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A world of lifelong 
leArning: lAtin AmericA

This issue continues the regional thematic 
series started a year ago with an issue on 
Asia. The fundamental aim of these geo-
graphical themes is to expose ourselves 
to new practices, scholarship and ways of 
thinking about lifelong learning and to link 
European adult education professionals 
with colleagues overseas. 
We now focus on the adult education trends 
of Latin America. Although this hugely 
varied region escapes generalization, we 
can still distinguish some common traits 
in the continent’s many countries. “Youth 
and adult education”, as the term goes in 
the region, faces challenges of quality and 
equity. Nevertheless there has been a partial 
revision on adult education as a priority in 
some countries in the last few years.
The articles of this issue range from broad 
overviews and analyses of e.g. advocacy 
systems such as CONFINTEA to a case 
study documenting prison education in 
Argentina. In addition to our thematic 
content this issue presents topical research 
into the impact of lifelong learning as well 
as an innovative partnership between the 
arts and business worlds.

rosa maría torres

AduLt	EducAtIOn	And	LIfELOng	
LEArnIng	In	LAtIn	AmErIcA	And	tHE	
cArIbbEAn

Dr Rosa María Torres, one of the region’s 
foremost adult education experts, orien-
tates the reader into the current lifelong 
learning trends and debates of Latin 
American countries. Some common traits 
of adult education in this heterogeneous 
region include an emphasis on literacy 
education and quality and equity problems, 
related to e.g. gender, indigenous peoples 
and the urban-rural divide. However, the 
region is highly dynamic with social and 
economic indicators recently improving 
despite the global economic crisis.

nélida céspedes rossel 

A	PErSPEctIVE	fOr	EducAtIOn	fOr	
LIfE	–	An	AdVOcAtE’S	VIEw

This article, written by Peruvian adult edu-
cation advocate Nélida Cespedes, expands 
from Rosa María Torres’ overview, elabo-
rating on the different global and regional 
advocacy mechanisms and delving into the 
thematic of literacy education. Cespedes’ 
viewpoint is that of an education advocacy 
veteran, with a strong Freirean tendency 
of emancipatory education.

maria clara di Pierro and Sergio 
Haddad

cIVIL	SOcIEty	cOnStructIng	yOutH	
And	AduLt	EducAtIOn	

The authors of the following contribution 
analyze the participation of civil society in 
the construction of public policies on youth 

and adult education in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. The article is based on a 
research project carried out in 20 countries. 
Brazilians Di Pierro and Haddad compare 
countries and draw conclusions about the 
roles recently played by youth and adult 
education in the region. 

timothy d. ireland

rEVISItIng	cOnfIntEA:	SIxty	yEArS	
Of	AdVOcAcy	fOr	AduLt	EducAtIOn

The CONFINTEAs have been UNESCO’s 
prime advocacy tool for adult education 
for the last sixty years. The most recent 
one, CONFINTEA VI, was held in Brazil 
in 2009. In his article, academic and former 
UNESCO education specialist Timothy Ire-
land questions whether the CONFINTEA 
remains the most efficient advocacy tool at 
the global level, arguing that the absence 
of monitoring mechanisms is an underly-
ing weakness of the process. At the same 
time he questions the architecture of the 
conference process which has remained 
largely the same over the years. 

maria isabel giacchino de ribet 
and leonardo Sai

SPAcES	fOr	bEcOmIng:PrISOn	
EducAtIOn	In	ArgEntInA

This article reflects on the transformative 
potential of prison libraries in Argentina, 
drawing on the work of philosopher Michel 
Foucault. The article also explains the in-
stitutional framework and building process 
of the Argentine prison library system, in 
cooperation with a European Commission 
programme.  Exchange of information and 
good practices between European and Latin 
American countries through a website is 
an important part of the programme, as is 
another web page publishing the writings 
of both librarians and inmates.

deBAte

Petri Salo

tHE	wOrLd	HAS	cHAngEd		–	wHAt	
AbOut	AduLt	EducAtIOn	PrActIcES	
And	rESEArcH?										

Professor Petri Salo’s contribution discusses 
the current state of adult education as a 
practice and field of study. He argues that 
the discipline is in a state of flux. From 
a Northern European point of view the 
emancipatory aims of adult education 
have been diluted. Still, the educational 
and political functions of adult education 
can be restored, by emphasizing learning 
as collective practice and by reinventing 
action research. A reply to Professor Salo’s 
debate starter will be published in the next 
issue of LLinE.

indigenoUS Knowledge	

Sandra morrison 

tHE	POwEr	Of	LIfELOng	LEArnIng	
fOr	cuLturAL	rEVItALISAtIOn:	
A	māOrI	ExPErIEncE

The power of lifelong learning for cultural 
revitalisation: A Māori experience 
This article is the first one in an article 
series documenting lifelong learning tra-
ditions of indigenous cultures across the 
globe. Sandra Morrison of New Zealand 
provides a look into the lifelong learning 
traditions of Māori people. Māori have 
come a long way from a near extinction of 
their culture to taking charge of their own 
future. In this process, indigenous learning 
has a crucial role to play.

SPeciAl feAtUre

mevis walter, niller wischmann 
and Skjold fink 

EducAtIng	ArtIStS	fOr	buSInESS	
InnOVAtIOn	

Educating artists for business innovation
Our special feature presents a Danish 
innovative project bridging the arts and 
business worlds. Kunstgreb is an EU-
funded project that trains professional 
artists to use their creative skills to bring 
about business innovation. The impact 
and results of the project are documented 
and researched.

imPAct of lifelong leArning	

natasha Bailey

undErStAndIng	tHE	EffEctS	Of	
AduLt	LEArnIng	–	tHE	OutcOmES	
And	ImPAct	Of	cOmmunIty	
EducAtIOn	In	IrELAnd

The article series presenting research into 
the impact of lifelong learning continues. 
We now focus on Ireland where a piece of 
research investigated the national impact 
of community education over the years 
2009–2010. Natasha Bailey was in charge 
of the research project. In this article she 
presents the key findings, conclusions 
and lessons from the study for education 
providers and policy-makers.
The study shows how research of this 
type can make visible the non-economic 
benefits of learning and show how adult 
learning can achieve outcomes in other 
policy arenas.

LLinE would like to give warm thanks to 
our referees who contributed their valuable 
time to our peer review process this year:
Antra Carlsen, NVL, Norway
Anneli Kajanto, KVS Foundation, 
Finland 
Kristiina Kumpulainen, National Board of 
Education/LLinE, Finland 
Seija Mahlamäki-Kultanen, HAMK 
University of Applied Sciences, Finland 
Alastair Thomson, NIACE, UK
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The fields of adult education in Latin 
America and Europe have naturally dif-
ferent historical constructions. Though 
there are a variety of specific configura-
tions of the fields at nation state level on 
both continents - and sub-regions within 
each continent - we may identify specific 
and differentiated historical ways of 
conceptualising adult education as a 
field of practice in Latin America and 
Europe. 

There is no intention neither possibil-
ity in this short editorial to analyse the 
complex relations established between 
actors and historical meanings of educa-
tion and learning opportunities of youth 
and adult people in both continents. 
This is rather an invitation to the read-
ers for further analysis based on the de-
scriptions and reflections presented by 
the authors in this issue.

Focusing on public policies and pro-
vision of learning opportunities, adult 
education in Latin America has long 
been attached to the formal schooling 
system as a remedial political strategy –
understanding schooling in a narrow 
sense as fixed educational units. Though 
the emphasis on traditional schooling 
still seems to govern the configuration 
of the field, we find examples locating 
adult education practices within scenari-
os different from schooling contexts. 
This expansion of the field has increas-
ingly been acknowledged during the re-
cent past within educational policies at 
the global, regional and state agendas. 
This issue features cases illustrating this 
situation: for example libraries in pris-
ons in Argentina as well as the engage-
ment of civil society in a wide range of 
educational arrangements. 

In the European context public poli-
cies on adult education have much ear-
lier broadened the field by including 
learning scenarios in policy planning 
(work related practices, etc.) which are 
not directly attached to formal school-
ing.  Also mechanisms for bridging for-
mal and non formal education through 
complex systems of accreditation as well 

Learning by understanding 
the fields of practices

as the diversification of learning oppor-
tunities for different social collectives 
(immigrants, ethnic identity, sexual ori-
entation, identity or practices, etc.) have 
concentrated the efforts of policy mak-
ers, though without attaining general 
success.  In this sense the europeaniza-
tion process of education – along with 
the construction of the European Union- 
has motivated and framed the states’ 
policies of adult education. 

However, differences in the configu-
ration of the dialogues and comparative 
analysis should be established between 
Europe and Latin America to contribute 
in the construction of global discourses 
which are not based only on the Euro-
pean experience. Such experience may 
help policy makers in the European con-
text to benefit from the global frames of 
action beyond the strict agendas of the 
European Union and the so called well-
established economies. Emerging eco-
nomic and political contexts -as in Latin 
America- may very well help to have a 
fresh look at the field of adult education 
within the European context.

Global frames of action to meet 
youth and adults’ learning needs – such 
as EFA, MDG and CONFINTEA as an-
alysed in this issue - have helped, at 
best, during the last decades to slightly 
increase social inclusion in Latin Ameri-
ca. However, granting rights for learn-
ing and agency to the whole population 
demands efforts - both in Latin America 
and Europe - to improve the hybrid re-
sponses constructed at the regional lev-
els by bringing in and making local ac-
tors’ voices audible. The permanent ex-
clusion, for instance, of indigenous peo-
ples - particularly their local 
communities and actors- in both the 
construction of educational solutions 
for their children and in creating mecha-
nisms of inclusion in the schooling sys-
tem of adults who hold the expertise 
and world views of their Peoples, may 
help to understand the power relation 
between global and local discourses.  
This is a challenge for both continents 

when designing and establishing educa-
tional priorities for the youth and adult 
population. 

Last though not least, in both fields 
of practices - Latin America and Eu-
rope- social inclusion has been the main, 
historically defined, aim of adult educa-
tion policies, either through emphasis 
on schooling or bridging schooling with 
other learning scenarios. The provision 
and/or acknowledgment of learning op-
portunities at the societal level through 
different forms of certifications are still 
structuring adult education practices on 
both continents. Increasing symbolic 
capital of learning which is universally 
accepted does not necessarily convey the 
voices of the youth and adults in the lo-
cal spaces. Global discourses, mandates 
or simply organisational constraints still 
tend to rule regardless of local interests, 
needs and possibilities.  

JuAn	cArLOS	LLOrEntE
Juan	carlos	Llorente	is	Adjunct	
Professor	of	Adult	Education	at	the	
department	of	behavioural	Sciences	
of	the	university	of	Helsinki.	He	is	
currently	the	Principal	Expert	within	
the	team	of	Intercultural	bilingual	
Education	giving	support	services	to	
the	finnish	ministry	for	foreign	Affairs	
for	finland’s	participation	in	and	
follow	up	of	education	sector	in	Latin	
America.	

cOntAct
Email:	juan.llorente@helsinki.fi
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The crisis of interdependence

Europe, as well as the civilized world at 
large, is going through a difficult devel-
opment stage. Education, the labor 
market, immigration policies, financial 
markets and other vital systems of soci-
eties are entering a crisis. This is the ef-
fect of the changing conditions of hu-
man relationships at all levels, caused 
and determined by globalization. We 
are finding ourselves unexpectedly in-
terdependent, while our mentality and 
behavior are not adjusted to fit this rate 
of mutuality.

To comprehend the essence of the 
current changes, one needs to consider 
the situation not from the point of view 
of one’s personal identity but from a 
general perspective. By abstracting 
from the benefits and threats one ex-
pects from the unfolding crisis, one is 
able to reveal the natural evolvement 
tendency behind it.  The “noise” pro-
duced by mass media, politicians, spec-
ulations and advertisement distorts our 
picture of reality. Our environment is 
convincing us that the evolvement of 
the society and even the crisis itself are 
being governed by particular decision-
makers. But what makes them take 
their decisions? Their motivation is 
subject to their conditions and the hu-
man nature. Humanity is undergoing a 
natural process of evolvement. Once 
we understand its tendency, we can be 
more confident about our personal cal-
culations.

By the current events in Europe, es-
pecially in the financial sphere, it is 
easy to evaluate the extent of degenera-
tion taking place in policies and busi-
ness culture. Actual measures become 
less beneficial and more embarrassing. 
At the height of the sovereign debt cri-
sis, the European leaders promise “to 
make proposals to guarantee the future 
of the EU”. Such purely declarative 
conduct becomes the “first best” solu-
tion to the seemingly chaotic change in 
conditions. 

This kind of ostrich policy is sure to 
spill over into new economic, geopoliti-

cal and other catastrophes. We should 
be ready for a painful reduction of so-
cial spending along with an outrageous 
unemployment rate. So far there is no 
solution to these problems.  What is 
left to do? Only dreaming of a “new fi-
nancial order” as Sarkozy does, or us-
ing foul means to remove those who 
are still capable of creative thinking 
like Dominique Strauss-Kahn - who 
was the first of the high-ranking offi-
cials to admit that the Washington con-
sensus had antiquated – won’t be suffi-
cient. Urgent changes in the global fi-
nancial policies are required.

It is easy to understand politicians: 
we are all people. Anyway, the time has 
come to find some alternatives before 
we enter a geopolitical clutch. Does 
anyone really believe that European 
countries have unified once and for 
good, and actual unity has been 
achieved? In fact, this unity is so fragile 
that a wave of countries’ mutual claims 
about fulfillment of commitments can 
wash it away in a few hours, taking in-
to account the imminent further reces-
sion against the background of the fall-
ing aggregate demand. Debts are grow-
ing, economies are falling, and there is 
no sign of a turn in these trends.

Let us take a look at the map and 
imagine what is going to happen if Eu-
rope finds itself again a gathering of 
sovereign countries free of union treaty. 
Local wars are almost guaranteed, and 
such wars are sure to grow into a glob-
al geopolitical disaster.

The level of nationalism is immense-
ly high (see Map on the adjacent page), 
and only the most noticeable of its 
symptoms can be evaluated. Such 
symptoms are political parties, move-
ments and incidences of aggression. 
The nature of nationalism in Europe is 
varied across its regions, however in 
most cases this involves the anti-immi-
grant motive. In less developed coun-
tries, it is a form of struggle against old 
prejudices and search of a nation’s de-
velopment path.  In all regions, the na-

tionalists move from the marginal sec-
tor into the political system. National-
ist parties succeed in elections.

Political ideological variety reflects 
the cultural diversity of Europe. But the 
very fact of existence of a political 
force that extols the national idea dis-
regarding the natural trend towards to-
tal interdependence is crucial.

Populism prevails among the nation-
alist ideologies of Europe, which means 
that nationalists are meeting a social 
demand for hatred. However the popu-
list parties are only the tip of the ice-
berg. There are radicals standing be-
hind them. 

It does not matter what a nationalist 
movement is opposing: it is splitting 
the world into “us” and “them”. If ag-
gression is acceptable against an immi-
grant from the third world, it is possi-
ble against a European neighbor as 
well. But even without open aggres-
sion, such movement is harming the so-
ciety by creating a dangerous isolation-
ist buzz.  It imposes a delusion upon 
people, making them think as if their 
folk is in some way separated and inde-
pendent from the world. This is similar 
to respiring into a rope-walker’s ear: 
there’s no gravity!

The conspectus of the changing con-
ditions of relationships announced in 
the beginning of the article leads to a 
single unambiguous conclusion. The 
civilized world has got into an awk-
ward position. On the one hand, each 
and everyone is totally dependent on 
the network of connections with the 
others, but on the other hand, the ex-
aggerated urge for self-realization and 
independence forces us to repulse each 
other. The whole crisis is about this 
contradiction. The situation is global 
and we have no way to run.

The turn for the better requires the 
masses’ extensive awareness, new ideas 
and cooperation. So far the most acute 
and topical themes, like expansion of 
nationalist ideas or the rate of efficien-
cy of ecological policy measures, have 
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been hushed up or poorly and one-sid-
edly reported. Data about nationalist 
movements is available, but without 
wide public debate and robust informa-
tion, masses do not care about this 
evolving disease. 

A new form of education is neces-
sary, taking into account the urge for 
adjustment of the masses’ way of think-
ing to fit the new rate of interdepen-
dence. The world is coming to a state 
in which citizens lack comprehension 
of vital life skills, including subsistence 
provision, personal security, and men-
tal health. 

To learn these factors, to get com-
fortable in their framework and to en-
sure one’s self-realization, one has to 
study the natural laws of the global 
world and practice a new mode of rela-
tionships with others. There is need for 
a new global education system, for 
adults as well as for children. In this re-
gard, the priority granted to education-
al issues by the UN secretary-general 
Ban Ki-moon for his second term raises 
expectations of a positive change.

Those of the professional educators 
who are aware of the integral nature of 
the evolving global crisis are the most 
likely principal contributors to the 
building of a new educational system. 

The system should be based on the un-
derstanding that the social environment 
builds the person. Education should be 
based on a principle of equality: we 
should have educators, not teachers, 
who should set a personal example of 
life skills. 

One may expect the end of crisis and 
elimination of threats only when people 
start supporting each other’s self-real-
ization without disregarding the total 
interdependence of people. It is in this 
network of rigid connections between 
us that each person learns to deal with 
these connections and thus reveal his or 
her actual freedom.

gLEb	bOgAtSky
gleb	bogatsky,	mSSc,	is	a	russian	
journalist	and	author	specialized	in	topics	
of	global	crises,	multiculturality,	education	
and	art.	mr	bogatsky	is	a	specialist	in	
macroeconomics,	with	a	master’s	degree	
from	the	university	of	Helsinki,	finland.	
gleb	bogatsky	is	a	member	of	the	
European	network	for	global	Learning	
http://www.learnglobal.net/	

cOntAct
gleb	bogatsky
Email:	zoomeat@gmail.com

tHE	rAtIng	Of	nAtIOnALISm	In	
StAtES	Of	EurOPE	

Values:
0 – no signs of nationalism or no data
1 – a nationalist movement
2 – a registered nationalist party 
3 – a nationalist party represented in 
parliament (or its lower chamber)
4 – a nationalist party keeps relative 
majority of seats in parliament (or its 
lower chamber)

A party or movement is considered 
nationalist if its rhetoric is focused on 
the interests of the titular ethnic group 
along with disregard for other nations. 
The exact form and ideological specif-
ics are not taken into account, i.e. no 
difference is made between anti-immi-
gration, Russophobia, Euroscepticism, 
etc.; populism or radicalism; consisten-
cy of programs. Separatism (Scotland, 
Northern Italy, Åland etc.) is not con-
sidered as nationalism since it shows 
up inside a sovereign state and intend-
ed against the sovereignty of the coun-
try. 

Not only parties and movements 
with reputation of consistent national-
ists are counted in, but also compara-
tively decent organizations like Norwe-
gian Progress party or Icelandic party 
of Independence. Such parties’ ideology 
includes elements of nationalism, which 
means that these organizations are 
ready to migrate towards more radical 
forms if they feel a loss of support. 

Norway

Iceland

Sweden Finland

RussiaEstonia

Latvia

Lithuania
Denmark

Russia

United
Kingdom

Nether-
lands

Poland

Belarus
Ireland

UkraineLuxembourg
Czech. Rep.
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KazakhstanMoldova

France
AustriaLiechtenstein Hungary

Switzerland
Slovenia Romania

Bosnia and
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Croatia
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BulgariaSerbia
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Albania

Macedonia

Armenia Azerbaijan
Portugal
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Turkey
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Greece

Malta
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Belgium

Germany

Montenegro

0 – no signs of nationalism or no data

1 – a nationalist movement exists

2 – a registered nationalist party

3 – a nationalist party represented in parliament (or it’s lower chamber)

4 – a nationalist party keeps relative majority of seats in parliament 
      (or it’s lower chamber)

Vatican

Situation in October 2011
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adult education and 
lifelong learning  
in Latin america and  
the Caribbean

This article offers an orientation into the status quo of 

adult education in Latin America: the topical trends, 

debates and challenges. At the same time, it reminds us 

that it would be abusive to make too wide 

generalizations about this heterogenous region. Yet some 

common trends exist, among them an emphasis on 

literacy education and quality and equity problems. 

However, the region is highly dynamic, with trends 

changing rapidly and social and economic indicators 

recently improving.

Rosa María Torres

1.	IntrOductIOn

This paper draws from various studies I 
have conducted on the topic of adult edu-
cation and on lifelong learning in Latin 
America and in other regions in the South. 
Two such studies (written in English) 
serve here as main references: 

Youth and Adult Education and Learn-
ing in Latin America and the Caribbean: 
Trends, Issues and Challenges. Regional 
report prepared for the Sixth International 
Conference on Adult Education (CON-
FINTEA VI, Belém, Brazil, Dec. 2009), 

commissioned by the UNESCO Insti-
tute for Lifelong Learning (UIL)1. 
http://www.unesco.org/en/confinteavi/grale/ 

Lifelong Learning in the South: Crit-
ical Issues and Opportunities for Adult 
Education, Sida Studies 11, Stockholm, 
2004. Global study commissioned by 
Sida.

http://www.sida.se/Svenska/Om-oss/Pub-
likationer/Visa-publikation/?iframesrc=http://
www2.sida.se/sida/jsp/sida.jsp%3Fd=118%2
6a=3344&language=en_US 

Latin America and the Caribbean is 
a highly heterogeneous region, com-
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prising two subregions (Latin America, 
the Caribbean) and 41 countries and 
territories with very different political, 
cultural, economic, social and educa-
tional realities. Some 600 languages are 
spoken; Spanish and Portuguese are the 
two most widespread official languag-
es. Any regional generalization would 
be abusive, and space does not allow us 
to elaborate here more on each coun-
try. Also, the situation is very dynamic; 
trends may change considerably in a 
short period of time. In the current in-
ternational context, and vis a vis the 
world and European crisis, Latin 
America appears strong and united, 
with economic and social indicators 
improving over the past few years.2 On 
the other hand, Mexico and Chile, the 
two Latin American countries that are 
members of OECD, are facing major 
turmoils, their education systems ex-
posed and under heavy social scrutiny 
and criticism. 

In most Latin American countries, 
the term used is Youth and Adult Edu-
cation (YAE from here on). The term 
“youth” was incorporated in the 
1980s, acknowledging the increased 
presence of young people in adult edu-
cation programmes as well as the need 
to address the specificity of youth in 
such programmes. 

The information and analysis pre-
sented below refers basically to the 12-
year period between CONFINTEA V 
(1997) and CONFINTEA VI (2009).

2.	rEActIVAtIOn	Of	yOutH	And	
AduLt	EducAtIOn	In	tHE	rEgIOn	
In	tHE	PASt	fEw	yEArS

Between the late 1980s and the late 
1990s YAE practically disappeared in 
most countries, following World Bank 
recommendations to governments in 
“developing countries” in the sense of 
giving priority to primary education 
and to children versus adults. (WB also 
rectified later its argument about the 
failure of adult literacy, which was ill-
documented). The Education for All 
(EFA)3 world initiative coordinated by 
UNESCO (1900–2000–2015) has fol-
lowed the same trend: out of the six 
EFA goals, Goal 2 referring to primary 
education has received the most atten-
tion while Goals 3 and 4 referring to 

There is increased recognition of the 
right to (free) education as well as to 
linguistic and cultural diversity and to 
inter-culturality as a comprehensive ap-
proach to education.  In Cuba and 
Mexico YAE has become, for a long 
time, and more recently in countries 
such as Chile, Venezuela, Bolivia or 
Paraguay, more institutionalized, point-
ing towards the building of a system or 
subsystem, rather than the usual and 
discontinued ad-hoc measures and in-
terventions. 

New actors and partnerships:  In 
most countries, there are government 
partnerships with NGOs, universities, 
religious groups and the private sector. 
In a few countries, partnerships have 
included teacher unions and strong so-
cial movements (e.g. in Argentina and 
Brazil). There are also several interna-
tional actors engaged in YAE in the re-
gion. As indicated, the most active in 
recent times are the Spanish govern-
ment/OEI and the Cuban government/
IPLAC. Others include the Convenio 
Andrés Bello (Andrés Bello Agreement 
-CAB), an international inter-govern-
mental organization focused on supra-
national integration (12 countries), 
based in Bogota and linked to OEI; and 
the Organization of American States 
(OAS), based in Washington, which co-
ordinates the Summits of the Americas.

More and better information and 
knowledge on YAE:  There is consider-
able growth in research and documen-
tation at national, subregional and re-
gional level in recent years.  Of course, 
there are also major differences be-
tween countries in terms of quantity, 
quality, topics and approaches related 
to research. Big countries such as Brazil 
and Mexico and also Chile report 
many surveys and studies.

Advances in evaluation: Evaluation 
has become a central piece of school 
systems and reforms in the region since 
the 1990s, but its incorporation is rath-
er recent in YAE. In Brazil, a Function-
al Literacy Indicator (INAF), based on 
actual evaluation of reading, writing 
and numeracy skills of the adult popu-
lation (15-64 years of age), has been 
developed annually since 2001 by two 
private institutions. In Mexico, the Na-
tional Institute for Adult Education 

” Adult 
education 
disappeared 

following 
World Bank 
recommendations.

youth and adult education have re-
ceived the least attention, as acknowl-
edged every year by EFA Global Moni-
toring Reports (EFA GMR). In fact, the 
2009 EFA GMR, coinciding with the 
year of CONFINTEA VI, continued to 
ignore YAE, not considered of strategic 
importance to the achievement of EFA 
by 2015. 

For various reasons, since the late 
1990s there has been a visible reactiva-
tion of YAE in the region. CON-
FINTEA V contributed to enhance so-
cial mobilization and networking 
around YAE, both before and right af-
ter the Hamburg conference. Later on, 
we have witnessed the emergence of 
new supranational and international 
actors engaged in YAE, notably the Cu-
ban government and its ‘Yo Sí Puedo’ 
(Yes, I Can) literacy programme, and 
the Organization of IberoAmerican 
States (OEI) which organized the Ibero-
American Plan for Youth and Adult 
Literacy and Basic Education (PIA) 
2007–2015.

Such reactivation is reflected among 
others in the following:  

Renewed emphasis on youth/adult 
literacy: A new wave of “illiteracy 
eradication” has taken over the region. 
Many countries resumed national liter-
acy programmes or campaigns, even 
some countries with very low illiteracy 
rates (lower than 3%) such as Argenti-
na and Uruguay. The exception is Cu-
ba, declared “territory free of illitera-
cy” almost half a century ago (1961), 
as well as several countries in the Eng-
lish-speaking Caribbean where govern-
mental focus on literacy is on the for-
mal system. There are also sub-national 
and local programmes run by local 
governments, religious groups, NGOs, 
social organizations and movements, 
and teacher unions. 

Clearer institutionalization of YAE: 
There are advances in legislation and 
policy in the majority of countries. 
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(INEA) has its own evaluation system. 
In Chile, evaluation of student out-
comes is under a National System for 
the Evaluation of Learning and Certifi-
cation of Studies, which includes YAE. 
Both Mexico and Chile have adopted 
results-based schemes for paying the in-
stitutions and/or teaching staff hired 
for YAE programmes. 

Linkages between education/training 
and work as a field of research, policy 
and action:  The linkages between edu-
cation, the economy and work have be-
come a field of concern, policy and ac-
tion, within the overall concern with 
poverty, unemployment and social ex-
clusion. Social Economy gains in-
creased attention as an alternative eco-
nomic model that generates also alter-
native approaches to education and 
training linked to production, commer-
cialization, barter and other income-
generation activities by families, coop-
eratives, and organized communities. 

Increased attention to “special 
groups”: Visible attention has been giv-
en in recent years to the disabled, mi-
grants and prison inmates. The use of 
traditional and modern technologies 
has facilitated this task, especially with 
the disabled and with the migrant pop-
ulation. Prison education has been en-
hanced since 2006 in the framework of 
the EUROsociAL programme of the 
European Commission (see also Isabel 
Ribet’s and Leonardo Sai’s contribution 
in this issue). Initiatives aimed at the 
blind, the visually challenged and hear-
ing impaired have been developed in 
recent years in many countries. 

