites are found. Tiny protuberances on
the dendrites (known as dendritic
spines) can either grow to make contact with the synapse of another neuron or shrink and break contact with
another neuron, depending on circumstances. Messages move from one neuron to another via the passage of chemicals (called neurotransmitters) across a
small gap between the neurons.
Neuroscientists have found that neurons organise themselves into networks
that become specialised for certain
roles. If we learn a skill - such as playing a guitar - networks will develop in
relevant areas of the brain that serve
the finger movements involved in the
guitar playing skill. Each time one of
the component skills is practiced, the
connections between the neurons in the
network are strengthened. In this way
our brain is capable of rewiring its
physical structure as a consequence of
all of our different experiences. One
extremely powerful mechanism in
learning is referred to as long-term potentiation (LTP). This occurs when
there is an increase in the efficiency of a
synapse (of over 1 hour in duration) as
a consequence of the incoming neuronal activity, and the resulting changes
in connections are thought to be responsible for learning and memory.

So, far from being a fixed entity, the
brain is capable of adapting to the circumstances that it finds itself in. With
each change in circumstances, the connections between neurons will be modified in some way. Brain cells can die at
many stages across life, in some cases
as a consequence of pruning of redundant cells, although neuronal loss is
more rapid after about 40 years of age.
More positively, in some areas of the
brain, it is possible for new neurons to
grow, even in adulthood (Blakemore &
Frith, 2005).
A striking demonstration of the way
in which the brain responds to learning
comes from a study of taxi drivers in
the City of London (Maguire et al.,
2000). The area of the brain under investigation was the hippocampus, an
area thought to facilitate spatial memory in the form of navigation. In this
study, structural MRIs of the brains of
experienced and knowledgeable taxi
drivers were compared with those from
the brains of control participants. The
MRI scans showed that the posterior
hippocampus was significantly larger in
the taxi drivers compared to the controls (a more anterior region of the hippocampus was larger in control subjects than in taxi drivers, however). So,
the brains of the taxi drivers seemed to
have changed as a consequence of their
experience of learning the routes
around London and even more importantly, the volume of the taxi drivers’
hippocampi correlated with the amount
of time that they had spent as a taxi
driver.
The outcomes of recent research on
neural plasticity provide an extremely
optimistic picture for any learner. Our
brains are designed to learn. The task
for those involved in developing teaching and learning programmes for lifelong learners is to use this natural
learning mechanism in the most productive way. In other words, we need
to create practical learning experiences
that maximise the brain’s potential for

adaptation. A major factor in learning
is practice. Research by Draganski and
colleagues (2004) showed the importance of practice in the acquisition of a
new skill by asking participants to
learn to juggle. They found that after
participants had practiced their juggling for at least one minute a day for
three months, two areas of their brains
involved in processing visual motion
had increased in size (and the participants’ juggling had improved!). The
importance of keeping up this practice
was clearly shown three months later
when the participants were scanned
again. By this time most participants
had given up their practice and could
not juggle at the same standard as
when they were scanned three months
earlier. The MRI scan showed that the
brain areas that had previously increased in size had now decreased
again.
Conclusions
Successful lifelong learning is dependent upon a number of factors. In this
paper I have given some consideration
to some of the ways in which our
brains and our cognition contribute to
the learning process. Regardless of the
specific details of the learning experience, when something is learned it
causes changes in the physical structure
of our brains and alters the way that
the brain functions. Learning and
memory are intimately related, and the
process of acquiring new knowledge
and skills is dependent upon memory.
We are constantly changing: our biology (and its development) and our moment to moment experiences interact to
produce the learner that we are. The
knowledge derived from neuroscience
and cognitive psychology provides us
with crucial insight into the hidden
processes involved in learning. Understanding more about the constraints
and opportunities provided by our
brains and our cognition can help us to
design teaching and learning tools that
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mation in our environment (phonological, visuo-spatial, and semantic) and
presenting information in only one
form is not likely to be helpful. It is important that we try to understand more
about how our brain and our experiences interact to bring about individual
differences in the various components
of the working memory system, and
how these manifest in our learning behaviour.
As research continues to support the
idea of a link between different components of working memory and educational achievements in a range of domains (e.g. Pickering, 2006a; Alloway
& Gathercole, 2006), the idea that our
own particular profile of working
memory ability (and perhaps our coding preference) is related to our learning becomes increasingly important –
especially for adult learners, who have
had a much longer time for experience
to shape their brain and cognition.
While this does not in any way mean
that ‘old dogs cannot be taught new
tricks’, it does suggest that giving consideration to the working memory ability of a learner may provide useful information upon which teaching and
learning approaches can be developed.
Indeed, one area of education in which
this has been trialled is the development of virtual learning environments
(VLE’s), where links between working
memory ability and learning style were
found (Graf, Lin, & Kinshuk, 2008).
Graf et al. suggest that learners with
lower working memory ability have a
tendency to employ an active, sensing,
visual and global learning style, whereas those with higher working memory
performance tend to be more reflective,
intuitive and sequential in their approach to learning. While this work is
at an early stage, taken together with
the research on working memory and
education in children (e.g. Gathercole
& Alloway, 2008), the importance of
working memory in learning is becoming clearer all the time.
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are right for different learners at different stages in their learning lives.
And what of my own learning experience? What I know about the brain
and cognition makes me optimistic
about learning. It makes me realise that
in some ways learning will be more difficult than before. I have much more to
think about now – my family, my other
commitments – so there are more demands on my memory and my attention, and this may interfere with my
learning. If I want to develop a skill I
will need to practice, and time is not as
easy to find as it was when I was
younger. I have a well-established bank
of knowledge and skills – some of
which will be of use in my new learning, and some of which might interfere
with my intake of new material and
ideas, especially if this is very similar to
what I know already. On the other
hand my sense of ‘the big picture’ is
much better now. I know more about
the world, and I have a better context
in which to place new knowledge. My
previous learning experiences have given me the opportunity to develop a
repertoire of strategies to use in new
learning situations. And I know that
my brain will continue to work to serve
my learning experiences, even if it feels
that it is not! The future looks bright
for lifelong learning.

and

brain
in
adulthood
the

Societal change is increasingly requiring adults to
acquire and use complex information, not just in the
work place, but also in many other aspects of
everyday life. Change necessitates lifelong learning
(Alheit & Dausien, 2002; Dohmen, 2001). This can
pose considerable challenges to adults.

Aiga von Hippel and Rudolf Tippelt
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onsequently, there are compelling reasons for understanding adult learning,
both from psychological
and educational perspectives, and from
the point of view of the underlying
brain mechanisms that support cognition and learning.
Learning and aging cannot be separated from biogenetic, medical, psychological, social, and pedagogical
problems. Therefore, understanding
brain, cognition, and learning in
adulthood requires an interdisciplinary approach (Bransford et al.,
2004). On the one side, brain research attempts to understand the
operations and functions underlying
cognitive, affective, and social behaviour, thus providing insights into
the development as well as the constraints of the learning brain. On the
other side, educational and aging research take into consideration that
the cultural, economic, and political
achievements of modern societies
are dependent on the problem-solving abilities of their citizens over the
course of their entire life cycles.
These abilities are acquired within
the education system as well as in
self-organised, formal and informal
learning processes. (Parasuranam &
Tippel, 2007)
From an educational point of view,
“learning” happens in interaction with
the world. Learning, therefore, concerns not only the expansion of knowledge but also a change in action patterns (Parasuraman et al., 2007). From
a neurobiological perspective, learning
can be viewed as a change in the
strength and efficiency of neuronal connections that support cognitive processes (Spitzer, 2002). It refers to the creation of neural networks and synapses
(Fishback, 1999, 18).
The ability to learn is dependent on
modification of the brain’s chemistry
and architecture, in a process called
“neural plasticity”. Neural plasticity

But by keeping mentally active the
cognitive skills of adults can remain intact and even increase:
While brain connections are vulnerable to age, neural networks have
the potential to grow more sophisticated as we age, making the brain
more responsive . . . Those most
likely to keep cognitive abilities have
above average levels of education
and complex stimulating life styles.
(Fishback 1999, 20).
There is some evidence suggesting
that “cognitive stimulation”, either
self-initiated or provided by family
members, may play a role in maintaining cognitive function in older adults
who might otherwise show significant
age-related decline. It could be shown
that health problems of older employees do not occur in general but increasNeuroscience and adult
ingly in cases of inconvenient working
learning – some complementary  places with no learning possibilities
findings
which do not allow for development
Neuroscientific findings, which have in- (Baethge & Baethge-Kinsky, 2004;
Feinstein et al., 2003). Education procreasingly influenced the pedagogical
grammes for older people have a prefield in the past few years, have to be
regarded as additional and complemen- ventative function, and serve to maintain cognitive abilities as well as physitary to the insights provided by adult
cal and mental health (Lehr, 1991; Aleducation – and not as fashionable
(Stern, 2004; Pauen, 2004). In this arti- tenkommission, 2005). It would be
necessary to carry out more longitudicle we discuss some selected findings
nal studies to be able to discuss the effrom neuroscience and adult education
fects of different types of training.
that go together and have strong links.
reflects the ability of neurons to
change their structure and relationships to one another in an experience-dependent manner according to
environmental demands. (Cozolino
& Sprokay, 2006, 11)
The empirical findings of brain research are not totally new for adult education. Many are similar to the experiences and didactic principles in adult
education. But neuroscience with its
imaging techniques can provide empirical evidence and explain the findings in
adult education from a brain research
perspective. Illuminating how learning
occurs and suggesting which techniques
may facilitate learning, this new information can be used by adult educators
for the benefit of adult learners (Fishback 1999, 18).

Adult learners need cognitive
stimulation – also as prevention

Motivation and emotions play an
important role

The pace of learning decreases in the
course of an individual’s lifetime, which
means that humans learn more slowly
when growing older (Spitzer, 2002).
But at the same time the accuracy and
sustainability of learning increase. According to Fishback (1999, 21), declines occur in
1) the amount of visual information
we can handle,
2) the ability to learn a second language,
3) the ability to do two things at
once, and
4) short term memory.

According to Taylor (2006, 18), ‘emotions are the undercurrent of cognition’. Negative memories from past
learning experiences and stress in the
learning environment can complicate
learning (Cozolino & Sprokay, 2006,
14). Neuroscientific findings can provide new insights for the analysis of
typical barriers and motives in continuing education. Findings from brain research can explain why formative educational experiences in childhood and
adolescence are so important for further learning and participation in adult
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One of the most important principles of adult education is to be participant oriented (Siebert 2000). Because
learning is connected to prior learning,
the brain always searches for some experiential connection. Adult educators
should give adult learners the opportunity to create experiences or to find existing connections. On the basis of constructivist ideas on learning, different
approaches have been developed to define ideas on learning and knowledge
construction more precisely. Examples

Figure 2. The importance of didactic factors
in three adult education institutions

availability

50

role of the adult educator is very important. He can prepare the learning
environment in a way that appropriately meets the needs of the adult learner.
Also participants view the instructor as
the most important quality criterion
(see Figure 2). From the adult participants’ perspective, the instructor
should have didactic, pedagogical, and
specialist competence. Knowledge of
the basics of neuroscience can be useful
in enabling the adult educator to teach
in a didactically and pedagogically professional manner.
Findings from neuroscience have
practical implications for adult educators (Fishback, 1999). Brain researchers have pointed out the significant
roles that attention, motivation, emotion and social interaction play in successful learning (Singer, 2002). The evidence from neuroscience underlines
pedagogical findings. Much of what
adult educators do is validated by neuroscience as good learning support.
Naturally, insights from learning theory, adult pedagogy and neurobiology

time slots
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To summarise, both brain research and
educational research suggest that the

instructor with
professional
know how

lower educational level
middle educational level
high level (Abitur)

Practical implications for
adult education

instructor with
didactic skills

(BMBF, 2006; BMBF, 2008)

Theoretical discussions about learning
processes over the last decades reveal
two neurobiologists who are viewed as
the founders of modern constructivist
learning philosophy: Maturana and
Varela (Siebert, 2000). Their central insights are the foundation stone of constructivist learning theory, and these insights are also confirmed by current
brain research (e.g. Spitzer, 2002; Siebert & Roth, 2003). In conclusion,
from a constructivist point of view,
learning always occurs individually and
in an experience-based way. New
knowledge always builds on existing
knowledge and can lead to its transformation and differentiation. This expanding of knowledge occurs through
new experiences or through the critical
reflection of one’s own cognitive constructs in interaction with others. New
brain research confirms the premise of
constructivist theory - that learning is
constructed in the learner’s mind with
the contribution of external factors
(such as books, lectures, socio-cultural
environment) (Taylor, 2006, 73). If
adult educators do not take this into
consideration, problems in learning are
created:
Rather than focus on what the
learner understands, they focus on
what they themselves understand,
presuming that is where the learner
is also headed. Instructors do this
with the best of intentions, that of
creating a meaningful context for
the learner. But the learner’s concrete
experience, in such cases, might be
merely listening to the instructor
make meaning. (Taylor, 2006, 73).

of such approaches are the cognitive
apprenticeship approach (Collins et al.,
1989) and problem-oriented learning
approach (Barrows, 1985). Constructivist approaches also take into consideration that social interaction favours
learning processes. There is also neuroscientific evidence that social interaction stimulates neural plasticity (Cozolino & Sprokay, 2006, 12). Similar effects are found in educational research.
For example, E-learning is more effective and the drop-out rate is lower
when social interaction is included – as
it is in Blended Learning. Social interaction with the instructor or tutor also
plays an important role. Brain research
confirms that ‘a supportive and caring
relationship with another person activates neural circuitry, priming it for
neuroplastic processes’ (Cozolino &
Sprokay, 2006, 12).

understanding
the instructor

Figure 1. Participation in adult education according to
educational level 1979-2007 in %

Learning is a constructivist process

homelike
rooms

Learning is not only attached to prior
emotions and experiences but naturally
also to prior knowledge. Brain research
makes it evident that learning is ‘enhanced by activities that call on prior
or tacit knowledge’ (Taylor, 2006, 75).
Adult learners are better in learning
concepts and principles that tie to their
prior experiences and allow them to
expand existing knowledge (Cozolino
& Sprokay, 2006, 17) because new information is incorporated into existing
neural networks (Fishback, 1999, 18).
The longer a brain area is activated, the
better the knowledge is remembered.
Longer activation is fostered by personal experiences as well as focus and concentration; the combination of vision,
sound, smell and movement; and repetition and emotions. ‘Adult educators
have long understood the value of using the learner’s past experience as a
foundation for new learning.’ (Fishback, 1999, 22).
Overall, it can be observed – and
this has been shown by representative
adult education studies (Barz & Tippelt, 2007) – that significant inequalities exist in lifelong learning and especially in participation to job-related

further education. The level of education, job-related qualifications, working status, sex, nationality and age but
also lifestyles have a serious influence.
Therefore, specific and target group
oriented learning environments are necessary. One important socio-demographic factor influencing participation
behaviour is the “educational level” of
persons. Education is formed by the
”more-and-more-principle” also
known as the Matthew effect: ‘to him
that hath, more shall be given: but
from him that hath not shall be taken
away even that which he hath’. People
who participate in adult education are
likely to be those who have already
achieved a higher educational level (see
figure 1).
From the perspective of neuroscience, the cumulative effect of education is not only interesting as a social
effect but also as a neurobiological one
since it is easier to incorporate more information to a greater neural network
and if there are less negative experiences towards learning, as explained
above. Brain research shows that prior
learning can improve learning in later
years, in addition to explanations from
educational science and psychology.