New technologies reaching the field: 
Radio has been a powerful ally of YAE 
for several decades and continues to be 
in many countries, especially in some 
of the poorest ones such as Haiti, Bo-
livia, and Paraguay. In the past few 
years, audiovisual media have become 
widespread mainly through the Cuba-
assisted Yo Sí Puedo literacy and post-
literacy programme operating in several 
countries since 2003. Computers and 
the Internet are also reaching YAE, par-
ticularly for the younger population. 
Tele-centers or info-centers (different 
from cybercafes, privately owned and 
for-profit) are part of basic education 
programmes in several countries. In re-

mote rural areas, energy plants or solar 
panels are being installed. In many 
places today it is easier to find a cyber-
cafe or a tele-center than a library, a 
computer than a book. 

3.	SOmE	OLd	And	nEw	
wEAknESSES	And	LImItAtIOnS;	
cHALLEngES	fOr	tHE	futurE

The “Agenda for the Future” approved 
at CONFINTEA V with its wide vision 
and ambitious proposals for adult 
learning is not the one that has been 
implemented in this region since 1997. 
Neither is the 2000–2010 YAE Region-
al Framework for Action prepared as a 
follow up to CONFINTEA V. 

Advances coexist with old and new 
limitations related to governmental and 
non-governmental action as well as to 
international agencies intervening in 
the field.

Sectoral approaches and interven-
tions: Despite advances in terms of 
cross-sectoral policies and collabora-
tion with other government actors, 
YAE continues to be perceived as per-
taining to the “education sector”, un-
connected with major economic, politi-
cal and social issues. YAE is in fact a 
transversal issue, but an invisible one 
unless it falls directly under an educa-
tion authority and refers somewhere 
explicitly to the term “adult”.

Continued low status of YAE: The 
traditional low status of YAE is related 
to: (a) age (vis a vis children), and (b) 
socio-economic status. Estimations of 
costs of programmes and plans rarely 
consider infrastructure, equipment or 
even remunerated work. In many cases, 
YAE continues to be considered a “spe-
cial regime” together with other areas 
that challenge conventional classifica-
tions, such as bilingual intercultural ed-
ucation, special education, and multi-
grade schools. 

Activism and discontinuity of ef-
forts: Activism has been characteristic 
of YAE, often related to one-shot and 
isolated activities lacking continuity, 
monitoring, systematization, evaluation 

and feedback. Countries engage from 
time to time and over and over again in 
“illiteracy eradication” or “illiteracy 
reduction” initiatives. So far, policies 
have been unable to deal with literacy/
basic education in a sustained and inte-
gral manner, linking school and out-of-
school, children’s and adults’ education 
as part of one single strategy towards 
education for all. 

Big distances between policies and 
implementation: The right to free, 
quality education continues to be de-
nied to a large portion of the popula-
tion. National reports prepared for 
CONFINTEA VI say little about actual 
implementation. One key conclusion I 
drew from the field study on literacy 
and written culture by out-of-school 
youth and adults in nine countries of 
the region is that “policies in this field 
have become autonomous, with little 
or no contact with actual practice on 
the ground.”

High political, financial and admin-
istrative vulnerability of YAE: YAE 
continues to be highly vulnerable to na-
tional/local political and administrative 
changes as well as to changes in inter-
national priorities. This implies a per-
manent threat to the continuity of poli-
cies and programmes, and to the build-
ing of national capacities and accumu-
lated practical experience. Key 
components of such vulnerability are 
the meager financial resources available 
for education in general and for YAE in 
particular. Few national reports and 
studies provide concrete information 
on YAE funding and costs. This is 
marked in the case of the private sector. 
In many countries YAE budget repre-
sents less than 1% of educational 
spending. Brazil calculates that, budg-
et-wise, an adult learner counts as 
0.7% of a primary school child (Brazil 
CONFINTEA VI report).

Funding comes from various sourc-
es: government, churches, the private 
sector, social movements, and interna-
tional agencies. There is scarce infor-
mation on the financial contribution of 
bilateral and multilateral agencies to 
YAE, its uses and impact. In most 
countries, government plays the major 
role, especially in basic education lev-
els. 

” In many places 
it is easier to 
find a computer 

than a book.
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Government programmes generally 
do not charge fees and many of them 
provide access to free equipment and 
materials. Also, various countries have 
been adopting compensation policies or 
plans tied to studying.

Rise of for-profit spirit and market 
mechanisms: There is an important de-
cline in volunteerism, social mobiliza-
tion and political commitment tradi-
tionally linked to YAE. In many coun-
tries, NGOs are hired and paid by gov-
ernments to implement programmes. 
On the other hand, the trend towards 
accreditation and certification (comple-
tion of primary/basic/secondary educa-
tion) has attracted the for-profit private 
sector, introducing fees and other mar-
ket mechanisms into the field. 

Low attention to professionalization 
of adult educators: The low status, 
training and working conditions of 
adult educators is an old vicious circle 
in YAE. Training is generally poor and 
short, and its deficits are even more vis-
ible in the case of indigenous educators 
prepared for intercultural bilingual ed-
ucation programmes. Availability of 
audiovisual and digital technologies are 
contributing to further reduce the im-
portance of professionalization and of 
initial and in-service training.

Requirements for adult educators 
have been “upgraded” in some coun-
tries, including a professional teaching 
title or completion of secondary educa-
tion rather than primary education on-
ly; such prerequisites tend to loosen in 
rural areas and in literacy programmes, 
which continue to operate in most cas-
es with community volunteers. The 
question remains as to what is the de-
sired profile and education/training of 
adult educators, and whether possess-
ing a teacher certificate ensures good 
teaching. 

Weak dissemination, use and impact 
of research and evaluation results: Re-
search, documentation and evaluation 
efforts lack sufficient and opportune 
dissemination. We found differentiated 
circuits, one closer to academic circles 
and another one closer to bureaucratic 

and government structures. Overall, 
there is little evidence that research re-
sults are informing and influencing pol-
icy-making, training or teaching prac-
tice. They have not contributed to 
modifying long-entrenched “common 
sense” in the field, including negative 
perceptions and terminologies linked to 
illiteracy (e.g. “scourge”, “plague”, 
“darkness”, “blindness”, “shackle”, 
“eradication”, etc.), the association be-
tween illiteracy and ignorance, between 
number of years of schooling and 
“functional literacy”, and between 
adult education, non-formal and reme-
dial education. Also, most diagnoses 
and recommendations are based on lit-
erature reviews, with little connection 
to realities and little or no empirical re-
search. 

Age discrimination within YAE: 
There is a consistent trend towards (a) 
giving priority to the younger segments 
of the adult population, establishing 
age limits (40, 35, in some cases less), 
and (b) segmenting educational oppor-
tunities by age: literacy offered to older 
generations and other programmes of-
fered to youth. Cuba is the only coun-
try that has the elderly as a priority 
group in terms of educational and cul-
tural attention by government. Uru-
guay – known for its high percentage 
of third age population - is also ex-
panding the age of learners within 
YAE. 

Continued neglect of indigenous 
peoples: The YAE Regional Framework 
for Action (2000–2010) identified four 

priority groups: indigenous people, 
peasants, youth and women. Youth and 
women have infact been prioritized; in-
digenous and afro-descendant groups 
have not. Racism is alive despite ad-
vances in national and international 
legislation, including the approval in 
2007 of the United Nations Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples. Brazil’s national illiteracy rate 
(2008) was 7,1%, among  indigenous 
peoples 18% and among black people 
16% (Brazil CONFINTEA VI report). 
In Mexico, the national illiteracy rate 
was 8.4%. and the illiteracy rate 
among indigenous groups was 36.1% 
(Mexico CONFINTEA VI report). Al-
so, Intercultural Bilingual Education 
(IBE) continues to focus on rural areas. 
However, indigenous populations are 
also settled in urban areas, especially in 
large Latin American cities, following 
strong rural-urban migration patterns.

Continued neglect of rural areas: 
Formal and non-formal education con-
tinues to concentrate in urban and peri-
urban areas, thus maintaining and even 
deepening the urban-rural educational 
gap. The probability that youth and 
adults in rural areas get no or incipient 
education are twice as big as in urban 
areas, and in some countries three 
times bigger (SITEAL). Peru has the 
highest urban-rural school gap. Peru’s 
CONFINTEA VI report acknowledged 
that practically all educational institu-
tions doing adult education are located 
in cities. In Brazil, illiterates in urban 
areas are 9.7 million against 4.7 mil-

Political map of Latin 
America and the 
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mPe
major	Project	for	
Education	in	Latin	
America	and	the	
caribbean

efA i-Jomtien
Education	for	All	

efA ii–dakar
Education	for	All	

Unld
united	nations	
Literacy	decade

PiA
Ibero-American	Plan	
for	youth	and	Adult	
Literacy	and	basic	
Education

1980–2000 1990–2000 2000–2015 2003–2012 2007–2015

unEScO–OrEALc unEScO-unIcEf-
undP-world	bank

unEScO OEI

eradicate 
illiteracy	by	2000

reduce 
illiteracy	by	half	by	
2000

reduce 
illiteracy	by	half	by	
2015

reduce 
illiteracy	by	half	by	
2012

eradicate  
illiteracy	by	2015

table 1: regional and international adult literacy goals (1980–2015)

Elaborated by R.M. Torres
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lion in rural areas; however, in percen-
tile terms rural areas have almost three 
times more illiterates – 26.3% against 
8.7% in urban areas. 

Low coverage of programmes: YAE 
programmes are very limited for actual 
needs. Despite being a prioritized age 
group, by 2007 less than 10% of 20-29 
year olds who had not completed sec-
ondary education attended some edu-
cational programme. In large countries 
such as Brazil and Mexico all efforts 
seem small and advances slow. Accord-
ing to Brazil’s CONFINTEA VI report, 
only 10% of the demand was served in 
2008. Chile calculated that it would 
take 20 years to reach the 4 million 
people who have not completed basic 
education (Chile CONFINTEA VI re-
port). 

Quality and learning remain distant 
issues: Quantitative indicators (enrol-
ment and retention, number of groups 
organized, materials or equipments dis-
tributed, etc.) predominate as indica-
tors of achievement and success. A 
minimum number of participants is of-
ten a prerequisite for starting a pro-
gramme or a center, thus leading often 
to cheating (e.g. manipulating the sta-
tistics, completing the list with family 
members, friends or persons who are 
not part of the target population, etc.).  
In literacy programmes, goals continue 
to be set in terms of “eradicating” or 
“reducing” illiteracy rates, rather than 
in terms of learning and effective use of 
reading and writing. Only in very few 
cases have adult literacy programmes 
and campaigns been thoroughly evalu-
ated. One such example is Ecuador’s 

National Literacy Campaign Monsig-
nor Leonidas Proaño’ (1988-1990). 

Continued weaknesses of technical 
and vocational education/training pro-
grammes: There is skepticism in rela-
tion to the effectiveness of these pro-
grammes. Several international organi-
zations have commissioned studies and 
impact evaluations of the programmes 
they support. The “solution” of keep-
ing or “re-inserting” adolescents and 
youth in schools (often against their 
will) - the same unchanged schools that 
expelled them in the first place – is also 
debatable. An IIEP study of 52 pro-
grammes in 14 Latin American coun-
tries concluded that education/training 
programmes aims at preparing young 
people for work (a) take a simplistic 
view of youth inclusion in the labor 
market, (b) reach only a small portion 
of the potential population, (c) adopt a 
narrow approach focused on specific 
training, and (d) do not take sufficient-
ly into account the importance of for-
mal education, the competitiveness of 
the labor market and the scarcity of de-
cent jobs.

“Best practices” selected without 
clear criteria: Many practices selected 
as “good” or “best” practices in educa-
tion and in YAE in particular are out-
dated, are based on documents, ex-
perts’ opinions or self-evaluation by 
their own actors, and lack evidence of 
their implementation, results and actual 
perceptions by participating learners. 
Few of them would pass the test of the 
four As - availability, accessibility, 
adaptability and acceptability. On the 
other hand, many relevant experiences 

remain unsystematized and unknown 
because of chronic lack of time and of 
resources in the field, its commitment 
to action and its many urgencies. Also, 
it is important to remember that “inno-
vative” is not necessarily “effective”, or 
generalizable. Innovations are specific, 
generally local and small-scale, and 
cannot be easily replicated or expanded 
on a massive scale.

Major coordination problems 
among national and international ac-
tors: 

Decentralization processes and di-
versification of educational provision 
have increased coordination and articu-
lation problems amongst the diverse 
national actors: government across sec-
tors and at the various levels, govern-
mental and non-governmental bodies, 
profit and non-profit private sector, 
NGOs, universities, churches, etc. The 
same is true for the various internation-
al actors working in YAE, and in the 
literacy field in particular. Each of them 
has its own plans, objectives, goals, 
timeframes, diagnoses, approaches, 
methodologies, reporting and financing 
mechanisms. See table below for the 
case of literacy. 

4.	LIfELOng	LEArnIng	(LLL)	In	
LAtIn	AmErIcA	And	tHE	
cArIbbEAn	

The paradigm shift proposed world-
wide – from education to learning, and 
from adult education to adult learning 
– has not been appropriated in this re-
gion. Although CONFINTEA V had 
strong regional resonance, the term 
learning was never introduced in its 



table 2: oei: Metas Educativas 2021 (2021 education goals) 
2012–2021

Source: http://www.oei.es/metas2021/libro.htm Translation from Spanish: Rosa 
María Torres
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follow up. Youth and Adult Education 
(YAE) was the term used in the Region-
al Framework for Action following 
CONFINTEA V.

The Lifelong Learning (LLL) con-
cept – emerged in the North closely re-
lated to economic growth, competitive-
ness and employability - is being under-
stood and utilized in most diverse ways 
worldwide. Generally: (a) LLL contin-
ues to be used interchangeably with 
Lifelong Education, without differenti-
ating education and learning4; and (b) 
LLL is associated to adults rather than 
to the entire lifespan – “from cradle to 
grave”. 

All this is reflected in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. LLL is mentioned 
in many legal and policy/programme 
documents, with the same biases and 
inconsistencies that are found interna-
tionally. LLL appears often as a sepa-
rate line of action or goal rather than 
as an embracing category. In the struc-
ture of Jamaica’s Ministry of Educa-
tion, for example, LLL has been added 
as a sixth section, next to the other five 
sections on early childhood, primary, 
secondary, tertiary and special educa-
tion. 

From the documents and websites 
reviewed, the LLL terminology appears 
to be more widespread – and more em-
bedded in recent policies and plans - in 
English-speaking Caribbean countries 
than in Latin American ones. In the 
Caribbean, LLL seems to follow the 
frameworks adopted in Europe. In Ja-
maica, for example, the LLL policy de-
vised in 2005 was decided by the Hu-
man Employment and Resource Train-
ing-HEART Trust /National Training 
Agency-NTA, the institutions that co-
ordinate workforce development in Ja-
maica. 

Even new initiatives such as the Me-
tas Educativas 2021–2021 Education 
Goals) coordinated by OEI do not refer 
to Lifelong Learning but to Lifelong 
Education, and is considered a separate 
goal rather than a goal including all 
others.
(See Table 2 above.)

5.	A	fEw	cOncLuSIOnS	

• Given the acknowledged big dis-
tance between rhetoric/policies/laws 
and practice, the inclusion of YAE in 

recent policies, reforms and legisla-
tive frameworks on paper should 
not lead to assumptions about effec-
tive implementation. 
• Quantitative gains – small as they 
are - are usually shadowed by qual-
ity and equity problems. 
• Priority given to youth has ended 
up marginalizing adults and the eld-
erly, just as priority given to women 
ended up marginalizing men in sev-
eral countries and programmes. 
• The acknowledgement of the im-
portance of literacy has traditionally 
placed it at the heart of YAE efforts, 
and is currently being overempha-
sized in many countries with too 
many programmes running in paral-
lel and poor targeting of efforts. 
• Literacy achievements are rarely 
sustained and complemented with 
policies and strategies aimed at mak-
ing reading and writing accessible to 
the population, paying attention to 
their specific needs, languages and 
cultures. 
• Many vocational and technical 
training programmes continue to ig-
nore the complex issues involved in 
the transition between education 
and work (not only employment), 
and of the world of work these days. 
• The important impulse towards 
completion of primary/secondary 
education and accreditation of stud-
ies needs to be accompanied by the 
necessary efforts to ensure effective, 

meaningful and useful learning. 
• Many hands involved often do not 
generate genuine “partnerships” but 
rather enhanced lack of coordina-
tion, competitiveness, duplication of 
efforts and misuse of resources. 
• Experience indicates that decen-
tralization and outsourcing do not 
necessarily bring with them the ad-
vantages promised. 
• Expansion of information technol-
ogy for YAE purposes is counterbal-
anced with improvisation, poor use 
of such technologies, poor criteria to 
decide on the best one or the best 
combination to use in each specific 
case, and – most importantly - ne-
glect of the essential interpersonal 
pedagogical relationship. 
• Cost-efficiency applied to YAE is 
often understood as “cheaper and 
quicker”, thus leading to an ampli-
fied vicious circle of low quality and 
poor results. 

6.	cHALLEngES	fOr	tHE	futurE

A common language: The terminologi-
cal labyrinth is an old concern in the 
field of education and especially of 
YAE worldwide. Glossaries have been 
proposed and produced over the past 
few decades, but the terminological/
conceptual confusion persists and be-
comes more acute as new terms 
emerge. Once again during the CON-
FINTEA VI process, and specifically in 
the case of Latin America and the Car-

1.		 Participation	of	society	in	educational	action.	
2.		 Achieve	educational	equality	and	overcome	discrimination.	
3.		 Increase	supply	for	early	childhood	education.	
4.		 universalize	primary	education	and	lower	secondary	education,	and	

expand	access	to	upper	secondary	education.	
5.		 Improve	the	quality	of	education	and	of	the	school	curriculum.	
6.		 facilitate	the	connection	between	education	and	employment	through	

technical-professional	education.	
7.		 Offer	every	person	opportunities	for	lifelong	education.	
8.		 Strengthen	the	teaching	profession.	
9.		 Expand	the	Ibero-American	knowledge	space	and	strengthen	scientific	

research.	
10.		 Invest	more	and	better.	
11.		 Education	goals	project.
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ibbean, it was agreed that a common 
language is essential if we want not on-
ly to communicate better but also to 
give more scientific consistency to the 
field. 

Lack of evidence and lack of finan-
cial resources: Two myths to be revisit-
ed: Two myths must be revisited (for 
YAE and for education in general): in 
order to receive more attention two 
things are is needed: (a) more evidence 
and (b) more financial resources. In 
fact, there is plenty of research evi-
dence, for several decades now, on the 
multiple benefits of investing in YAE, 
for learners themselves, for their fami-
lies and communities, and for citizen-
ship-building and national democracy. 
Abundant research shows that YAE has 
positive effects on the self-esteem and 
life opportunities of men and women 
as well as on their children’s wellbeing 
(child mortality and morbility, child 
birth, rearing practices, access to 
school, learning outcomes, etc.). It is 
clear that lack of attention to YAE is 
not related to insufficient data, evi-
dence or conceptual clarity, as argued 
in the 2009 EFA Global Monitoring 
Report.5 Available knowledge on YAE – 
theoretical and empirical, regional and 
international - is more than enough to 
know what needs to be done and to do 
it well. The main deficit is related to ac-
tion, not to information and knowl-
edge. 

On the other hand, the financial def-
icit is only a manifestation of a political 
deficit, namely the lack of political will 
to make education a priority and to in-
vest in the poor with quality and equi-
ty. Addressing the political deficit is the 
real priority. Also, as evaluations in the 
field of school education reiterate, there 
is no direct and necessary connection 
between more financial resources and 
better education. What is needed is not 
only more – usually highlighted - but 
better use of available resources, pre-
cisely because they are scarce. Parame-
ters of what is “good spending” and 
“good international co-operation” in 
YAE must be devised. 

Internationally, in 2005 the Global 
Campaign for Education proposed “at 
least 3% of the education budget” allo-
cated to adult literacy in order to attain 

the EFA goal of reducing illiteracy by 
half by 2015. Regionally, the Final 
Document of the Mexico CON-
FINTEA VI Regional Conference (Sep. 
2008) requested 3% for YAE in gener-
al, not only for literacy. Many coun-
tries have set financial benchmarks for 
the education sector in their constitu-
tions, laws and/or policies. Most of 
them aim at reaching, over several 
years, 6% of the GNP allocated to edu-
cation. It is thus clear that the fight for 
higher financial resources devoted to 
YAE must be associated with the fight 
for more and sustained financial re-
sources and attention dedicated to edu-
cation as a whole. 

Time for action and for investing in 
people: Lots of money is spent in re-
search that has little relevance and im-
pact on actual decision-making, on 
costly events and publications that 
reach only a few, on reiterated diag-
noses that repeat the same problems 
and the same information. It is time to 
revise allocation of scarce financial re-
sources at all levels, from governments 
and international agencies to organiza-
tions of civil societies. It is time for ac-
tion, for making sure that policies and 
laws are effectively implemented, that 
what is already known is translated in-
to practice. It is time for investing in 
the people, in the capacities and quali-
ties of those engaged in YAE at all lev-
els, not only facilitators on the ground, 
but also those in planning, organizing 
and managing positions. 

Holistic approach: Whatever the ad-
vances or inertias, they cannot be at-
tributed solely to education in general 
and to YAE in particular, but also and 
primarily to the political, social and 
economic contexts in which education 
operates. YAE deals with the most dis-
advantageous situations and with the 
most vulnerable segments of society, 
those most affected by poverty, exclu-
sion, and subordination in many as-
pects: political, economic, social, cul-
tural, linguistic. How much more or 
better could be done under the concrete 
circumstances in each case, is an open 
question with at least one clear answer: 
unless there are important economic 
and social changes in the overall condi-
tions of the population served by YAE, 

YAE will not be able to fulfill its mis-
sion. It is time to rethink the equation: 
education by itself cannot fight poverty 
and exclusion, unless specific and in-
tended economic and social policies – 
not just compensatory programmes – 
are in place to deal with them in a radi-
cal manner. 

Recuperate the transformative role 
of education and of YAE specifically: 
The role of education is not to ensure 
enrolment, retention, completion and 
accreditation. The ultimate mission is 
to enhance personal and social change, 
to ensure relevant learning, awareness 
raising, critical and creative thinking, 
informed and committed action and 
citizenship building. YAE’s historical 
critical and transformative nature has 
been lost and must be recuperated, 
challenging conformity and mere social 
adaptation promoted by current times 
and ideologies dominating the world. 
Learners must be educated as citizens, 
not only as people in need of certain 
basic skills, but in need of knowing 
their rights and duties so as to be better 
able to fight for them. 

From literacy to lifelong learning: 
“From literacy to lifelong learning” 
was the title chosen for the CON-
FINTEA VI regional preparatory con-
ference held in Mexico (Sep. 2008). In 
other words, the challenge to move 
from usual narrow understandings of 
adult education as equivalent to adult 
literacy, from adult education to adult 
learning and to lifelong learning, any-
where and anytime: in the family, in the 
community, at work, through the me-
dia, through art, social participation 
and through the active exercise of citi-
zenship. The right to education today is 
no longer the right to basic literacy, to 
access school or to complete a number 
of years of schooling, but the right to 
learn and to learn throughout life, from 
childhood to adulthood. 

E N d N O T E S
1   This regional report analyzed a large 

volume of documents, including: 
national reports submitted to UIL by 
Ministries of Education/Adult 
Education Departments based on the 
questionnaire circulated by UIL; 
documentation produced in the 
framework of the Ibero-American Plan 
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for Youth and Adult Literacy and Basic 
Education (2006-2015) promoted by 
the Spanish cooperation for Ibero-
American countries (excludes French- 
and English-speaking countries in the 
region); national studies on the state of 
the art of Youth and Adult Education 
produced in 2007 in the framework of 
a CREFAL-CEAAL regional study on 
the subject (available in Spanish, and in 
Portuguese for the case of Brazil); 
cross-national field study on “Literacy 
and access to the written culture by 
youth and adults excluded from the 
school system in Latin America and the 
Caribbean”, conducted in 2006-2008 
together with CREFAL in nine Latin 
American and Caribbean countries; and 
international and regional 
documentation produced for 
CONFINTEA V (Hamburg 1997) and 
its regional follow-up.

2   About the current situation of the 
region: ECLAC’s Social Panorama of 
Latin America 2011 http://www.eclac.
cl/cgi-bin/getProd.asp?xml=/
publicaciones/xml/5/45175/P45175.
xml&xsl=/dds/tpl-i/p9f.xsl&base=/dds/
tpl/top-bottom.xsl  

 “Poverty and Indigence Levels Are the 
Lowest in 20 Years in Latin America” 
http://www.cepal.org/cgi-bin/getProd.
asp?xml=/prensa/noticias/
comunicados/9/45169/P45169.
xml&xsl=/prensa/tpl-i/p6f.xsl&base=/
tpl-i/top-bottom.xsl 

 “Good tidings from the south: Less 
poor, and less unequal”, The 
Economist, 3 Dec. 2011 http://www.
economist.com/node/
21541031?fsrc=scn/tw/te/ar/
goodtidingsfromthesouth 

3   Education For All (EFA) is a global 
movement led by UNESCO. Its mission 
is to meet the learning needs of all 
children, youth and adults by 2015. 
Universal primary education for all by 
2015 is a UN Millennium Development 
Goal (MDG). The work of EFA is built 
around six goals focusing on e.g.free 
primary education for all, education for 
disadvantaged children and eliminating 
gender disparities in education. 

   EFA goals 3 and 4 focus on youth and 
adult education. Number 3 states that 
the learning needs of all young people 
and adults should be met through 
equitable access to appropriate learning 
and life-skills programmes. Number 4 
states that a 50 per cent improvement 
in levels of adult literacy should be 
attained by 2015, especially for 
women, and equitable access to basic 
and continuing education for all adults 
should be provided.

4  Lifelong Learning in Spanish is 
Aprendizaje a lo largo de toda la vida. 
Most translators continue to use 
education and learning in an 
undifferentiated manner. The Delors 
Report entitled “Learning, the Treasure 
within” was translated into Spanish as 
“La educación encierra un tesoro”. 
The1st World Forum on Lifelong 
Learning organized by a LLL 
committee (Paris, October 2008) was 
translated into Spanish as Foro 
Mundial para la Educación y la 
Formación a lo largo de la vida and 
into French as Forum Mondial pour 
l’Education et la Formation Tout au 
Long de la Vie http://
www.3lworldforum.org/

5  Also, “the fact that no clear 
quantitative targets were established at 
Dakar, apart from the main literacy 
target, may have contributed to a lack 
of urgency. In addition, the language of 
the commitment is ambiguous. Some 
read goal 3 as calling for universal 
access to learning and life-skills 
programmes, but others, including the 
drafters of the Dakar Framework, 
understand no such intent.” (EFA 
GMR 2009, 2008: 91).
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a perspective for education 
for life – an advocate´s 
view

 Nélida Céspedes Rossel 

This article presents another snapshot of youth and 

adult education in the region, from the viewpoint of an 

adult education advocate. It focuses more on different 

global and regional advocacy mechanisms and explores 

further the literacy education thematic. 
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1. cHAllengeS of confinteA V 

In December 2009, for the first time in 
the history of the CONFINTEA, Latin 
America - represented by Brazil, home-
land of the beloved Paulo Freire-  host-
ed the sixth International Conference 
on education of young people and 
adults. It provided wide participation 
of representatives of the Member States 
of UNESCO, international develop-
ment agencies, UN agencies, academic 
institutions in the private sector, as well 
as civil society institutions.  

CONFINTEA VI will be carried out 
within the framework of a financial 
and economic crisis that threatens to 
deepen social gaps, poverty and exclu-
sion.  This is a result of the “anti cri-
sis” policies that different states are im-
plementing globally to save an econom-
ic and political model that is proving 
unsustainable. The employment, health 
and the education of millions of poor 
people continue being deprioritised.  

Let us remember how governmental 
organizations made valuable contribu-
tions in CONFINTEA V (1997) includ-
ing understanding  “Youth and Adult 
education” (YAE, see Rosa Maria 
Torres’ opening article for a discussion 
of this concept) within lifelong learn-
ing, articulating with political, social 
and cultural contexts. Governments set 
up a date and preparatory meetings to 
CONFINTEA VI, and several develop-
ments have been reported, but prelimi-
nary reports indicate the 1997 agree-
ments have not been completed.  Prior-
itization of comprehensive educational 
policies has been very weak and main-
tained the inequity between urban and 
rural areas. With the exception of some 
countries such as Cuba and Venezuela, 
efforts to make Youth and Adult Edu-
cation sustainable and systemic in non-
existent. This is also due to insufficient 
financial resources both at national and 
international levels. Another feature is 

the juxtaposition of agreements and 
programmes, such as those of 
UNESCO or OEI (Organization of Ibe-
ro-American States) which tend to 
weaken the proposals, turning them in-
effective.  