ambience,
atmosphere

Learning is cumulative and connected
to prior knowledge

Bz: n=22/23, Sanctclara: n=86, MVHS: n=43
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education (Barz & Tippelt, 2007). For
many adult learners, classrooms and
teachers trigger memories of failure.
Fear can block the ability to learn
(Fishback 1999, 19). Common barriers
to learning and education which are often named in empirical studies include
– besides lack of time and money – the
‘negative experiences with further education and negative memories of past
and mostly school-related learning experiences’, and ‘fearful reservations of
the learners concerning their own
learning performances i.e. fear of performance-heterogeneous groups of further education’. (Barz & Tippelt,
2007).
Central to motivation theory is the
anthropological assumption that a person’s need to develop as a person, as
well as general development and learning, does not only concern childhood
and youth. Rather, it extends over the
entire lifespan. However, adults are to
a higher degree responsible for how (if
at all) they concern themselves with the
contents and forms of learning (Tippelt, 2000). In psychological motivation research this interest in learning
appears in the process of “flow experie
nce”(Csíkszentmihályi, 1982) as the
“joy of doing something”, which is the
decisive characteristic of intrinsic motivation. Learning too can be an activity
which makes one forget time. White
(1959) has named the “feeling of efficacy”, Deci & Ryan (1985) and deCharms (1976) the “feeling of one’s own
efficiency” and of “self-determination”,
and Heckhausen (1989) the “matching
of action and goal of action” as the
source of the intrinsic motivation especially important in adulthood. Moreover, positive convictions of self-effectiveness and “internal attribution” (locus of control) support the cognitive
performance of all learners (Jennings &
Darwin, 2003). Further studies incorporating brain research and educational and psychological research are necessary to analyze barriers and motives to
learning.
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must be taken into consideration in the
design of learning environments and in
concrete didactic practices. But what
does that signify for adult learning?
The adult educator should promote
neural plasticity and network integration by incorporating social interaction
and the possibility to connect learning
to prior knowledge and experiences.
Instructors should have in mind that
adult learning requires cognitive stimulation and is a cumulative and constructivist process. Adult educators
‘who inspire adults to learn may unconsciously embody the neuroscience
of education’ (Cozolino & Sprokay,
2006, 17) and may do this because
they have internalized the pedagogical
principles of participant orientation.
Participant orientation necessitates empathy to anticipate students’ motives
and barriers to learning (Tippelt & von
Hippel, 2007).
In any case, understanding the
brain’s functions can ameliorate knowledge about lifelong learning in adulthood. A valid and meaningful learning
strategy needs both brain research and
educational science. Through analysing
the abilities and constraints of the
brain, brain research and educational
science can better explain why some
learning environments in adulthood
work and why others fail. Connecting
both findings is not only useful for understanding participation behaviour in
adult education, but also helpful for
planning educational contents that are
more target-group oriented.
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Educational
neuroscience

Building the network

In Finland, a new national network on
neuroscience and education will begin its
activities in 2009.

Kristiina K u m p u l a i n e n

T

he Brain, Learning and
Education network (in
Finnish Aivot, oppiminen
ja koulutus) strives for the
promotion of scientific research knowledge within the multidisciplinary field
of learning, education and the brain.
The network is co-ordinated by
CICERO Learning at the University
of Helsinki under the finance of the
Finnish Ministry of Education.

Background – calls for a new 
discipline
Calls for a new discipline, entitled as
‘educational neuroscience’, have been
widely expressed in the international
scientific community. This emerging research field focuses on the neurocognitive premises of learning, requiring the
integration of scientific knowledge
from the disciplines of educational sciences, neuroscience, and cognitive psychology.
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The importance of this new discipline has also been recognized in the
Finnish FinnSight 2015 report that emphasizes the importance of multidisciplinary neurocognitive research in the
development of powerful learning environments for lifelong learning (Academy of Finland & Tekes, 2006). The report argues that this new discipline has
vast potential to extend our understanding about the dynamic and interrelated processes of the human brain

From its inception, CICERO Learning
has joined its efforts for the establishment of a national research network
on the brain, learning and education.
CICERO Learning has hosted meetings, workshops and bigger international venues in order to promote a dialogue between neuroscience and education. In these meetings, neuroscientists and educators as well as
policy-makers and representatives of
the business and working life have
come together to discuss a variety of
themes relating to lifelong learning
and the brain.
The topics of discussion have
touched upon the possibilities and challenges of brain-based education, stress
and well-being at work, working memory across the lifespan, sleep, memory
and learning, brain fitness, and neuromyths. (Further information about the
events, their topics and materials including webcasts of all keynote presentations can be found on the CICERO
Learning website http://www.cicero.fi).
The lessons learned from these
events and related informal discussions
are that the field of educational neuroscience urgently requires further re-

CICERO Learning is a network for distinguished researchers and research
groups on learning. The primary members of the network are based in
different universities and research institutes in Finland. The network builds
co-operation with research groups and units around the world and promotes
cutting edge research on learning across the boundaries between diverse
scientific fields. It aims to nurture academic innovations and synergies among
research communities, businesses and industry, for the benefit of the Finnish
society in particular and the global community in general. In particular,
the network has promoted research linking learning, technologies, and the
brain. In 2007, the main theme of CICERO Learning was Learning and the
Brain, which brought together professionals interested in creating a network
for brain, learning and education. The core activities of CICERO Learning
include
• Discovering new openings for cross-disciplinary research on learning
• Building joint research activities with internationally recognized researchers
and research groups
• Establishing research co-operation between national and global universities,
as well as businesses and industry
• Organising innovative, cutting edge research symposiums and conferences
• Communicating latest research findings on learning to the field
CICERO Learning network was established in 2005, and is coordinated by
the University of Helsinki, Finland.

search and development. Evidencebased knowledge generated by neuroscientific research needs to inform practices in schools, higher education and
vocational institutions as well as at
workplaces. Further, problems encountered in every-day school and work situations need to be acknowledged in the
research focuses. This is why CICERO
Learning has actively strived to establish a network on “the Brain, Learning
and Education” in Finland. As the result of a successful funding application
to the Finnish Ministry of Education,
the Brain, Learning and Education network will start its activities officially in
January 2009.
Next steps
The Brain, Learning and Education
network aims to create a dialogic community for educators, researchers, employers, policy-makers and other stakeholders. It will offer platforms for dialogue, networking and collaboration so
that this new and emerging interdisciplinary area can be further developed
to address topics of interest for lifelong
learning and education. Further, it will
facilitate the dissemination of research
findings to the field: education, business and industry, and policy-making;

and communicate authentic and acute
challenges stemming from the field to
the research community.
The core activities for the network are:
• Advancing the emergence of a
multidisciplinary research paradigm
on neuroscience, learning and education
• Co-constructing a common language for this emerging interdisciplinary field
• Through researcher training, creating a new community of researchers
attuned to this interdisciplinary paradigm
• Creating opportunities for building interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral research collaboration
• Providing discussion platforms for
educators, parents, employers and
employees and other stakeholders.
The legitimization and establishment
of this national network makes it possible for CICERO Learning to continue
to pursue its goal towards the development of educational neuroscience. The
Brain, Learning and Education network welcomes both national and international partners to come forward
with their ideas and needs concerning
this field. Our work has just begun.
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Networking for the
promotion of a new
interdisciplinary field:

and learning. The report recommends
the establishment of a new national research network of educational neuroscience in Finland in order to fully promote this new scientific discipline, its
research and practice.
Also OECD has recognized the importance of researching learning from
the perspective of the brain. The OECD
report Understanding the brain: The
birth of a learning science, published
by the Centre for Educational Research
and Innovation in 2007, brings attention to the importance of supporting
leading research centres on educational
neuroscience. In Europe, an example of
successful research collaboration effort
linking cognitive neuroscience and education can already be found in the UK,
namely the Neuroscience and Education Research Network (NEnet) which
is supported by the national Teaching
and Learning Research Programme
(TLRP).
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E-learning for adult patients in hospitals
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>> Hospitals as new places of lifelong learning
>> E-learning as a pedagogic approach at
specific learning requirements
>> Education as part of a patient-centered
healthcare system
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network of multi-disciplinary research on
learning. She has previously worked as a
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the Research Centre for Sociocultural
Studies on Learning and Instruction
at the University of Oulu, Finland. She
has managed a number of research
and development projects focusing on
the social foundations of cognition,
sociocultural theories of learning and
teaching, classroom interaction research,
collaborative learning and problem
solving processes across disciplines
and age groups, technology-enriched
mathematics and science education as well
as on teacher learning with digital video
cases. Her research has been published
in a number of journals, edited books,
and conference proceedings. Professor
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member for the European Educational
Teacher Education Network (ETEN) and
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Interest Group on Social interaction in
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Popular

Education
in

France
Education populaire runs parallel to French social and
political developments. The French term can be
translated into English in a variety of ways, as
“community education”, “adult education” or even
“empowerment”, or “non-formal education”. Its goal
is to widen access to knowledge and culture to the
greatest number, outside of the traditional school
system, in a manner inextricably linked to civic
involvement and within the framework of associationbased non-formal education.

www.dieberater.com

Jean-Marie Mignon
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The long history of popular
education
The philosophers of the 18th century –
the “Age of Enlightenment” – prepared
minds to the rise of the French Revolution in 1789. A key statement of the
revolution was to proclaim the end of a
society based on Divine Thought and
the beginning of a new society based
on progress and equality between men
from birth. If we had to choose the
founding text for popular education, it
could be the Rapport sur l’instruction
(Report on instruction) presented by
Marie-Jean de Condorcet, deputy of
the Third Estate, to the Revolutionary
Legislative Assembly in 1792. The report was addressed to the members of

the National Convention, who were at
the origin of the First Republic. The report was innovative. It asserted that instruction – which was then largely reserved to the clergy and the bourgeoisie
– should be made public and extended
to the entire population in order to
promote the social and professional advancement of all, and that it should also be as ‘universal, equal and complete
as possible’ (Badinter & Badinter,
1988, 397). Condorcet, although not
the only one to lead the way, formalized the ideal of an education for the
people that would later become a core
value of the emerging Republic.
Public schooling (L’Ecole publique),
established in the 1880s, was both an
institution for teaching and for republican integration. It put the republican
principles of liberty, equality and fraternity into practice and was a prime
contributor to the formation of modern
France. However, not everyone – adults
in particular – immediately benefited
from it equally, and this opened the
way for popular education.
Foundations and first actions
Popular education in France finds its
roots in the educational ideals on
which French modernity is grounded. It
strives to give the whole of the population a voice in public decision-making
processes. It defends the principle of
“laicity”, that is, the freedom of religion, in the public sphere. It supports
the enlightened popularisation of literary, artistic and cultural works, and facilitates the social advancement of individuals. These activities and manifestations can serve as legitimate intervention before they are legalized by the
political and social administration, after which they become real and legal
institutions or laws.
History has shown us how, since the
Revolution, popular education has contributed its share of inventions and de-
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velopments to the creation of modern
France: “patronages” (clubs) for the
moral and physical health of boys and
children, “ouvroirs” (sewing rooms)
for girls, “communal libraries” in support of literacy and opening up to the
world, and “folk high schools” (universités populaires) for social debate and
the development of knowledge.
Popular education was shaped by
movements whose activity was sometimes restricted to the parish or the municipality, or to a broader territorial
unit which could extend to the entire
country through uniting multiple and
scattered groupings nevertheless sharing similar spiritual or ideological
views. It was organized along different
lines, from Christian social congresses
to the revolutionary Bourses du travail
centres. It also drew inspiration from
innovations in neighbouring countries
such as voluntary work camps, the
Scout movement, the YMCA, summer
camps, and youth hostels. Popular education is characterised by a certain degree of republican utopia: that of a fraternal and progressive society. It is one
of the founding myths which give
French society its cohesion.
Three major figures in the 
history of popular education
Jean Macé, Marc Sangnier and Joffre
Dumazedier, among others, are major
figures in the history of French popular
education. Their commitment within
the field of popular education is linked
to historical events in France at their
time. Their different approaches to
popular education also illustrate the
plurality of the field.
The establishment of the Teaching
League (Ligue de l’enseignement) by
Jean Macé (1815-1894), a political
journalist, in 1866 was a key date in
the history of popular education. Macé
had learnt about the Belgian network
of “communal libraries”, the success of

which revealed the strong social demand for this type of initiative. He
wanted to reproduce it in France. Macé
was also profoundly disappointed by
the abolition of the Republic in 1851
by Napoleon III, who had been elected
by the people. As a positivist, he fought
against the ignorance of a people responsible for its own oppression. His
Manifeste de la Ligue de l’enseignement
(Teaching League Manifesto) argues
that educating citizens is the only path
towards democracy and the tool for
political action. Several years before Jules Ferry had the fundamental laws on
public education voted on, Macé proclaimed that as instruction leads to reason and progress, it must be free, compulsory, and secular. His demand was
welcomed by thousands of people who
gave him their overwhelming support
and began to back him financially.
Another key date was 1894 and the
“Dreyfus Affair”. The trial of the Jewish officer Alfred Dreyfus, who was indicted and condemned to forced labour
for treason despite irrefutable proof of
his innocence, led the French to question the nature of the political ties
which united them. Public opinion was
divided between those who called upon
human rights, individual liberty and
justice; and those who upheld the superior interest of the nation and military
honour. As a result, this event spurred
the development of the “social question” and of civic education which
quickly spread among emerging popular instruction societies. Productive
confrontation between a fraction of the
working class and the philanthropic
middle-class began to blossom within
folk high schools and patronages. Marc
Sangnier (1873-1950), a journalist and
politician, took up the idea of folk high
schools to support his own wish to create an intellectual and social elite
among the working class. This elite
gradually took shape, unionised, and

founded the Bourses du travail in the
1890s in order to offer mutual help
and polytechnic type education. The
role of folk high schools declined in the
following decades, but today they are
regaining momentum.
Joffre Dumazedier (1915-2002)
joined the French Resistance in 1940
when France was under German occupation. In 1944 he founded the Peuple
et culture (People and Culture) movement with a few Resistance comrades,
as a fulfilment of his ‘political project
of cultural democratization’. (Chosson,
1995) Their Manifeste, written in 1945
and published in 1946, denounced the
separation of culture from the people
and of education from real life:
Yes, school was useful, but we are
upset that it prepared us so badly
for our current tasks, and still more
badly for the wider challenges of tomorrow. With action we have become demanding of life . . . We want
to keep contact with men and with
the real problems of human condition. We cannot be satisfied with just
handling ideas. We are no longer
satisfied with the intellectualist
teaching of the bourgeois university
system. We will endeavour to lay,
according to the realities of the time,
the foundations for a true education
of the masses and the elites. (Manifeste de Peuple et Culture, 1945)
Peuple et Culture remains today a popular think tank for the actors of popular education, and others as well.
Current developments
in popular education
What is left today of the utopia of popular education? Today’s popular education is grounded on the same principles: access to science and culture to
the greatest number of people, and citizenship education. It is organised outside the school system and the official
curricula. Although it sometimes runs

parallel to school establishments, its activities are mainly organised by associations. Nevertheless, although the
founding principles remain, the goal is
no longer the same.
Over the past decades, popular education has been reorganized and reoriented. Its foundations, set up in the
middle of the 20th century, are now
obsolete. After the 2nd World War
popular education was rebuilt around a
project of individual emancipation and
liberation. The challenges it faced at
the end of the 20th century were entirely new. Popular education must now
build social ties, facilitate integration,
promote federative principles, and
think globally. It is confronted with the
risk of social alterity and of cultural
fragmentation, both of which result
from the diversity of the origins of people now living on French soil.
The 1970s can be seen as the turning
point. According to Raymond Labourie, a philosopher and editor-in-chief of
Les Cahiers de l’animation, “the universal referents of humanism” have
been replaced with an ideology highlighting identities and differences. The
choice of progress as a quantitative
growth has been replaced by one of
quality: quality of life, quality of relations between man and nature, quality
of organizations and social relations.
Universalistic systems of values are
now questioned by the assertion and
valorisation of people’s singularity and
individuality.
Raymond Labourie distinguishes
three challenges which popular education must confront. Firstly, popular education must respond to the challenge
of ‘diversity and socio-cultural plurality
of the social classes, of the environment, of generations and of the social
backgrounds’, in spite of the fact that it
was initially structured by social movements with a specific political and cultural agenda. The second challenge are
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hree principles define popular education in France: the
principle of equality, which
promotes ‘access for the
greatest number to knowledge and culture’; that of a concretization of a
political intention into a democratic
social practice, in which access to
knowledge and culture is ‘inseparable
from civic involvement’; and that of a
more or less institutional framework of
action, ‘outside of the school system
and within a framework of non-formal
education’ (Richez, 2006), that is,
through associations. Hence popular
education can be understood as ‘an
effort by associations to democratise
education in order to supplement
school education and to educate people
as citizens’ (Poujol, 1994).
As opposed to school, popular education is not compulsory: it is based on
a voluntary commitment. It does not
deliver diplomas or certificates. Yet it
has a cost. Those involved do have to
contribute something: their time, their
energy, their money, their science or
their art. On the other hand, popular
education receives (at times significant)
public subsidies.

The challenge of diversity and 
socio-cultural pluralism
Knowledge sharing and mutual learning processes, as acts of popular education, are one answer to the question of
transmission of knowledge through education. There are many ways to
achieve this. Popular education exploits
new channels for the transmission of
knowledge and know-how.
Bertrand Schwartz1 is a prime “agitator of ideas” in this field. Schwartz
was asked to set up adult training and,
with the social and professional integration of young people in mind, he
created the Missions locales in 1982.
These “missions” welcomed, informed,
guided, and monitored young people
individually. Above all, Schwartz wanted to provide young people with answers adapted to their needs.
Schwartz’s slogan was ‘to modernize
without excluding’. He stated that, in a
modern society, those who hold knowledge have a duty to teach it whatever

their status. Education must extend beyond schools and universities, spread
to the workplace, and become a lifelong continuing education2. By “despecialising” individuals, continuing education gives people more autonomy. It
should be a global education, not general or technical. In his strategies for
social and professional integration,
Bertrand Schwartz used the method of
collective action research, the process
of which is constantly modified
through self-evaluation. By definition,
this approach encompasses all actors in
search for a consensus.
The Réseaux d’Echanges Réciproques de Savoirs (Networks of Mutual
Exchange of Knowledge) consist of
groups or associations whose goal is to
support individual members through
the use of techniques and tools that allow them to share their own knowledge with others. This type of exchange
aims at putting each individual on an
equal footing, regardless of his or her
social and professional trajectory. The
networks are demonetized. Exchanges
are mutual and free. The networks also
seek plurality and parity amongst participants, even though the projects in
place are primarily addressed to the underprivileged class. Beyond the exchanges, the networks want to contribute to a “mosaic society”. Other networks exist and make use of all kinds
of techniques (human, mechanical or
virtual) to build connections and exchange. All demonstrate how central
the idea of a network has become in
the everyday life of new popular education movements.
Another aspect that is specific to the
building of a diverse and respectful society, from a political, economic and
human point of view, is solidarity or
fair trade. A solidarity economy is
based on local development initiatives,
and fights against all forms of exclusion. The Association for the Taxation
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of Financial Transactions for the Aid of
Citizens (ATTAC) was created in 1990
by Bernard Cassen and some of his
friends3. The association is in favour of
solidarity economy and fair trade, and
argues for the emergence of alternatives
to a liberal world economy. In December 1998, ATTAC launched the first petition to defend social rights against a
financial reasoning sure to crush economic and social life. Support was immediate and ATTAC gathered 110,000
signatures. The movement branched
out to approximately thirty countries
through local committees. The manifesto, Another World Is Possible, was
launched in January 2002 and lead to
large-scale demonstrations. ATTAC has
taken the helm of the political struggle
for an “alternative economy” and
wants to ‘give politics more room for
manoeuvre and thus more room for
manoeuvre for citizens’. (Cassen, 2000)
The movement claims that its main objectives ‘are clearly linked to the traditional and well-established movements
of popular education’ (Cassen, 2000).
Perhaps ATTAC, with its close ties to
the political arena or its partisan action, is leading the way for a new trend
in popular education.
The challenge of 
new illiteracies
One of the key issues in education, outside the school system, is the question
of communication, information, and
the media. The invention and spectacular growth of the Internet and of computing – with its own language – has
had a major effect on popular education. Information and communication
technologies had some difficulty entering the socio-cultural sector, as virtual
human relations were long felt by many
to be an aberration in the socialisation
project. Yet, in itself, the Internet provides a formidable opportunity to share
ideas and opinions across the globe. It

also allows people to share far-away
experiences, from the very insignificant
to the very important. Its relative costlessness, its immediacy and its userfriendliness are major assets. The rapid
spread of this media into private, social, educational, and professional lives
requires universal accessibility. Young
people without access to the Internet
face an additional risk of dropping out.
The purpose of popular education in
this field is to facilitate the use of Internet for people who otherwise would
not have access to it because of low income or difficulty mastering this electronic tool.
The teaching of science is another
aspect of the fight against illiteracies.
Already in 1936 the Popular Front government (an alliance of left-wing parties in power between 1936 and 1938)
had pioneered the promotion of scientific culture. The Musée des arts et traditions populaires, the Palais de la découverte and the Musée de l’homme in
Paris were some notable examples. Following from this, such havens of scientific mediation as youth and culture
houses, open-air museums, and planetariums arose in the 1960s, outside the
traditional school, university and research systems.
The idea of a community of scientific
associations was put into practice in
1985 with the creation of the “Inter-associative Group for the Realization of
International Scientific and Technical
Activities” (Collectif inter associatif
pour la réalisation d’activités scientifiques techniques internationales,
CIRASTI). The movement promotes an
approach to science and technology that
is rooted in everyday situations and each
person’s initial representations. The
CIRASTI has organized brainstorming
platforms in order to determine the best
approach to various practices. It coordinates traditional associations such as the
Training Centres to Active Education

Methods (Centres d’Entrainement aux
Méthodes d’Education Active, CEMEA), the French Federation of Youth
and Cultural Centres (Fédération
française des maisons de jeunes et de la
culture, FFMJC), the FRANCAS (Francs
et franches camarades), and the Léo-Lagrange National Federation, as well as
more recent ones such as Petits débrouillards, or Planète Sciences. These
groups focus on local activities, information, advice, and training, and are
mainly directed at school pupils and
teachers.
Another area where science is closely
linked to the development of humanity
is education on the environment and
sustainable development. Ecology, a
word that translates from Greek as
“management of the habitat”, understands habitat as extended to the whole
world. This science started in France in
the 19th century with Frederic Le Play,
an engineer and also one of the founding fathers of French sociology. Le Play
offered his students a method for discovering society in its environment,
which he coined “study of the environment” (l’étude du milieu). The method,
‘see, judge, and act’ (voir, juger, agir),
remains a value at the core of popular
education as well as various activist
movements.
Popular education movements that
argue for sustainable development
want to extend the debate beyond the
scientific community to the general
population. This relatively new struggle
in France validates the redeployment of
popular education, which has seized
the opportunity to do so. Attention on
the environment is growing. Nature is
no longer the only domain of ecologists. Cities, where the vast majority of
the French population live, have become the subject of new concerns on
the part of environmental associations.

The diversity of approaches
In 1998, Marie-George Buffet, then
Minister for Youth and Sports and a
leading figure of the Communist Party,
articulated a politically oriented definition of popular education:
Popular education can and must
contribute to reducing inequalities in
the access to knowledge and culture
while encouraging civic behaviour,
which is crucial to sustainable social
transformation . . . [It is] the role of
culture in society, politics and economics. (Buffet, 1998)
Theorists and practitioners interested in popular education, each starting
with a different method and a different
goal, contribute to a better understanding of this changing field. The diversity
of approaches among researchers such
as Pierre Rosanvallon (1998), Bertrand
Schwartz (1994), Martin Hirsh (2002),
Jean-Pierre Le Goff (1999) and Patrick
Viveret (2005), to name a few, show
the vitality of the subject. In 2002, philosopher and sociologist Jean-Pierre Le
Goff examined the possibility of renewed mediation between society and
the political sphere. The new educational mediations provide tools for responsible decision-making and have,
according to Le Goff, become
necessary in order for the various
components of society to participate
in discussion and to be included –
responsibly – in the drafting of major political choices, without nevertheless replacing political representation and decision-making. (Le Goff,
2002)
New paths are currently being explored. Hundreds of researchers and
social actors gathered in Grenoble in
2006 for the “Horizon 2000 forum”.
During the event, La République des
idées, a think tank chaired by Pierre
Rosanvallon and l’Agence nouvelle des
Solidarités actives, founded by Martin
Hirsch, looked at the possibility of ‘a
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the “new illiteracies”. These illiteracies
are much more subtle and varied than
those in the previous century, and no
longer limited to reading, writing, and
math. New teaching practices require
‘diverse approaches in terms of contents and methods’. It requires, for instance, dealing with the numbing effects of television. Finally, Labourie
concludes, popular education faces today its biggest challenge in understanding why the image of education as a
whole has suffered from devaluation.
In his opinion, popular education can
no longer offer a single and unifying
model of education. How then can we
endow popular education with the capacity to build a cultural and political
strategy? (Labourie, 1981) How can
we define a single approach and at the
same time open it to all? What kind of
social movement can we expect under
these circumstances?

Activism and involvement
Activism in a single organization of any
kind is more and more a short-term involvement. Activism itself has become
nomadic and intermittent. The ideological and cultural diversity of the members of the association (whether a “coordination”, “group”, “collective”, or
“convergence”) are acknowledged
within associations. Activism grabs on
to a temporary cause and evolves with
time.
Activism within the Sans Droit
movements (i.e. immigrants without a
residence permit, the homeless, the unemployed) is a good example of this
type of involvement. A wave of popular opinion, expression and social action identifies with groups that help the
destitute. These movements gather
force unstructured and act as agitators
for social progress and a solution to
housing problems. The Internet is a
major tool in planning their demonstrations. Their struggle, although not
always legal and at times quite radical,
is legitimated by public opinion and is
followed by changes, updates and improvements to the law.
Association as the 
institutional framework of 
popular education
The popular education movement is
primarily structured, at the institutional
level, around the French associative
statuses defined by the law of July
1901. Some observers do not see the
recent increase in the number of associations as a simple expression of the
vitality of civic involvement. It can also
be interpreted as a sign of distrust towards political life. Civic involvement

is built on individual, environmental,
geographical, ideological and cultural
demands.
The popular education movement
has always sought to unite its scattered
forces, which has also been encouraged
by public authorities who prefer dealing with a limited number of representative interlocutors. In 1905, for example, the Ligue de l’enseignement, a secular organization, federated some 3
540 groups. The following year, the
Catholics succeeded in uniting many
parochial patronages in a large federation, which is now called Union
Française des Centres de Vacances et de
Loisirs (French Union of Holiday and
Leisure Centres). CEMEA (Centres
d’Entrainement aux Méthodes
d’Education Active, Training Centres
for Active Education Methods) was established in 1936. In 1944, the Republique des Jeunes (Young People’s Republic) joined together the Maisons des
Jeunes, which in 1948 became the
Fédération française des maisons des
jeunes et de la culture (French Federation of Youth and Culture Houses). In
1959, Cotravaux (Co-management As-

sociation for Voluntary Youth Work)
emerged after ten voluntary youth
work sites were regrouped.
Viviane Tchernonog (2007) identifies eight different sectors of associational activity. While none of these sectors strictly refer to the activities of
popular education, several overlap:
“Education/training/social integration”, “Advocacy”, “Culture”, and
“Leisure and social life.”4 The economic weight of these four sectors amounted to 22,297.1 million euro in 2006, or
37 per cent of the total budget of all
French associations (see Table 1).
Ambiguous relations with
public authorities
Civil society, largely consisting of associations, asserts itself at best as a partner of the political society, or otherwise
as providing a set of checks and balances against it. Associations are financially backed by political and administrative powers. It is therefore difficult
for them to remain fully independent.
However, not all associations, federations, youth and education movements
suffer from the same level of dependen-

Table 1. The economic weight of associational activity
Sector

Sector budget
total

Share of the total
budget of all French
associations

Education/training/
social integration

8,878.3 million euro

15%

Advocacy

2,610.4 million euro

4%

Culture

5,543.3 million euro

9%

Leisure and social life

5,265.0 million euro

9%
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cy. It depends on their funding structures which differ from one group, or
sector, to another, thus illustrating the
plurality of the field (see Table 2).
Conclusion
The field of popular education can be
divided into four main groups of activities. The first group consists of various
activities that are complementary to
school. They usually take place during
weekends and school holidays and offer leisure activities. Such activities are
organised by youth and popular education associations and federations, as
well as by municipal youth services.
Leisure and holiday centres, sports
grounds and scouting are examples of
this type of activity. This is the most institutionalized and regulated part of the
field, and the one with the strongest
links to public authorities, to which it
is accountable and on which its resources depend.
The second group is linked to continuing education, which is neither professional assistance, nor professional or
union training. It is tied to professional
advancement and lifelong education. It
is especially tied to personal, social and
cultural development. Continuing education could have been a great nationwide education project but ultimately it
has not been taken as far as it could
have.
The third group is that of cultural
action, which aims, on the one hand, at
giving access to artistic and cultural
works to the greatest number of people
and, on the other hand, at democratizing the means of cultural production.
Upheld for the most part at the end of
the 2nd World War by popular education instructors, this approach kept its
vitality thanks to various artistic
groups. These groups were judged very
differently depending on how well they
got along with law and order and how

Table 2. The funding structure of associations
Sector

Turnover Public
from
activities funding

Membership Gifts and
fees
patronage

Education/
training/social
integration

65%

29%

4%

2%

Advocacy

43%

26%

24%

7%

Culture

38%

40%

17%

5%

Leisure and
social life

49%

31%

18%

2%

much effort they put into awareness
raising. These groups have maintained,
through artistic creation, the ability to
question society, the freedom to criticise it and sometimes to confront it
over issues they see as unacceptable.
The fourth group of activities is that
of civic education with a view to encouraging engagement in public affairs.
In this part of the field especially, popular education can exist with or without
associations, possibly even without any
tie to authorities. It promotes a broader
world-view and civic responsibility. It
focuses on issues relating to economy,
demography, the development of the
rural and urban worlds, and understanding national and international realities. It is undoubtedly in this field
that popular education is least dependent on national and local authorities.
Sometimes it is even in conflict with
them.
All in all, those who get involved
and are active in the field of popular
education, for the most part volunteers,
develop this approach in their own social and cultural environment. Depending on their aspirations, they generally
become active in associations, unions,
or politics. Popular education is a training path as much as it is a way of life.