States will have to evaluate the 
agreements made in relation to youth 
and adult literacy. Collecting the princi-
ples of popular education with a life-
long learning dimension and expressing 
them in law is not enough. We need 
these laws to be accompanied by poli-
cies, programmes and budgets - in 
truth - transforming what is now the 
education of young people and adults. 
An education of a second category has 
to be created, where workers, people 
working at home, children and adoles-
cents and young immigrants can revert 
the precariousness of their lives to crea-
tivity and solidarity education.   

But the success or failure of youth 
and adult education transcends the ed-
ucation system. The issue has to be un-
derstood in relation to the macroecon-
omy, the laws of the market and devel-
opment models, and this opens a de-
bate and a challenge to CONFINTEA 
VI. What kind of development model 
should be implemented in Latin Ameri-
ca and the Caribbean that would turn 
the YAE into a tool of human develop-
ment? What content should the model 
have for it to convey its transformative 
sense and for it to educate and produce 
critical and autonomous people in ac-
cordance with adult education princi-
ples? 

Taking as a starting point the 
progress and deficits, CONFINTEA VI 
faces the difficult task of renewing the 
international momentum to lifelong 
learning and dealing with the gap be-
tween vision and rhetoric with regard 
to the political, economic, cultural and 
environmental contexts in a world in 
crisis.  

brIEf	LOOk	At	tHE	SOcIAL	
SItuAtIOn	In	LAtIn	AmErIcA	

The results of the “World Wealth Re-
port”, indicating the concentration of 
wealth in Latin America1 , is a cause 
for discontent. The report points out 
that in three years the rich have accu-
mulated $ 623 trillion in securities, not 
including their homes nor its collec-
tions of art, which would increase the 
figure by 20.4 %. In comparison, the 
rich oil countries in Middle East saw 
an increase in their bank accounts by 
17.5 % in the same period, while the 
figure for Africa was 15 %, 12.5 % for 
Asia, 5.3 %  for Europe and the United 
States and 4.4 % for Canada.  

The year 2007 Report revealed that 
the Latin American rich are the least 
generous worldwide, measured by the 
amount of money they have in compar-
ison with e.g. Europeans.  At whose 
cost are such fortunes amassed? How 
does this inequality affect the living 
conditions and education of children, 
young people and adults?      

Similarly, a study of the Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean, ECLAC, entitled “Pano-
rama of Latin America” (2008), esti-
mates that there are currently more 
than 182 million poor people on the 
Latin American continent, that is 33.2 
% of the population. Extreme poverty 
has increased slightly, from 12.6 % in 
2007 (68 million people) to a projected 
12.9 % this year (71 million). This sit-
uation is related to educational inequal-
ity. The poor do not enjoy the right to 
education. 

This poverty is associated with the 
impact of inflation in early 2007 and… 
the slowing economy will be reflected 
in the region as a lower demand for ex-
port goods and less investment in the 
productive sector, together with a de-
crease of remittances from emigrants… 
A stagnation of employment is expect-
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ed, as is a decline in the income of 
households, which hit hardest the self-
employed and informal employees 
whose jobs are more sensitive to the 
economic cycle. In this context, it is 
likely that poverty and indigence grow 
slightly, to exacerbate the negative de-
velopment already started in 2008. Fi-
nally, the Social Panorama tackles the 
issue of youth and family violence in 
Latin America. Such violence is nur-
tured by various forms of social and 
symbolic exclusion of the youth, such 
as inequality of opportunity, lack of ac-
cess to employment, institutional mem-
bership, the gaps between symbolic 
consumption and material consump-
tion, territorial segregation and the ab-
sence of public spaces of social and po-
litical participation. (Social Panorama 
of Latin America, 2008)

This worrying trend threatens not 
only the goals of literacy and education 
of young people and adults engaged in 
Hamburg (UNESCO) agreements, but 
others such as, for example, economic, 
social, cultural and environmental 
rights under the auspices of the com-
mitments made by the United Nations 
Decade. This also puts the goals of Ed-
ucation For All3 in jeopardy. The EFA 
goal number 3 urges to: “…Universal-
ize the access to education and promote 
equity,” and the UN Millennium Goals 
talk about: “…Achieving the full and 
productive employment and decent 
work for all, particularly for women 
and young people”.  

However, there are some develop-
ments which do not still meet the EFA 
goals proposals: an insufficient vision 
for lifelong learning in Latin America, 
the search for the relationship between 
literacy and YAE, some programs and 
methodologies, search for the develop-
ment of educational materials and na-
tional and international financing. 
Therefore renewed commitments con-
cerning changing the economic model, 
articulating educational, social and cul-
tural policies and taking action on dis-
advantaged sectors are required. Also 

needed is a renewed approach to gen-
der, ensuring educational equality for 
women (often especially problematic in 
rural areas across the continent), which 
will lead to the construction of human 
societies able to read, understand and 
transform the world, confronting the 
great inequality between the rich and 
poor.   

When we refer to the urgent need 
for renewed visions, our focus is on 
overcoming poverty. The poverty ques-
tion is part of a horizon of economic 
justice on a very unequal continent in 
need of an immediate redistribution of 
wealth. It requires active, conscious 
and democratic political participation 
involving the expansion of capacity in 
people for the exercise of the power 
given to education in the service of this 
goal. Thus, literacy and education of 
young people and adults means invest-
ing in access to knowledge for the de-
mocratization of our societies and the 
forging of an intercultural citizenship.  

tHE	PrOPOSAL	Of	tHE	unItEd	
nAtIOnS’	LItErAcy	dEcAdE:	
dEVELOPmEnt	StrAtEgy	2008–2012	
The UNESCO report from the middle 
of the decade3 submitted to United 
Nations General Assembly in October 
2008 has been the basis for the 
publication entitled: “The Global 
Literacy Challenge”4. This report 
declares that “Literacy is for all”.  
According to it, this is a goal difficult 
to achieve because neither the 
acquisition of language skills nor 
dealing with the powerful socio-
economic and political factors limiting 
the development efforts are easy. 

The document identifies the factors 
that have limited the advancement of 
literacy for all and singles out challeng-
es that states must address if that really 
want to achieve marked transforma-
tions and the 2012 goals. The Global 
Literacy Challenge states the following:   

LImItIng	fActOrS	Of	LItErAcy		

• Low priority: Literacy has a low 
priority in many countries and in 
many international organizations 
dealing with other socio-economic 
themes. Additionally, literacy in 
young people and adults is usually 

referred to as a minor issue com-
pared with the provision of educa-
tion at all levels for children and ado-
lescents.
 • Lack of policies and plans of liter-
acy: When there is no clear literacy 
policy, efforts lack coherence and 
may not contribute to extending na-
tional development goals.  Unclear 
objectives and the absence of con-
sistent planning lead to ad hoc pro-
grams and possibly to a disregard of 
certain population groups, coupled 
with inconsistent results. 
• Inadequate and lack of partnership 
coordination: Literacy is implement-
ed not only from a Ministry of Edu-
cation, but from various other min-
istries, as well as from civil society.  
In many countries there is no infor-
mation on the literacy activities of 
various stakeholders, nor any coor-
dination between them.  This leads 
to effort overlaps, waste of resources 
and the inability to monitor and as-
sess progress in relation to policy 
objectives.  
• Inappropriate organizational 
benchmarks and frameworks: Youth 
and adult literacy promotion must 
deal with the youth’s inherent diver-
sity: highly standardized systems 
modeled to provide education to 
children are not appropriate.  The 
lack of an organizational framework 
that can properly address the inher-
ent diversity has led to standardized 
approaches of short duration with 
uncertain results or to only a few 
isolated literacy initiatives. 
• Lack of information on what 
works: Literacy programmes often 
work in isolation and their experi-
ence may not be documented.  As 
little information on good practices 
is available, literacy planners are 
doomed to repeat the same mistakes 
and not to benefit from the experi-
ence of similar programmes else-
where. 
• Low quality: The quality of the 
provision of literacy education leads 
to, in some cases, weak policies and 
to a lack of evidence on what is 
needed in literacy education and 
what is actually being done. Quality 
requires a professional focus in liter-
acy education. ”

Neoliberal 
model imposes 
inhumane 

conditions.
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• Lack of data on levels of literacy 
and needs: Literacy programmes can 
be initiated without an assessment 
of the current level of competence of 
specific population groups. This can 
lead to frustration among students 
and facilitators, along with methods 
and inappropriate materials and un-
clear objectives regarding the aims 
and starting point of the process. 
• Lack of monitoring and evalua-
tion: No one can tell if the literacy 
efforts are making effective and sus-
tainable results unless there is a 
process of monitoring and evalua-
tion.  When these processes are 
missing, valuable lessons to improve 
policies and programs do not come 
into light.
• Inadequate financial resources: 
The amount designated for youth 
and adult literacy within national 
education budgets is often less than 
1 %, and resources are budgeted for 
certain aspects of programmes such 
as the costs of the facilitator or ma-
terials only, and not to support and 
develop aspects more crucial to 
quality. A rate of 3% has been pro-
posed as a reference. However, fund-
ing needs are different for each na-
tional case. The aim must be to in-
crease the budget for education as a 
whole, with appropriate resources 
for youth and adult literacy.  The 
same principle applies to the loca-
tion of external aid.  
Also linked to this balance are strat-

egies which should focus on vulnerable 
and marginalized population groups in 
the remaining Literacy decade years.  
These are groups that do not have been 
well served by literacy efforts so far. 
Standardized literacy programmes have 
not been appropriate for their lives and 
circumstances. Non-standardization 
does not mean special treatment, but it 
is necessary to invest in literacy that is 
effective and sustainable. Experience 
shows that the lack of respect for the 
specific contexts leads to failure and 
exclusion.  Investing in vulnerable 
groups is also a way to achieve greater 
impact in the literacy and sustainable 
development indices. The priority 
groups are: women and girls, young 
people, marginalized, cultural and lin-

guistic minority groups, indigenous 
people, nomads, migrants, rural popu-
lations, people with disabilities, per-
sons deprived of their liberty and oth-
ers.  

What are states planning to do with 
respect to these identified challenges? It 
would be sad - as with other agree-
ments  -if these critical points are not 
address or they are postponed to the 
next few years.  

2. tHe ceAAl contriBUtionS

fOLLOwIng	trAcES	Of	PAuLO	
frEIrE

As noted by José Rivero (2008), Paulo 
Freire contributed to a renewed and en-
larged literacy vision, emphasizing its 
political dimension, attaching it as part 
of a process in which illiterate people 
become aware of their personal situa-
tion and learn to create or use the me-
dia to improve it. To Freire, learning 
to read, to count and to write, is asso-
ciated with stages allowing access to 
political, economic and cultural rights 
or with modifying the way power is 
distributed in society. The influence of 
Freire greatly transcended Latin 
American boundaries.  

The first experiences of Paulo Freire 
date back to the 50’s: yet his thinking 
and transforming action are still in 
force. In Chile his thought contributed 
to the new education system as it did in 
other countries in Africa and Latin 
American countries, such as Cuba and 
Nicaragua, as well as in other countries 
of the world. After 16 years in exile 
Freire returned to Brazil and in the 
1990’s acted as secretary of education 
in Sao Paulo. In his adult educator mil-
itancy he placed the issue of literacy 
upgrading within adult education and 
worked with eagerness to enforce it in 
public policy. 

Paulo Freire conceived literacy as an 
emancipatory, social and educational 
process, beyond the “ba, be, bi, bo, 
bu” literacy. Literacy is imagined as a 
process of construction of citizenship 
because people do not just repeat 
words, rather they utter their words to 
change their environment. Another es-
sential aspect which we recognize in 
Freire is the evenness of the fight for lit-

eracy with a conception of social mobi-
lization. The campaigns in Cuba (1961) 
and Nicaragua (1979) were inspired by 
this idea that linked the struggle for the 
right to education, with an educational, 
social and political mobilization proc-
ess. 

It should be noted that Paulo Freire 
and teachers of the popular education 
movement have brought a certain per-
spective and educational and political 
practices into literacy and adult educa-
tion. This perspective confronts the 
theory of human capital which priori-
tizes the qualification of the workforce 
serving globalized capitalist develop-
ment.  This perspective also brought 
with it values of justice and equality, of 
human development and technical and 
political capacity to fight for societies 
that ensure human dignity in sustaina-
ble environments, along with a demo-
cratic coexistence with respect for di-
versity and human rights, as described 
by Maria Clara Di Pierro (2006) in her 
work.  (See also Sergio Haddad’s and 
Maria Clara di Pierro’s article in this is-
sue of LLinE).           

AgEndA	Of	LItErAcy	And	yAE	

CEAAL, Consejo de educación de adul-
tos de américa latina, is a Latin Ameri-
can forum for adult education with the 
mission of strengthening the capacities 
of adult educators and of further de-
mocratization and social change 
through the education of adults.To 
date, the CEAAL of CONFINTEA V 
has been developing various efforts to 
work in each of the initiating countries 
to address the processes of exclusion 
experienced by young people and 
adults. Interventions are plural, with 
themes such as the gender perspective, 
empowerment and citizen leadership; 
education of indigenous peoples, work-
ing from an intercultural perspective; 
mainstreaming of urban and rural mi-
grants to build social inclusion and 
adult education proposals.  Some insti-
tutions dealing with child labour look 
to contribute to the education of young 
people and adults from an intergenera-
tional perspective; others opt for good 
basic education, as well as equity poli-
cies to ensure the right to education for 
all. In many cases, adult education is 
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linked to leadership and citizen educa-
tion to influence local, regional and na-
tional transformations and changes. 
To influence policy for the right to edu-
cation, and especially for the education 
of young people and adults, CEAAL is 
strongly involved in the Latin Ameri-
can campaign for the right to educa-
tion. It also participated in the World 
Social Forum and the Americas Social 
Forum to contribute to the strengthen-
ing of social, political, cultural and ed-
ucational movement in the perspective 
of “another possible world”.  The 
CEAAL, CLADE (Latin American 
Campaign for the Right to Education) 
and ICAE (International Council for 
Adult Education)have expressed in var-
ious fora that the governments of Latin 
America and the Caribbean must put 
greater emphasis on the design and im-
plementation of policies and plans of 
action targeting literacy and education 
of young people and adults.

Similarly, in 2005 CEAAL developed 
a partnership with CREFAL (Centre of 
Regional Cooperation for Adult Edu-
cation in Latin America and the Carib-
bean) to undertake 20 country studies 
on the situation of literacy and the 
YAE. The results of the country studies 
are a contribution to the agenda of the 
education of young people and adults. 
In each of the studies attention is paid 
to the context, the organization of the 
national education system, recent ante-
cedents of YAE, educational and social 
policy, education statistics, relevant ex-
periences, lessons learned, ratings and 
recommendations.    

StudIES	fOr	An	EducAtIOnAL	
POLIcy	AgEndA		

As stated above, in 2005 the CEAAL 
and the CREFAL made an Alliance to 
develop 20 country studies attempting 
to give an account of the state of the 
YAE studies. The countries were Ar-
gentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colom-
bia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, El Sal-
vador, Haiti, Honduras, Mexico, Nica-
ragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto 
Rico, Dominican Republic, Uruguay 
and Venezuela. (Sergio Haddad’s and 
Maria Clara Di Pierro’s article in this 
issue expands on these country stud-
ies.)

YAE public policies and practices 
were analysed in each of the countries, 
including the role of non-governmental 
organizations and the collaboration be-
tween government and civil society. 
Guiding themes in the analysis were: 
the construction of the right to educa-
tion, the YAE in the world of work and 
income, the training of trainers and so-
cio-cultural diversity. On the “horizon-
tal axis” were poverty and sustainable 
and equitable development.     

The outcomes of the studies yielded 
recommendations. Our objective at 
CEAAL has been to inject these recom-
mendations into the public debate, 
which – in some cases – reiterate the re-
sults of some other previous analyses 
and which should be reappraised so as 
not to further deepen societal inequal-
ity. Findings of the country studies in-
clude:  

• Compensatory vision vs vision of 
human rights: There are compensa-
tory policies for secondary or upper 
secondary education: the model of 
formal education is moved to adult 
education. The YAE is not remedial 
education, rather it is a model which 
puts education into proportion for 
young people and adults.  
• Scarce political visibility: The YAE 
is marginal in educational policy, be-
ing on a secondary level among edu-
cational systems.  Political will is 
needed to obligate societies to ad-
here to the right to education of civil 
society and to provide access, sus-
tainability and adult education. 
• Budgetary weakness: The budget 
allocation for YAE is low and there 
is no correspondence between actual 
budgetary decisions and priorities in 
political rhetoric.
• Quality disparities, not inclusive of 
the YAE: Urban areas are prioritised 
at the cost of rural areas. Education-
al offers for indigenous people  or 
people of African descent are lack-
ing.
• Weaknesses in teaching and teach-
er training: Training specific to the 
YAE does not exist in the region. 
This problem is aggravated by pre-
carious employment, and by exist-
ence of promoters or volunteers who 
do not receive adequate professional 
training.

• Uneven development and local 
“mixtures“ of the YAE: There are 
countries that are consistent in their 
proposals, linking them to their edu-
cation; others are in a position of 
stagnation; some have consolidated 
and developed proposals; others 
have an emphasis on interculturality 
and prison education and migration.
• The YAE lacks institutions: In sev-
eral countries the YAE is subsumed 
in the organizational structure of the 
educational system, having insuffi-
cient organizational and program-
matic development with low priority 
in all educational policies.          
• Young people and migration flows: 
An issue linked to the YAE is the 
problem of young people migrating 
and facing exclusion in their destina-
tions. The status of exclusion is pro-
nounced if the migration is due to vi-
olence and war.  
• Literacy, as linchpin of the initia-
tives of the national and internation-
al agencies: Our studies have come 
to the conclusion that there are sev-
eral initiatives developed in the re-
gion by the presence of the OEI (Or-
ganization of Ibero-American 
States), or the inactive LIFE (Literacy 
for empowerment) or the UN Litera-
cy Decade and the Millennium goals. 
Despite these, the decrease in illitera-
cy figures is not substantive.
• Promising features: We find that 
there is a promising tendency to ad-
dress literacy and education for 
youth and adults from the lifelong 
learning perspective, along with pop-
ular education. This is very impor-
tant  because the lifelong learning 
approach places the learner as part 
of social practices and social move-
ments. 
These presented country study re-

sults are components of a political and 
educational agenda. This is an agenda 
that we are proposing as part of the so-
lution of the social, cultural and educa-
tional inequality. It is closely linked to 
the construction of a just, decent and 
humane society.  

tHE	cEAAL	bEtS

CEAAL proposes that literacy and YAE 
should be part of state policies, tran-
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scending the remedial character of edu-
cation. Policies of inclusion and equity 
should be implemented to address the 
rights of the excluded. 

As a movement of popular educa-
tion, CEAAL appeals to states, govern-
ments and multilateral agencies for eth-
ical actions. The neo-liberal model im-
poses inhumane conditions: it exacer-
bates exclusion and violates the right to 
education. Therefore, better funding is 
urgent.   

Following our tradition, which 
views the building of knowledge as a 
liberating act, we urge the YAE and lit-
eracy programmes to be developed ac-
cording to the principles presented in 
this article. Literacy education should 
be located beyond the act of reading 
and writing. From pedagogy, we under-
stand literacy as a process in which no-
body educates anyone. It is based on a 
critical and democratic pedagogy of di-
alogue that has the expertise and expe-
rience of the social actors as its starting 
point.

It is a requirement that policies and 
programs nurture cultural diversity, 
collecting from different cultures their 
particular worldview, promoting ties of 
brotherhood and intercultural dia-
logue, non-consumerist lifestyle, aiming 
at men and women living as produc-
tive, creative, critically thinking and 
solidary beings

As an institution of civil society, 
CEAAL looks for influence through its 
proposals. We will achieve this through 
strengthening the movement of popular 
education and communicating it to 
other democratic social movements in 
various Latin American and Caribbean 
contexts. Paulo Freire wrote that our 
thinking and our educational practices 
feeds the fight for the overturning of all 
exploitative order, poverty and eco-
nomic and social exclusion.

From this perspective we are looking 
to contribute to the education of peo-
ple, within the horizon of lifelong 
learning and popular education.
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Civil society constructing 
youth and adult education  

Maria Clara Di Pierro and Sergio Haddad

The article analyzes the participation of civil society 

in the construction of public policies on youth and 

adult education in Latin America and the Caribbean, 

based on the results of a collaborative research 

carried out in 20 countries. The work examines the 

regional context and draws conclusions about the 

roles recently played by youth and adult education in 

the region. Characterization and comparison of 

policies and programs of such countries lead to the 

identification of common trends, exceptional cases 

and critical aspects.



a
 w

O
r

L
d

 O
f

 L
i

f
E

L
O

N
g

 L
E

a
r

N
i

N
g

: L
a

T
i

N
 a

m
E

r
i

C
a

LIfELOng	LEArnIng	In	EurOPE		 	4	 | 	2011										225

EducAtIng	yOung	PEOPLE	And	
AduLtS	In	A	cHAngIng	LAtIn	
AmErIcA

This article briefly reflects on the par-
ticipation of civil society in the con-
struction of public policies on youth 
and adult education (YAE) in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, based on a 
regional collaborative research carried 
out in 20 countries (Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, 
El Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, México, 
Nicaragua, Panamá, Paraguay, Peru, 
Puerto Rico, Venezuela and Uruguay) 
and completed in 2008 (Caruso et al, 
2008)1.

When analyzing the policies and 
programs of government and civil soci-
ety at the beginning of the third millen-
nium, this research found that the 
YAE’s current design in the region re-
sponds, on the one hand, to certain so-
cial, demographic, economic, political 
and educational processes that marked 
the continent in the second half of the 
20th century, and on the other, to chal-
lenges that were thrown down by the 
transition to the new millennium.

Throughout the 20th century, a de-
mographic transition intensified the 
pace of population growth leading to 
the preponderance of younger people. 
At the end of the millennium, however, 
a reduction in the birth rate combined 
with an increase in life expectancy 
modified the age profile of the popula-
tion, leading to a tendency whereby 
adults predominate in the populations 
in the majority of countries in the re-
gion2. This new age profile, combined 
with the redefinition of women’s social 
position, has important repercussions 
on families, on labor market and on 
the demand for social services, among 
which, education.

Another socio-demographic phe-
nomenon in this period having a major 
impact on social policies in general and 
on educational policies in particular 
was the extraordinary exodus from 
countryside to towns, and the concen-
tration of people in large metropolises 
of the region.

Educational systems in Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean countries responded 
to these socio-demographic changes by 

significantly expanding public elemen-
tary education. As a result, there was a 
reduction in the gender disparity, which 
discriminated women, and an increase 
of the generation gap in accessing edu-
cational opportunities, putting adults 
and older people at a disadvantaged 
position. The expansion of schooling 
systems in social structures, marked by 
pronounced cultural heterogeneity and 
deep economic inequality, took place 
within the context of restricted public 
investment and led to selective process-
es, meaning that a significant propor-
tion of the poor young people of the 
continent had their education course 
interrupted and fell significantly be-
hind, academically speaking.

That was the context YAE has been 
called upon to fulfill five main func-
tions.

First, YAE is a space for welcoming 
rural immigrants (many of whom are 
indigenous peoples whose mother 
tongue is not the dominating one) who 
need to reassess their knowledge and 
ways of life, redefine their social and 
cultural identity, learn new behaviors 
and acquire cultural codes in order to 
become part of the literate urban soci-
ety, overcoming the prejudices that 
marginalize them when trying to access 
the labor market as well as social and 
political institutions.

Secondly, YAE was also called upon 
to raise the educational level of the 
adult population, which did not have 
the same opportunities as the younger 
generation, by developing professional 
competences and providing them with 
the academic credentials required for 
the competitive and selective labor 
market.

Thirdly, YAE is a channel for re-
introducing adolescents and young 
people to an educational system they 
were excluded from at an early age 
and, for accelerating the studies of 
those who have lagged far behind, aca-
demically.

In the globalized culture of societies 
where information and knowledge 
have a prominent position, YAE also 
has the responsibility for providing op-
portunities to update knowledge, ob-
tain qualifications and enjoy culture 
throughout life.

The YEA shape in Latin America 
and the Caribbean was also influenced 
by the contribution of the popular edu-
cation movement (see also Nelida Ces-
pedes’ article in this issue) to pedagogic 
thinking and to the recent political his-
tory of the region, which was marked 
by the resistance against authoritarian 
regimes, a transition to democracy and 
national reconstruction after armed 
conflicts, in which civil society’s capac-
ity for self-organization and mobiliza-
tion played a prominent role. Although 
the profile of social movements and or-
ganizations were substantially modified 
at the end of the 20th century, the popu-
lar education paradigm continues to be 
the main reference point of practices 
for forming democratic citizenship and 
defense of rights, particularly those 
promoted by civil society organiza-
tions.

At the new millennium transition, 
the regional context acquired charac-
teristics that brought new learning 
needs and modified the shape of YAE. 
Among them are: the poor perform-
ance of the region’s economy for the 
subordinate position of the continent’s 
countries in the globalized world econ-
omy; higher levels of unemployment, 
underemployment, informal and/or 
precarious work, which weakened 
trade union organizations and corrobo-
rated to the persistence of social and 
economic inequalities and extreme lev-
els of poverty3; the increase in internal 
and cross-frontier migration in search 
of better work opportunities, along 
with the displacement of people as a re-
sult of armed conflicts; the generaliza-
tion of democratization processes with 
little redistributive impact and no sub-
stantial changes in the political culture. 
Added to these we find public recogni-
tion of gender, generation, ethnic, cul-
tural and linguistic diversity of socie-
ties, driven by some respective identity 
movements denouncing the predomi-
nant male, European and monolingual 
government structures and social insti-
tutions; the environment deterioration 
once the awareness of social and envi-
ronmental movements has increased 
and their resistance has intensified; the 
emergence of new players and expres-
sions of social conflict, among which  
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the indigenous uprisings in Ecuador, 
Bolivia and Mexico, the Brazilian land-
less people, the Argentinean pickets 
and the Chilean high-school student 
movements can be mentioned.

In this new scenario, the controversy 
between different logics of thoughts 
and actions on YAE has intensified. On 
the one hand, there are concepts, dis-
courses, policies and practices based on 
the theory of human capital that see 
YAE as providing economic benefits for 
individuals and societies when giving 
priority to the labor force qualification 
with working skill requirements to-
wards the globalized capitalist develop-
ment; on the other hand, critical ap-
proaches emphasize human and politi-
cal formation through education to 
struggle for transformations in society 
to guarantee a dignified life in a sus-
tainable environment and a democratic 
existence, where there is respect for di-
versity and human rights.

tHE	SubJEctS	Of	yOutH	And	
AduLt	EducAtIOn

The conventional parameters used for 
defining those destined to receive the 
YAE in Latin America were constructed 
in compensatory viewpoint and re-
stricted to those lacking complete basic 
schooling, which is why they take 
school education as the reference point 
and a minimum age limit that has a 
certain lateness degree in4 instruction 
levels. Under these criteria, 35 million 
illiterate persons aged 15 or over were 
considered the priority subjects for 
YAE (see Table 1). An expansion in so-
cial demands for knowledge, in parallel 
with a broadening of the literacy con-
cept led, in turn, to the inclusion of 
more than 100 million young people 
and adults, reducing thus levels of poor 
quality education. Individuals for YEA 
are however, best defined by the “ex-
clusion” category, because it comprises 
the set of social, economic and cultural 
processes allowing the unequal distri-
bution of illiteracy and academic late-
ness in societies. That includes varia-
bles of gender, language and ethnicity 
and also considers the social and spa-
tial distribution of poverty in geo-
graphic regions, rural and urban zones 
as well as in inner city areas.

and indigenous people are still being 
marginalized, although representing a 
potentially numerous audience. At 
times when poverty leads to an increase 
in criminality and swells prison popula-
tions, young prisoners also gain visibil-
ity.