N otes
1. Bertrand Schwartz is a graduate of
the Ecole Polytechnique and a Professor at the Ecole des Mines.
2. See, in particular, the Law of July
16, 1971 on the organization of continuing vocational training within
the framework of continuing education.
3. Bernard Cassen is a journalist, member of the International Council of
the World Social Forum and professor at the Institute of European
Studies of the University of Paris 8.
ATTAC seeks to develop the idea of
James Tobin, a liberal US economist
favourable to globalisation, who
proposed in the 1970s the creation
of a tax on currency transactions in
order to combat financial speculation.
4. The four other sectors of activities
identified by Tchernonog are: the
“Humanitarian” sector, the “Social
action and Health” sector, the
“Sport” sector and the “Defense of
economic interest and local development” sector.
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democracy of interaction between civil
and political society, between social
criticism and reform projects’. (Courtois & Le Boucher, 2006)

110          L I F E L O NG LEA RNING IN EUROPE     2 | 2 008

Jean-Marie Mignon
is a technical and pedagogical advisor
on the board for youth and sports for
the Ile-de-France region, and a lecturer
at the University of Paris 13. He holds a
doctorate in Contemporary History and
a “Troisième Cycle” doctorate in urban
studies. He is currently Professor at the
University Institute of Technology (IUT)
in Bobigny. He is also the coordinator
of a “social intervention” licence at
the University of Bejaïa Department
of Sociology in Algeria. His recent
publications include Une histoire de
l’éducation populaire (La Découverte, 2007),
La profession d’animateur (La Découverte,
2005) and Le Guide de l’animateur
socioculturel (in collaboration with
Geneviève Poujol) (Dunod, 2005).
Contact
Jean-Marie Mignon
Lecturer
University of Paris 13
IUT département carrières sociales
1, rue de Chablis
93000 Bobigny
France

An

overview
of the

contemporary
framework

Tel: +33 (0) 1 47 07 70 67
Email: jmmignon@voila.fr

Translated from French by
Damien Lecarpentier.

The new dynamic of decentralization is
challenging traditional models of continuing
education in France.

Jean-Paul Géhin
L I F E L O NG  L E AR N I NG  I N E URO P E     2 | 2 0 0 8           111

t h e E U P r es i d enc y : F r enc h a d u lt e d u c a t i on

t h e E U P r es i d enc y : F r enc h a d u lt e d u c a t i on

r efe r ences
Badinter, E., & Badinter, R. (1988).
Condorcet, un intellectuel en
politique. Paris: Fayard.
Buffet M-G. (1998). Instruction.
Ministère de la jeunesse et des
sports.
Cassen, B. (2000). Attac: d’abord
comprendre. In Politis le magazine,
29, p. 39.
Chosson J. F. (1995). Peuple et culture.
50 ans d’innovations au service de
l’éducation populaire. 1945-1995.
Paris: Edit. Peuple et culture.
Courtois, G., & Le Boucher, E. (2006,
May 28). Pierre Rosanvallon et la
conjuration de l’impuissance
politique. Le Monde.
Hirsh, M. (2002). Ces peurs qui nous
gouvernent. Paris: Albin Michel.
Labourie, R. (1981). Education
populaire et animation
socioculturelle. Les Cahiers de
l’Animation, 34, 45–62.
Le Goff, J. P. (1999). La barbarie
douce. Paris: La Découverte.
Le Goff, J. P. (2002, June 24).
L’Identité perdue de la Gauche.
Libération, p. 6.
Manifeste de Peuple et Culture. (1945).
Available from http://www.peupleet-culture.org.
Poujol, G. (1994). L’éducation
populaire. In P. Champy & C. Étévé
(Eds.), Dictionnaire encyclopédique
de l’éducation et de la formation.
Paris: Nathan.
Richez, J-C. (2006). Villes éducatrices
et éducation populaire. Marly-leRoi: INJEP.
Rosanvallon, P. (1998). Le Peuple
introuvable. Paris: Gallimard.
Schwartz, B. (1994). Moderniser sans
exclure. Paris: La Découverte.
Tchernonog, V. (2007). Les
associations en France. Poids, profil
et évolution. Nanterre: Edit.
ADDES.
Viveret, P. (2005). Transformation
personnelle, transformation sociale.
Paris: Fayard.

Continuing education
in France:

with schooling, with the general system
of production, and with the dominant
forms of the organization of labour.
In order to better understand the
main characteristics and progressive evolution of continuing education in
France, this article will seek to shed
light on the different models that underpin contemporary practices and policies in the field. Their historical development will not be retraced in detail as
it has already been clearly documented
in many studies (see for example Terrot, 1983; Troger, 2006).
Firstly, the main stages in the postWorld War Two institutionalization of
continuing education will be set out,
with a particular focus on developments after the 1960s. The Constitution of the Fourth Republic, adopted in
1946, was largely inspired by the dynamism of youth and popular education
movements, and gave a significant
prominence to continuing education. It
stated that ‘the nation guarantees equal
access to instruction, vocational training and culture for the child and the
adult’.
It is important to recall, however,
that continuing education has much
deeper roots. Its history is often intermixed with that of initial education, in
particular during the 19th century
when the massive and (at least in comparison to the countries of northern
Europe) rather late policies for the
elimination of illiteracy were not directed only at children, but also at their
parents.
The stages of 
institutionalization of 
continuing education 
in France
The complexity that characterizes the
field of continuing education has resulted in significant legal and regulatory
confusion. Apart from this complexity,
the law currently regulating the field is
innovative as it draws from negotiations between relevant social partners.
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The 1971 law (see below) was based
on the provisions of a contractual
agreement that was reached in July
1970. Contractual origins of this sort
can be found in the majority of instruments intended to improve or reform
the continuing education framework
after this date. Built on contractual
agreements, the framework regulating
continuing education tends to be structured around sets of compromises between distinct, even antagonistic, conceptions of adult education.

The Law of 1959: Education as
“social advancement”
The 1959 law sought to promote “social advancement”, a term referring
both to the means as well as the ends
of education (that is, offering to all the
possibility of acquiring new qualifications and thus to progress upwards
within the social hierarchy). The law
was not, however, entirely free from
economic concerns. It also aimed at
providing adults with the qualifications
that were necessary to fill the intermediate and executive positions as schools
were not producing sufficient numbers
of qualified individuals during this period of rapid economic growth. However, the main objective of the 1959
law was ideological and political. It
sought, above all, to establish a means
of upward social mobility, to promote
individual effort and merit, and to propose social advancement as an alternative to class struggle. Although seldom
applied, the 1959 law contributed to
the construction of a conception of
continuing education which is still
alive, and still influential in structuring
the field. According to this conception
continuing education as a “second
chance” can provide those who have
failed at school with the possibility to
advance, for example, from the status
of “worker” to that of “executive”.
According to this logic, continuing education can therefore contribute to the
reduction of social inequalities.

The Law of 1971: The Investment in
Education model
The 1971 law was based on a largescale social compromise. It projected
both a conception and a model of education that were very different from the
previous ones. The law sought to establish ‘continuing vocational training
within the framework of permanent education’. The terminology it employed
reveals clearly both the terms of the
compromise and what was at stake in
reaching it. The law instituted both an
individual right (to follow a training
programme of one’s choice without it
being considered a violation of the employment contract), and a financial obligation for companies (that was proportional to their salary expenditure).
The law thus reflected a compromise
between two distinct conceptions of
adult education: one focusing on the
individual and the wider culture; the
other underlining the economic dimension of continuing education and training. The latter dimension has been reinforced over time by the acceleration of
technical, organizational and social
changes. This is referred to as the “investment in education” model.
The application of the law during
the 1970s reinforced the economic dimension at the expense of cultural development. The 1971 law (and the social compromise on which it was
based) was created in a period of
strong economic growth whereas its
implementation took place in a very
different context, characterized by both
high unemployment and increasing globalization.
The economic dimension, which emphasized the need for a continuous adaptation of knowledge and skills to
match the evolving needs of the industry, became dominant at the expense of
the social goals of cultural development
and the reduction of inequalities. The
number of company-financed shortterm adaptation and training programmes increased quickly, whereas

long-term programmes, based on individual initiative to acquire new qualifications, stagnated. At the same time,
education was increasingly recognized
as an important element in the fight
against unemployment, and in assisting
young people in overcoming the difficulties they faced in entering the labour
market.
A new structure for sharing the tasks
of continuing education emerged: the
public authorities assumed the responsibility for the continuing education of
the unemployed, while companies did
so for their employees. The ideals of
cultural education and social advancement were, however, gradually abandoned.

The Law of 1993: Management by
“competence” and decentralization
The economic dimension is based on
the theory of human capital, and stresses the need to maintain and continuously renew employees’ skills or “competencies”. It places the responsibility
for this not only on the state and the
companies involved but also on individuals themselves. Thus, the notion of
“co-investment” emerged, suggesting
that the individual must also accept
part of the costs of education and
training programmes, both in terms of
finances and time. The 1993 law completed this ideological sift. Employment
became the main, indeed almost the
sole, goal of continuing education, either through emphasizing the integration of the unemployed or the marginalized in the labour market, or through
improving the competencies of the
working population, thus ensuring
their continued “employability”.
In addition, the 1993 law reinforced
a new logic, which had gradually
emerged during the 1980s: that of decentralisation. Scarcely present in the
earlier instruments, this logic was revolutionary in France which had been
characterized by the centralization of
its public policies. Decentralization has

become evident since the turn of the
century. In the last two decades the regions have been allotted most of the jurisdiction relating to continuing education, along with the role of coordinating all policies dealing with initial and
continuing education of young people
and adults.

The Law of 2004: Lifelong vocational
training and social dialogue
The logic of competence was further
reinforced by the 2004 law on lifelong
vocational training and social dialogue.
The law instituted a new right, the Individual Right to Training (Droit Individuel à la Formation) while maintaining already existing provisions such as
the Individual Leave for Training (Congé Individuel de Formation) and the
Training Plan (Plan de Formation).
Based on a national and inter-professional agreement that was signed in
2003 by all the unions representing employers and employees, it granted employees a right to attend 20 hours of
training each year (cumulative over a
period of six years), in an educational
programme of their choice (with the
agreement of the employer). The law
can be seen as a social compromise between the employers’ desire to reinforce
the principle of individual responsibility for employment and competencies,
and the trade-unions’ goal of reviving
the right of all individuals to access education and training.
Structuring models and 
conflicting goals
The current continuing education
framework in France has thus been
constructed in a series of successive
steps. It is based on a number of different conceptions – sometimes divergent,
even conflicting – that have evolved
over time. Among these many conceptions, three relatively coherent and developed “families” of ideas play a central role, each having a substantial impact on the shape of the whole.
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or around a decade, and in
particular since the European Community White
Paper on Education and
Training (1995) much emphasis has
been placed on Lifelong Learning
(which in French is called Education
tout au long de la vie). Lifelong learning approaches the more or less formalized acquisition of knowledge as a continuous process, going beyond initial
education, and underlining the educational dimensions of training (in particular the need for “learning to learn”,
making individuals responsible for pursuing their own education, and increasing awareness of the workplace as a
legitimate place to do so). Beside the
last two aspects these ideas are not
really new. They were already present
during the French Revolution, in the
writings of Condorcet (a report on the
general organisation of public instruction presented to the National Convention in 1792) (Terrot, 1983) and later,
in a more formalized manner, in the
approaches advocated from the 1960s
onwards by certain international
organizations, in particular UNESCO,
under the heading of “permanent education”.
These ideas have clearly influenced
the continuing education framework in
France. They are not, however, the only
factors that have had an impact on
contemporary practices in the field.
Drawing on certain comparative approaches based on the notion of “societal coherence” (see for example Maurice, Sellier, & Silvestre, 1982 ; Géhin
& Méhaut, 1993) we might also take
into consideration the following dimensions: the existence and influence of
other relevant models (whether or not
these have been supported by international organizations); the different
frameworks that have structured the
field of continuing education at various
points in history and the social relations constituted within them; and the
interaction of continuing education

An assessment of several decades of
practice shows the profound limitations of the discourse and the ideology
that regard continuing education as a
powerful means for the democratization of learning, for bringing about
equal opportunities, or encouraging the
spread of culture. Continuing education does not reduce inequalities. Quite
to the contrary, it tends to increase
them as it is, for the most part, addressed to those who are already
among the most educated and qualified
members of the population.
This point can be illustrated by examining how the compromise contained in the 1971 law has functioned
in practice. The principle of Individual
Leave for Training (ILT), which grants
to individuals the right to engage in a
training programme of their choice, is
used by very few people (currently less
than 40,000 employees per year).
Moreover, the professional dimension
of ILT became dominant at the expense
of personal or cultural development.
The consensus between the social partners accorded absolute priority to employment and the ability of the training
programmes to meet the needs of the
labour market. On the other hand,
training programmes offered within the
Training Plan framework, financed either directly or indirectly (via contributions to bodies charged with “pooling”
funds that are to be dedicated to vocational training) by the companies themselves, have significantly increased.
However, these programmes appear to
be becoming ever shorter in duration.
As for the training of employees, one
clear conclusion can be drawn today:
access to continuing education varies
according to sex, age, status, education
level, and socio-professional category.
Women, for example, tend to make less
use of these educational opportunities
than men, and those who have a per-

manent employment contract are three
times more likely to have access to continuing education than do temporary
employees. Similarly, the access rate to
continuing education increases according the level of previous qualifications.
The access rate is three times higher for
those in executive positions than for
workers.
These inequalities, based on the
characteristics of the individuals, are
reinforced by other, more structural inequalities linked to the characteristics
of the company in question: for example its size and the business sector to
which it belongs. Continuing education
is a tool used above all by certain types
of companies, in particular large capital intensive corporations that offer
employment to individuals already
qualified and/or trained in initial education.
Continuing education thus benefits
above all those who are already
equipped, in particular by their schooling, with a relatively advanced level of
“cultural capital”. Of course, this does
not mean that the least educated employees, or young people from working
classes, do not make use of continuing
education. However, the chance that
they will do so is significantly lower
than that of the most qualified and educated individuals, even though the
“second chance” model suggests the
opposite (that continuing education
constitutes a form of “positive discrimination” targeted above all at those
least best equipped in educational and
social terms).

The vivacity and evolution of the
French “school model”
Contrary to the Anglo-Saxon countries
and Germany in particular, France never experienced the process of “educational inversion” that Durkheim identified in some countries, and which he
linked to Protestantism (Durkheim,
1938). The different understanding of
Catholicism and Protestantism regard-
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ing the relationship between humans
and the material world find their logical extension in the curricula of countries in which one or the other denomination is dominant. Countries influenced by Catholicism tend to maintain
the scholastic and humanist tradition,
which consists of teaching the young
child the more general aspects of the
heart and of the human spirit, whereas
countries influenced by Protestantism
tend to favour a more realistic, technical, and scientific education, which
views individuals as in control of their
destinies.
In its contents, programmes, and selection criteria, the French school model values general education above all.
Far from being mere empty rhetoric,
the principle of equality has shaped the
overall architecture of the education
system (Tanguy, 1991), and contributed
to the construction of the “unified school” (l’école unique). The principle of unity at the heart of the school
system manifests itself on several levels.
On the organizational level the single
and strongly centralized administration
guarantees the equal treatment of individuals in every part of the territory.
On the educational level, the establishment of national programmes, exams
and diplomas de facto privileges the
most generic and theoretical content
and knowledge. On a social level, the
principles of equality and “republican
elitism” are asserted. The principle of
republican elitism values the unitary
model of school excellence (the
“Grandes Ecoles”) and tends to implicitly legitimate social selection based on
and validated by school criteria.
In the past 30 years, major changes
such as the “massification” of secondary and higher education, the professionalization of a growing number of
fields of studies (university level included), the development of work-based
training programmes, and the development of public-private relationships in
education have led to the modification

of the social composition as well as the
overall organization of the education
system. Although significant, these developments do not seem to challenge
the school model. This is illustrated by
the importance given to the type and
level of diplomas obtained when leaving the education system, by the fact
that vocational training is still largely
devalorized (at least within secondary
education) (Géhin 2007), and by the
determinative role that the diploma still
plays in the recruitment process and in
career development.
These main characteristics of the
school model and, in particular, the primacy given to general over specialized
education, do not, however, mean that
there are no relations between education and the economy in France. On
the contrary, these characteristics influence the system of production in
France, in particular the structure of
employment and the organizational
and recruitment policies of companies
(Géhin & Jobert, 2001). We can note,
in this regard, that the importance and
prestige of lengthy educational programmes (such as those provided by
schools of engineering) is linked to the
large number of executive and engineering positions in French companies.
Similarly, the increasing importance of
high-level technician training over the
last few decades has undoubtedly accelerated the decline in the number of
low-qualified positions in favour of the
creation of intermediate level posts.
Therefore, the French society as a
whole is strongly and permanently influenced by the school model.
The spread and limits of the 
“competence model”
Although more recent, the influence of
the competence model is no less significant. The important work of Yves Cannac (1985) highlights the development of
employers’ views on continuing education, from a tradition of low engagement
to the recognition of the workplace as a

place of training. This evolution has been
confirmed, and undoubtedly influenced,
by the 2003 Inter-professional Agreement
and the 2004 law which provides for the
Individual Right to Training.
“Competence” is understood as referring to a type of knowledge that is at
the same time general (i.e. theoretical,
but also expressive of both expertise
and basic “know-how”) and practical:
‘knowledge at once directed and focused, that is of worth only to the extent that it increases the efficacy of the
action in question’ (Cannac, 1985). In
this regard, it is knowledge that is generated in private companies and, more
fundamentally, the market. These, then,
are the basic characteristics of the notion of “competence”, which remains a
form of knowledge that is unstable as
well as difficult to measure and recognize in the job market.
The competence model has spread
quickly, not only among employers but
also within the field of vocational training, and more recently within the educational system more generally (Ropé
& Tanguy, 1994). It seeks to make individuals responsible for pursuing their
own education and emphasizes the
workplace as a legitimate place for doing so. Through the construction of
many frames of reference, the model
has given rise to a variety of different
social practices ranging from the assessment of competencies to the elaboration of new classification grids.
One of the problems facing the competence model is the fact that competencies can rapidly become obsolete:
That which is ‘useful’ ages quicker
than that which is ‘true’... Even
without major technological advances, if competence is not renewed it
begins to decay. And it is because
this is so - because professional expertise is by its very nature fluid and
changeable - that continuing professional education becomes so necessary (Cannac, Ibid.).

This claim has led to criticisms against
the school system, and to attempts to
reform various systems relating to diplomas and certification. These reform
attempts can also be found in many EU
publications advocating lifelong learning. This debate is influenced by two
major models of certification that are
currently being constructed and diffused: the system of National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ), which has
been tested in the United Kingdom
since the beginning of the 1990s; and
the proposals of the EU to develop a
common system for the accreditation
of skills.
The French answer to the competencies question lies in part in the validation procedure (validation des acquis
de l’expérience, VAE) through which
knowledge and skills acquired by experience can be translated into diplomas
or other forms of certification. This
project initially contained the idea of
making the state school institution
compete with other providers of
knowledge, such as continuing education providers or private companies.
However, the first studies (Neyrat,
2007) analyzing the implementation of
VAE suggest that, instead, the law
tends to reinforce diplomas and institutions that award them, thus further underlining (as if it were necessary) the
continuing relevance of the schoolbased model, which is supported by a
large number of economic and social
actors.
The new dynamic of 
decentralization
The power and influence of these three
models have varied in different periods.
They coexist and confront each other,
and in doing so produce more or less
stable compromises. These compromises in turn lead to the creation of new
frameworks, such as the Individual
Leave for Training, the obligation to
contribute financially to training programmes, and the VAE. The most re-
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Continuing education as a “second
chance”: disenchantment with, but
maintenance of the ideology

cent innovation is Individual Right to
Training, which is a complex compromise between the logic of competence,
the idea of “second chance”, and the
affirmation of the individual right. The
success, indeed the very future, of this
innovation is, however, still uncertain.
Beyond these three dominant models
and their combinations, recent years
have been characterized by the emergence of a new dynamic of decentralization. The decentralization of continuing education, which is by now well developed, tends to emphasize the role of
local regulations. This trend is in competition, both directly and indirectly,
with the traditionally dominant logic,
which is characterized by centralized
agreements between social partners at
the national level, and which privileges
the sectoral, rather than regional, organization of the economy. The dynamic of decentralization has, in the long
term, the potential to considerably
modify all aspects of the continuing education framework in France: those involved in continuing education, the
manner in which it is organized, and
the contents of different training programmes.

N otes

1. In the absence of anything better, the
general term “continuing education”
will be used here to refer to all forms
of training and educational activities
directed towards people who have
left school.
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LLinE profile of
Renée David Aeschlimann
The lack of interest and financing in adult education
is a major challenge when we think of the future of
adult education in France. More should be invested
in teaching social and political sciences that can help
youngsters and adults develop capacities necessary
for a healthy democracy.
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Lifelong learning

I

started writing about adult education in the 1980s because of
the issue of inclusion of nontrained adults in the job market.
This was an acute problem in France
and Europe where the number of nonqualified, often senior, workers was
higher than in the US. It appeared to
me then that adult education was a key
issue in doing away with poverty.

The past and future of adult
education in France 
In the 1980s it was realised that France
was lagging behind the other EU countries in terms of qualified workers, and
qualified senior workers in particular.
Since then there has been a big shift of
interest and investment to vocational
adult education. This trend has been
gaining momentum especially since the
beginning of this millennium.
Like elsewhere in Europe, financial
and political investment in popular education has been literally “kidnapped”
by the job issue. This means that institutions which receive subsidies from
the state, regions or towns can only
survive if they also agree to offer adult
education that will lead to professional
skills. There are both positive and negative aspects to these changes. On the
one hand, it is good that adult education can offer training towards professional skills because the national educational system cannot offer training to
all adults who need it. On the other
hand, the change is for the worse because as part of a general trend, investment in education tends to do away
with subjects and disciplines that develop self-judgement, civic consciousness
and creativity.
The lack of interest and financing is
a major challenge when we think of the
future of adult education in France.
The stress is put on professional
achievement because unemployment
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and downward social mobility have become a national obsession. I do think
that more should be invested in teaching social and political sciences that
can help youngsters and adults develop
a capacity for independent judgement a necessary capacity for a healthy democracy. It is a bad sign to me that
teaching of these subjects has started to
decline in French schools and universities. I am sure that curricula can combine both hard and soft sciences. If the
current trend continues, the result will
be a decline in citizenship capacities
which in turn will open the door to a
dangerous form of politics that is gaining popularity in Europe these days:
populist politics, mainly from the extreme right but not only!
The importance of 
international cooperation 
As the person in charge of the European section of the Inffo Flash magazine
at Centre INFFO in Paris, I realise how
important it is to exchange practices in
the field of adult education and lifelong
learning. International co-operation
helps to import new ideas even if they
are sometimes impossible to implement
in a new context.
This difficulty is illustrated by the
failure to implement the Danish “job
rotation” system in France. In Denmark, an unemployed person can be
employed as a substitute for the worker
attending training. The initiative to implement job rotation in France failed
because the French national agency for
employment (L’Agence Nationale Pour
l’Emploi, ANPE) did not have the necessary legal flexibility to offer programmes for training at work. As a
matter of fact, the French law grants
trainee status and allowances to a person in vocational education and training only if s/he attends regular training
courses outside work. On the other

hand, the SMEs which were the target
of this initiative were shy to experiment
with this new type of training programme. They also lacked the staff that
could act as tutors for the newcomers.
However, France is now heading towards individual accounts for professional training, a system that already
exists in the UK and Germany. This is
still an idea in the making. The main
problem facing the development of this
system is financial. The implementation
plan supposes that trade unions (which
manage the funds for workers’ professional training), regions (which manage
the training funds for unemployed people) and the state (which manages continuing education funds) work together
in harmony. This is hardly the case
nowadays.
But to return to the issue of international cooperation, these initiatives
would not have taken place without
European cooperation programmes
such as the Leonardo da Vinci programme for vocational education and
training, the European Social Fund
professional training programmes, and
the Grundtvig programme for non-vocational adult and continuing education.
Adult education and 
intercultural dialogue
This year is the European Year of Intercultural Dialogue. The objectives for
the theme year include raising awareness of all those living in the EU of the
importance of developing an active European citizenship which is open to the
world, respects cultural diversity and is
based on common values in the EU.
Adult education can really open up
people’s minds to intercultural dialogue, the importance of which France
has only recently discovered. Culturally, as a populated country with a long
history, our country has preferred to

think in terms of French cultural influence over the rest of Europe. It has
now a more balanced view and France
is more bent to receiving cultural influences from other European countries as
well. Nowadays, Nordic countries are
especially fashionable as they represent
– truly or not – the perseverance of the
welfare state that co-exists with an
open market philosophy. To the rest of
Europe it is a reassuring model in this
period of economic and social stress.
At the same time France has been a
very secular country, having separated
church and state rigorously ever since
1905. Recently however we have been
getting reacquainted with the influence
of church and different religious communities in politics.
Adult education has taken on the
role that trade unions used to have in
integrating immigrants and those with
immigrant background into the French
society. As only 8 per cent of the
French workforce are trade union
members, the importance of trade unions has declined. It is mainly NGOs
which now play the role of promoting,
through language, cultural and civic
programmes, the understanding between people of different origins. Further, international adult education programmes such as Erasmus in particular
can greatly help a happy few to have a
chance to learn new languages and understand, if not adopt, other ways of
thinking.
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can open
people’s minds!
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Renée David Aeschlimann

reflections
on

teacher education reforms

in

England
How best to prepare new teachers for their
responsibilities in educating the nation’s children has
evoked a plethora of reforms in teacher education in
England over the past 25 years.

Joan Wh i t e h e a d 1
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hilst marked improvements have been noted
in the quality of those
entering the teaching
profession (DfES/TTA, 2002), there has
been a growing acknowledgement that,
whilst meeting standards at entry is
essential, it is insufficient to meet the
demands of the 21st century. A recognition of the need for the profession to
engage in continuous professional
development in order to secure constant quality has led to a conception of
the profession as one engaged in a continuum of lifelong learning. It is this
which is informing policy and establishing closer links between the previously discrete worlds of Initial Teacher
Training (ITT) and Continuing Professional Development (CPD).

Education reforms in England:
changes to the structure of 
training and development
The government’s concern for the quality of its teachers can be traced back to
its 1983 White Paper, Teaching Quality,
which recognised teachers as ‘the major
single determinant of the quality of education’ and the importance to the nation of ‘supply, initial training, appointment and subsequent career development and deployment’ (DES, 1983, 1).
To this end it began a process of greater
control over both teachers’ initial professional preparation, and later over
CPD.
In relation to ITT, one element of
control was the establishment in 1984
of an infrastructure to accredit programmes against a national set of prescribed criteria, initially through the
Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (CATE) and subsequently
through the Teacher Training Agency
(TTA), a non-departmental government
body with the powers to fund, accredit
and regulate ITT. Prior to this, higher
education institutions in England were
largely autonomous in determining the
curriculum for teacher education.

Amongst the criteria introduced by
CATE was a greater involvement by the
profession in teacher training. Despite
this, teacher education continued to be
attacked from many quarters. It was
still viewed ineffective in preparing new
teachers for the realities of classroom
life. As a response to these concerns,
the government issued a Circular (DFE,
1992) which included, as a condition
of accreditation, a change in the structural and resource requirements. This
increased the time student teachers had
to spend in schools working with experienced teachers or school-based mentors, with secondary schools receiving a
transfer of resource from their higher
education partners to recognise their
contribution to the process.
The introduction of this schoolbased model, for the most part still led
by higher education institutions, was
reflected in subsequent Circulars (DFE,
1993; DFEE, 1998a; DfES & TTA,
2002; DfES &TDA, 2007) for all age
phases (i.e. secondary, primary and early years education). The model also informed the government’s latest proposals for teachers’ subsequent professional development through a new Master’s
level qualification, a Masters in Teaching and Learning (MTL).
This marks a further shift in the involvement of the teaching profession in
the development of its members, and is
intended to position England alongside
nations such as Finland where a Master’s degree and a research-based qualification has been a professional requirement for almost two decades
(Niemi, 2007). The MTL award is currently at the development stage. Its initial target group is to be those in the
first five years of their careers, and it is
to be ‘primarily school-based with
schools collaborating with HEIs in
joint delivery’ (DCSF, 2008, 12-16).
Teachers registered for the award are to
have a school-based coach.