At the end of the last century, the 
emergence of native people on the re-
gional political scene obliged educa-
tional policies to recognize the ethnic, 
cultural and linguistic plurality of Latin 
American societies and consequently, 
the spread of a multilingual, intercul-
tural education, which was claimed as 
being a strategy for preserving ethnic 
and cultural identities and institutional-
ized in the majority of countries where 
indigenous population is numerous like  
Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Mexico, Paraguay and Peru.

cOntInuIty	And	brEAkS	Of	yAE	
PubLIc	POLIcIES
During the millennium transition, 
when the Latin American countries 

Mapping out the YEA participants 
in different countries of the region pro-
vides an outline of a relatively-homo-
genous social individual as a priority 
and, one of those impoverished people 
who live in precarious urban settle-
ments and survive on poorly-qualified 
work within the informal economy. 
This generic characterization, however, 
includes a multitude of individuals, 
from whom countless singular identi-
ties emerge. The education of young 
people and adults is traditionally aimed 
at rural and urban migrants, with their 
ethnic, cultural and gender diversities. 
Recently, an increasingly higher 
number of cross-frontier immigrants 
have emerged by the international mo-
bility intensification of labor force5, 
and by people displaced by armed con-
flicts or natural disasters. Today how-
ever, the predominant group is the ur-
ban young people from popular sectors 
who were not successful in regular 
schools and are looking for a learning 
opportunity where their social and cul-
tural characteristics will be accepted 
and allow them to reconcile study with 
work while accelerating the pace so 
they can receive an academic certificate 
and/or become involved in professional 
qualification processes6.

If in the younger generations the 
gender chasm has closed due to the ac-
cess, permanence and progression of 
young women in the education system, 
among adults and elderly, registered in 
literacy programs and in YAE’s basic 
level, we find women seeking to over-
come past educational inequalities, 
contribute to the education of their 
children, improve their position in the 
world, acquire knowledge and skills re-
quired to participate in the community 
and, enjoying study as a place where 
they can socialize and have a relative 
degree of freedom, vis-à-vis their family 
and/or professional obligations. As the 
YAE offer is mainly for school-based 
and urban people, rural populations 

”    The   
predominant 
group in adult 

education is the 
urban young people. 

country rate Urban rural

Argentina 1,5 1,2 -

bolivia 11 5,6 22,3

brasil 10,2 7,6 24,3

chile 3,9 2,9 10,9

colombia 7,2 3 15,6

dominican	
rep.

10.4 7,9 16,4

Ecuador 7,6 4 15,4

El	Salvador	 16 11,1 26,2

guatemala 25,2 14 37,6

Honduras 17,3 8,6 25,8

méxico 7,4 4,9 16,8

nicaragua 20,2 11,3 32,9

Paraguay 6,8 3,8 11,6

Peru 10,5 5,6 23,7

uruguay 1,9 1,9 3

Table 1. Illiteracy rates (2008) 
– 15 selected countries in Latin 
America

Source: SITEAL http://www.siteal.iipe-oei.
org/sites/default/files/datodestacado_
furosevich_20101130.pdf
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were trying to overcome their foreign 
debt crisis and compete in the glo-
balized economy, YEA’s public policies 
fell in line with other social policies de-
veloped by governments in the region 
within the context of macroeconomic 
adjustment and neoliberal-oriented 
guidelines. These aimed to reduce state 
interference in the economy and wel-
fare policies and were subordinated to 
the restrictions on public spending, de-
centralization, focus and privatization.

Since the mid-1990s, these countries 
have tried to keep educational reforms 
up to date with the new challenges of a 
globalized economy and culture, priori-
tizing elementary education of children 
and adolescents in terms of their atten-
tion and funds, at the same time mar-
ginalizing YAE in both its teaching dis-
course and on its agenda of public poli-
cies. This has caused a loss of hierarchy 
and specificity. This option was influ-
enced by the World Bank’s advice, 
which granted loans to numerous basic 
education improvement policies.

The reforms obtained modest results 
in the educational inclusion of children 
and adolescents coming from different 
social strata, but was unable to guaran-
tee conditions of learning equity, there-
by producing great numbers of young 
people who were significantly behind in 
terms of education, and a responsibility 
for YAE to deal with.

Regional research, however, has ob-
served in all countries a formal recogni-
tion, at constitutional or sub-constitu-
tional level, of the right of young peo-
ple and adults to literacy programs and 
basic education. In all the 20 countries 
the legislation has recognized YEA as 
one of the free basic education options, 
whose functions are to promote litera-
cy, guarantee progress in obligatory ed-
ucation, favor access to professional 
qualifications and to lifelong learning, 
granting it special curricular and or-
ganizational flexibility, the use of 
means and technologies and instituting 
assessment and certification strategies 
allowing the validation of knowledge 
acquired in non-formal learning proc-
esses. However, since the legislation im-
poses no obligations on employers or 
on granting incentives for workers to 
pursue their studies, real access to 

credentials they provide do not result 
in effective social inclusion or signifi-
cant social and occupational mobility, 
or have an impact on the political or 
cultural scenario of countries. Given 
these weaknesses, YAE has no symbolic 
leadership to embrace other education-
al fields of policies and practices like 
health, environmental or new technolo-
gies.

The provision decentralization of ed-
ucational services to provincial and lo-
cal governments was one of the axes of 
the new models for government man-
agement emerging from the State re-
form in Latin America, the main moti-
vation of which was more to transfer 

financial responsibility than an actual 
decentralization of management man-
dates, for in most countries the norms, 
curricula guidelines and design of their 
main programs remained centralized. 
National studies do not reach a consen-
sus about such decentralization proc-
ess. The hypothesis that local authority 
is more susceptible to social control of 
public policies and to educational 
change, Brazilian data show that pro-
gressive local governments, influenced 
by the paradigm of popular education, 
introduced policy and teaching innova-
tions for YAE that provided greater 
flexibility and pertinence. In the case of 
Argentina, on the other hand, where 
the counterpart to decentralization was 
a national coordination weakening, it 
is reckoned that the YAE became heter-
ogeneous, disperse and fragmentary.

In the last years, the admission that 
the educational reforms for promoting 
quality education for all have partially 
failed, has unleashed a critical review of 
the neoliberal orientation, until now 
predominant, causing a partial revision 
on YAE as a priority, especially in coun-
tries ruled by parties to the left of the 
political spectrum, such as Argentina, 
Brazil, Uruguay, Peru and Venezuela.

However, YAE has only occupied a 
prominent place in the educational 
agenda in Cuba, that has practically 

training opportunities has been limited. 
Furthermore, the secondary position of 
YAE in public policies produces situa-
tions where the right to education has 
been violated.

The dominant trend of recent poli-
cies and practices is still governed by 
the compensatory paradigm, which is 
centered on school-based literacy pro-
grams and the recuperation of 
“missed” school years. This reduced in-
struction provision takes place in pre-
carious physical installations, using im-
provised human resources and scarce 
funding7. To these school-based modal-
ities, although not always associated 
with them, a variety of short and/or ac-
celerated occupational training courses 
is offered by different government 
agencies, employers or social or philan-
thropic organizations.

The government structures responsi-
ble for coordinating these policies are, 
mostly, politically weak in terms of in-
fluence and vulnerable to a lack of po-
litical and administrative continuity. 
Their inability to produce synergy and 
negotiate inter-sector policies for gener-
ating income and reducing poverty, for 
promoting health and the preservation 
of the environment, among other 
things, frequently results in a waste of 
resources and overlapping of initia-
tives.

Some national studies (as Argentina, 
Colombia and Peru) report that during 
educational reform the organisms, re-
sponsible for the national coordination 
of YAE policies, slipped down the 
ranking in the hierarchy of ministries, 
resulting in disjointed actions and dilu-
tion of modality specificity in manage-
ment practices. Cuba, Chile and Mexi-
co are exceptional cases, where YAE 
has acquired a certain institutionalism, 
with management structures that have 
had a relative prestige, autonomy and 
resources.

The regional research also reveals 
that the YAE policies do not include an 
assessment culture: assessment studies 
are rare, therefore the impact of pro-
grams and projects can only be inferred 
from enrollment-like indicators.

When so configured, the YAE public 
policies lead to poor educational, social 
and economic results, as learning and 

” Assessment of 
adult education 
is often rare in 

Latin America.
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extinguished illiteracy and guaranteed 
to its population over 15 an average of 
9.5 years of education, due to the per-
sistent policy that started 50 years ago 
with an extensive literacy campaign, 
followed by successive drives to raise 
the population´s educational level until 
all had concluded basic education. In 
the beginning of the third millennium 
this policy has more than eight thou-
sand trained teachers and 3% of public 
spending on education is invested in a 
varied range of general and profession-
al training programs, language learning 
and university education. Among the 
recent programs are the offer of flexible 
and subsidized high school education 
for young people between 17 and 29 
who have not concluded their studies 
and are out of work; a professional 
training program, aimed at the reallo-
cation of a hundred thousand workers 
who were unemployed for the decline 
of the sugar cane industry and, a uni-
versity chair for the elderly.

tHE	InfLuEncE	Of	
IntErnAtIOnAL	AgEncIES

Since the end of the II World War adult 
education in the South, and literacy 
programs in particular, have been the 
fields for formulating policies and dis-
course strongly influenced by interna-
tional cooperation organisms. The six 
International Adult Education Confer-
ences (CONFINTEA), held by 
UNESCO in this period, were arenas 
for discussing and legitimizing concepts 
and proposals, impacting much more 
the rhetoric of public education policies 
in Latin America than orientating their 
actions. 

Over the last decades YAE’s policies 
in Latin America have suffered from 
the influence of numerous multilateral 
initiatives, such as Education for All 
(1990-2015); Millennium Development 
Goals (2000-2015); United Nations 
Literacy Decade (2003–2012); and Ibe-
ro-American Plan for Literacy and the 
Education of Young People and Adults 

(2008–2015). Although the proposal of 
lifelong learning, formulated in 1997 at 
the 5th CONFINTEA, shows hegemon-
ic links of the discourses about YAE 
policies in the region, the strategies for 
educational reform and policy imple-
mented in this period have been influ-
enced, above all, by the international 
initiative of Education for All8 and 
more specifically, by its restricted ver-
sion that has reduced the generous ide-
as and original targets to policies fo-
cused on primary education for chil-
dren, confining young people and adult 
education programs to a marginal posi-
tion on the public agenda.

Two bilateral cooperation initiatives 
have also had an impact on the current 
shape of YAE in the region: the Adult 
Literacy and Basic Education Programs 
(PAEBA), developed with the Spanish 
Cooperation Agency technical and fi-
nancial support from 1993 to 2003 in 
El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, Paraguay and 
Peru; and the Cuban literacy program 
Yo Sí Puedo, which has been adopted 
on a large scale in Venezuela and Boliv-
ia, and also in pilot experiments or, on 
a smaller scale, in various other coun-
tries.

More recently, the adult literacy 
theme, historically a field for the dis-
cussion of political and pedagogic dis-
course and symbolic representations 
about the relationships between educa-
tion and other areas of social life, has 
once more assumed a position of prom-
inence in the agenda of some interna-
tional cooperation agencies. Although 
academics salute the fact that the initia-
tives of international organisms have 
put the theme of literacy back on the 
public agenda, they also have reserva-
tions:

The good news regarding this re-
newed encouragement is, however, 
marred by the dispersion and even the 
overlapping of efforts on a national 
and regional scale; by the persistent 
sector mentality that tries to make in-
roads on the problem of illiteracy with-
out concerning itself expressly with the 
economic and social policies that gen-
erate and reproduce it; by the persistent 
lack of articulation between literacy 
within the school environment and that 

of outside schools; by the traditional 
lack of attention that is paid to illitera-
cy in rural areas, as well as to indige-
nous populations and languages; by the 
well-known quantitative emphasis on 
and pursuit of statistics and targets for 
eradicating it that (as we know from 
long experience) conspire against the 
quality and sustainability of the actions 
and learning and dismiss out of hand 
real access by the population to written 
culture. (Latin American Group of Spe-
cialists in Literacy and Written Culture, 
November 2006)

The civil society networks and or-
ganizations are engaged in literacy, and 
YAE efforts are equally reticent con-
cerning these initiatives. These critical 
players recommend special attention to 
gender equity, cultural and linguistic di-
versity in integral, contextualized and 
flexible literacy and basic education 
processes that tie reading, writing and 
arithmetical learning and development, 
which are understood as continuing 
processes of insertion in literate cul-
ture, to other dimensions of adult life 
in the community, such as economic 
subsistence, health and citizen partici-
pation.

tHE	cHALLEngE	Of	EducAtOr	
trAInIng

The regional study unveils that one of 
the great weaknesses of YAE in Latin 
America is the lack of systems for the 
initial training and improvements of 
educators.

A large part of the educational prac-
tices, especially literacy, is motivated by 
social-solidarity approaches carried out 
by a variety of different actors that in-
clude university-qualified professionals 
and community educators but also the 
voluntary work of not so qualified 
agents. Allowing for different skill-lev-
els among educators means that the ac-
tivity has scant social recognition. This 
also legitimizes precarious working 
conditions and poor remuneration. 
Most of the national information sim-
ply states that there are no systematic 
processes for training these educators. 
In public teaching networks, the same 
teachers work with children, adoles-
cents, young people and adults, fre-”

EFA has 
marginalized 
adult 

education.
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quently using unsuitable methodolo-
gies, curriculums and teaching materi-
als. The lack of trained educators in the 
area means teachers are trained in serv-
ice. Due to the scant presence of the 
subject in universities many of the 
training initiatives are carried out by 
non-governmental organizations. Only 
in Cuba and Uruguay the YAE teachers 
must be skilled professionals.

PrOmISES	Of	A	mOrE	rELEVAnt	yAE

Having considered the major national 
programs, there were few positive re-
sponses to the summons of the commit-
ments undertaken in the 5th and 6th 
CONFINTEAs, in favor of inter-sector 
policies for YAE, strengthening demo-
cratic citizenship, prioritizing links 
with economic development and trans-
formation in the world of work, ex-
tending to include poverty alleviation 
processes and favoring environmental 
conservation. Most of the countries 
still show a low degree of articulation 
between programs for literacy and rais-
ing educational levels, qualifications for 
work and training for the popular 
economy (among others including co-
operativism, associativism and self-em-
ployment), environmental and health 
education as well as access to new in-
formation technology.

There are two main kinds of inter-
sector articulation intentions for YAE 
policies. The first emphasizes social 
promotion and includes policies aimed 
at people living in poverty conditions 
where their adherence to literacy 
projects, improvements in education 
levels or work-skill trainings are direct 
requirements to their allowance of min-
imum-income. These kinds of programs 
are seen in Venezuela, Argentina, Cuba 
and Brazil. A second intention brings 
together programs that, in aiming to 
satisfy the multiple learning needs of 
young people and adults, favors the ac-
cess to an enriched and flexible curricu-
lum, which in one complete social and 
educational program draws together 
work-skill trainings and other relevant 
contents, values and skills: health, gen-
der relationships, intercultural studies, 
access to new technology, etc., such as 
the Modelo de Educación para la Vida 
y el Trabajo (MEVyT) [Education for 

Life and Work Model] developed in 
Mexico and, the Chilean Chilecalifica 
Program.

Besides these, a number of other 
promising local experiences for a more 
pertinent education for young people 
and adults carried out by civil society 
organizations, local governments or 
universities are to be found in national 
studies. 

rELAtIOnSHIPS	bEtwEEn	StAtE	
And	cIVIL	SOcIEty	fOr	
PrOmOtIng	yAE

Due to the social and economic condi-
tions of the majority of people YAE is 
aimed at, there has not been an attrac-
tive market for the private for-profit 
sector, whose enrolment participation 
has been reduced and fairly concentrat-
ed in high school, vocational education 
and college courses. Therefore, YAE’s 
provision power depends on public au-
thorities and not-for-profit kinds of in-
stitutions.

The regional civil society organiza-
tions have a history of engagement in 
the field of YAE which has allowed 
them to build national, regional and 
sub-regional networks like the Council 
for the Education of Adults from Latin 
America and the Caribbean (CEAAL) 
and the Popular Education Network 
for Women (REPEM). Its contribution 
to the field includes the insertion and 
empowerment of communities, the 
struggle for the defense of educational 
rights for young people and adults, the-
oretical and methodological help re-
sulting from the systemization of popu-
lar education practices, accumulated 
knowledge in specific themes, human 
rights, gender relations, environmental 
preservation, popular economy, etc. 
and for other individual groups: wom-
en, indigenous people, young people, 
prisoners, etc. The types of social or-
ganization that intervene in this field 
are complex, comprising everything 
from local community organizations to 
assistance and social promotion foun-
dations that are very largely institution-
alized, like those supported by churches 
alongside non-governmental organiza-
tions for supporting social movements 
and/or human rights.

Regional research has reported dif-
ferent kinds of relationships between 
social and government organizations 
when it comes to the development of 
policies for YAE. One, which is found 
in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Costa 
Rica, Ecuador, Peru and Nicaragua 
consists of multi-institutional articula-
tions for the defense of rights, the exer-
cise of political debate, control and in-
cidence in YAE policies, assuming a va-
riety of forms, such as government-in-
dependent consortiums or forums, but 
also dialogue and negotiation round ta-
bles including society, government and 
institutionalized democratic-manage-
ment councils. There are also social 
movements that organize their own 
processes for preparing young people 
and adults and claim for specific poli-
cies, as the case of Brazil’s Movement 
of Landless Rural Workers or the Pick-
et Movement in Argentina.

Another approach for State and civil 
society organizations, the service-subsi-
dizing partnerships for YEA, has been 
more widely spread. This shared action 
became generalized at the moment the 
reformed State started favoring the reg-
ulation functions in detriment of the 
provision for educational services, dele-
gating them to decentralized govern-
ment bodies or transferring them to the 
civil society, or even to the private sec-
tor. There were cases where partner-
ships resulted from claiming, dialogue 
and negotiation processes and are in-
terpreted as progress towards the de-
mocratization of public policies, as in 
Nicaragua, where the government es-
tablished a permanent agreement with 
76 civil organizations to be carrying 
out its educational programs. However, 
there are also countries, as Chile, where 
the State reform established such a neo-
liberal model that the partnerships sim-
ply started hiring third-party services, 
where social organizations are only in-
volved to the extent that they carry out 
educational activities, but have no in-
tervention in the conception or man-
agement of such activities.

In the latest years new ways of social 
actions reached relevance in the public 
scenario and ended up incorporated by 
educators of adults and by activists. 
One of them refers to campaigns raised 



a
 w

O
r

L
d

 O
f

 L
i

f
E

L
O

N
g

 L
E

a
r

N
i

N
g

: L
a

T
i

N
 a

m
E

r
i

C
a

230										L IfELOng	LEArnIng	In	EurOPE		 	4	 | 	2011

and improved in the context where the 
goals of “Education for all” patterns 
were proposed, in which the commit-
ments were set by governments all over 
the world and counted on UNESCO’s 
coordination. Campaigns for the right 
to education were proposed as a way 
for the civil society to control and press 
States in the claim of fulfilling the ear-
ly-set goals to 2015, on the recognition 
of the right to education for all as a 
universal human right. These cam-
paigns have relocated YAE into the edu-
cation context in general terms, show-
ing that they are indeed interlinked.

Another way found by the civil soci-
ety in Latin America to get organized 
and produce social mobilization was 
the World Social Forum (WSF), first 
proposed in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 
2001, under the motto “Um outro 
mundo é possível” (Another world is 
possible). The WSF has been spread 
throughout all the continents, and in 
the last 10 years it has mobilized sever-
al social movements and civil society 
entities: unions, social and rural popu-
lation movements, NGOs, pastorals 
projects, etc. A self-managing organiza-
tion, the WSF gathers a diversity of in-
terests toward a more supportive and 
fair world. The YAE activists are inte-
grated in it bringing up the demands of 
social struggles in general and showing 
that only societies with democracy and 
social fairness, so tightly linked, can 
reach a more supportive and fair world 
for all.

E N d N O T E S
1   The national reports are available at  

http://crefal.edu.mx/investigacion/
informes_nacionales_confintea.htm

2   There are various situations in the 
region, relating to different stages in 
demographic transition and the 
particular dynamic of its indigenous 
and non-indigenous populations. So, 
there are countries with relatively high 
fertility rates and a young population 
structure (Haiti, Guatemala, Bolivia, 
Nicaragua, Honduras), alongside 
countries like Uruguay and Cuba, with 
low fertility rates and a high life 
expectancy, which are reflected in their 
old population structures (Chackiel, 
2004).

3   According to the Economic 
Commission for Latin America and 

the Caribbean (Cepal), even with the 
slight progress that has been made in 
reducing poverty and unemployment, 
and the improvements in wealth 
distribution at the beginning of the 
millennium, in 2009 the region had 
183 million people (33,1% of the 
total) living in conditions of poverty 
and 74 million (13,3%) were 
extremely poor.

4   In most of the countries in the region, 
in which compulsory education starts 
at six years old and lasts for nine 
years, the minimum age for 
participating in education programs 
for young people and adults at the 
basic level is 14; in high school it 
varies between 16 and 18.

5   There are significant numbers of 
Guatemalans in Mexico, Bolivians in 
Argentina, Haitians in the Dominican 
Republic and Dominicans in Puerto 
Rico. The migratory movement is 
intense also towards the United States, 
Canada and Europe, which has 
transformed international remittances 
into one of the most relevant sources 
of revenue for these countries. In 
2005, the 9 to 12 million Mexicans 
who live legally or illegally in the 
United States (sources do not agree on 
the exact number) were responsible for 
remitting nearly U$ 15 billion; more 
than 15% of the population of 
Ecuador has emigrated over the last 
few years and the remittances sent by 
them represent the second largest 
source of foreign earnings for the 
country, exceeded only by its sales of 
oil; remittances by emigrants is the 
pillar of the El Salvadorian economy. 
In 2006, the population of Puerto Rico 
living in the United States was 3.8 
million; almost the same number as 
the 3.9 million who lived on the 
Caribbean island that has the status of 
an Associated Free State of the USA.

6    In Nicaragua, for example, 60% of the 
students involved in the education of 
young people and adults were between 
15 and 29. In Brazil, the proportion of 
young people between 18 and 24 
registered in the education of young 
people and adults was 32% of the 
total. In the province of Buenos Aires, 
38.5% of the students in young people 
and adult education, at the basic level, 
were under 17 in 2005.

 7   For an estimated demand of around 5 
million people with low levels of 
education the cover provided by the 
education of young people and adults 
in Chile reaches just 165,000 students, 

i.e., 4.7% of the potential demand. In 
Brazil, where the young and adult 
population that has not finished 
elementary education is close to 65 
million people, the supply of basic 
education of this type, in 2005, was 
5.6 million places, 8.6% of the 
potential demand. In Peru, enrollment 
in the education of young people and 
adults in 2002 was a little over 
141,000 students, which represented 
1.9% of the potential demand, 
estimated at 7.3 million people.

8   Within the six EFA’s main goals, target 
3 implies satisfying the learning needs 
of all young people and adults; target 
4 is to reduce illiteracy rates by 50% 
by 2015; and target 5 proposes 
achieving gender parity in access to 
education.
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Timothy D. Ireland

International Literacy Day comes but once a year and 

the International Conferences on Adult Education take 

place at most once a decade. The CONFINTEAs have 

constituted UNESCO’s prime advocacy tool for adult 

education for the last sixty years but little has been done 

to assess and monitor their efficacy in hugely different 

socio-economic contexts nor in terms of impact on 

national adult education policy. Written from a Latin 

American perspective, this article suggests the need to 

undertake a profound review of CONFINTEA in the 

light of the contemporary strategic needs of adult 

learning and education worldwide.

revisiting CONfiNTEa: 
Sixty years of advocacy  
for adult education
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IntrOductIOn

The first International Conference on 
Adult Education (CONFINTEA) was 
held in 1949, a year after the promul-
gation of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948), and not long af-
ter the creation of UNESCO in 1946. 
The most recent Conference, the sixth, 
was held in December 2009 in Belém 
do Pará, Brazil. During this period, 
1949–2009, much has changed al-
though Adult Education has continued 
to feature as an important element of 
UNESCO’s mandate.

The first Conference in Elsinore 
(Denmark) was organized in the wake 
of the Second World War with the mis-
sion of contributing to the consolida-
tion of world peace and international 
understanding. The sixth was held for 
the first time in an emerging nation 
from the South in the context of multi-
ple crises (financial, food, climatic, en-
ergy). Inspired by the call to move from 
rhetoric to action, the conference 
sought to underline the power of adult 
education to contribute to “living and 
learning for a viable future” whilst ac-
knowledging that another world is pos-
sible and necessary. Elsinore took place 
in the pre-television era in which com-
munication was still relatively slow and 
time-consuming. Belém took place at a 
time in which the technologies of com-
munication offered almost unlimited 
possibilities for cheap and efficient 
communication world-wide. 

In a recent article, Knoll (2007, 23) 
describes the International Conferences 
as “a professional shop-window for 
adult education, intended to be seen as 
marking great leaps forward”. This ar-
ticle sets out to explore the Internation-
al Conferences on Adult Education not 
as isolated events but as a cycle or 
movement which seeks periodically to 
take stock of adult education world-
wide, establish emerging tendencies 
and indicate ways forward for the pro-
ceeding decade. Whilst acknowledging 
the important role of UNESCO and the 
CONFINTEA movement in advocating 
for and defending adult education not 
only as a basic human right but also as 
an integral and essential component of 
lifelong learning and education, the 
text also seeks to explore some of the 

limitations of this sexagenarian move-
ment and to suggest the need to evalu-
ate and innovate its procedures. The 
discussion is limited chiefly to the last 
two Conferences held in Hamburg 
(Germany) in 1997 and Belém do Pará 
(Brazil) in 2009, respectively, viewed 
largely from the Latin American per-
spective.

Although declarations of intent are 
always slightly suspect, this author de-
fines his position not as that of a disin-
terested bystander of the Confintea 
process but of an actor who was en-
gaged both in defending Brazil’s candi-
dature for the Conference and subse-
quently served as focal point and coor-
dinator of the Brazilian organizing 
committee for CONFINTEA VI and, in 
that condition, integrated both the 
Confintea Consultative Group and its 
successor the Confintea Advisory 
Group1. Thus, while the article reaf-
firms his comprehension of the central 
role of adult learning and education to 
human and social development, it sug-
gests that just as evaluation and moni-
toring figured prominently in the rec-
ommendations contained in the Belém 
Framework for Action they should be 
applied with equal rigor to internation-
al consultation procedures of which 
CONFINTEA is a prime example.

tHe confinteA moVement

The International Conferences on 
Adult Education are in formal 
UNESCO terms intergovernmental 
conferences (category II) to which all 
member states of the Organisation are 
invited to send delegations. The CON-
FINTEAs (from the French Conférence 
Internationale de Éducation des Adul-
tes, hence the acronym CONF-INT-EA) 
represent the culmination of cyclical 
processes which have taken place every 
ten to twelve years over the last six 
decades and which have largely fol-
lowed a similar pattern. This has in-
cluded a preparatory process involving 
the elaboration of national reports on 
the state of adult education in each 
member nation, the consolidation of 
these national reports in a world state 
of the art document, the preparation of 
other supporting documents, the or-
ganization of preparatory meetings and 

seminars at different geopolitical levels 
(national and regional) and organiza-
tional instances (government and civil 
society) aimed at mobilizing and giving 
greater visibility to the field of adult ed-
ucation, the holding of a major interna-
tional conference at which some kind 
of declaration or international agenda 
is agreed (this is particularly the case of 
the fifth and sixth conferences) and 
then the proposal of loosely defined 
follow-up mechanisms by which it is 
hoped to monitor the implementation 
of commitments and responsibilities as-
sumed by governments during the con-
ference. Thus theoretically, the confer-
ences generate a cumulative process 
whereby one conference feeds into the 
following one generating new under-
standings of the evolving practice of 
adult education worldwide and indicat-
ing questions which require further 
elaboration and attention in public pol-
icy. For this reason we define the proc-
ess as a movement rather than as a set 
of conferences.

In general, according to Knoll 
(2007, 23), the UNESCO International 
Conferences have largely reflected “the 
spirit and circumstances of the age, 
while providing at the same time a res-
ervoir of utopian and practical visions 
of how the world should and could be 
arranged”. Nonetheless, we suggest 
that the Hamburg Conference in 1997 
(CONFINTEA V) represented a turn-
ing point in the sequence of conferenc-
es. It was both marked by a strong 
presence of civil society representatives 
and by the approval of a detailed agen-
da for the proceeding decade with 
goals to be achieved. What it did not 
establish, however, were mechanisms 
for monitoring the diverse goals set out 
in the Agenda for the Future of Adult 
Education. This led to a situation 
whereby when the CONFINTEA V 
Mid-term Review Meeting was held in 
Bangkok (Thailand) in September 
2003, to monitor progress since Ham-
burg, the final document A Call for Ac-
tion and Accountability, “revealed a 
disturbing regression in the field (of 
adult education)” since the previous 
conference.