Partnerships for practice-based 
teacher education
Making teachers’ initial and continuing
professional development ‘practicebased’, in partnership with the Higher
Education Institutions (HEIs), is part of
the government’s drive to improve the
achievement of pupils. With specific
reference to ITT, England is not unique
in supporting a strong practical focus,
and a profession based on partnership
is one of the common principles of the
European Commission (2007). There
is, however, as Hagger and McIntyre
(2006) have argued, no international
consensus on the meaning of ‘partnership’ or on the most appropriate balance between higher education and
schools.
As school-based training has become
such a central plank of government
policy, it is worth looking at the logistical challenges it poses, some of the assumptions which informed its introduction, as well as evidence of its effectiveness, and consider any possible ramifications for the introduction of the new
school-based Master’s award.
Prior to becoming a requirement,
the possibilities of the partnership approach had been indicated by a small
number of institutions, the most famous being the Oxford Internship
scheme. Mandating this nationally assumed that universality would not be
problematic. It assumed there would be
sufficient numbers of teachers for different age phases, subject/curriculum
specialisms and geographical locations
willing to take on the role of mentor,
with support from senior management
to do so, and with the right set of professional attributes, skills, and knowledge both to guide and challenge trainees. The same assumptions about capacity are being made about schoolbased coaches willing and able to
support practising teachers who register for the MTL award.
A lesson from this aspect of the ITT
reforms is that it takes time to embed
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Towards a continuum of learning:

Regulation
The structural changes in ITT were
premised on the assumption that the
quality of initial teacher training would
be improved by enabling students to
have more direct links with schools,
which in turn would enable them to derive principles and theories from practice rather than solely applying academic knowledge to practice. Accompanying these changes was the introduction of a set of competences aimed
at establishing agreement nationally
about what those training to teach
must demonstrate to be awarded qualified teacher status (QTS) (DFE, 1992).
The external prescription of ‘competences’, subsequently known as ‘standards’, set out a range of expectations
relating to trainees’ knowledge and understanding: planning, teaching and
classroom management; monitoring,
assessment and recording; and reporting and accountability. At the height of
this regulation, trainees’ subject knowledge in Mathematics, English, Science
and ICT was also prescribed. Such regulation antagonised many in the profession since it was felt it would lead to
a “tick box” mentality and to demonstrating coverage at the expense of the
exercise of professional judgement.
By 2002, the government had become more confident that the quality of
those entering the profession had improved, and the rigid specifications of a
national curriculum for ITT were replaced by a new set of standards, entitled Qualifying to Teach (DfES & TTA,
2002). Qualifying to Teach reduced the
number of standards from over a 100
to 40, and gave ITT providers more autonomy in preparing students to meet
the outcome statements. Further revisions in 2007 reduced the standards to
33 (DfES & TDA, 2007) but the model
of extensive involvement by the profession in initial training remained as it
was believed to benefit trainees by giving them access to teachers’ practical
classroom knowledge.
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The model was also thought to have
staff development benefits for mentors
who, in working with trainees, would
become co-learners analyzing their
practices with trainees, and openly
modelling reflection as a strategy for
professional improvement. Evidence to
support this can be found in a Training
School case study (Whitehead & Fitzgerald, 2006) where, through the use
of an action research methodology, video recordings, and reflective dialogue,
mentors were enabled to develop their
practice, and to generate and share
their professional knowledge.
How possible has it been for mentors in general to articulate their practical knowledge to the benefit of trainees,
and what has been the contribution of
higher education institutions?
On the basis of inspections by the
Office for Standards in Education (OfSTED), there have been marked improvements in ITT and in the quality of
those gaining qualified teacher status,
although there are some differences between training routes and between age
phases. Translating these inspection
outcomes into quality categories as defined by the TTA & TDA, who use
these to allocate trainee numbers, the
proportion of ITT providers classified
as ‘good’ or ‘very good’ grew steadily
from 63 per cent (1999-2000) to 86
per cent (2006-2007) with the quality
of primary teacher training being consistently higher than that of secondary
teacher training.
Feedback gathered in 2005-2006
from teachers in their post qualifying
year suggests high levels of satisfaction
over the quality of initial training in
preparing them for their first teaching
post. The overall quality of their training was rated ‘very good’ or ‘good’ by
88 per cent of respondents, compared
with 82 per cent in 2001 when the annual survey of newly qualified teachers
began (TDA, 2007). Areas where satisfaction has remained low, albeit with a
rising trajectory, have been in teaching

learners from minority ethnic backgrounds, those with English as an additional language, as well as those with
special educational needs and different
abilities. These areas remain challenging, and require skills that the European Commission has identified as necessary for teachers in order to help young
people reach their full potential. These
are also vital challenges for closing the
educational attainment and skills gaps,
which are key objectives informing
government policy in England where
big differences continue to exist.
Debates
Whilst progress has been made and areas that need attention highlighted, debates continue. One issue is whether
government-imposed standards and a
high level of accountability through accreditation and inspection have led to a
culture of compliance and exerted ‘a
form of epistemic sovereignty’ (Elliot,
2004, 4) over teacher educators who,
in seeking to meet external imperatives,
have become overly concerned with
managing outcomes at the expense of
developing new learning opportunities.
Questions also continue to be posed as
to whether trainees are falling short of
the characteristics Furlong (2000, 1314) identified as necessary for teachers
to become practical theorists, namely:
learning how to assess evidence, and
address the values implicit in different courses of action; learning how
to utilize such knowledge to inform
practical judgements; fostering the
abilities and dispositions to undertake practical theorizing in relation
to one’s own work.
Since the onset of competences,
there has been concern that training
has given little explicit recognition to
the critical intellectual skills needed to
inform professional action. This concern has partially been addressed in the
most recent set of standards (DfES,
2007), which cover not only initial
training but all stages of a teacher’s career. The new standards include the re-

quirement that teachers have ‘a creative
and constructively critical approach towards innovation, being prepared to
adapt their practice where benefits and
improvements are identified.’
Including ‘being constructively critical’ within the standards for qualified
teacher status has produced closer
alignment with the Quality Assurance
Agency’s qualification descriptor for undergraduate (BEd/BA) and post graduate (PGCE) programmes. This framework identifies ‘an appreciation of the
uncertainty, ambiguity and limits of
knowledge’ amongst the distinguishing
characteristics of an Honours award. A
more comprehensive demonstration of
this attribute includes expectations of
critical awareness, critical evaluation,
originality in the application of knowledge, as well as the capacity ‘to act autonomously on planning and implementing tasks at a professional level’,
all of which are expectations of those
registered for Master’s level awards
(QAA, 2001, 8–9). Including this requirement also helps meet the criterion
of ‘critical understanding of theories
and principles’ named in the draft European Qualifications Framework.
Given the increasing numbers of
trainee teachers now registering for
PGCE awards which include Master’s
level credit, the numbers of qualified
teachers on postgraduate professional
development programmes, and the government’s aspiration for teaching to become a Master’s level profession, it is
possible to envisage a more autonomous and enquiring profession. Already there is evidence of individuals
analysing their practices as trainees
(Price, 2001; Cain et al, 2007) and as
qualified teachers (Formby, 2007;
Mounter, 2007; Skuse, 2007). These
examples along with many other studies of teachers on award bearing courses are indicative of teachers’ confidence
to build knowledge, to improve their
practice, and to contribute to the creation of a wider knowledge base for the
profession as advocated by Cochrane-

Smith and Lytle (1993), Hargreaves
(2003), Sachs (2003) and others. Moreover, they are in line with the European
Commission’s view that this is a responsibility of teachers just as it is the
responsibility of members of any other
profession. These examples can be seen
as part of that knowledge base illustrating what is already possible and as
such provide, as I have argued elsewhere, a glimpse of the future for the
profession as a whole (Whitehead,
2003).
Rhetoric or reality?
There exists, however, a degree of uncertainty about the scope for critique
and innovation by the profession in a
climate in which the government, albeit
in the interests of raising attainment
and establishing greater consistency,
not only specifies knowledge and understanding of its National Strategies
but, in the case of the Primary National
Strategy, is promoting a particular approach to the teaching of reading,
based on recommendations from the
Rose Review (Rose, 2006).
As a consequence of government micro management and interventions (in
both what and how to teach), legitimated by notions of ‘what works’, it is
understandable if trainees and experienced colleagues, including schoolbased mentors, feel that their practices
(particularly in Literacy and Numeracy) are circumscribed rather than open
to ongoing enquiry. Discretion regarding alternatives becomes more risky
and, with two thousand model lessons
available on the DCSF website across
all curriculum areas and age phases,
adherence to government endorsed approaches can become a safer option.
Hargreaves (2003, 189) has envisaged
a possible scenario whereby the standardization within the reforms reduces
teachers’ own creativity as they come
to rely on ‘the external authority of bureaucrats, on scripted texts, or on “incontrovertible” results of research’.
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radical change and alter cultures. It is
now 16 years since partnerships’ inception but acquiring partnerships of quality continues to be a challenge and administratively time consuming since the
involvement of schools in ITT remains
voluntary. Given their high-stakes external accountability (frequent testing,
national league tables on pupil performance, and accountability of
schools through inspection), some
schools continue to see their principal
orientation being to pupils rather than
to the next generation of teachers.
In response to a survey regarding
partnership and student placements, 40
per cent of schools were reported as
‘very willing’ to offer placements, 50
per cent as ‘fairly willing’, 6.6 per cent
‘reluctant’ and 3.3 per cent indicated
that they would not offer any. Marked
regional differences were found, with
shortfalls nationally for early years,
Science, Modern Foreign Languages,
Mathematics and ICT (UCET, 2005a;
UCET, 2005a).
One way in which this issue may be
alleviated is through the most recent iteration of the government’s Professional Standards. These apply to teachers
throughout their careers (DfES &
TDA, 2007), and include an expectation that post-threshold teachers:
contribute to the professional development of colleagues through coaching and mentoring, demonstrating
effective practice, and providing advice and feedback.
In the absence of any contractual requirement, the demonstration of this
standard and its link to pay progression may well help shift school cultures
and the willingness to be involved in
ITT and the proposed MTL. Such involvement by the profession is crucial if
new teachers are to engage with experienced and effective practitioners in order to understand the contextually specific decisions they take in relation to
pupils’ learning and well-being.

pacities such as collaboration and team
work are therefore being advocated.
Edwards (2007) has termed this ‘relational agency’, whereby teachers know
how to work with others both to expand their understanding of a problem
as well as to respond to it. These moves
towards multi-agency working in the
interests of children’s well-being are
therefore unlikely to be met through
prescribed off-the-shelf remedies.
Moreover, they signal a shift from
teachers’ relative professional isolation
to a more collaborative engagement
with a wider group of professionals,
para-professionals and parents, and to
more bespoke solutions.
There is therefore a noticeable
switch in the discourse and policy direction. The dualities of central and local control; prescription and autonomy;
professionalism and inter-professionalism coexist not as binary opposites but
as realities given meaning in the lives
and practices of those working with
trainee and experienced teachers.
Investing in teachers and the 
wider school workforce
Given the different challenges for the
profession signalled by the Every Child
Matters agenda, the pace of change nationally and internationally, and the
government’s aspirations to position
the UK within the 21st century as a
‘leading edge economy’ in a global society, education reforms in England are
being directed not just at teachers.
They also encompass the wider children’s workforce so that, overall, the
workforce becomes ‘world-class’, ‘with
the capacity to continue to learn and
develop’ (DCSF, 2008) and to sustain
improvements.
This different focus is symbolized in
changes in the TTA’s nomenclature and
its recasting in 2005 as the Training
and Development Agency for Schools
(TDA) with an extended remit for the
development of all school staff including teaching assistants, school business
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managers, and other non-teaching
staff.
With regard to teachers, the recognition that ongoing development directed
at improvement is part of being a professional, spans across the life course,
and includes advice and support from
fellow professionals echoes ‘the seamless continuum of provision’ advocated
by the European Commission (2007).
These beliefs have become embedded in
the standards for both new and experienced teachers in England. Attributes
of reflection in order to improve practice and preparedness to take responsibility for identifying and meeting development needs are prerequisites for the
award of QTS. Demonstrating selfevaluation and commitment to improve
practice through professional development with support from a mentor or
coach are part of teachers’ core standards. These can be drawn on during
performance review and, for progressing beyond threshold, they need to be
met as a condition of pay progression
(DCSF & TDA, 2007a).
There are therefore opportunities for
trainees and existing teachers to use action research (McNiff & Whitehead,
2002) to help demonstrate how they
are meeting these standards. Teachers
are being encouraged to produce
knowledge from their own contexts of
practice and hence are being seen as capable of acting, researching, and engaging in practical theorizing (Whitehead,
2007). Therefore, from the onset of
training, teachers are being steered, albeit managerially, towards taking an
active role in their professional development. Currently, however, teachers
have no ‘contractual entitlement to effective, sustained and relevant professional development’ although the government is to explore how such an entitlement might be framed (DCSF, 2008).
Whilst greater prominence is being
given to CPD, the belief that teachers
need to continue to develop their
knowledge and skills was recognised

earlier in the James Report (DES,
1972), and was reinforced in the policy document Teachers: meeting the
challenge of change (DfEE, 1998b)
which aimed to ‘modernise’ the profession. Continuous professional development is similarly endorsed in Smylie’s
view that schooling will not improve
unless ‘we acknowledge the importance
of schools not only as places for teachers to work but also as places for
teachers to learn’ (Smylie, 1995, 92).
Meeting these learning needs has
taken many forms, including attendance at courses and conferences provided by local education authorities, HEIs,
professional associations and commercial bodies; registration on award bearing higher degree programmes; and involvement in school-based learning and
professional networks.
As to the value of these various activities, there is strong evidence of the
positive impact on teachers and schools
of award bearing courses and other
HEI contributions to CPD (Soulsby &
Swain, 2003; TDA, 2007). Such courses have, in the view of the Inspectorate,
contributed noticeably to improvements in a number of areas including;
standards of pupils’ work; teaching;
pupil assessment and target setting;
curriculum planning; implementation of the national strategies; and
systems for review and self-evaluation (OfSTED, 2004, 6).
A strength has also been the way in
which courses have linked theory to
practical action in the context of teachers’ own schools, enabling teachers to
‘become more confident and skilled in
justifying and managing change, and
acting strategically in their professional
role’ (OfSTED, 2004, 9). Other findings have pointed to the beneficial impact of well-structured and sustained
professional development involving
collaboration with other teachers, as
well as to the importance attached to
reflective practice. Such engagement by
teachers individually or with others in

activities related to their own needs
and interests and over which they have
some control appear more likely to be
effective forms of CPD (Bolam &
Weindling, 2006).
Whilst updating knowledge and
skills is important for effectiveness in
the classroom, Day (2007) also perceives teachers’ commitment and resilience as important and hence in need of
nurturing ‘at key moments over their
careers’. One key moment is the induction year during which newly qualified
teachers (NQTs) have an entitlement to
a 10 per cent reduction in their teaching timetable in addition to the 10 per
cent all teachers have for planning,
preparation, and assessment. The vast
majority of those surveyed in the Becoming a Teacher longitudinal study
had been well supported during their
induction, and had found teaching enjoyable, experiencing both ‘highs’ and
‘lows’. However, over half of the case
study interviewees indicated occasions
when they felt support was lacking
from ‘colleagues such as heads of department, mentors and senior managers’ (Hobson et al., 2007, vii).
Findings such as these indicate that
whilst statutory provision for induction
in England is of relatively long standing
(having been introduced in 1999), and
overall has improved the quality of provision for NQTs (EPPI, 2004), it is an
insufficient guarantor of the kind and
quality of support NQTs need at this
period of transition. Besides frameworks
and strategies in the form of guidance
which have been provided by the TTA/
TDA, there remains a task of ensuring
that those with responsibilities for ‘nurturing’ teachers in the early stage of
their careers are both aware of their responsibilities and equipped to fulfil
them, and are accountable for them.
The recognition that the early stages
of career development are vital in making teaching attractive as well as in
helping motivation and retention is being recognised in the government’s pro-

posals for the Masters in Teaching and
Learning. These proposals are also seen
as providing ‘an opportunity to address
the concerns that some teachers have
had about their experience of induction’ (DCSF, 2008, 13).
The extent to which induction, early
and subsequent professional development are flexible and responsive to an
individual teacher’s needs, and whether
these are aligned or in tension with
school and national priorities, may well
be issues for the future. The possibility
of directing the choice of modules
through performance management
within the new Master’s award suggests
that teachers’ choices could be constrained.
However, the above-mentioned studies of those who have undertaken classroom-based research through existing
Master’s programmes, and have used
this together with academic research to
improve practice, indicate the transformatory potential of such enquiries.
They signify the educational role such
enquiries can play in an individual
teacher’s lifelong learning and in their
own personal and professional development, as well as being of benefit to
other members of the profession.
Moreover, they help remind us of how
such enquiries are not just about the
acquisition of new knowledge and
skills but also about values. They have
the potential to create ‘a reinvented
profession that does not just deliver
value, but is driven by values’. (Hargreaves, 2003, 51)
The government’s aspiration for a
Master’s level profession with a greater
emphasis on enquiry and the use of evidence marks a new phase in the government’s thinking and holds the potential to which Hargreaves refers. Its
success may well reside in the extent to
which teachers feel they have some responsibility and control over the focus
of their enquiries and the opportunities
it affords for them to be genuinely creative.
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Other agenda, however, exist and
can be seen as a counterweight to the
control exercised through National
Strategies, guidance, resources, and the
promotion of teaching methods, the
majority of which have been aimed at
pupils’ cognitive development and
meeting government targets. These
countervailing agenda espouse more
freedom, autonomy and ownership,
and are expressed through calls for
schools ‘to take ownership of the curriculum’, for teachers to ‘be creative
and innovative in how they teach’
(DfES, 2003), and for teachers and other practitioners, cognizant of the needs
of their particular pupils,
to personalize learning in ways appropriate to the ages and abilities of
the learners they teach, the context
of the learners and the needs of the
subject (DfES, 2007b, 1).
Moreover, the Gilbert Report argues
for greater latitude for teachers to
make decisions about their professional
action:
Teachers need to be able to choose
the practices they change and the
techniques they use . . . as they are
more likely to take responsibility for
them (DfES, 2007c, 30).
These countervailing developments
exist alongside changes in the ITT inspection methodology. They signal
greater confidence in the profession as
they reduce the burden on providers,
make inspection more proportionate to
risk, and give more weight to training
providers’ self-evaluation.
Significant too is the Every Child
Matters agenda (DfES, 2003) which
has shifted the policy focus and, hence,
the preparation and development of
trainee and qualified teachers to include fostering pupils’ well-being and a
wider range of objectives rather than
academic achievements alone. To this
end teachers are enjoined to work with
non-teaching members of school staff
and with other professionals who provide services for children. Different ca-
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Teach First combines the expertise of corporations,
schools, education agencies and Higher Education
Institutions to educate and develop teachers for
challenging London schools.