With the advent of CONFINTEA 
VI, efforts were made to correct the 
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frailty of the monitoring mechanisms. 
The Belém Framework for Action, ap-
proved during CONFINTEA VI, estab-
lished recommendations and commit-
ments based on seven axes dedicated to 
adult literacy; policy; governance; fi-
nancing; participation, inclusion and 
equity; quality and, lastly, monitoring. 
Whilst the first six were largely the re-
sponsibility of national states, responsi-
bility for coordinating the “monitoring 
process at the global level to take stock 
and report periodically on progress in 
adult learning and education” 
(UNESCO, 2010, 9) was accorded to 
the UNESCO Institutes for Lifelong 
Learning in Hamburg and that for Sta-
tistics in Montreal. 

At the same time, the Belém Frame-
work pointed to the need for “initiat-
ing regional monitoring mechanisms 
with clear benchmarks and indicators” 
(ibid., 9). There was also an important 
suggestion that at the national level 
countries should establish their own 
national commissions to monitor the 
commitments assumed in Belém. With 
this threefold division of labour, 
UNESCO – at international and re-
gional levels - and member states were 
clearly challenged to translate rhetoric 
into action with due consideration giv-
en to the need for systems of monitor-
ing based on improved data and infor-
mation collection on adult learning and 
education (ALE) worldwide. No men-
tion was made however of the need to 
review the general architecture of the 
CONFINTEA process.

tHE	cOnfIntEA	PrOcESS	In	LAtIn	
AmErIcA

The impact of CONFINTEA V is diffi-
cult to gauge in Latin America. Refer-
ences to the Hamburg Declaration and 
the Agenda for the Future in official 
discourse and documents are frequent 
but the spirit of Hamburg in the form 
of the new amplified understanding of 
adult education within the perspective 
of lifelong learning has found little 
place in education policy. After a peri-
od of near abandonment by govern-
ments in the 80s and 90s many Latin 
American countries have begun to in-
vest in policies of youth and adult 
youth education, although at levels 

which could hardly be termed to ex-
press priority and which frequently 
give greater attention to initial learning 
in the form of literacy than to continu-
ing education. The population of Latin 
America totalled 580 million in 2010 
of whom approximately 9% or 34 mil-
lion are considered illiterate and a fur-
ther 20% or 80 millions are considered 
to be functionally illiterate. It should be 
remembered that Latin America is con-
sidered the most unequal region in the 
world in terms of the distribution of 
wealth and income.

The holding of CONFINTEA VI in 
Latin America was seen by many as an 
opportunity for both recuperating and 
incorporating the transformative spirit 
of popular education into the increas-
ingly formal and school-oriented gov-
ernment activities in adult education 
and for raising the priority attributed 
to adult education on the political 
agenda. The popular education move-
ment which developed in the 50s and 
60s became increasingly associated 
with the struggle for emancipation and 
social transformation and firmly linked 
to social movements and civil society 
organizations in countries in which 
right-wing military regimes were rife in 
the 70s and 80s. (see also e.g. Nélida 
Cespedes’ and Sergio Haddad & Maria 
Clara Di Pierro’s articles in this issue 
for a discussion of popular education) 

These expectations were in part frus-
trated. During the preparatory phase 
for CONFINTEA only 25 out of the 41 
countries which make up the Latin 
American and Caribbean region sub-
mitted national reports as part of the 
international reporting process. And 
even fewer took advantage of the op-
portunity to base their reports on 
broad democratic consultation process-
es. Participative processes were set in 
motion in Brazil and Uruguay, and in 
Mexico and Colombia complementary 
and independent reports were pro-

duced. The majority of these reports 
limited their coverage to governmental 
policies, programmes and actions with 
little reference to that broad range of 
activities covered by the definition of 
adult education to which Hamburg 
subscribed:

Adult education denotes the entire 
body of ongoing learning processes, 
formal or otherwise, whereby people 
regarded as adults by the society to 
which they belong develop their abili-
ties, enrich their knowledge, and im-
prove their technical or professional 
qualifications or turn them in a new di-
rection to meet their own needs and 
those of their society. Adult learning 
encompasses both formal and continu-
ing education, non-formal learning and 
the spectrum of informal and incidental 
learning available in a multicultural 
learning society, where theory- and 
practice-based approaches are recog-
nized. (UNESCO, 1997)

The Latin American and Caribbean 
Regional Preparatory Report for CON-
FINTEA VI, based in part on the na-
tional reports, suggested that the quan-
titative and qualitative leap expected 
after CONFINTEA V in Hamburg was 
largely frustrated. It indicated likewise 
that the shift of emphasis from educa-
tion to learning and the implementa-
tion of the paradigm of lifelong learn-
ing were not evident in the region. Evi-
dence from the national reports pointed 
to a greater institutionalization of adult 
education – with important benefits - 
but with more weight being placed on 
school equivalency and technical and 
vocational education programmes. The 
report also suggested that many coun-
tries had prioritised literacy without 
due consideration for the need to guar-
antee continuity for literacy students. 
Insufficient attention to coordination 
and planning in the development of lit-
eracy programmes was also noted. 

cOnfIntEA	fOLLOw	uP	PrOcESS

Whilst the specific focus of this article 
is not the monitoring process per se set 
in motion by the Belém Framework of 
Action but the overall architectonic 
structure of the conference process, it is 
important to point to unquestionable 
advances at the international and re-
gional levels.

”  The 
quantitative 
and qualitative 

leap expected after 
CONFINTEA V was 
frustrated.
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At the international level, the 
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learn-
ing – UIL has produced a global strate-
gic plan for monitoring the outcomes 
of the Conference in addition to a ma-
trix containing key elements to be 
tracked in the implementation of adult 
education policy. This matrix also 
served as the basis for the guidelines 
for the new round of national reporting 
preparatory to the elaboration of the 
second Global Report on Adult Learn-
ing and Education (GRALE) in 2012. 
A CONFINTEA Advisory Group was 
also set up and has since met twice and 
a series of meetings and seminars have 
been held on questions related to the 
CONFINTEA agenda.

Civil society has also collaborated to 
maintain a focus on the CONFINTEA 
process. Among the four themes select-
ed for the International Council of 
Adult Education’s VIII World Assem-
bly, held last June in Malmö – Sweden, 
”adult education as a right and a pro-
fession – follow up to the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), the Edu-
cation for All (EFA) goals and the 
CONFINTEA agenda” - was directed 
specifically at the CONFINTEA agen-

those lines of action considered as pri-
ority for the region and to identify 
member states willing to take a leading 
role in their implementation.

Regional cooperation between inter-
national and regional organisations is 
deemed critical both to avoid unneces-
sary duplication in a field in which re-
sources are scarce and to underline the 
importance of cooperation between 
countries, especially those of the south, 
as a strategy for the exchange of infor-
mation, knowledge and human re-
sources. The Organization of Iberoa-
merican States (OEI) has continued to 
invest in its Ibero-American Literacy 
Plan and the 2021 Goals for advancing 
literacy and basic education in the re-
gion with emphasis on collaboration 
between countries and the elaboration 
of indicators with which to monitor 
national policies.

Individual Latin American countries 
have also taken measures to contribute 
to the national and regional monitoring 
process. Having hosted CONFINTEA 
VI in 2009, the Brazilian Ministry of 
Education in partnership with the 
UNESCO Brasília Office selected the 
question of indicators as part of its 

da. The Assembly in Malmö was pre-
ceded by a virtual seminar which 
served as a forum for discussion of im-
portant themes which were later taken 
up at the Mexican Regional CON-
FINTEA Follow-up Meeting. 

At the Latin American and Carib-
bean regional level, there have been 
several responses to the challenges of 
monitoring. The Mexican government 
hosted the first CONFINTEA Regional 
Follow-up Meeting in May 2011 in 
Mexico City with the participation of 
250 representatives from 48 member 
states. Whilst proposing to take stock 
of and present concrete initiatives and 
measures introduced since 2009 in 
adult education policy around the prin-
cipal axes set out in the Belem Frame-
work, the Meeting also discussed a 
proposed Regional Implementation and 
Monitoring Matrix elaborated by the 
UNESCO Regional Office for Latin 
America and the Caribbean (ORE-
ALC).  This resulted in a list of 55 pro-
posed lines of action of which 26 were 
national and 29 regional. On the basis 
of this matrix, OREALC carried out a 
further consultation process (to which 
20 out of 41 countries replied) to select 

The opening ceremony of CONFINTEA VI  in Belém, Brazil.
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post-Conference strategy. A proposed 
system of indicators for adult and 
youth education in Latin America and 
the Caribbean was presented at an in-
ternational technical meeting held in 
Rio de Janeiro in December 20102 and 
during the Mexican Regional Meeting 
as a contribution to the general moni-
toring strategy under OREALC’s re-
sponsibility. 

At the national level, the Uruguayan 
government has created an important 
precedent by converting what was the 
National Preparatory Committee for 
Confintea VI, set up in October 2007, 
into a permanent National Committee 
for the Articulation and Monitoring of 
Adult and Youth Education, following 
the recommendations of the Belém 
Framework, on the basis of a Presiden-
tial decree. The Committee is com-
posed of representatives of government 
and civil society.

cOnfIntEA:	tEcHnIcAL	Or	
StructurAL	fLAwS?

In the two years since the Belém Con-
ference, much has been done to correct 
existing weaknesses in the Confintea 
process. Whilst CONFINTEA V can be 
characterised by its capacity to deepen 
and widen the concept and comprehen-
sion of adult education in the perspec-
tive of lifelong learning, CONFINTEA 
VI set a more pragmatic tone by under-
lining the need to implement and to 
monitor policy at all levels. Important 
measures have been taken to orientate 
the process. Nevertheless, in order to 
be consistent the CONFINTEA cycle as 
an advocacy tool also requires evalua-
tion. The sacred cow syndrome by 
which CONFINTEAs are organised 
successively not necessarily due to their 
efficiency as a tool for international ad-
vocacy but rather due to inertia and the 
absence of evaluation should be ques-
tioned. As part of this process, we sug-
gest that the following elements could 
further our understanding of the most 
efficient means of strengthening adult 
learning and education nationally and 
internationally which constitutes the 
prime objective of all concerned.

At times of crisis, we are led to re-
flect more deeply upon the financial 

and environmental impact of large con-
ferences. Few if any studies exist on the 
total cost of organising the CON-
FINTEA process at national, regional 
and international levels and still fewer 
on the impact of CONFINTEA on the 
implementation and strengthening of 
adult education policy. What does exist 
tends to suggest that this impact is 
highly uneven (GRALE, 2009). Whilst 
cost-benefit studies are not always very 
welcome in the field of adult education 
there is clearly a need to be able to 
“justify” the resources which are re-
quired for CONFINTEA in terms of 
the results produced. 

At the same time in which concerns 
with global warming and climate 
change are part of the adult education 
agenda and international jet travel is 
known to contribute to environmental 
damage, this dimension of the confer-
ence cycle –both symbolic and real - is 
little considered in the succession of na-
tional, regional and international meet-
ings, seminars and forums. As part of 
the organisation of the Belém Confer-
ence, it was suggested that each coun-
try should compensate its environmen-
tal footprint by planting a number of 
native species of trees proportional to 
the size of its delegation and the 
number of miles covered. Of the 144 
member states present in Belém only 
Brazil and Kenya responded to this ini-
tiative. 

The effective use of communication 
technologies clearly needs to be consid-
ered when planning future activities 
both as a means of shortening distance, 
avoiding unnecessary travel and above 
all of democratising access to the pro-
ceedings. Many good examples of vir-
tual forums exist as a means of prepar-
ing and widening debates. The virtual 
seminar organised by ICAE in prepara-
tion for its World Assembly is just one 
recent example in this field. As a means 
of satisfying the local demand to ac-
company the CONFINTEA debates in 
Belém, all formal sessions of the con-
ference were transmitted on-line and 
could be accessed throughout the State 
of Pará, all over Brazil and in any other 
part of the world. The balance between 
the virtual and the face-to-face needs to 
be further discussed and evaluated.

The question of impact also raises 
the question of the scarcity of good 
studies which demonstrate the impor-
tance of adult learning and education in 
social, economic, ecological and cultur-
al terms. The lack of arguments backed 
up by hard data on the impact of ALE 
on employment, productivity, participa-
tion, quality of life, sustainable develop-
ment, on learning as an essential activity 
for maintaining the ageing population 
more healthy and involved is frequently 
cited as is the lack of engagement of 
Universities in general in research and 
training in the field of adult education. 
Advocacy requires arguments which 
convince governments and international 
donors to increase their investments. In 
the majority of cases the prevailing logic 
is closely related to economic and politi-
cal results. However dear and central 
the rights’ argument is to adult educa-
tion, it is necessary to recognise that for 
many governments this does not carry 
the weight it should.

Closely linked with the question of 
evidence is that of interlocution or inter-
sectoral policy dialogue. Adult learning 
and education is by nature inter-sectoral 
in that it is concerned with processes of 
learning which affect different dimen-
sions of human existence – work, 
health, culture, leisure, environment, 
living together, participation, democra-
cy, citizenship and others. The last two 
CONFINTEAs revealed the difficulty of 
engaging actors from other fields 
whether ministries, at governmental lev-
el, or bi or multi-lateral agencies at in-
ternational level in the policy dialogue, 
thus reinforcing the well-known process 
of preaching to the converted. 

Parallels have frequently been drawn 
between the CONFINTEA, and Educa-
tion for All (EFA) and the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) processes. 
In general, in detriment to the first since 
the CONFINTEAs generate few obliga-
tions. They produce neither enforceable 
conventions nor recommendations (in 
the formal UN sense). Unlike EFA and 
MDG they did not, until Belém, pro-
pose formal mechanisms for monitoring 
their own commitments and goals. The 
annual reports produced on EFA – the 
Global Monitoring Report, and MDG – 
the Millennium Development Goals Re-
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ports, tend to generate greater political 
commitment due to their visibility and 
comparability. In this sense, the 
GRALE should begin to improve the 
visibility of adult learning and educa-
tion, ALE, whilst at the same time rein-
forcing its contribution to achieving the 
EFA and MD Goals. Nevertheless, it 
would perhaps be expedient to consid-
er launching the debate for a more le-
gally binding instrument like an Inter-
national Convention on Lifelong 
Learning or a Learners’ Charter.

Two further points need to be made 
with reference to parallels between 
these three international strategies. In 
first place, the Confintea banner or title 
is not one which is easily communicat-
ed. It is a code term known only to 
some of those involved in the field. 
Equally the very title is associated with 
events – the conferences – rather than 
processes or strategies to achieve goals. 
CONFINTEA does not communicate 
in the same way that “Education for 
All” or even “Lifelong Learning” does. 
There is therefore a question of com-
munication (or dare we say marketing) 
strategy which needs to be debated. 
Secondly, at national and international 
levels, adult education has tended to 
constitute a supply rather than a de-
mand led strategy. The subjects of the 
educational process have tended to be 
“spoken for” rather than “speaking 
out”. As an international movement, 
the embryonic Global Learners’ Net-
work is a fundamental partner in advo-
cating for ALE. The International 
Adult Learners’ Charter launched in 
Belém by representatives of the Global 
Network constitutes an important tool 
for “placing learners at the heart of 
promoting, developing and securing the 
future of adult and lifelong learning”, 
reaffirming the right of each and every 
citizen to diverse forms of learning at 
different stages in life. At national level 

popular pressure tends to be more ef-
fective than that exercised by profes-
sional associations.

Finally, although it might appear in-
congruous for a movement largely gen-
erated and maintained by UNESCO 
over the last sixty years, the CON-
FINTEA process needs to be reassumed 
by the Organization as one of its prior-
ities and part of the core agenda of all 
its offices and institutes whether cen-
tral, cluster, field or national. For devel-
oped and developing countries alike, 
adult learning and education should be 
at the core of development policy. Na-
tional governments are very quick to 
perceive when a “commitment” is not 
considered high priority and for under-
standable reasons are swift to act ac-
cordingly. Knoll’s conclusion is rather 
starker. For him “(…) adult education 
was seen – and this has been typical of 
the intentions of UNESCO almost 
throughout – as a way of plugging hu-
manitarian, political and social gaps, 
either by focusing on literacy and basic 
education in response to social and 
economic crises in developing coun-
tries, or by identifying adult education 
almost totally with literacy in the 
1980s” (ibid.,24). 

fInAL	cOnSIdErAtIOnS

Whilst the Global Report on Adult 
Learning and Education (2010, 12) 
deems that the role of adult education 
has changed and developed through 
time “From being seen as promoting 
international understanding in 1949” 
to being seen “as a key in the econom-
ic, political and cultural transformation 
of individuals, communities and socie-
ties in the 21st century” it asserts that 
“The continued dominance of universal 
primary education, whether measured 
by the enrolment ratios in the EFA 
agenda or completion rates in the 
MDGs, underscores the marginalisa-
tion of the youth, adult literacy and 
lifelong learning objectives which are 
vital to overall success” (ibid., 19). 
This would suggest that despite its he-
roic efforts the Confintea process has 
achieved limited success in establishing 
adult learning and education as an edu-
cational and development priority in-
ternationally and nationally. The allo-

cation of resources for adult education 
in educational budgets is clear evidence 
of this in the majority of countries.

We suggest the need to question 
whether the CONFINTEA remains the 
most efficient advocacy tool at the glo-
bal level. This requires studies which 
assess the impact of commitments, 
goals and responsibilities agreed at 
these periodic conferences on the im-
plementation of adult education policy 
nationally. Systematic studies of this 
nature still have to be undertaken. 
However, we point to the relative ab-
sence of monitoring mechanisms as an 
underlying weakness of the process. At 
the same time we question the architec-
ture of the conference process which 
has remained largely the same over the 
last 60 years. Does the Conference cy-
cle remain the most efficient tool at the 
international level? It is important that 
decisions concerning the CONFINTEA 
process should be the result of analysis/
evaluation based on evidence and not 
that of inertia and some rather obscure 
feeling that having lasted for so long 
CONFINTEA has become untouchable 
and some species of international sa-
cred cow. 

There is perhaps an underlying am-
biguity which taints the CONFINTEA 
process. The six conferences to date 
which have taken place at approxi-
mately ten-year periods are essentially 
governmental encounters which intend 
both to establish a global state of the 
art in adult education and, on the basis 
of this, to project future tendencies. 
This could be seen as in part an aca-
demic task but, at the same time, as 
Knoll points out the International Con-
ferences “are not primarily concerned 
with adult education as an academic 
discipline and do not seek to cover the 
entire field of adult education, but con-
centrate on crises that may be mitigated 
by practical, applied adult education”. 
The beginning of a new cycle would 
appear to present an appropriate op-

”  We should 
consider a 
legally binding 

instrument like 
an International 
Convention on 
Lifelong Learning.

”  Is 
CONFINTEA 
still the most 

efficient global 
advocacy tool?
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portunity for undertaking a profound 
review of CONFINTEA in the light of 
the strategic needs of adult learning 
and education worldwide.

E N d N O T E S
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was set up by UNESCO and first met 
in Elsinore (Denmark) in March 2007. 
It met a further three times before the 
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Group was created at the beginning of 
2010 and met for the second time in 
México City in May, 2011. The group 
is composed of representatives of 
government, international 
organizations and diverse sectors of 
UNESCO.

2   Sistema de indicadores para monitoreo 
y evaluación de la Educación 
Permanente de Jóvenes y Adultos en 
América Latina y El Caribe: Una 
propuesta a partir de datos e 
informaciones disponibles.
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Spaces for becoming:
Prison education in 
argentina

This article reflects on the transformative potential of 

libraries in prison as educational policy in penal 

institutions in Argentina. It considers the mentioned 

educational policy as a dispositif of subjective resistance 

considering apparatus, following Michel Foucault. The 

article also explains the institutional framework and 

stages that had to be created in order for the National 

Ministry of Education to intervene in the Penitentiary 

System. It ends with a brief exposition of the paradigm 

by which the National Coordination Modality of 

Education in Context of Confinements of the Argentine 

Ministry of Education bases its actions, purposes and 

political engagement with disciplinary power.

Maria Isabel  Giacchino De Ribet and Leonardo Sai

Where a need exists, a social right is born
Evita Perón

He who is punished is never he who performed the deed. He is always the scapegoat.
Nietzsche
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IntrOductIOn

Existence in prison is captured under 
the shadow of a sovereign power’s in-
terpretation. It is, in fact, a fatalist and 
apocalyptic vision in which all the 
power is in the hands of penal institu-
tions and its public employees: bu-
reaucracy of punishment. The infinite 
in one hand, zero in the other. No pow-
er, no creative form of resistance, ac-
cording to this dramatic, theological vi-
sion, is in the hands, in the body, in the 
nerves of the imprisoned. Drawing 
from Michel Foucault’s works, we can 
make a great conceptual discovery: the 
fact that power, under a capitalist sys-
tem, relies not only in juridical forms 
of secularized structures but in the dis-
ciplinary physical form of power exer-
cise. 

A library in prison, in its solitude, 
poses the self as an object of decon-
struction, a space for meditation on 
suffered objectivity organized by disci-
plinary force - a space of subtle free-
dom. An educational policy in a prison 
institution can be understood as an op-
portunity for a political engagement 
with disciplinary power. Libraries are 
what Michel Foucault has called a dis-
positif (apparatus). The notion of dis-
positif or apparatus in the work of 
Michel Foucault has been, recently, dis-
cussed by Giorgio Agamben: 

... I shall call an apparatus literally 
anything that has in some way the ca-
pacity to capture, orient, determine, in-
tercept, model, control, or secure the 
gestures, behaviors, opinions, or dis-
courses of living beings. Not only, 
therefore, prisons, madhouses, the pan-
opticon, schools, confession, factories, 
disciplines, judicial measures, and so 
forth (whose connection with power is 
in a certain sense evident), but also the 
pen, writing, literature, philosophy, ag-
riculture, cigarettes, navigation, com-
puters, cellular telephones...” (Agam-
ben, 2009). 

A library in prison as a dispositif im-
plies, nevertheless, not an attempt to 
capture subjectivity for control (both 
attendance to school or library are op-
tional; freedom of choice is a funda-
mental principle in our educational 
paradigm) but, rather, on one hand, to 
put aggression in check and, on the 

other hand, to create the material con-
ditions for a self-conscious observation 
on suffered objectivity organized by 
disciplinary power. That is the reason 
why many of those imprisoned use li-
braries as spaces for studying Criminol-
ogy, Law and Sociology. To reiterate 
Giorgio Agamben’s words: libraries in 
prison as apparatus constitutes an at-
tempt to profane the knowledge of hu-
man sciences by those who are cap-
tured at the very core of that discourse 
as an active way to intervene in their 
own processes of (de)subjectification. 

Our National State’s Coordination 
Modality of Education in Contexts of 
Confinement, thus, promotes and con-
structs prison libraries as a policy of 
subjective resistance. 

Libraries are not a mere pile of 
books bought by the state for the for-
mal and informal reading, curiosity, en-
tertainment and escapist desire of the 
imprisoned but for a space opened for 
becoming. The question here is not: 
Who am I. The question is: What can I 
become? 

Reading, as the entire life-work of 
writer Jorge Luis Borges has proved, is 
much more than a practical habit but a 
production of desire. Many sociolo-

gists, lawyers as well as poets are com-
ing from within the walls of penal insti-
tutions. A common desire drives them 
all: to act and re-act against the im-
posed stigma written by the body of 
the penal system (its legality and moral 
forms of condemnation and exclusion) 
in the soul of being locked up. This dy-
namic, of course, is not the result of a 
mere formal accumulation of titles and 
diplomas but an individual determina-
tion to change the destiny of social ex-
clusion by the legitimate exercise of so-
cial rights recognized by a democratic 
state policy that seeks to redefine the 
internal functioning of penal institu-
tions.  

brIngIng	EducAtIOn	InSIdE	
PrISOn	wALLS

Penal institutions in Argentina have a 
population of more than 55.000 people 
from which, according to official statis-
tics of the National Ministry of Justice 
of Argentina, 2000 are adolescents ac-
cused of delinquency and no less than 
4000 are locked up in centers of drugs 
re-habilitation. To this demographic, 
we must also add mothers with their 
children, either in jail or in home de-
tention. All these groups constitute the 
universe of public state intervention of 
our National Coordination Modality 
of Education in Contexts of Confine-
ment of Argentina’s Ministry of Educa-

Prison: space of punishment, atonement – and reflection.

”
Prison libraries 
are spaces for 
becoming.

H
is

ks
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tion. Our political mission, thus, is to 
create the juridical-institutional condi-
tions for the establishment of education 
in prisons. The intervention of the 
Ministry of Education in the peniten-
tiary system began in 2000 and it is 
possible to differentiate 4 steps in the 
implementation and consolidation of 
our policy in all the mentioned signifi-
cant social contexts.

The first stage is from 2000–2003 in 
which education in prison did not have 
enough institutional power and was 
under the general perspective of 
“Youth and Adult education” (see Ro-
sa Maria Torres’ opening article for a 
discussion of this concept). At this 
stage, education in prison was not, in-
stitutionally, differentiated from regular 
education. That is to say: it was undif-
ferentiated in its specificity, in its signif-
icant context of production. In that 
stage, the main work was to identify 
the fundamental problems in order to 
give them social and political visibility. 

From 2003–2006 the “National Pro-
gram of Education at Penitentiary Insti-
tutions and Minorities” was created 
and later on changed to “National Pro-
gram of Education in the Context of 
Confinement” when the scope of edu-
cational intervention included addicts 
in re-habilitation centers. The objective 
in that stage was to include the prob-
lem in the political agenda in order to 
implement innovative policies of 
change and transformation. 

It is precisely in 2006 when the de-
velopment of coordinated projects with 
EUROsociAL  began. EUROsociAL is a 
regional programme of the European 
Commission for Latin American coun-
tries. The general objective of the pro-
gramme is to increase the degree of so-
cial cohesion of Latin American coun-
tries by promoting public policy re-
forms. The programme focuses on 
those social policies considered to be 
the main drivers of social cohesion: ed-
ucation, health, administration of jus-
tice, taxation and employment. Ex-
change of information and good prac-
tices between European and Latin 
American countries is an important 
part of the programme. At that mo-
ment, the “Latin American Network of 
Education in Contexts of Confine-

ment”, RedLECE (www.redlece.org), 
was created. 

RedLECE is a web page dedicated to 
increasing the visibility of educational 
experiences in Latin American prisons. 
RedLECE allows its members to share 
ideas so that new forms of political and 
pedagogical intervention can be devel-
oped. The website is an instrument of 
interconnection with other educational 
and political views that enrich our ca-
pacity, knowledge and critical perspec-
tive to deal with common, regional 
problems.

From 2007 to 2011 the “National 
Program of Education in the Context 
of Confinement” turned into the 
present legal definition: National Coor-
dination Modality of Education in 
Contexts of Freedom Privation. As we 
continue to intervene in the dilemma of 
people with problems of drugs addic-
tion in re-habilitation centers, our insti-
tutional framework’s determination is a 
little bit broader. Thus, we are also 
known as National Coordination Mo-
dality of Education in Contexts of 
Confinement. 

The principal objective at the 
present stage is to construct and con-
solidate a Coordination Modality of 
Education in Contexts of Confinement 
in every province of Argentina lacking 
a specific educational policy produced 
by the Ministry of Education (of the 
provinces in relation with the National 
Ministry of Education) to intervene in 
prisons. The mentioned construction 
allows us to intervene faster in those 
provinces and to integrate their differ-
ences into a unified, national, political 
identity. This consolidation creates the 
political conditions for the ongoing de-
velopment of legal instruments and in-
stitutional negotiations to improve in-
frastructure conditions, at prisons, in-
cluding for example more classrooms 
and libraries. We are also seeking to 
strengthen teachers’ professionalism for 
a better development of educative 
skills. Our first and ultimate goal is to 
make sure that all those who are im-
prisoned have the opportunity to at-
tend a primary and high school educa-
tion of quality and, thus, to reduce 
damage caused by the contexts of con-
finement.

We shall now briefly expose an ex-
ample of our educational policy consid-
ering the constitution of libraries in 
prison.

PrISOn	EducAtIOn	In	PrActIcE

Our educational policy in prison, con-
sidering the constitution of libraries, 
consists in the public acquisition of 500 
original books of several topics (from 
penal law to classical literature), a 
computer with its printer and a qualifi-
cation course for selected librarians. 