S onia Bl a n d f o r d
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T

each First has gained support from a number of
organisations and foundations who offer mentoring
and training to participants who are
working towards Qualified Teacher
Status. These include: McKinsey and
Company, Citigroup, Corporation of
London, Capital One, Canary Wharf
Group, Deloitte and Touche, Freshfields, KPMG, Yahoo!, Deutsche Telekom, Mellon Bank, Sainsbury’s, Morgan Stanley, Walkers, UBS Warburg,
and WH Smith (http://www.teachfirst.
org.uk).
With new initiatives, the British are
inclined to take a questioning stance,
supporting that which is known, and
believing that what we understand is
what we do best. In this context, to introduce a scheme led by Americans,
supported by a government lacking in
popularity in a city that reflects the best
and worst in educational practice could
be considered foolish in the extreme.
What would be the benefits to those involved? For the participants, graduating from Oxbridge and other Russell
Group institutions would almost guarantee them a head start in their chosen
career. Teach First would have to offer
similar or better prospects.
For a higher education institution
(HEI) to consider involvement, Teach
First would need to provide an opportunity for innovation that would enhance their standing in the educational
community. Schools would also need to
be convinced that young, part-trained
teachers would be an asset rather than
a burden to their already overstretched
teaching resources.
These were the practical considerations. The ideological issues would
prove to be far greater challenges to
those involved:
• Can teachers become effective
practitioners without the theoretical

underpinning provided by more conventional full-time programmes?
• Can partnerships with global businesses and management consultants
enhance initial teacher education?
From Ideology to Practice
Since Callaghan’s 1976 Ruskin College
speech, there has been pressure on
those engaged in education to relate
teaching and learning to the development of skills needed for business, industry and commerce. The involvement
of business in education is not new;
many schools were built through the
patronage of the great industrialists of
the Victorian era. The School Curriculum Industry Project of the 1970s
linked with corporations. Business in
the Community has a 25-year history
of working in partnership with schools
and of contributing to the training of
school leaders. More recently, school
governors have been recruited to inner
city schools through the ‘Governor
One Stop Shop’ initiative led by a retired United Biscuits executive. Earley
and Weindling (1988) reported on the
management exchange initiative, ‘Management South’. The list goes on. However, it has taken 25 years since the
Callaghan speech for the business
world to link with government agencies, HEIs, a government lobbying
group (London First) and a team of recruitment experts to recruit and train
some of the best of UK’s graduates to
teach.
The new initiative is set within a
context of what might be seen as an
ideological revolution, when universities across the globe are facing a time
of unprecedented change. Challenges of
scale, access, funding, demographics,
internationalization and new technologies have created both competitive
threats and new opportunities. The issues are complex, often contested, but

they are unquestionably transforming
higher education. As identified in the
recent White Paper (DfES, 2003), new
models and new suppliers are emerging, creating a need for existing HEIs
to consider working in new ways.
From this perspective, Teach First represents a new age of business that wishes to engage with the challenges found
in city schools.
Teach for America 
Teach First is based on a programme
that was created by Wendy Kopp as described in her book, One Day All Children: the unlikely triumph of Teach For
America and what I learnt along the
way (Kopp, 2001). Kopp had felt that
as a Princeton Senior she was part of
the ‘me’ generation. Most of the people
she knew were heading for two-year
programmes similar to internships in
the business community. Kopp sensed
that she was not alone in wondering if
this was the right path for her and that
there were thousands of other seniors
like her who were searching for jobs
that would offer them significance and
meaning. She suddenly hit on an idea:
why didn’t this country (USA) have a
national teaching corps of recent college graduates who would commit
two years to teaching urban and rural public schools (Kopp, 2001, 3).
Kopp believed that the teacher corps
would provide seniors with an alternative to the two-year corporate training
programmes and graduate schools. The
teaching corps would make teaching an
attractive choice for top graduates, not
least by surrounding it with an aura of
status and selectivity, streamlining the
process of applying for teaching positions, and assuring recent graduates a
job and a steady income despite districts’ inability to hire them until Labour Day.
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Teach First,

The programme has not gone unchallenged by academics that find its
relationship with businesses unpalatable. There is also the question of qualifications. Many Teach for America
graduates do not hold a teaching
award. Those who do gain the award
become part of mainstream practice
through university Masters programmes.
Teach First
In 2001, a team of management consultants from McKinsey relayed to the
government via the lobbying group,
London First, a report that identified
the need to enhance teaching in London. The report focused on the usual
indicators of success in schools: attendance, exclusions, examination grades,
and the recruitment and retention of
teachers. The consultants were invited
by the Prime Minister’s office and major businesses to develop a scheme for
recruiting young graduates from leading UK universities. Funded by the Department for Education and Skills (initially with £500,000) the consultants
registered a not-for-profit company,
Teach First, with the aim of engaging a
number of global companies and the
Teacher Training Agency (TTA). Success with companies was linked to the
consultants’ access to executives
through McKinsey and London First.
As reported by McKinsey (McKinsey
and Company, 2003), ‘McKinsey’s involvement has extended . . . since
2002 . . . 50 firm and support staff
worked periodically with Teach First’.
In parallel to the initial recruitment
programme, the Teacher Training
Agency was directed to work in partnership with Teach First to appoint an
HEI to develop, plan and deliver the initial training and ongoing school-based
programme. In direct contrast with
Teach for America, this initiative was
to have award-bearing status.
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Canterbury Christ Church
University College (CCCUC)
Teach First Training Programme
Early in November 2002 the TTA invited accredited Initial Teacher Training (ITT) providers working in partnership with London secondary schools to
apply for the provision of Employment
Based Initial Teacher Training for
Teach First through a competitive tendering process. In February 2003,
CCCUC was selected to deliver the
Teach First training programme for
graduates who are able to commit
themselves to teaching for two years in
London schools while undergoing an
intensive programme of education and
management training. A three-way
partnership involving Teach First,
CCCUC and London schools now provides the core of the Training Programme. It is preceded by an intensive
six-week Summer Institute taught by
the University College with additional
activities provided by Teach for America alumni and the Teach First organisation.
Links with Business
A central factor in this initiative is the
role that businesses play in the scheme.
By building a link with Teach First,
leading figures within business recognise the range of skills acquired by
graduates through this prestigious
scheme, potentially leading to careers
outside teaching in the longer term.
This has been acknowledged in articles
in The Times (2003), the Telegraph
(2003) and the Guardian (2003). The
Secretary of State for Education and
Chief Executive of HSBC also commented on the value of the programme
beyond education at Teach First’s one
year birthday celebration on 15 July
2003.
The promise of a short internship
with leading UK and Global companies

is also a huge incentive to Teach First
participants. Major corporations are to
provide additional management training for the participants, including the
possibility of undertaking a mini-MBA
during their second year of teaching.
Participants are therefore presented
with career choices that extend beyond
a two-year teaching commitment. The
Teach First team also anticipate that
alumni will assume leadership roles,
both inside and outside of the field of
education (McKinsey and Company,
2003).
Teach First’s business connections also help to demonstrate to potential applicants that the skills they gain whilst
teaching provide them with rapid career progress within their chosen career
once they have finished the two-year
programme. Additionally, the participants’ business contacts may be used to
link these companies to the London
schools involved in the programme,
thereby bringing the potential for additional resources to those schools and
their students.
As an ITE provider with inclusive
values, CCCUC is well placed to work
with London schools and members of
the business community. The business
community, including the founding
company McKinsey, have yet to comment on the value that the partnership
brings to their practice. Much has to be
learnt as high standards of educational
practice focussing on children link with
the urge to profile Teach First within
the business context through media
coverage and consultancy networks.
Conclusions

schools to raise the aspirations and levels of educational achievement for London’s secondary school pupils, working
with children from challenging backgrounds to inspire them to excel above
and beyond their own expectations.
Pupils in London secondary schools
will benefit from the scheme through
the generation of new energy into the
classroom, and the creation of a dynamic and imaginative approach to
classroom practice. Participating trainees will gain the opportunity to develop
some of the interpersonal techniques,
which are considered invaluable within
business, specifically communicating,
planning, motivating, negotiating and
presenting skills. Initially at least participants are engaging with theory
through practice. CCCUC provides additional subject and professional studies sessions enhancing their professional knowledge and experience.
The partnership with global businesses and management consultants

has enhanced initial teacher education
through the calibre and commitment of
its recruits. The cohort selected by the
dedicated team of recruiters has impressed schools and HEI tutors; there is
much to be learned from the recruitment
and selection expertise that exists in
business. Corporate involvement in initial teacher training and continuing professional development in schools will inevitably provide new opportunities for
those academics and practitioners engaged in the initiative. Media interest
has been intense, as has political involvement. Beyond the ‘hype’, pupils now
have interested and engaged teachers
who are highly qualified and are themselves receiving high quality training.
The early evaluations are strong; the
programme appears sustainable. As
James Learmonth (2003) stated, ‘if the
impact moves beyond the immediate and
into the community it will have been a
success’.

A few facts…
• 1300 graduating students applied for the Teach First programme.
• Teach First made number 63 in The Times Top One Hundred Graduate re-		
cruitment list in 2003, rising to number 9 in 2008.
• 185 participants joined the Summer Institute in June 2003; 400 joined in
2008.
• 177 participants were appointed in 45 London schools in September 2003.
• The majority of participants were from the universities of Oxford and
Cambridge, and the Imperial College London.
• The majority of participants are qualifying to teach science, mathematics
and modern foreign languages.
• 45 CCCU tutors taught on the Inaugural Summer Institute; five Teach for
America alumni also contributed to the programme.
• 10 tutors provide ongoing support for participants with fortnightly visits to
schools.

Those engaged in the Teach First initiative believe that highly motivated, focused individuals can make a significant impact on pupils’ academic
achievements. Teach First participants
and business leaders aim to join with
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On 12 April 1989 Kopp went to
Princeton’s library to look for the
names and addresses of chief executive
officers of major American corporations. She picked companies she recognised and those that surfaced in her
thesis research as being committed to
educational reform. Within a week, she
had written to CEOs at thirty companies such as Mobil Oil, Delta Airlines
and Coca-Cola. Inevitably, Kopp did
not get directly through to the CEOs
but the letter did make its way down
various corporate ladders and she got
meetings with six or seven executives.
She eventually met with executives of
Xerox, IBM, AT&T, Metropolitan Life
and New Jersey’s Dodge Foundation.
Kopp also met with an official in the
Department of Education, the Dean of
Harvard’s undergraduate teacher education programme, the Head of Education of the States which advises States
in their efforts to improve education,
and Stanley Caplin, the founder of the
Test Preparation Company and a man
deeply committed to education reform.
(Kopp, 2001, 34)
Exactly one year and 10 days after
Kopp had graduated from college she
met with her 500 teaching corps members gathered in the University of
Southern California’s auditorium for
the opening ceremony of Teach for
America’s first summer training institute. They were some of the country’s
most sought after recent college graduates; they came from 100 colleges including Ivy League schools and historically black colleges, state schools and
private universities.
Teach for America alumni now have
major roles in government and state
departments. There are a significant
number of Teach for America alumni
(approximately 60 per cent each year)
who remain in schools and achieve
high status in their communities.
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completing a Masters programme at
Reading University. She has been Head of
Department, Head of Faculty and a Senior
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Contact
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Interview with professor

Peter Mayo

Juha Suoranta
How would you describe the current
‘paradigms’ of adult education? It
seems to me that we have at least
EU’s official learning talk (adult
education as governmentality) as well
as that of vocational consultants and
corporate businesses (adult education
as technocratic manipulation), and
then there are some critical folks in
the fringes (adult education as critical
praxis and radical transformation).
The dominant discourse is underpinned
by Neoliberal concepts. It is all part of
the discourse concerning lifelong learning which places the onus on individuals to take charge of their own learning
and to pay for this learning if need be.
There is an over-emphasis on adult education for work and more precisely
for ‘employability’ which does not necessarily mean employment, as Ettore
Gelpi reminds us in one of his last
works, Lavoro Futuro (Gelpi, 2002).

Carmel Borg and I wrote two pieces on
the EU’s Lifelong Learning Memorandum, one of which was published in
LLinE (Borg & Mayo, 2004) and the
other in Globalisation, Societies and
Education (Borg & Mayo, 2005). We
argued, also looking at some on the
ground ‘best practice’ projects documented by CEDEFOP, that this type of
adult education often serves as the vehicle for public financing of private
needs and for promoting an easy correlation between the skills required at the
workplace and the skills required in social life.
There is an excessively economistic
discourse about adult education that is
worrying. It is all part of hegemonic
globalisation. It is a discourse that
projects the notion of citizen in two-dimensional terms: producer and consumer. I noticed this discourse in my
meetings in Brussels when I was involved in two EU working groups, al-

though there seemed to be a great dissonance between the discourse of many
adult education officials present and
that coming from the Commission. As
far as evaluation goes, there is an obsession with what Lyotard calls ‘performativity’ – so-called ‘quality’ indicators which are always of a quantitative
nature since they are exclusively concerned with narrow outcomes and certainly not the ‘in depth’ analysis of
processes, with no claims to generalisation, which would require a different
type of evaluation. One could feel the
tension between the ideas of those who
attributed a larger and more humanistic agenda to the education of adults
and the dominant narrow economistic
discourse often interspersed with some
social democratic terminology.
It is encouraging, however, to see
prominent writers such as Bill Williamson (1998), Ian Martin (2001), Kenneth Wain (2004) and even Zygmunt
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Reclaiming Democracy,
Reclaiming Our Place
in Adult Education and
the World.