In the first part of this educational 
policy, “Open Libraries”, the men-
tioned public acquisition has been in-
stalled in 50 prison institutions. At the 
present moment, we are dealing with 
the second part of this policy that will 
soon reach another 150 prison institu-
tions with a similar mechanism of pub-
lic acquisition. The political implemen-
tation of this national state policy cre-
ates a specific field for cooperation 
with different actors such as the Na-
tional Ministry of Education, the Min-
istry of Education of the Provinces, the 
National Ministry of Justice, the Na-
tional Ministry of Social Development 
and, of course, the Federal Penitentiary 
System and Penitentiary System of the 
Provinces. The negotiations between all 
these stakeholders are legally estab-
lished through an agreement signed by 
all parties. The results are obligations 
for all the parties. For example: The 
National Ministry of Education must 
buy the books and the machines and 
also must offer a course to qualify li-
brarians; The Federal Penitentiary Sys-
tem and the Penitentiary System of the 
Provinces must offer a proper space for 
the material construction of the library; 
the Ministries of Education of Provinc-
es must contract and pay the salaries of 
the librarians. 

All librarians in prisons are connect-
ed with each other by a network, creat-
ed by our Coordination Modality, 
called “Sunflower Network”. The Net-
work consists of an inter-connected 
system of mailing (that works like a 
mailing group) and a blog. The blog 
(www.bibliotecasabiertas.wordpress.
com) functions as a practical and daily 
archive of experiences at our libraries 
in prisons: We publish every political 
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action, experience and information 
about the prison system in Argentina. 
Above all, we publish every piece of 
writing, text or drawing stemming 
from a librarian’s pedagogical work. 
Poetry, stories, drawings and texts are 
being written in our “Open libraries” 
by the imprisoned. We consider every 
piece of them as documents: Docu-
ments of articulated political engage-
ment. We are also continuing working 
with the RedLECE network in which 
main actions and experiences of our 
country are shared with other countries 
of the MERCOSUR (Common Market 
of the South). It is worth to mention 
that through our networks we relate 
national state policy with a net of hete–
rogeneous actors of civil society from 
NGOs to political activists. In practical 
terms, this means that every actor of 
society (from musicians to poets or po-
litical activists) that wants to be part ei-
ther of “Sunflower Network” or 
“Open Libraries” has the chance to 
contact us and to intervene by visiting 
the libraries in prisons, by sharing their 
art, poetry, knowledge, music and po-
litical engagement with the imprisoned.

SOcIAL	rIgHtS	ArE	tHE	ESSEncE	
Of	PrISOn	EducAtIOn

The poetry, the writings of the impris-
oned; our political and educational 
practices; the cultural and political 
events of civil society taking place at 
prisons: all of these, slowly, step by 
step, are being developed by educators, 
political activists, librarians, professors, 
politicians, artists, students, musicians, 
and such. They are all forms of engage-
ment and socio-political intervention to 
strengthen a dispositif of subjective re-
sistance based on a paradigm related to 
the restitution of social welfare rights. 
This paradigm is neither a policy that 
seeks to reform the imprisoned nor a 
treatment that brings “a cure” for 
them. To reform the “dangerous behav-
ior” of the imprisoned, to cure them of 
some form of “abnormality”, are the 
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terms of the classical and positivistic 
traditions that rules every practice of 
the Penitentiary System. To put in other 
terms: they constitute the official ideo–
logy of penal institutions. We reject 
them.

We do not expect, we do not seek, 
neither to reform nor to cure the be-
havior of the imprisoned. We do not 
consider formal educational progress as 
a sign or a prove of a “better person’s 
attitude or will”. Our obligation is, 
strictly, directed at the creation of the 
material and educational conditions for 
the political restitution of social rights. 
We restitute social rights (such as edu-
cation) that were damaged at the pre-
cise time in which they were most 
needed (many imprisoned didn’t have 
the opportunity to attend primary edu-
cation in childhood). A democratic pol-
ity must respect, above all, freedom of 
choice: we do not impose school at-
tendance on the imprisoned: libraries 
are optional for them to use.

Our educational policy, thus, is in-
spired by the principles of social justice 
and welfare state interventionism - that 
is to say, the heart of a political move-
ment that until today exists in our 
country under a single name: Peronism. 
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” We do not 
seek to reform 
or cure the 

imprisoned.

ISAbEL	rIbEt
Isabel	ribet	is	a	sociologist.	from	2003	until	
the	present	she	is	in	charge	of	the	national	
coordination	of	Education	in	contexts	of	
confinement	at	the	ministry	of	Education	
of	Argentina.

cOntAct
Isabel	ribet
Email:	iribet@me.gov.ar



LIfELOng	LEArnIng	In	EurOPE		 	4	 | 	2011										243

d
E

b
a

T
E

Petri  Salo     

The world has changed            
– what about adult 
education practices and 
research?1 

Adult education as a practice and field of study is in a 

state of flux. Dependent on the chosen perspective the 

increasing interest in adult learning can be understood 

as a threat or reinforcement. From a North European 

point of view the emancipatory and empowering aims 

and functions of adult education have been diluted. 

Still, the explicit educational and political functions of 

adult education can be restored, by emphasizing 

learning as collective and collaborative practice and by 

reinventing action research. Likewise a comprehensive 

interest in various everyday learning practices is to be 

recommended.
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The concepts of learning and change are 
all pervasive. Still, the discourse in which 
change is taken-for-granted and related 
to as an unavoidable constant has not 
been an object of critical analysis. For 
adult education, as for human actions in 
general, there are at least two options; to 
accept the changes and accommodate to 
them, or to take a critical-reflective stand-
point for opposing and resisting change 
and its consequences. Throughout his-
tory adult education has had two com-
plementary or contradictory tasks and 
aims; an educational and a political. The 
aim and ideal has been to foster an en-
lightened citizen.

The history of adult education has 
furthered change; on societal, on or-
ganizational/ associational and on indi-
vidual level. Adult education as a practice 
and as a discipline developed both with-
in and in relation to the framework of 
modernization, industrialization and 
social transformation. Paradoxically, the 
emancipatory and empowering forms of 
adult education, understood nowadays 
as questioning the ongoing change, were 
the ones aiming at and bringing about 
deep rooted changes within societies. 
From a North European point of view 
one could maintain that adult education 
as institutionalized action for furthering 
changes has accomplished its mission. 
This is reflected in the two dominant 
perspectives or discourses of learning that 
have replaced adult education originally 
formed as a collective, collaborative and 
emancipatory action; the policy discourse 
of lifelong learning and the individually 
oriented discourse of transformative 
learning. As a result of this de-institution-
alization and individualization of adult 
education (Finger, Jansen & Wildermeer-
sch, 1998, 18–20) and the decline of 
mediators between the macro and micro 
perspectives, adult education practition-
ers and researchers are afflicted with a 
professional identity crisis and an experi-
ence of marginalization. Research has 
been intimately connected to and depend-
ent on the formal arenas for adult educa-
tion, the associations and organizations 
established for furthering adult education 
as an educational and a political endeav-
our. Research in participation is one of 
the core examples. It has been understood 

as inherently good; for the individual 
citizen, for the organisations and for the 
nation.

In Finland and elsewhere the identity 
crisis has been expressed in adult educa-
tion researchers criticizing the prerequisites, 
methods and outcomes of their own re-
search. Adult education research is said 
to be too practical and pragmatic, short-
sighted, small-scale, profit-oriented, frag-
mentary, depoliticized and normative. 
The empirical studies are often small case 
studies, carried out in specific contexts, 
and the possibilities to draw any kind of 
general conclusions are negligible. The 
research seems, according to the critics, 
to be too practice-bound and context-
bound. 

In Mathias Finger’s view (1990, 102) 
adult education grew out of practice, as 
a practice related to and addressing prob-
lems and challenges occurring in everyday 
life. The aim of it was not to promote or 
oppose modernity. Instead adult education 
evolved and developed as a “repair activ-
ity” aimed at dealing with the dysfunctions 
of the project of modernity. According 
to Finger the attitude towards these dys-
functions was highly pragmatic and non-
ideological. Maybe the contemporary 
critics of adult education research being 
instrumental and pragmatic have over-
looked this historical interpretation, as 
well as the fact that adult education has 
traditionally been organization-bound. 

The identity crisis relates also to the 
very idea of adult education. Likewise it 
relates to the objects of study, the char-
acteristic research questions, the particu-
lar perspectives, methodologies and meth-
ods. Adult education seems to be no more 
than a practice among other lifelong 
learning practices. Simultaneously the 
interest in different aspects of and condi-
tions for learning, knowledge creation 
and management amongst professionals 
in various other branches and fields of 
research is ever increasing. Researchers 
within management, marketing, econom-
ics, business and public administration, 
leadership, law, informatics and even 
within engineering seem nowadays to 
research on adult learning. Though adult 
educators ought to be the experts con-
sidering adult learning and education they 
seem mostly to be astonished and annoyed 
by the learning rush. 

Instead of questioning the basis of the 
field of research, one could interpret the 
development as an evidence of the very 
interdisciplinary character of adult educa-
tion, and welcome its relevancy for schol-
ars from various fields. Adult education 
seems to have developed into a highly 
interesting and relevant field of study; a 
bridging and bonding science, junction 
science, crossroads science or umbrella 
science. Though the infrastructure of 
research, at least in Finland and Scandi-
navian countries (appointments in uni-
versities, journals, associations, confer-
ences) is still strong, representatives of 
the research field (Larsson, 2010, 103; 
Malewski, 2010, 53–54; Salling Olesen, 
2006, 241–243) are highly critical to the 
state of the art. They refer to an inability 
to define the boundaries of the field, blur-
riness of study objects and lack of knowl-
edge base, as well as to theoretical dis-
continuity, abstractness, confusion and 
fragmentation.

The seemingly low self-esteem is not 
necessarily unique to adult education. 
Same challenges of academic respectabil-
ity, experience of low standing, medioc-
rity and experiences of trivialization can 
be found for example within the field of 
marketing (Gummesson, 2005, 309). 
Fragmentation, specialization and ab-
stractness, accompanied by delimited and 
incompatible theoretical perspectives and 
highly focused empirical interests have 
been identified e.g. within organiza-
tional theory and studies (Rövik, 2007, 
24, 67–70).

frOm	AduLt	EducAtIOn	tO	
trAnSfOrmAtIVE	LIfELOng	
LEArnIng	

Adult education in its institutional form, 
with its educational and political aims 
(as a public responsibility), is becoming 
marginalized. Simultaneously, adult learn-
ing in various expressions and contexts 
has been universalized. As in the very 
beginning of the institutionalization of 
adult education, adults face a world and 
reality characterized by uncertainty, open-

” Adult 
education has 
developed into 

an umbrella science.
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ness, short-sightedness and complexity 
(Jansen, Finger & Wildermeersch, 2000, 
249–250). The paradigmatic orientations 
within the field (Finger, 1995, 110–112) 
have in fact contributed to the ongoing 
development.  Simultaneously, they have 
been transformed. Lifelong or recurrent 
education, based on the ideal of scien-
tific humanism, has turned into a lifelong 
learning policy, promoting both growth 
and sustainability. Orientation towards 
adult development or as a basis of the 
field of research has been caught in an 
overoptimistic, individualistic and de-
contextualized comprehension of trans-
formative learning. The enlightened citi-
zen has been replaced by a competent 
transformer. As a field of education in 
general, adult education is attacked both 
by populists and idealists. Populists sim-
plify human growth and development to 
measurable, straightforward and one-
dimensional input-output processes, 
whereas idealists expect education still 
to be able to further solidarity, inclusion, 
tolerance and social justice, even in soci-
eties characterized by social erosion and 
growing inequality (Säfström & Biesta, 
2010). As a reaction I will in the follow-
ing suggest three interconnected alterna-
tives for adult education in a changing 
world. The first is about emphasizing 
learning as a collective and collaborative 
endeavor. The second relates to rediscov-
ering practice and practices as the contents 
and contexts of human growth. Finally 
I suggest a restoration of action research 
as a research practice being able to sys-
tematically further learning and human 
growth on a societal, on an organiza-
tional/ associational and on an individu-
al level. The map shortly described above 
is illustrated in the figure on the top of 
the page.  

On	AduLt	LEArnIng	

Learning is the lubricant and snake oil 
of globalized knowledge economy. Instead 
of being systematically analytic, adult 
education researchers have joined the 
rhetorical invention industry in which 
newness is about garnishing familiar 
phenomenons with imaginary self-evi-
dences. The discursive turn has been 
caught in a roundabout.  Adult education 
research seems to be all about research 
on learning of the individuals. The contexts 

and practices in which adults learn and 
enlighten themselves are dealt with as 
subordinate to the lived experience of the 
brave new ought-be-grown-up subject. 
Communities of practice, learning orga-
nizations and work places are mainly 
dealt with as contexts or frames of indi-
vidual learning. Learning societies and 
organizations have become obsolete.  At 
the very end, all we need is individuals 
responsible for their own learning, in 
different ways in different contexts and 
situations.  Learning is seen to involve 
practice, but mainly from an individual’s 
interaction point of view. The relationship 
between learning and practice is defined 
with the preposition IN not with A or AS 
(Chappell et al., 2009, 177–178)

The contemporary discourses of lifelong 
learning define and treat adults as sove–
reign subjects and agents, often within 
the framework of their personal biogra-
phies, learning trajectories or transitions 
(e.g. Ecclestone, 2009, Salling Olesen, 
2006, 246, 253). Wasn´t this somehow 
the very aim of all the learning and actions 
organized within the social movements 
in the late 1900th century - the well-be-
haved, self-directed, reflective and au-

tonomous adult?  Mission accomplished? 
Salling Olesen (ibid.) wants go further; 
to (re)conceptualize subjectivity theo-
retically and conceptualize learning as a 
subjective process in a new way. He calls 
for serious attempts to empirical illumina-
tions of the subjective aspects of everyday 
practices such as work, career and po-
litical engagement. Future research ought 
firstly to treat the definitions of learning 
needs in a critical manner, and secondly 
to sensitize both theory and methods from 
the point of view of the new emerging 
learners and subjectivities (Fejes & Salling 
Olesen, 2010, 8). I would go the other 
way around and maintain that regarding 
learning as a function or capacity of an 
individual is a flaw. The same applies to 
knowledge. Both learning and knowledge 
are meaningful and understandable only 
when understood as engagement and 
involvement in various kinds of social, 
cultural and political practices.  

Korsgaard (2000) uses the metaphor 
of light to “illuminate” the development 
of the Danish tradition of adult education 
throughout the centuries. During the first 
period of Christian enlightenment the 
light came from above, from God. The 
Bible was the source of knowledge and 
authority of truth, and one had to be able 
to read the Bible. The period of the civic 
enlightenment was characterized by the 
light coming from outside. The Bible was 
replaced by the Encyclopedia, in which 
knowledge and truth were presented in 

figure 1.  the development from adult education to 
transformative lifelong learning

” Regarding 
learning as 
an individual 

capacity is a flaw.
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detail, systematically and hierarchically. 
During the two following periods, popu-
lar-national enlightenment and workers’ 
enlightenment, the light came from below, 
firstly from the people. The emergence of 
the concept of a people was related to 
growth of cultural nationalism. The Ger-
man Johann Herder collected and trans-
lated the music and songs of different 
ethnical groups and published a book 
with the title Folk songs in 1778. In his 
view people’s languages and poetry are 
the true expressions of their spirit and 
creative powers. Sixty years later Marx 
and Engels published the Communist 
manifesto. Workers were to free themselves 
from the enlightenment from above and 
from outside, by studying science, eco-
nomical and social conditions rather than 
history and literature. Finally we reach 
the personal enlightenment movement, 
emphasizing the single individual and 
underlining the free personal development 
and growth. The light is supposed to come 
from inside, the individual is defined as 
his/her own goal and aim. 

Contemporary adult learning theory 
builds further on self enlightenment. It is 
based on the focus on and theorization 
of the learner’s perspective, and relies on 
the organization and transformation of 
experience as the contents and method 
of learning. The subjectivity of the learn-
ing experience forms the core: reflection 
on experience is understood both as the 
object of inquiry and the method of in-
vestigation (McIntyre, 1993, 88–89). 
Interest in learners’ own accounts on one’s 
own experience are also reflected in re-
search and data gathering methods, such 
as autobiographies, life histories, jour-
nal/diary writing, personal narratives, 
critical incidents and interviewing.

During the last decades, adult educa-
tion as a field of science has largely built 
on three complementary concepts and 
phenomena; self-directed (Knowles, 1980), 
experiential (Kolb, 1984) and transforma-
tive learning (Mezirow, 1991). The focus 
is on the individual: his/her capacity to 
use experiences in a self-directed manner 
in order to bring about a fundamental 
personal change. The reinvention of 
andragogy as conceptual replacement of 
adult education was related to aims of 
professionalization. But nowadays an-
dragogy is characterized by highly diverse 

conceptualizations and traditions (Savi–
cevic, 2008). Transformative learning 
seems to have replaced andragogy as the 
main “philosophy of the field”. Most 
certainly, the concept and phenomenon 
of transformative learning is widely re-
searched, though mainly in formal edu-
cational settings, and especially in higher 
education. As in adult education research 
at large, the methodological awareness 
is tenuous (Taylor, 2007). Accordingly, 
examples of critical distance towards and 
reflection on transformative learning are 
rare. At times it is reminiscent of an 
idealistic rhetoric of significant personal 
change and development, “a plaything 
of the mind” verifiable only by adult 
individuals themselves. Further, Newman 
(2010, 5) wonders if it exists only in the 
realm of theory, loosely coupled to the 
various everyday practices.

Illeris (2006) presents a comprehen-
sive and general psychological theory 
of adult learning. In his compilation 
learning consists of two essentially dif-
ferent types of processes, an external 
interaction taking place between the 
learner and the social, cultural and ma-
terial environment, and an internal 
process of psychological character, in 
which new impulses from the outside 
are acquired and elaborated and there-
by connected to prior learning. Fur-
thermore,  all learning is three-dimen-
sional, an amalgamation of cognitive 
and emotional dimensions embedded 
and situated in a societal context. But 
at the very end learning is reduced to 
mental acts, and it is about construc-
tion of inner mental structures or pat-
terns. 

But don’t we need alternatives, in 
this world and time of ours which cel-
ebrates the free choice of the individu-
als? What about sociological or socio-
cultural approaches to learning, re-
minding us about the very roots of 
adult education? In the view of our 
Australian colleagues, Kemmis, Ed-
ward-Growes, Hardy, Wilkinson and 
Lloyd (2009, 7), experience learning is 
simply being part of and going on 
within a practice. Learning is about 
practicing a practice. What we learn is 
always an engagement and involvement 
in a practice. Consequently learning is 
part of or a certain stage in being able 

to practice a particular practice. It can 
not be distinguished from a practice. It 
is not about how we internalize the re-
ality from outside, it is about being, 
acting and living in various social reali-
ties, adapting to their cultural-discur-
sive, material-economic and social-po-
litical dimensions (ibid,. 5). 

… to the extent to which people can 
be said to learn anything at all, they do 
not learn anything other than lan-
guage games, activities and practices. 
It seems from our observations that 
what people learn is (only) how to 
“join in” to existing or transformed 
practices (like speaking, reading, writ-
ing or understanding particular ideas, 
or carrying out particular set of activi-
ties in a classroom task, or sharing so-
cial space with others) 

Malewski (2010, 56–57) presents a 
proactive, socio-cultural account of 
learning. It aims at freeing adults from 
the system-imposed requirements of 
qualifications and locates learning in 
the sphere of culture. Learning is un-
derstood as public and social, “a set of 
communal cognitive activities directed 
towards acquiring, reshaping, and pro-
ducing the meanings that regulate indi-
viduals and groups’ functioning” with-
in various practices. This view on 
learning has consequences considering 
how to understand knowledge. It re-
jects the idea of knowledge as a config-
uration of generalizations, built into 
one’s mind from sensual data from the 
world or practices outside (ibid. , 55).

Knowledge is not constructed in a 
receptive-additive way. As Bruner 
(1996) argues, knowledge is what be-
comes collectivised within a discourse, 
within a “textual” community. This 
means that knowledge is collective and 
generated through the social practices 
of epistemic communities. That is, 
learning is a function of active partici-
pation in worlds of social practices. 

The complexity of learning is often 
treated metaphorically, and learning 
has been likened with transmission, ac-
quisition, knowledge-creation and par-
ticipation. Learning as practicing a 
practice and knowledge as discursive 
collectivization relates mainly to the 
participation metaphor, that is being an 
active part of something – humanity 
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maybe. Individual lives are looked at as 
situated in socio-cultural contexts, 
learning is embedded in cultural prac-
tices and shared learning activities are 
understood as taking place in various 
contexts (Leinonen, Vadén & Suoranta, 
2009).

On	PrActIcE	And	ActIOn	
rESEArcH

Literature gives one a wide range of sug-
gestions of what adult education is about. 
It has been discussed as a philosophy, a 
theory, a paradigm, a concept, a context, 
a policy and a practice. No matter what 
adult educators and researchers have to 
deal with, they have to confront a chal-
lenge of diversity and contradictions from 
the very beginning. Being, living, loving, 
having and belonging, as well as learning 
something when practicing them is chal-
lenging. 

In the following I will concentrate on 
practice. McIntyre (1993, 93), discussing 
the research paradigms in adult education, 
ends up noting that the distinctiveness of 
adult education research lies in “dealing 
with ́ practice´ in a wide range of contexts”. 
Usher and Bryant (1989, 1–2) locate adult 
education as a field of study in adult 
education as a field of practice. They note 
two things; firstly the “situatedness” of 
practice and secondly the nature of knowl-
edge contained in practice. As mentioned 
earlier, in Fingers’ (1990, 102) view adult 
education “grew out of practice; as a 
practice, it addresses concrete problems 
occurring in the everyday life.” For 
Malewski (2010, 56) practice and action 
within a practice is the cognitive mecha-
nism of socio-cultural view on learning. 
In adult education literature practice is 
mainly dealt with in the plural and with 
various epithets. It is hard to find any 
definitions on it. 

Kemmis et al. (2009, 4) aim to cover 
practices with a wide range of levels of 
generality, varying from the practice of 
medicine to the practice of playing a folk 
song with an acoustic guitar. Inspired by 
Theodor Schatzki (2001) they define 
practice as a:

.. a coherent and complex form of 
socially established cooperative human 
activity in which characteristic arrange-
ments of actions and activities (doings) 

are comprehensible in terms of arrange-
ments of relevant ideas in characteristic 
discourses (sayings), and when the people 
and objects involved are distributed in 
characteristic arrangements of relation-
ships (relatings), and when these complex 
sayings, doings and relating ´hang to-
gether’ in a distinctive human social 
project. 

Practices constitute the patterns and 
meaningfulness of social life. Social phe-
nomena such as learning are to be under-
stood as aspects of the practices at hand. 
We are not to learn IN practice, but by 
practicing A practice (Chappell et al., 
2009, 178). The engagement and involve-
ment aspect has been characteristic for 
the humanistic philosophy of adult edu-
cation.  Adults are seen as agents or actors 
considering their learning and practicing. 
They are empowered to play an active 
role, not just in a political sense but also 
in social, cultural and economic sense. 
According to this view adult education 
is about fostering the capacity to play this 
active role and thereby contribute to both 
democratization and improvement of the 
overall quality of life (Wain, 1993, 88). 

In my view, if one understands learn-
ing as a participation in and practicing a 
practice, and knowledge as embedded in 
the practices of learning, one ought to be 
inclined to reinvent and restore action 
research as a research practice. Even if 
action research nowadays represents an 
ambiguous and contradictory family of 
methods and labels, the basis of restoring 
it is to be found in the history of adult 
education. It has also all the potentials 
of turning adult education research into 
critical social science. The starting point 
for the subject and object of action research 
is a certain social practice, understood as 
a form of strategic action susceptible to 
improvement. It ought to engage all the 
practitioners involved in and responsible 
for the social practice at hand. Action 
research is carried out in participatory, 
collaborative and emancipatory manner, 

engaging both the practitioners and re-
searchers. It combines practical and 
theoretical perspectives, action and reflec-
tion, in short-sight and in long-term. 
Action research proceeds in a systematic 
and structured manner through a spiral 
of cycles consisting of planning, acting, 
observing and reflecting (Carr & Kemmis, 
1986, 165–166; Quigley, 1997, 14–18). 
According to Usher and Bryant (1989, 
135) action research can be regarded as 
“a form of inquiry into situatedness which 
itself is situated. As such, the constraints 
on inquiry are dialogical.”

SOmE	bLInd	SPOtS	Of	AduLt	
EducAtIOn	rESEArcH

Main stream adult education research 
seems nowadays to be either about par-
ticipation, and studying and learning in 
formal educational contexts, or learning 
related to the challenges taking place in 
the workplace – learning in non-formal 
contexts. An overview on the recent 
Nordic Conferences in Adult Learning 
indicates following alterations. The tradi-
tion of acting and learning in various 
kinds of social movements or local as-
sociations and becoming an agent or 
actor has been replaced by various profes-
sional perspectives or identity construction 
during a life history. Sense of belonging 
and interest in social (inter)action is 
discussed in terms of social and human 
capital. The very basic components of 
“the lifeworld” such as lived experience, 
collaboration, communication and the 
skills developed when practicing these 
activities are studied from a system world 
perspective and conceptualized as quali-
fications, competencies, validation and 
quality. The social democratic Third Way 
response to neo-liberalization has brought 
about an emphasis on up-skilling, voca-
tional training and civic competencies, 
supposedly bringing wealth for individu-
als and nations. Accordingly, adult educa-
tion for social justice has been replaced 
by lifelong learning for active citizenship, 
investments in institutions by investments 
in human resources (Korsgaard, 2001; 
Rubenson, 2006, 328–330). 

As an old school adult education re-
searcher I suggest that in these neo-lib-
eral times of ours we need a neo-liberat-
ing adult education. Action research would 
suit well to this purpose. With the aim of 

” Action research 
on everyday 
practices 

is needed in adult 
education science.
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seeking alternatives I turn to the everyday 
life practices constituting the lifeworld of 
human beings. Once again I refer to 
Mathias Finger (1990, 102) and his un-
derstanding of adult education “it grew 
out of practice; as a practice, it address-
es concrete problems occurring in the 
everyday life” and focus on the concept 
of everyday life. I am well aware that the 
concept is contested, and is often under-
stood as the opposite of work, in an 
idealistic manner as some kind of haven 
of authenticity.

But I will be very pragmatic about the 
everyday life. For me it is about what 
people, for example Finns do with and 
during their everyday life, more concrete 
with the 24 hours at hand every single 
day. According to the Time Use Survey 
done by Statistics Finland (2005, the 
data was gathered in 1999–2000) the 
amount of time used for work (among 
the citizens between 25–64 years) was 
only 3.8 hours per day. The time used for 
studying in a formal manner varied from 
about 5 minutes (among 45–64 years) to 
17 minutes (25–44 years) per day. In 
total learning as practising a practice both 
in the context of work and formal adult 
education institutions occupies only 17 
per cent of the total 24 hours at hand. 

About 8 hours per day is used for 
sleeping. The time used for domestic work 
is about 2.2 hours a day (3.5 hours for 
women, 2.3 hours for men). Finns listen 
to radio and watch TV for about 2 hours 
a day, do sports and various outdoor 
activities for more than half hour a day. 
The time spent for shopping is about 49 
minutes. The time used for hobbies, 
other than studying, was about twenty 
minutes a day. Finns travel for leisure 11 
minutes a day.  Based on these figures I 
will shortly indicate some everyday learn-
ing practices so far ignored by adult edu-
cation research.

Even if Finns seemed to sleep long 
enough for a decade ago the amount of 
sleeping disorders and thereafter the use 
of sleep medicine has increased alarm-
ingly, likewise the use antidepressants and 
alcohol. The uncertainties, constant re-
structurings and complexities of our times 
affect our social and lifestyle determinants 
and result in anxiety, depression, sleeping 
disorders and burn out. 

Even if there is a growing interest in 
how GDP might be affected by unpaid 
domestic work - most certainly a gender 
issue to seriously reflect on - adult educa-
tion research, despite its emancipatory 
and empowering ambitions, has not been 
interested in the theme.

The use of and meaning of media has 
been the objective for some rather super-
ficial descriptive studies, from advertising 
and marketing points of view. But it has 
not been studied as an important habit-
ual everyday practice affecting (the po-
litical aspect) and forming (the educa-
tional aspect) us throughout our lives.

The meaning of citizenship in the 
withering nation states has partially been 
replaced by “memberships” in global 
tribes gathered around fanship and fandom 
within various sports. Fanship and the 
subcultures formed by it are social prac-
tices characterized by camaraderie in 
real life or virtual networks.  Even the 
carnevalization of fanship, mediated 
worldwide through television, is a phe-
nomenon worth studying, both from a 
consumer culture and from a vital self-
expression point of view. 

Today consuming and shopping be-
haviour, no matter if one does it in a 
sustainable or non-sustainable manner, 
is an everyday learning practice with dif-
ferent types of leisure dimensions involved.  
The amount of information and disinfor-
mation on products and services available 
(even online) forces us at times to turn to 
social media and peers in order make 
sense of it all and to make informed deci-
sions.

Westerners travel a lot nowadays. What 
are the social, cultural, educational and 
political learning practices related to 
tourism and travelling?

Finally, lifelong learning is said to take 
place from the cradle to the grave. Still 
adult education research seems to have 
neglected the second part of the popular 
expression. What do we learn and what 
kind of practices are we forced to join in 
when becoming seriously ill, when sud-
denly losing a close relative or friend 
because of accident or suicide or simply 
getting older and thereby mentally and 
physically fragile?

E N d N O T E
1 A debate reply to Petri Salo’s article will 

be published in the 1/2012 issue of 
LLinE.
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The power of lifelong 
learning for cultural 
revitalisation: 
a māori experience 

Sandra Morrison

This article provides a look into the lifelong learning 

traditions of Māori people of New Zealand. Māori have 

come a long way from a near extinction of their culture 

to taking charge of their own future. In this process, 

indigenous learning has a central role to play. 

In this new article series LLinE presents lifelong learning traditions of indigenous cultures. 
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On the 6th of  February 1840, the 
Treaty of Waitangi, a document be-
tween tribal chiefs and the representa-
tives of the Queen of England, was 
signed.  Initially regarded as a partner-
ship, it marked the beginning of a sys-
temic colonisation process which re-
sulted in land being expropriated, the 
near extinction of Māori culture and 
language and severe depopulation. The 
introduction of a state system of educa-
tion occurred around 1860 in which an 
assimilation agenda was pushed with 
the Māori language and culture viewed 
as an obstacle to progress (Walker, 
2004).  The 1970’s saw Māori over-
come huge challenges to initiate efforts 
to protect their language and reclaim 
their right to educate their children by 
establishing their own educational set-
tings according to their own customs 
and language. Further to that they 
gained funding for Māori radio and 
television and worked with the Gov-
ernment to establish a pathway to set-
tle land grievances through the Treaty 
of Waitangi Act 1975 and the Waitangi 
Tribunal, a bicultural commission to 
hear land claims and make recommen-
dations to the Government.  These ini-
tiatives set a new agenda for Māori, an 
agenda which sought to overcome so-
cio-economic disadvantage and politi-
cal marginalization and move Māori 
towards taking charge of their own fu-
ture. 

cOncEPtS	And	VALuES

In 2010, there is still a very distinct 
practise of Māori values which gains its 
source and origins from the early sto-
ries of creation. The Māori world is cy-
clic and holistic. It links each person to 
every living thing in the Māori world 
and embraces cultural concepts eg. 
whakapapa (geneaology) which forms 
the foundations of whanau (family) 
wellbeing (Ka’ai, Moorfield, Reilly & 
Mosely, 2004, p.13). Whanau or family 
form the basic social unit with many 
whanau belonging to hapu (sub-tribe) 
and many hapu constitute an iwi or 
tribe. Whakapapa or geneaological 
links extend beyond relationships  to 
include relationships to ancestral do-
mains and spiritual beings. There is 
sense of spiritual interconnectedness 

with the land, rivers and seas ensuring 
a caretaker role (kaitiakitanga) which 
seeks to preserve and treat resources in 
a sustainable way. That spiritual inter-
connectedness acknowledges the im-
portance of a spiritual world from 
which one seeks guidance and in some 
cases explanations to events.  Many 
other values underpin and are integral 
to Māori thinking. For example aroha 
which carries one meaning of uncondi-
tional generosity; tapu is the regulatory 
order of Māori society; rangatiratanga 
and mana are an integral part of collec-
tive leadership responsibilities. Intrinsic 
to Māori society is its ritualistic nature, 
its accountability to the past as well as 
to the future, its collective orientation 
and its emphasis on processes as much 
as outcomes. Cultural practises (tikan-
ga) occurs more intensely in the tradi-
tional setting of the marae (meeting 
places) but also permeate through 
many fora, and institutions throughout 
Aotearoa albeit with tribal variations.

Learning for Māori is best encapsula-
ted by the Polynesian word “ako”( to 
learn and to teach). Vaioleti and Vaiole-
ti (2003) explain ako as both a process 
and a vision and as a concept which 
underpins the learning experience. Ako 

is formal and informal learning and may 
also occur incidentally. It acknowledges 
that everybody engaged in a learning 
process is both a learner and a teacher. It 
is driven by tribal members understanding 
their roles in order to enhance the well-
being of their communities, also cultu-
rally and spiritually. It is about obligations, 
to family, to community, to Gods and to 
the environment. It is continuous learning 
which perpetuates culture as well as 
collective aspirations and intergeneratio-
nal transfer of knowledge is an important 
factor.  Ako is only one component of a 
Māori world view, interrelating to other 
concepts which contribute to an expan-
sive Māori knowledge base.  Success in 
terms of education is reliant upon Māori 
concepts interrelating and informing the 
other within the holistic framework which 
is grounded in Māori epistemological 
frameworks.

In Māori education, a growing number 
of Māori educationalists such as Linda 
Smith (1999), Graham Smith (1997), 
Leonie Pihama (1993), Russell Bishop 
(1996), Ranginui Walker (2004) and 
Tuakana Nepe (1991) promote a “kau-
papa Māori model”. Kaupapa Māori is 
that in which Māori thinking is central, 
validated and is not sector bound nor 

”These pictures show learning through “ako”.  Māori rituals are conducted at the 
tribal marae of Te Awhina Marae, Motueka during a young Māori boys wananga 
(tribal learning space) in a way that allows for all ages to learn.!

Sa
nd

ra
	m

or
ri

so
n



252										L IfELOng	LEArnIng	In	EurOPE		 	4	 | 	2011

i
N

d
i

g
E

N
O

u
S

 k
N

O
w

L
E

g
E

discipline bound. Kaupapa Māori may 
be transferred to a number of different 
contexts and still act as an important 
reference point. Kaupapa Māori has 
become an influential, coherent philoso-
phy and practice for Māori conscientisa-
tion, resistance and transformative prax-
is, advancing Māori cultural and educa-
tional outcomes within education (Nepe, 
1991, p.11). Graham Smith highlights 
six intervention elements as an essential 
component of Kaupapa Māori and these 
same six interventions are important when 
thinking about underlying philosophies 
in any education model for Māori. These 
are namely:

Tino rangatiratanga – the self deter-
mination principle
Taonga tuku iho- the cultural aspira-
tions principle
Ako Māori- the “culturally preferred 
pedagogy” principle
Kia piki ake I ngā raruraru o te 
kāinga – the socio-economic media-
tion principle
Whānau- the extended family struc-
ture principle
Kaupapa – the collective philosophy 
principle.
(Smith, 1997)
These concepts will be explained 

further in regards to a lifelong learning 
model for Māori but they highlight 
Māori efforts and assertiveness to 
adapt an indigenous consciousness to 
contemporary educational settings 
without losing the authentic source of 
Māori knowledge.

māOrI	And	EducAtIOn	

The Māori population is youthful and 
fast growing. Although educational 
participation by Māori has increased, 
there have been reduced levels of 
achievement.  Māori are twice as likely 
to leave school without formal qualifi-
cation; less likely to enter into tertiary 
education although the advent of Te 
Wananga o Aotearoa (Māori tertiary 
educational institutions which offer 
lower level degrees) has seen some in-
creased change in the statistics for 
Māori. In adult learning there has been 
significant gain with Māori having the 
highest rate of participation in 2006 al-
though for those between 18–24 years, 
there were lower rates of participation. 

There are many variables contributing 
to the disparities in wellbeing between 
Māori and non-Māori which in part are 
depicted in the above table. Even after 
the socio-economic factors are considered, 
there is still inequity of access to the 
provision of services and to economic 
opportunities as well as cultural differ-
ences in values and aspirations and edu-
cational programme design. (Durie, 2005, 
p.42) For many Māori, perpetuation and 
adeptness of culture, language and strength 
of identity are equally as important and 
valid as any educational degree, and many 
have attended tribal wananga and other 
more formal institutions with this goal 
in mind. The photo below shows tribal 
elder, Rore Stafford presenting a certificate 
to Natana Nelson for completing the 

tribal learning course for young males 
with the tutor looking on.

As for the performance indicators in 
lifelong learning with a focus on literacy 
in New Zealand, there is evidence showing 
that Māori learners are struggling. The 
proportions of lower proficiency levels 
(1 and 2) across different literacy measu-
res are higher than those of Pakeha (NZ 
Europeans). Māori tend to underperform 
in prose literacy and document literacy, 
compared to Pakeha learners. 

However on the positive side, Māori 
who successfully completed diploma or 
bachelors level qualifications are likely 
to be financially more rewarded than 
those who did not (Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2007). But at the same time, these 
figures are alarming for Māori in terms 

indicator Year māori non māori

Participation	in	early	childhood	
education

2001 45% 68%

School	leavers	with	no	qualification 2000 35% 15%

rates	of	participation	in	tertiary	
education

2002 13.2% 12.8%

Life	expectancy 2000–02 69	males
73.2	females

77.2	males
81.9	females

unemployment	rates 2003 12% 5%

Suicide	rates	(per	100,000) 2001 13.4% 11.2%

Adult	obesity 1997 28%	females
27%	males

17%	females
13%	males

(Durie, 2005, p.41)

table 1. Selected māori-non māori disparities

Sa
nd

ra
 M

or
ri

so
n



LIfELOng	LEArnIng	In	EurOPE		 	4	 | 	2011										253

i
N

d
i

g
E

N
O

u
S

 k
N

O
w

L
E

g
E

of their unresolved social disparity, as 
the table 2 clearly shows that Māori 
are much less likely to complete their 
qualifications, and tend to complete lo-
wer level of qualifications than non-
Māori people. 

In term of recognized qualifications, 
Māori, particularly men above the age of 
15, are more likely to leave school without 
any qualifications than other ethnic groups; 
43.5% of Māori men and 36.7% of Māori 
women do not have any recognized qua-
lifications, while 23.5% men and 23.2% 
women of non-Māori have no qualifica-
tion (Statistics New Zealand, 2008a).  
The provision of appropriate lifelong 
learning programmes is therefore impor-
tant to improve these statistics. 

Ever since the first Māori Educational 
Summit or Hui Taumata Matauranga 
took place in 2001, there has been wide-
spread adoption by Māori and policy 
makers of Durie’s three goals for Māori 
education:

To live as Māori
To actively participate as citizens of 
the world
To enjoy good health and a high 
standard of living
No one goal is noted as being more 

important than the other and Durie (2001) 
makes the point that for a Māori person, 
an adequate education must encompass 
a good Western education as well as an 
education where the Māori student learns 
their own culture and language. If the 
student leaves school without both of 
these sets of skills then they have been 
failed.

Durie also identified three classifica-
tions of diversity within the Māori popu-
lation, namely those who are active in 
their practise of being and living in a 
Māori lifestyle which he termed “con-
servative Māori”. Those who can adapt 
to both a Māori and a Western lifestyle 
he termed “integrated” and those he 
thought were isolated from both Māori 
and mainstream society he categorised as 
being “isolated” (Durie, 1995). Durie’s 
work was extended upon by the Research 
Centre for Māori Health and Development 
(2005) which added a fourth category 
which they called “pluralistic”.  Their 
classifications are:

Conservative Māori- those who ex-
hibit a culturally conservative profile. 

They are likely to be older, have closer 
associations with marae (meeting places), 
higher levels of competency with te reo 
and tikanga and strongly identify with 
the tribe. They participate regularly in 
Māori fora. 

Integrated Māori- those who are more 
likely to live in a reasonably orthodox 
New Zealand family in the suburbs and 
have a limited association with Māori 
institutions such as iwi (tribe) and marae. 
They are unlikely to have significant 
competence in Māori language although 
many will be eager to learn.

Pluralistic Māori- those who are able 
to move with ease in both mainstream 
and Māori worlds.  They are well con-
nected with iwi and at ease in Māori 
fora including marae settings. They are 
likely to have higher than average achieve-
ment in terms of education and employ-
ment than their same age peers.

literacy 
measure

ethnic 
group

Proficiency 
level 1

Proficiency 
level 2

Proficiency 
levels 3/4/5

Prose	Literacy māori 22% 41% 37%

Pasifika 39% 40% 21%

Asian 28% 39% 34%

European/
Pakeha

8% 28% 64%

document	
Literacy

māori 26% 38% 36%

Pasifika 39% 37% 24%

Asian 24% 33% 43%

European/
Pakeha

9% 27% 64%

numeracy māori 38% 37% 25%

Pasifika 56% 30% 14%

Asian 30% 31% 39%

European/
Pakeha

13% 30% 56%

Problem-
solving

māori 51% 35% 14%

Pasifika 68% 24% 8%

Asian 48% 38% 14%

European/
Pakeha

21% 40% 39%

table 2. Percentage of the adult population by ethnic group 
reaching the proficiency levels, by measure (All-2006)

Source: (Ministry of Education, 2008a)

Isolated Māori- those who are not 
likely to interact well with either main-
stream New Zealand society or Māori 
society.

These clusters have implications for 
Māori educational success as there 
needs to now be a very flexible ap-
proach in responding to educational 
needs, if Māori in all their diversities, 
are to achieve successfully.

During the Māori Education Sum-
mit, Durie (2001) observed three path-
ways of choice for Māori in education:

1) a Māori-centred pathway eg. Ko-
hanga reo and kura kaupapa and 
wananga ( Māori immersion teach-
ing)- where curriculum instruction is 
based on Māori knowledge, deliv-
ered according to Māori preferred 
learning styles and is also delivered 
in the Māori language. 
2) a Māori-added pathway- where 
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mainstream institutions include bi-
cultural centres which would then 
actively promote the language and 
culture.
3) a collaborative pathway where 
Government and other partners and 
Māori work together to create other 
initiatives for Māori success.
Māori educational aspirations are to 

have their knowledge base reaffirmed and 
validated and this is equally as important 
as recognizing their need, wish and desire 
to also be recognized as being part of 
wider society enjoying similar standards 
of living to other groups. The commit-
ments made to partnership by the Crown 
contained in the Treaty of Waitangi are 
vitally important to assisting Māori to 
reach these goals through inclusive pol-
icy advice, appropriate resourcing and 
active Māori participation and leadership 
at all levels.

currEnt	EducAtIOnAL	trEndS

In policy arenas, Māori strategic planning 
has shifted with less of a focus on the 
past and greater attention to the future 
and the realization of potential. This can 
be seen in the Ka Hikitia Strategy (Min-
istry of Education’s Step It Up strategy 
requiring all stakeholders in Māori Edu-
cation to improve) and Te Puni Kokiri 
documents (The Ministry of Māori Pol-
icy). There is much more emphasis on 
quality outcomes to education as opposed 
to access and participation which was a 
former priority. Durie states that: 
...while access to education and other 
endeavours will remain important 
goals for Māori, access by itself will not 
necessarily translate to quality out-
comes. Increasingly the emphasis will 
shift from regarding access and partici-
pation as satisfactory end points, to fo-
cusing on the best possible outcomes 
and high achievement so that there can 
be competitiveness with other groups, 
either within New Zealand or abroad 
(Durie, 2005, p.6).

The current educational policy dis-
course challenges the fact that Māori 
are not expected to succeed and educa-
tional institutions have now moved to-
wards a positive positioning which ad-
vocates for a Māori potential approach 
in education as depicted:

Further, a potential approach for 
Māori in education has three key un-
derlying principles: 

• Māori Potential: all Māori learners 
have unlimited potential. 
• Cultural Advantage: all Māori 
have cultural advantage by virtue of 
who they are – being Māori is an as-
set, not a problem.
• Inherent Capability: all Māori are 
inherently capable of achieving suc-
cess. 
The Māori Potential Approach was 

introduced three years ago. This has seen 
several initiatives occur, including: teach-
ers must take action to improve their 
relationship with Māori children and to 
be accountable for that relationship; 
educational institutions are resourced to 
provide increased academic support in 
order for Māori to achieve academically: 
tribes are working in partnership with 
the Ministry of Education on agreed 
projects. Results for Māori children show 
some 50% increase in their formal pass 
rate since the introduction (Bishop, 2008; 
Bishop, Berryman, Tiakiwai, & Richard-
son, 2003). 

The Māori Potential Approach ac-
knowledges and embraces the latent, 
creative and positive potential of a range 
of people and groups working together, 
and tapping into this to accelerate success 
for Māori. This approach also acknowl-
edges that there are many important 
parties in Māori education – learners, 
parents, whanau (extended families), iwi 
(tribe), educators, providers, Māori com-
munities, business enterprises, and gov-
ernment. Each has a positive and distinc-
tive contribution to make and a range of 
talents, skills, knowledge, and resources 

that are essential to support quality edu-
cation outcomes. Versions of this approach, 
which is relationship and potential fo-
cussed, are integral to a programme that 
underpins mainstream school programmes 
called Te Kotahitanga. 

LIfELOng	LEArnIng

Lifelong learning for Māori is not a 
new concept or practice. It is part of a 
broader approach to education which 
is related to whanau (family), hapu 
(subtribe) and iwi (tribal) education 
and to the development of which self 
determination is critical (Ministry of 
Education, 2001). For Māori, lifelong 
learning is political and Māori continu-
ally question as to whose education is 
under discussion and for what purpos-
es and ends. Perpetuation of culture is 
an integral part of education but equal-
ly as important is the fact that educa-
tion must also meet cultural aspira-
tions, be constantly evolving and re-
spond to challenges in a highly techno-
logical and globalised world. Central to 
Māori concerns however is Māori con-
trol and accountability back to Māori 
communities for holistic wellbeing. 
Lifelong learning for Māori can play a 
prime role in addressing the issues of 
Māori underachievement, in offering 
learning opportunities for Māori to en-
gage with and to help to succeed in and 
make a contribution to ongoing tribal 
development as well as citizenship gen-
erally. 

At the International Conference on 
Adult Education (CONFINTEA) held 
in Hamburg in 1997,  UNESCO, mem-
ber countries adopted the Hamburg 
Declaration: Agenda for the Future 

less focus on… more focus on… 

remedying	deficit	 realising	potential	

Problems	of	dysfunction	 Identifying	opportunity	

government	intervention Investing	in	people	and	local	solutions

targeting	deficit	 tailoring	education	to	the	learner

māori	as	a	minority	 Indigeneity	and	distinctiveness	

Instructing	and	informing collaborating	and	co-constructing

table 3: māori Potential Approach in education

Source: New Zealand Ministry of Education (2008, p.19). 
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which states adult education to be 
Adult education... is a key to the 

twenty-first century.  It is both a conse-
quence of active citizenship and a con-
dition for full participation in society.  
It is a powerful concept for fostering 
ecologically sustainable development, 
for promoting democracy, justice, gen-
der equity, and scientific, social and 
economic development, and for build-
ing a world in which violent conflict is 
replaced by dialogue and a culture of 
peace based on justice.  Adult learning 
can shape identity and give meaning to 
life.  Learning throughout life implies a 
rethinking of content to reflect such 
factors as age, gender equality, disabil-
ity, language, culture and economic dis-
parities (UNESCO, 1997, p10).

This definition certainly has synergy 
with current Māori thinking and in 
particular the reaffirmation of identity 
and contribution to both tribal devel-
opment and more broadly social and 
economic development.

At the same world conference, the 
popular Delors Framework of Learning 
was posited and accepted as a framework 
to think about the outcomes of the learn-
ing process. It states the outcomes as: 
learning to be, learning to know, learning 
to do and learning to live. Indigenous 
people gathering in readiness for CON-
FINTEA V made the Delors statement 
relevant to them by stating:

Learning to be = for indigenous peo-
ple, this is the right of self identifica-
tion and self definition

Learning to know = the right to self 
knowledge

Learning to do = the right to self de-
velopment

Learning to live together- the right 
to self determination.

In preparation for the Hamburg 
Conference, indigenous people met in 
Oaxaca, Mexico and agreed on a Dec-
laration for Adult Education for Indig-
enous Populations (1997). It contains 
twenty-eight articles which include:

Article Five- Adult education for in-
digenous peoples must be linked to 
their destinies as individuals and as 
communities.

Article Eight- Adult education must 
be an ongoing process that opens up 

the broadest array of options, opportu-
nities and possibilities to every indige-
nous people.

Article Twenty-two- Adult education 
initiatives must respect indigenous 
communities as knowledgeable part-
ners and embrace them as equal partic-
ipants in participatory planning, imple-
mentation and evaluation.

More recently the Declaration of 
Rights for Indigenous People was ac-
cepted by nearly all United Nations 
countries and Article 14 in relation to 
education states that

• Indigenous peoples have the right 
to establish and control their educa-
tional systems and institutions pro-
viding education in their own lan-
guages, in a manner appropriate to 
their cultural methods of teaching 
and learning. 
• Indigenous individuals, particular-
ly children, have the right to all lev-
els and forms of education of the 
State without discrimination. 
• States shall, in conjunction with 
indigenous peoples, take effective 
measures, in order for indigenous in-
dividuals, particularly children, in-
cluding those living outside their 
communities, to have access, when 
possible, to an education in their 
own culture and provided in their 
own language. 
(Source: Article 14, Declaration for 
Rights of Indigenous People) 
For Māori, then, these Declarations 

may be additional advocacy instru-
ments on top of their Treaty rights es-
poused under the Treaty of Waitangi to 
progressing and advocating for im-
provement to current Māori education-
al options and discourses. Advocating 
for ongoing improvement is a continual 
challenge.

Certainly there is much activity al-
ready occurring in New Zealand with a 
number of Māori-centred educational 
initiatives from childhood to university 
already State-funded and resourced. In 

many informal settings, Māori them-
selves do not rely on State funding to 
activate their learning. Separate legisla-
tion promoting Māori education, con-
trol and accountability has been posit-
ed by Māori but not yet progressed. 

Looking towards a Māori lifelong 
learning framework then, it is obvious 
that changes to mainstream education 
models must be part of an ongoing ef-
fort to continually enhance educational 
success for Māori.  The policy must be 
meaningfully practised, and schools 
and universities and other learning in-
stitutions must creatively respond to 
Māori students including incorporating 
Māori thinking into pedagogical prac-
tises.

I have taken the liberty of extending 
on Graham Smith’s work, presented in 
the beginning of this article, in articu-
lating important and vital characteris-
tics which should underpin any lifelong 
learning model and assist Māori to 
achieve:

Tino rangatiratanga – the self deter-
mination principle. This encompasses 
Māori need for control over education 
and cultural wellbeing. It encompasses 
the Delors statement of learning to live 
together which in this climate-changing 
world should now be extended to 
learning to live sustainably and harmo-
niously together while maintaining self 
determination. This shows Māori abil-
ity to respond to global contexts while 
securing and reaffirming their own cul-
tural practises of which they maintain 
control. 

Taonga tuku iho- the cultural aspira-
tions principle. This encompasses the 
Delors “learning to be” principle, Māori 
knowledge and traditional systems are 
legitimated. The learner is engaged in a 
learning relation through the process of 
“ako” where their role in the commu-
nity is affirmed contributing to the over-
all wellbeing of the collective unit. Edu-
cational aspirations are determined by 
Māori. Language and culture form the 
educational base, yet not without critique 
of their own cultural norms which allows 
for a cultural responsiveness to issues 
which impact upon Māori. 

Ako Māori- the “culturally preferred 
pedagogy” principle. Teaching and 
learning connects with Māori culture 

” For many 
Māori, identity 
is as important 

as educational 
degrees.
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and backgrounds improving chances of 
success. Many styles/tools of learning 
are incorporated with an emphasis on 
indigenous teaching techniques. The 
curriculum is also relevant acknowl-
edging the incidental and spontaneous 
learning spaces within communities in-
cluding learning spaces in the natural 
environment. There is also participa-
tion and inclusion of Māori in planning 
and curriculum development. An ex-
ample of this: every student brings a 
range of experiences, ancestral knowl-
edge, memory and insights into the 
teaching space and these are honoured 
through starting and ending learning 
with karakia (prayer); creating a 
whanau (family) collective and sharing 
learning space, and using culturally rel-
evant assessment. Working from a kau-
papa Māori base does not exclude 
those who are not Māori as it works 
for everyone, no matter what ethnicity.

Kia piki ake i ngā raruraru o te 
kāinga – the socio-economic mediation 
principle. This principle encourages 
Māori to see the potentiality that edu-
cation can bring, especially for those 
whose previous schooling experience 
was negative. Role modelling positive 
experiences is important and allows a 
space for “buy in” from the whole 
community. There is also attention giv-

en to the economic benefits that a good 
education brings.

Whanau –  the extended family 
structure principle. This calls on the en-
tire extended family to commit to in-
vesting in education and to involve 
themselves at all levels. The power of 
intergenerational learning and trans-
mission is important so that learning 
benefits the individual and the commu-
nity leading to increased wellbeing. 

Kaupapa – the collective philosophy 
principle. This focuses on Māori 
achieving in Māori education as well as 
mainstream education. It allows for 
creating a space where intercultural 
learning may also occur acknowledging 
that Māori need to both live as Māori 
and also be a citizen of the world. Un-
der this principle, the diversity within 
the Māori is also recognised thereby re-
quiring a Māori-centred approach, a 
Māori-added approach and a collabo-
rative approach if all Māori learners 
are to have access to quality education. 
Diverse knowledge systems are ac-
knowledged. As stated earlier, the 
Māori population is youthful and many 
youth do not participate in tribal activ-
ities but do prioritise cultural activities 
to inform and enhance their identity.

For many educators involved in life-
long learning, a kaupapa Māori ap-
proach to their work has become an in-
tegral component to building a rela-
tionship with their Māori students and 
enhancing successful learning out-
comes. Even within the restraints of 
mainstream institutions, the learning 
space can be created to honour and 
build relationships which are sourced 
within the Māori world view and 
project positive models of learning. 
Many Māori tribes conduct learning of 
all types on their marae and often sleep 
together in those spaces maximising the 
use of the cultural and spiritual space 
and the time of being together.

cOncLudIng	tHOugHtS

Māori have undergone significant 
changes as a people and education cer-
tainly has played a major factor.  Edu-
cational outcomes should not be 
viewed in isolation but are part of a 
bigger agenda which is about Māori 
development and political self-deter-

mining pathways. The ability to adapt 
and respond to change has favoured 
positive advancement, yet always there 
is the challenge for Māori of constantly 
advocating for rights amidst a political 
scenario which continues to uphold ho-
mogeneity and assimilationist agendas. 
Māori belief in their own potential and 
ability to succeed has always been high 
and the ensuing years will bring new 
challenges and issues. Without a doubt 
education and lifelong learning in par-
ticular will be a key factor in assisting 
Māori to succeed academically while 
still meeting their cultural aspirations.
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Educating artists 
for business innovation

Mevis Walter,  Nil ler  Wischmann and Skjold Fink

Kunstgreb (the English word is Artifice) is a Danish EU-

funded project that focuses on development and 

innovation. The largest part of the project focuses on a 

new training programme for professional artists. The 

aim of the training programme is to train professional 

artists to implement their creative skills into the labour 

market outside the artists’ traditional environment, and 

to collect knowledge and establish networks. The main 

idea is to build educational, creative and innovative 

bridges between the artistic world and the business 

sector. Apart from educating artists into innovators, the 

project also aims to undertake explicit research and 

documentation of the relationship between the artistic 

world and the business world, and measure the impact 

and record the results of this collaboration. 
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kunStgrEb	-	A	tHrEE-LEggEd	
PrOJEct.	

We see Kunstgreb as a three-legged 
project, the 1st leg being the education 
that we offer professional artists, there-
by giving them a chance to expand 
their creativity spectrum and applying 
their innovative skills, which they can 
thereafter apply to the business market.