You have criticized the discursive turn
from education to learning both in
adult education and lifelong
education. Our colleague Ian Baptiste
stated once that ‘education is a
normative enterprise, learning is not. I
could learn to be a rapist, sexist, or
psychopath, but none of these
instances of learning would be an
instance of education.’ What is the
target point of your criticism?
This relates to what I have just said. I
agree with Ian Baptiste’s distinction –
so well put. The shift in terminology to
which you refer is especially evident in
the OECD and EU discourses. And it is
not innocent. It reduces the emphasis
on structures and institutions, which
one found in writings concerning the
older concept of ‘lifelong education’,
and lays stress on the individual as a
person who lies at the centre of the educational process with the potential to
take charge of his/her own learning.
There is a positive side to this. The em-

phasis on ‘learning’ can help convey
the idea that it is not individuals who
need to adapt to the institutions and
agencies by which they are taught but
it is the institutions and other agencies
that must adapt to them. But there is a
flip side to this, too.
This change in emphasis ties in
beautifully with the current all-pervasive thinking that education and social
well-being – as with the talk about the
transition from the welfare state to a
‘welfare society’ – are the responsibility
not of the State but of the individual
and communities. By implication, any
failure in this regard is to be blamed
not on the system but on the individual
or the communities concerned. In the
latter case they are said to ‘lack social
capital’.

In the issue of civil society,
interpretations are many nowadays.
What is your take on the question of
civil society?
I recognise that the term has had different uses from the time of the ‘Scottish
Enlightenment’ onward. I personally
prefer to use Gramsci’s notion of civil
society which refers to the complex set
of ideological institutions that prop up
the State and that serve to cement, as
well as provide the spaces to renegotiate, existing relations of hegemony.
This is a far cry from the romanticised
notion of civil society as it is used today. It is romanticised in the sense that
people seem to conceive of it as some
kind of democratic and progressive
force when this terrain also includes reactionary, right-wing forces such as religious fundamentalist groups related
to all the major monotheistic religions,
racist organisations, anti-immigrant
groups, and so on.
Following Gramsci, I conceive of
civil society as a site of struggle in
which relations of hegemony are consolidated or challenged with a view to
renegotiation. While civil society
should not be romanticised, neither
should it be regarded as monolithic.
Hegemony is never complete and there
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exist spaces where action for social
change can take place. Adult education
of the social justice type can constitute
one of the many spaces in which action
for change can occur.
Internationally, the best traditions of
adult education oriented towards generating greater social justice have
emerged in those social and political
movements which have struggled to
promote and realise the idea of a society not as it is now but as it should and
can be. Their efforts in promoting
adult education are motivated by a
concern for social justice, ecological
sensitivity and the strengthening of democracy. This is based on valuing social difference and biodiversity. Their
efforts also involve an engagement in
the struggle to recuperate public spaces
– these public spaces have been shrinking over the years. They have often
been the target of corporate encroachment and have often been commodified.

The world, as we know it, is in a state
of constant change. Someone says
that it is currently a mess if not a
total chaos thanks to imperialist
megaplayers such as the U.S. and its
allied corporations. How do you see
the role of radical adult education
and radical scholarship in the future?
The word ‘radical’ can mean many
things. It certainly does not identify a
specific value commitment. Many had
referred to Margaret Thatcher as a radical for having turned the British social
and economic system around through
the ideology of the marketplace. The
same applies to Ronald Reagan. I assume that what you are referring to is
social justice oriented radicalism. As
you and many readers know, we have a
strong albeit repressed tradition in the
area, certainly as far as adult education
goes. There was once talk of ‘really
useful knowledge’. Many of the values
that this tradition promoted, such as
the collective dimensions of knowledge
and learning; critical literacy; genuinely
democratic relations; linking the cultur-

al and the economic; a commitment towards the oppressed in terms of class,
gender (including sexual orientation),
’race’/ethnicity, ability and age; a commitment towards peace, based on human rights, remain valid and need to
be stressed. They need to be stressed in
this age characterised by increasing
militarisation, trading of blood for oil,
and a forceful presence of the militaryindustrial complex – Eisenhower once
spoke of the academic-industrial military complex. How true this is of the
situation today, as Giroux argues in
The University in Chains!
The values of this repressed tradition
remain central for a social justice oriented radical project in an age when
public spaces are constantly commodified and subjected to corporate encroachment. They remain central in an
age when the dominant media and the
state’s repressive apparatus make their
presence felt. We witness, with regard
to the latter, the State’s ever increasing
policing function against dissenters and
the victims of neoliberalism: the so
called ‘undeserving poor’, immigrants
forced to flee their land as a result of
the colonial and neocolonial ransacking of their continent. These values
continue to be central in an age when
consent continues to be manufactured,
through a pernicious global media, to
support wars based on lies which, if we
take the USA as an example, are actually waged on two fronts: abroad and
at home. In the latter case, the war is
waged against the victims of discriminating neoliberal policies through cutbacks in funding for social programmes
to finance the debt incurred by the
senseless imperialist war in Iraq.
Social justice oriented adult education and scholarship have many challenges to face. Freire spoke about our
reading the word and the world. I
would add that reading the world
would also entail reading its construction through the media. This is what
don Lorenzo Milani encouraged his
students to do in the afternoon sessions
at Barbiana when the major source of

reading and learning was the newspaper with its particular constructions of
reality. Today this would entail, more
than ever, ‘reading’ not only the printed
word but the projected images, sound
bites, etc. Critical media literacy plays
an important role here, and one of the
big challenges for any kind of genuinely social-justice oriented educational effort is to bridge the digital divide for a
critical counter-hegemonic use of information technology.
Taking my cue from Giroux’s recent
writings, as I have done throughout
most of this reply to your question, I
would argue that this also entails viewing a variety of facilities and agencies
such as cinemas, museums, television,
music, video games, DVDs, blogs,
YouTube, architecture, religious institutions, etc. as sites of ‘public pedagogy.’
They are all central to the workings of
hegemony. And since hegemony is never complete, they offer spaces for a
counter discourse.
The sites in which educators can
work and which they can target are legion, as Gramsci indicated more than
seventy years ago. He explored possibilities among the serial novels. One
left-wing publishing house in Germany,
Argument, which produces the well
known social theory journal Das Argument, has been producing popular fiction in the form of police novels with a
strong left-wing and counter-discursive
bent.
Popular culture is one of the domains through which hegemony occurs, as the British school of cultural
studies had grasped a long time ago.
This area needs to be given importance
in any kind of counter-hegemonic adult
education project. So too is the area of
so-called ‘high’ culture. For instance,
both these domains, which are much
more related historically than many
would have us believe, play an important part in the development of our
sensibilities with respect to, say, the
Muslim ‘other’, as I have argued with
colleagues in papers/chapters dealing
with museum adult education as cul-

tural politics – see my book with Carmel Borg (Borg & Mayo, 2006).
As far as scholarship goes, there is a
huge battle to be waged. Many scholars work in universities which are increasingly becoming corporatised and
where the emphasis is once again on
‘performativity’ in Lyotard’s sense of
the term – everything is measured in
specific and ‘effective’ outcomes. Bureaucratisation is turning the work of
several academics into a farce, based
on a false sense of accountability. The
Bologna process has facilitated this in
our part of the world. And, make no
mistake, this form of bureaucratisation
has made its presence felt across the
Atlantic and is very much linked to the
corporate culture ideology.
How do scholars collectively resist
this transformation from an institution
that was once a major contributor to a
democratic public sphere into a glorified training agency embracing the corporate business culture? How do academics reclaim the product of their
own labour in an age when funding
provided by the corporate sector comes
with strings attached? How do academics for instance resist reproducing
the elitism induced by the corporate academic culture when they undervalue
work by colleagues published in rigorously peer-reviewed ‘open access’ online journals? These type of journals
constitute one of the means that allow
academics to regain control over their
own work and to evade the clutches of
the corporate publishing sector.
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Bauman (2005) criticise this kind of
discourse, the first two offering an alternative conception of lifelong learning. For there is an alternative discourse rooted in praxis that we can
find throughout the continent and elsewhere. It emphasises the role of the citizen as social actor, and the role of
adult learning as a vital activity within
social movements, including labour
movements. It involves experiments
such as the ‘participatory budget’ in
Porto Alegre and Seville, community
learning within the landless peasant
movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, MST) in
Brazil, and the various processes of
adult learning which lie at the heart of
the work of the social organisations
that have made their presence felt at
the World Social Forum and the various regional social fora.
These processes of adult learning,
though part of a repressed adult education tradition, are in keeping with the
concept of ‘globalisation from below’ –
‘counterhegemonic globalisation’ in
Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ terms.
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I

n the past few decades Michel
Foucault (1926-1984), French
historian, sociologist and philosopher, has become a prominent figure in the social sciences pantheon. Foucault is best known for his
historical works on sexuality, the
prison system and the human sciences,
and often referred to when discussing
issues of social power. Foucauldian
ideas have slowly gained momentum in
adult education as well, and Andreas
Fejes and Katherine Nicoll have now
edited a welcome and timely volume on
various uses of Foucault in the study of
lifelong learning.
The book is divided into three parts.
In the first one, prominent educational
theorists, such as Thomas S. Popkewitz, Richard Edwards and Mark
Olssen, introduce some general
Foucauldian perspectives on lifelong
learning. The second part takes a closer
look at these ideas in case analyses of
job training, motivation theories and elearning, among others. The book then
finishes with Gert Biesta’s critical reflection on the possibilities and limits of a
Foucauldian critique of lifelong learning.

The starting point of just about any
Foucauldian analysis is the notion that
knowledge and power are not mutually
exclusive, but go hand in hand. Power
shapes and makes use of knowledge,
and knowledge opens up new fields for
power to operate. Even scientific truths
and discourses are tangled up in social
power relations. For Foucault, power is
not merely negative, violent or prohibiting, but essentially a productive force.
Especially in modern liberal societies
social power often takes the form of
promoting the autonomy and well-being of the citizen. Moreover, it should
be noted that power is not owned by
anyone, or distributed from any single
point, but rather dispersed throughout
the society. Thus it can be said that
power, in the Foucauldian sense, is a
relational concept. Any discourse or social practice can be analyzed as an assemblage of dynamic power relations
and forms of knowledge.
In the book the power/knowledge
nexus is apparent in the ways that the
discourse of lifelong learning regulates
ways of knowing and acting; enabling
and sustaining some, while inhibiting
and excluding others. According to
Mark Olssen, today’s discourses of lifelong learning often revolve around economic interests whereby educational
practices are connected with the workings of the labour market. Lifelong
learning is thus conceptualized as the
constant acquirement of skills and
competences for the governmental aims

of increasing ‘workforce versatility’
and the mobility of capital (p. 39).
In addition to power and knowledge, the primary focus in Foucault’s
own oeuvre has been the historical constitution of the human subject. Again,
Foucauldian analysis offers a counterintuitive starting point. The subject,
contrary to the prevailing liberalist
view, is not seen as rational, autonomous and self-controlled by default,
but rather analyzed as an effect of historical power relations. This has significant repercussions for a Foucauldian
critique of lifelong learning. It urges us
to ask how subjects are made to think
and work upon themselves as lifelong
learners, and what kinds of techniques
of self-reflection and motivation are being used.
The central concept circulated in the
articles is the Foucauldian neologism
‘governmentality’. It refers to practises
(‘government’) and ideas (‘mentality’)
of governing human behaviour in liberal societies. Contemporary governmentality strives toward promoting individual freedom of the citizen as well as
harnessing and disciplining the useful
and productive powers of the population. In addition to Foucault, the book
draws on prominent Foucauldian governmentality scholars such as Nikolas
Rose and Mitchell Dean. They have analyzed the ways in which governmental
technologies in the age of advanced liberalism focus on fabricating a subject
who is entrepreneurial, responsible and
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flexible. This mode of governing is motivated by the widespread neoliberal
thrust of taking down coercive and inefficient state structures in order to
promote individual freedom and economic productivity. The new practices
are thus usually seen as ‘supporting’
and ‘enabling’ rather than ’disciplining’
or ‘patronizing’, while forging a strong
bond between the autonomy of the
subject and economic competitiveness.
The evident strength of the book is
in the way it discloses various levels of
educational practice where these techniques of governing the lifelong learner
are played out. Governmentality operates in the official texts and policies of
the OECD and the EU, as well as at the
micro-social and psychological levels of
teaching, learning and self-reflection.
This plethora of techniques and strategies is aimed at constructing the aforementioned neoliberal subject who is
flexible and entrepreneurial. While all
of this may sound like a laudable and
empowering project, the unsettling notion that the articles highlight is the
subtle way in which this governmentality normalizes the behaviour of the
lifelong learner.
This is quite well illustrated in Marinette Fodge’s article on job seeking behaviour and the management of ‘employability’ in Sweden. Whereas in the
1950s and 1970s the governance of job
seeking behaviour was directed towards a critical awareness of one’s
rights and conditions of employment,
today an individual in the labour market should learn to take personal responsibility for being employable and
to acquire skills to ‘sell’ oneself. This
means learning to act like a cooperative, effective and flexible applicant,
while at the same time trying to be an
authentic and singular person in order
to distinguish oneself from other job
seekers. Should one then fail to find a

job, the problem is not located in the
structures and policies of the labour
market, but rather in the insufficient
skills and competences of the individual job seeker. A lifelong learner cannot
help but be ‘responsible’ and ‘autonomous’; that is, obliged to deal with all
the pitfalls of the contemporary labour
market on one’s own. This responsibilization of the subject, masked in the
subtle guise of liberal values and slogans, seems to be the most draconian
trait of lifelong learning policies revealed by Foucauldian analysis.
However, the articles stress that
power relations can always have unexpected consequences. Subjectivities are
never thoroughly determined by power
relations which are always events of
confrontation that can yield defiant
subjectivities and forms of knowledge.
Katarina Sipos Zackrisson and Liselott
Assarsson make this very concrete in
their analysis of a verbal exchange between an adult educator and an unwilling student at a Social Science lesson
(pp. 119-120). This minor conflict
shows that there are implicit notions of
what counts as legitimate knowledge
and normal behaviour which are taken
for granted by adult educators, yet not
unanimously shared by students.
Moreover, the writers of the book
themselves illustrate strategies for
destabilizing the truths and power relations of lifelong learning. One way to
do this is to historicize the dominant
form of governmentality, so that the
seemingly inevitable truths of lifelong
learning are revealed to be in constant
historical flux. For Thomas Popkewitz,
Foucauldian historicizing offers a way
of opening up a critical space for alternative ways of thinking about education, whereas Maarten Simons and Jan
Masschelein seek liberation from lifelong learning altogether. In the concluding article, Gert Biesta sees that the
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most concrete value of Foucauldian
analysis lies in the way it makes us ‘no
longer know what we do’ (p. 220),
rather than in creating vistas of emancipation from power relations. Thus, as
Biesta sees it, Foucault is not for those
who wish to free education from practices and ideas that exclude and normalize. Rather, the whole point of
Foucauldian critique is to make us feel
ill at ease with what we are doing as researchers, administrators and educators. This is thought to make it possible
for new and different critical practices
to emerge.
The structure and the overall argumentation of the book are very coherent, and it makes satisfactory and inspiring reading for those interested in
critical views on lifelong learning. Even
though the late French thinker has had
a reputation of being somewhat obscure and difficult to understand, this
book can be quite easily approached
without any prior acquaintance with
the works of Michel Foucault himself.
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