The 2nd leg is an opportunity that 
we offer the Danish business sector 
which wishes to include some innova-
tive thinking and invest in developmen-
tal projects of their own choice. 
Through this interaction we also edu-
cate and enlighten both the private and 
the public sector, so that they are pre-
pared to open their doors and include 
artists in their innovation projects.

The 3rd leg is the research part 
which is being undertaken by a PhD 
student from the Center for Art and 
Leadership at Copenhagen Business 
School. A complete documentation of 
the research will be published in the 
Danish media at the end of the project 
phase. 

wHO	IS	bEHInd	tHIS	InItIAtIVE?		

The project Kunstgreb was started as a 
collaboration between the Danish Art-
ist Union (DAF) and a consultant 
company Wischmann Innovation. 
DAF is a trade union with more than 
1500 members, among them some of 
the best professional artists and enter-
tainers in Denmark. DAF´s main goal 
with this project is to increase employ-
ment possibilities for their members 
through additional training pro-
grammes like Kunstgreb.

Wischmann Innovation is a private 
company which over the last 10 years 
has arranged and created new job areas 
for artists in the business sector via a 
sister company Winwinners. This part-
nership therefore offers a good network 
within the business sector, trade unions 
and the entertainment world.

Their main aim is to expand and 
collaborate further with more compa-
nies from both the private and the pub-
lic sectors that are willing to work on 
maintaining and developing creativity 
and innovation.  Furthermore these 
companies are interested in building 
more bridges between the arts and 

crafts world and other areas of busi-
ness. 

wHy	IS	tHIS	kInd	Of	InnOVAtIOn	
nEEdEd?	

There are many good reasons why the 
timing of this project is suitable for 
Denmark and the whole of Europe 
right now.

Creativity and innovation are central 
to the social and economic develop-
ment of Europe. The creative sector, 
which encompasses the music branch, 
films, the arts, television/radio, soft-
ware and games among others, is re-
sponsible for over 1 million jobs across 
the EU and is vital to the cultural life of 
European cities. The innovation sector, 
another pillar of the European econo-
my, has greatly supported the economic 
growth of European countries by creat-
ing new products, developing new ap-
proaches or methods, which were mere 
dreams yesterday (e.g. mobile phones, 
wireless connections or wind energy) 
but which are reality today.

The Lisbon Strategy recognized, 
back in the year 2000, that knowledge 
and the innovation it sparks are the 
EU’s most valuable assets, particularly 
in light of increasing global competi-
tion. Together, the creativity and inno-
vation sectors are among the main de-
terminants of European competitive-
ness and economic growth.

A project like Kunstgreb can create 
new solutions to these challenges that 
many Danish companies are facing to-
day. Professional artists are used to fo-
cusing on aesthetics and including cre-
ative angles into end products, and 
these may provide entirely new and in-
novative ways of rethinking business. 
New ideas can be realized into new 
products, services, improved processes, 
better communication and more. 
Through this kind of interaction with 
the business sector, innovation can oc-
cur and thereby create added value and 
economic growth. 

The aim is to educate and empower 
artists to implement their creative skills 
in the business world, outside their tra-
ditional environment. Another major 
goal is to build educational and inno-
vative bridges between the artistic 
world and the business sector. Kunst-

greb is in itself a new way of being in-
novative. It goes beyond the ordinary 
norms and patterns that usually domi-
nate in Danish companies and provides 
the artists with tools to complete inno-
vation projects and integrate new ways 
of thinking. It aims at optimizing the 
human resources in Danish business 
life as a whole. Kunstgreb is the center-
piece providing business life with new 
ways of development by educating art-
ists and companies to understand and 
embrace creative thinking and innova-
tion. This is the most sustainable way 
to growth and development. 

tHE	trAInIng	PrOgrAmmE

To optimize the programme Kunstgreb 
runs educational modules of training 
over a period of 32 weeks. These mod-
ules include teaching, workshops, 
coaching, supervision from senior con-
sultants and practical assignments. The 
training programme is open for all art-
ists who have had more than 4 years of 
experience in their respective fields. 

The first 4 weeks of the programme 
is an introductory course. After this, 
the trainees have to choose if they 
would like to continue to the next 
phase of the course. The main aim of 
the introductory course is to give train-
ees a basic knowledge within 5 basic 
Kunstgreb educational areas which are 
described below. 

A further 4 weeks of Business train-
ing then follows at the end of which 
the artists will be matched with a suit-
able company or institute. The aim of 
this phase is to give the artists a basic 
introduction into the business world 
and to train their facilitation skills 
within innovation development pro-
cesses. 

The phase that follows is a 12 week 
practical training phase where the 
trainees will get to work on an actual 
innovation project at an appointed 
company or institute. This is a very im-
portant phase of the training because 
the trainees get a chance to put theory 
into practice at the company or institu-
tion they are matched with. 

The last part of the course is another 
practical phase whereby the trainees 
get a chance to specialize in another in-
novation project for 12 more weeks at 
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another company or institution. During 
the whole internship trainees are ex-
pected to gather experience from the 
business processes and compile a pro-
fessional report at the end of the train-
ing phase. The training course is then 
concluded with an oral exam. 

kunStgrEb’S	5	bASIc	
EducAtIOnAL	ArEAS

The artists must undergo an intensive 
training course of 4 weeks to start 
with. The training course content is 
made up of 5 basic blocks. The 5 edu-
cational blocks that are fundamental 
for a Kunstgreb training course are: 
1) Business knowledge 
2) Communication 
3) Process facilitation 
4) Project management 
5) Creative processes and idea develop-
ment.

teachers and coaches also use real ex-
amples from cases from their own deal-
ings with business companies in the re-
al world.  

2.	cOmmunIcAtIOn

Content: In communication classes 
the following two areas are the main 
focus: 
a) Ability to communicate clearly 
with the intended target and the 
ability to express the four approach-
es: Auditory (hearing), visual (see-
ing), kinesthetic (feeling) and logical 
(thinking). 
b) Being able to communicate in a 
way that “fits with other people’s 
maps”, i.e. decode the connection 
between minds, body language, per-
sonality types and be able to apply 
this understanding in practice. 
Aim: When dealing with change 
processes for an enterprise, one 
needs to be understood by all and be 
able to communicate clearly to get 
results. A Kunstgreb innovator needs 
to be able to communicate with dif-
ferent kinds of people, and should 
be able to place focus on the receiver 
and not themselves. 
Method: Role playing and all other 
forms of communication tools that 
have been developed from NLP’s 
theories and terminology. The NLP 
(neurolinguistic programming) mod-
el is based on assumptions about 
people and life that has been proven 
to be valuable and appropriate for 
use as a starting point in relation to 
communication, development and 
change. These assumptions can be 
experienced as mental tools that can 
be usefully applied in different con-
texts. With the “correct” use it can 
lead to positive, edifying and stimu-
lating thoughts and corresponding 
actions.

3.	PrOcESS	fAcILItAtIOn

Content: To facilitate a process 
means to understand and manage 
successfully the progress of the in-
tended process. That includes a 
good setup (start), so everyone un-
derstands the meaning of the proc-
ess, a good working phase (set up), 
and the skill to close (set down) the 

An overview of the Kunstgreb training programme

1.	buSInESS	knOwLEdgE.

Content: This part of the course in-
cludes an overall understanding of the 
business world. Areas like company 
goals and business strategies and orga-
nizational structures of different busi-
nesses are the main content. 

Aim: The intention is to give Kunst-
greb innovators basic business knowl-
edge which enables them to navigate 
and communicate appropriately and 
give them a better chance to handle in-
novation projects in different business 
areas.

Method: Early in the first 4 weeks of 
the course the artists are given a task to 
establish a consulting company. The 
company’s vision and immediate busi-
ness strategy will then be unfolded. 
These newly “established companies” 
then participate in drawing business of-
fers and staging negotiations. The 
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process in a way that people look 
forward to the next step. The idea is 
to ensure that all actors are involved 
and come into play. 
Aim: Kunstgreb innovators should 
not provide primary solutions to the 
challenges that businesses face. They 
should primarily be able to realize 
the potential or the hidden resources 
that many companies already have. 
They are being trained to help com-
panies to optimize their human re-
sources. This must be done through 
processes of meetings and work-
shops that they facilitate with both 
management and employees in-
volved. 
Method: We train the students 
through simple process building 
tools. We also combine the impor-
tant ingredients from communica-
tion, leadership and project manage-
ment.

4.	PrOJEct	mAnAgEmEnt.

Content: A project is a temporary 
organization with a defined goal. It 
is important to split the phases into 
manageable levels of individual sub-
activities that are interdependent of 
the main plan. Directing a project 
team should be done through moti-
vation, which in turn creates results. 
One must know the difference be-
tween managing a process and man-
aging a project.  
Aim: Most of the course activities 
that Kunstgreb innovators must go 
through during their training are or-
ganized as projects. The title Kunst-
greb innovator implies that the art-
ists are supposed to develop their 
project management skills. 
Method: We have built simple 
project tools (project, phase plan 
and execution plan) and we coach 
each artist individually on how to 
implement these tools. During their 
3- month internship they undergo 
“learning by doing” project manage-
ment training. 

5.	crEAtIVE	PrOcESSES	And	IdEA	
dEVELOPmEnt 
Content: Kunstgreb innovators are 
intended to primarily spot other 
people’s potential and resourcefulness. 

They have to understand and 
counteract the mechanism that people 
habitually suggest or propose. They 
must bring people to a state where 
people are genuinely open to new 
impulses and proposals in order to 
develop new ideas together. They must 
create confidence in other people. They 
should be able to facilitate a process 
where people are able to combine and 
cut down from hundreds of ideas to a 
few chosen ideas that offer the greatest 
potential for the company and meet the 
given criteria and values.  
Aim: Companies lack methods that 
give employees the opportunity to dig 
deeper and take time to reflect before 
making decisions. The demand for 
decisions at high speed allows 
stereotypes and not the incremental 
and radical solutions that are required. 
The optimal innovation process is 
thorough and yields better results.

Method: Kunstgreb has developed 
its own innovation model 
“KU”model (see description below). 
It consists of 9 rooms. Intensive 
training is performed for each room 
including development of activities 
based on artistic skills that students 
have developed. We call the whole 
process “being in the lab”. The KU 
model has evolved because every 
time a new team has been working 
with it, they are given a chance to 
develop and renew certain parts. 

tHE	ku	mOdEL	

The Kunstgreb innovation model (KU 
model) is developed on the basis of 
many diverse elements. Among them 
are Walt Disney’s creative strategies, as 
they have been described by Robert 
Dilts of NLP University in California. 
The Disney model balances the funda-
mental perceptual positions of the 
“dreamer”, the “realist” and the 
“spoiler” (or “critic”) in the service of 
a common vision. Another source is the 
desire to combine the KU model with 
other Kunstgreb tools, especially our 

goal setting tool and tools for values. 
Finally the approach of Otto Scharmer 
(MIT) and his “Theory U” to depth, 
sensing and development, based on in-
tuition rather than logic, has shown to 
evoke resonance and recognition with 
many artists. Scharmer’s starting point 
is that you should avoid “download-
ing” i.e. doing what you usually do.

The KU model is not The Disney 
model and not Theory U. It is a con-
glomeration of many separate parts. 
Together they support innovation proc-
esses in an efficient, action-oriented 
way. The model is still evolving and 
thus reflects practices, which Kunstgreb 
constantly unfolds in innovation 
projects in companies and organiza-
tions.

The KU model has become a very 
central part of the Kunstgreb educa-
tion.  The artists get a chance to famil-
iarize themselves with every room of 
the innovation model and unfold their 
artistic methods and competences as 
much as possible in each and every 
room. 

tHE	fOur	ArEAS	Of	InnOVAtIOn	
tHAt	kunStgrEb	HAS	wOrkEd	
wItH

Kunstgreb has been working with 53 
private and public companies and insti-
tutions. The four innovation areas that 
Kunstgreb has concentrated on so far 
are: Product innovation, process inno-
vation, marketing innovation and orga-
nizational innovation.

Product innovation is the introduc-
tion of new or imaginarily better prod-
ucts or services within a company. In-
volvement of end users is the central 
part of the process here. 

Process innovation refers to changes 
in production process or distribution of 
goods and services.

Marketing innovation refers to new 
sales channels and branding. CSR (cor-
porate social responsibility) falls into 
this category.

Organizational innovation concerns 
the company organization, its culture 
and internal and external relationships.

”
Fast decisions 
lead to 
stereotypical 

thinking.
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company name:	coloplast 
coloplast	is	a	danish-owned	company,	headquartered	near	copenhagen. 
coloplast	markets	and	sells	health	care	products	in	the	areas	of	ostomy,	continence,	wound	care	and	skin	care.

Project title:	new	and	improved	ways	of	involving	end	users	in	innovation
challenge:	How	to	identify	critical	knowledge	and	develop	methods	of	collecting	this	knowledge?
type of innovation:	Product	innovation

Process:	Identification	of	the	company’s	values			and	existing	methods	of	user	involvement.	
Interviews	on	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	current	methods.
Product	innovation	workshops	with	employees,	respectively	users.	
the	two	kunstgreb	innovators	were	unfolding	artistic	methods	and	practices	as	methodological	inspiration.	

results:	user	dialog	has	more	potential	if	kunstgreb’s	methods	are	used.	they	can	discover	several	aspects	which	
represent	deeper	reflection	from	users.

the	creative	forces	of	the	project	group	were	unleashed	in	the	”Idea-room”	of	the	ku	model.	they	were	told	to	
write	poems	about	the	dnA	of	the	company	and	“powerwrite”:		a	technique	in	which	you	”silence	your	inner	judge”	
and	write	down	whatever	comes	into	your	mind	for	7	minutes.	they	also	implemented	small	role	plays,	in	which	they	
could	practice	the	difficult	conversation	with	a	user	who	has	just	had	the	medical	procedure	of	ostomy.

After	having	been	through	a	validation	round,	the	many	ideas	that	emerged	in	the	innovation	process	were	compiled	
in	a	catalog	with	50	new	methods	for	user	involvement.
	
Product	development	projects	can	now		be	implemented	faster	and	with	greater	quality,	because	the	decisions	are	
more	fact-based	and	with	fewer	assumptions.	
coloplast	will	engage	with	more	users.	
kunstgreb	innovators	have	actively	helped	coloplast	to	mirror	up	into	the	main	problem,	user	involvement.

Below are 3 examples of innovation projects that Kunstgreb have conducted. 
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company name: the danish ministry of taxation
the	main	tax	offices	in	copenhagen.

Project title: knowledge	Loss
challenge:	Help	to	identify	loss	of	critical	knowledge	and	develop	methods	of	collecting	and	preserving	this	
knowledge.	
the	danish	ministry	of	taxation	must	part	with	1700	employees	nationwide	within	the	next	2	years.	who	takes	over	
and	who	gathers	all	of	their	invaluable	knowledge	up	and	ensures	that	it	can	be	located	again?
type of innovation:	Process	innovation

Process:	Identify	business	issues,	including	the	impact	of	staff	reductions	and	its	implications	on	knowledge	loss.	
development	of	a	prototype	method	in	conjunction	with	a	project	group.	this	included	an	eventful	travel	experience	
as	a	testing	method	on	the	target	group.

with	an	artist	(musician)	at	the	helm,	he	and	5	employees	from	the	department	of	Innovation	and	knowledge	Sharing	
delved	into	the	story	of	the	lost	knowledge	in	the	organization.	It	became	a	historical	knowledge	journey	through	
time	and	space	(bonfire	on	the	beach,	collecting	physical	objects	in	a	park,	creating	a	shared	work	of	art	and	totem-
narratives).	the	employees	also	had	to	imagine	how	lost	knowledge	sounds	and	to	compose	a	musical	story.	with	
this	foundation	for	rethinking,	the	new	development		method	was	created.	the	methods	were	subsequently	honed	
and	sent	to	the	ku	models	room	for	“forming	and	criticism”,	where	defects	and	shortcomings	are	identified	and	
resolved	constructively.

”my	personal	moving	box”	became	a	metaphor	for	knowledge	collection:	every	employee	filled	such	a	box	as	part	of	
the	process.	

results:	models	for	knowledge	loss	were	brought	into	focus.	new	innovation	capabilities	were	embedded	in	the	
project.	
workshops	are	now	subsequently	performed	at	the	ministry	of	tax	offices	-	the	subject	in	focus	being	knowledge	
preservation.

comments & Quotations from leadership:	”we	have	qualified	our	work	on	the	problem	of	knowledge	loss	
in	a	way	that	would	otherwise	have	not	happened.	this	process	has	had	its	clear	justification	to	pull	the	artist	into	
designing	the	process	in	question.	
we	have	innovated	methods	of	data	collection	at	a	faster	speed,	which	simultaneously	provides	continuous	
communication.	we	have	also	been	supplied	with	starting	tools	towards	a	transition	that	will	provide	the	organization	
with	foresight	in	order	to	prevent	this	kind	of	problem	in	the	future,	and	that	is	all	due	to	the	method	that	has	been	
developed	here.	”	
Helle	Vibeke	carstensen,	Head	Officer.	

company name:  SfK Systems A/S
Sfk	is	the	world´s	leading	supplier	of	innovative	and	tailor-made	solutions	to	the	meat	industry	for	red	meat	such	as	
pork,	cattle,	and	sheep.		
Sfk	products	range	includes	automatic	lairage	systems,	automated	slaughter	lines	with	integration	of	the	Sfk	Autoline	
concept	in	dressing	lines,	cutting	and	deboning	systems	as	well	as	weighing	and	packaging	systems.

Project title: Implementation	of	crm	(customer	relationship	management)	strategy.
challenge:	How	to	start	up	an	awareness	process	on	the	customer’s	role	in	all	processes	(”Sow	a	seed”).
type of innovation:	Organizational	innovation.

comments & Quotations from leadership:	

”the	value	of	your	participation	in	user	meetings	has	been	that	we	get	the	true	picture	of	user	sessions.	your	
feedback	sessions	have	been	very	accurate	and	the	value	is	such	that	our	understanding	of	what	was	happening	at	the	
user	meeting	has	been	higher	than	it	otherwise	would	be”	
	
“you	have	been	an	inspiration:	in	the	entire	innovation	process	and	throughout.	you	have	compelled	us	to	do	things	
differently	than	we	normally	do.	In	reminding	us	that	we	can	do	better	and	not	fall	asleep	to	do	the	same	again	and	
again	and	again.	your	recommendations	were	spot	on:	with	your	input	we	will	use	the	meetings	more	efficiently	and	
thus	they	are	more	valuable.”	January	thorstensen,	r	&	d	Senior	Project	manager	concept	development	global	r	&	
d,	coloplast.
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rESEArcH	And	rEcOrdIng	Of	
rESuLtS	And	EffEctS

The quotes in the examples above 
show that these projects have had con-
siderable impact and distinctive results 
on the above mentioned companies. 
Copenhagen Business School, as a part-
ner in the project, provided a PhD re-
searcher to the use of the project. The 
main goal is to record the particularly 
significant results and impacts that the 
artists have on the business world, 
when they facilitate innovation proc-
esses in Danish companies.

Preliminary conclusions suggest that 
there are significant productivity and 
outstanding results that come as a re-
sult of combining three aspects that 
are: 

a) the individual artistic skills 
b) consulting competencies gained 

from Kunstgreb’s education and 
c) a well-developed empathic capac-

ity to generate direct and close contact 
with the staff.

Kunstgreb records the results of all 
projects which can be useful for future 
planning of similar training programs 
in Denmark and other countries. 

Effects and results are very impor-
tant areas in the evaluation of all types 
of projects, especially innovation 

Process:	Identify	business	issues.	
workshops	with	management	board	on	values			and	customer	relationship.	
workshops	with	staff	on	interdisciplinary	collaboration	and	customer	relations.	
Visualization	into	all	activities:	
the	artist	(visual	and	installation	artist)	facilitated	workshops	where	she	got	her	art	into	play	by	decorating	the	
meeting	table	with	large	round	circles	representing	models,	and	large	painted	letters	in	Sfk	logo	colors	and	crm	
(customer	relationship	management)	in	gold,	symbolizing	the	values	from	the	“Value-room”	in	the	ku	model.	In	
addition	the	artist,	from	the	very	first	day,	perceived	the	beautiful	production	drawings	as	pure	art,	and	they	were	
turned	into	brainstorming	placemats.

results:	the	importance	of	customer	relations	development	was	successfully	put	on	the	agenda.	
transverse	mutual	knowledge	and	communication	were	put	into	process.	
further	awareness	around	crm	process	was	outlined.

comments & Quotations from leadership:	”the	difference	between	working	with	a	kunstgreb	innovator	and	
not	a	traditional	consultant	is	that	you	get	a	more	creative	approach	that	opens	up	-	you’re	simply	more	innovative	
and	have	better	opportunities	to	get	used	to	mental	changes	of	employees	across	the	enterprise.	It	is	therefore	much	
easier	to	implement	and	maintain	the	changes	thereafter.	It’s	more	doing	by	heart,	rather	than	“just”	in	the	brain.		
 
traditional	manufacturing	companies	are	using	loads	of	resources	on	the	economy	and	reports	but	often	forget	to	
focus	on	customers	-	and	getting	your	heart	into	business.	but	customers	are	also	human	beings	and	business	is	
basically	ultimately	about	human	relationships.	”	
claus	Hebor,	marketing	director,	Sfk	Systems	A	/	S.

projects as they are often dealing with 
organizational changes.  

Effects reflect the importance of the 
project for the company, and they can 
be evaluated from different angles: cus-
tomers and users, owners, managers 
and employees. What has the invested 
effort produced? Effects can be evalu-
ated qualitatively or quantitatively and 
illustrated through storytelling.

In our methods for evaluation of ef-
fects, we distinguish between two types 
of effects: 
a) Impact that the project made on the 
employees who participated in the 
project (learning effect) 
b) The impact or the outcome that the 
project has had on the development or 
creation of a new product or service in-
itiative, modified or new processes,  a 
culture change or new branding initia-
tives. 

Kunstgreb is one of the Danish ex-
amples chosen by NVL’s (Nordisk Net-
tverk for Voksnes Læring, Nordic net-
work for adult learning) competence 
project 2009-2012 for analysis of good 
learning examples from four Nordic 
countries. The final analyses and pres-
entation of good learning practice ex-
amples on the theme: “... education 
and training that succeed in strengthen-

ing both individuals and organizations 
in the perspective of managing change 
and crisis” will be available in 2012.

Art	And	InnOVAtIOn

Kunstgreb is working towards making 
art and artists enrich the Danish society 
and create shortcuts to development 
and innovation of businesses and their 
employees. At the same time our goal is 
to make projects like Kunstgreb to be 
Europe’s leading capability in innova-
tion through artistic and creative proc-
esses. It is not a long time ago that Tim 
Stockil wrote the following in Creative 
Intelligence, Arts & Business:

 The arts have a unique insight into 
creativity and its journey to innovative 
products. Consultancies such as the 
rather fancifully named ‘What if?’ op-
erate very successfully helping organi-
zations to develop such journeys, 
though they do not always credit the 
arts world for its insight. Artists work-
ing in any field should be able to help a 
business become more creative and in-
novative.

With over 100 artists involved, and 
over 60 successful innovation projects, 
Kunstgreb is already well on track to 
realize that vision. This training pro-
gram has also created jobs for the art-
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ists who have been introduced to the 
business world where they also got a 
chance to expand their network. Kun-
stgreb project has proved that art has a 
useful place in the business world and 
that this form of innovation can also be 
applied to other institutions.

r E S O u r C E S  a N d 
f u r T h E r  r E a d i N g :

www.creative-city-challenge.net/
www.lederne.dk
www.ottoscharmer.com
www.artsandbusiness.org.uk

mEVIS	wALtEr
mevis	walter	works	as	Project	Assistant	
at	kunstgreb	A/S.	mevis	is	Zimbabwean,	
educated	as	a	teacher	and	holds	a	Human	
resources	professional	degree.	She	has	
lived	and	worked	in	denmark	for	the	past	
15	years	and	has	previous	experience	as	
a	project	coordinator	for	developmental	
projects.	

SkJOLd	fInk
Skjold	fink	is	a	consultant	and	coach		
for	artists	in	kunstgreb.	He	has	previously	
worked	as	organizational	developer	in	the	
Hrm	organization	in	a	large	company	in	
denmark.		

nILLEr	wIScHmAnn
niller	wischmann	is	a	consultant,	coach	
and	musician.	He	is		
managing	director	of	wischmann	
Innovation	for	the	past	10	years	and	
has	worked	with	artists	in	danish	
companies,	building	bridges	
between	art	and	business.	
niller	is	co-founder	and	teacher	of	
the	kunstgreb	innovator	education	in	
collaboration	with	the	danish	Artist	
federation.	

cOntAct:
kunstgreb	Aps
Enghavevej	40,3rd	floor
1674	københavn	V
tel:	38	33	40	00
Email:	info@kunstgreb.dk
www.kunstgreb.dk



i
m

P
a

C
T

 O
f

 L
i

f
E

L
O

N
g

 L
E

a
r

N
i

N
g

266										L IfELOng	LEArnIng	In	EurOPE		 	4	 | 	2011

understanding the effects 
of adult learning 
– the outcomes
and impact of community 
education in ireland

Natasha Bailey

Over 2009–2010, a piece of research commissioned by 

AONTAS, the Irish National Adult Learning 

Organisation, investigated the outcomes and national 

impact of a type of adult learning called community 

education. This article explores the theoretical context 

of the study: the different models of community 

education; its role in addressing the social recognition of 

learners, and measuring the social outcomes of learning. 

It also presents key findings, conclusions and lessons 

from the study for providers and policy-makers.

This study shows how research of this type can make 

visible the non-economic benefits of learning and show 

how adult learning can achieve outcomes in other policy 

arenas.
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IntrOductIOn

The recent past has seen a turn towards 
research on educational investment 
that attempts to track both the social 
and economic benefits of different types 
of learning, hallmarked by the publica-
tion of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development’s 
(OECD) report, Understanding the So-
cial Outcomes of Learning (OECD, 
2007). This report said, “distinguishing 
these different modes and levels of edu-
cation is essential in order to give the 
analysis [of outcomes] a strong policy 
link, and specifically to open up debate 
on alternative patterns of investment” 
(ibid., 36). It also described a dearth of 
research about the effects of adult 
learning.

In 2009, AONTAS, the Irish nation-
al adult learning organisation,1 sought 
to address this gap in the Irish context 
by commissioning a national piece of 
research about the outcomes and im-
pact of community education in Ire-
land, including civic and social engage-
ment, health and progression out-
comes. To its knowledge, this research 
broke new ground as it was the first 
project ever carried out on the out-
comes of any type of adult learning na-
tionally.2 

Such research projects also support 
mandates from international and na-
tional quarters to investigate how state 
spending and policy-making contrib-
utes to both economic and social 
progress (NESC, 2009). The rationale 
herein is that the well-being of nations 
needs to be fostered and measured not 

just in terms of the development of hu-
man capital, but of social capital3, the 
development of active citizenship and 
participatory democracy. Measuring 
outcomes of state spending related to 
these arenas can show how investment 
in one policy area can address policy 
priorities in others. 

Since the publication of Ireland’s 
first comprehensive policy on adult 
learning in 2000, Learning for Life: 
White Paper on Adult Education, com-
munity education has been positioned 
as a distinct strand within adult educa-
tion provision and the lifelong learning 
agenda in Ireland. Rooted in the tradi-
tion of popular education, but with a 
primary emphasis on personal develop-
ment, community education in Ireland 
developed as a response to disadvan-
taged communities during the 1980s. It 
aims to gather groups of learners to-
gether, create a learner-defined, crea-
tive, participative curriculum that fos-
ters personal development and poten-
tially, social action and community de-
velopment. 

AONTAS has always demonstrated 
a strong commitment to community 
education by co-ordinating a number 
of policy and support initiatives for this 
sector. Hence, they had an interest in 
understanding the impact of communi-
ty education. 

This article summarises the context, 
relevant literature, methodology and 
findings of this national piece of re-
search. In particular, it will show that 
measuring the wider benefits of com-
munity education demonstrates how 

this type of education is extremely ef-
fective at fostering the personal devel-
opment of disadvantaged learners, 
which is central to the achievement of 
other types of outcomes for learning. 
Community education has a moderate 
impact in terms of civic engagement, 
but a significant impact in the realm of 
social engagement and desire for fur-
ther learning. It can help Ireland con-
tribute to the achievement of an equal-
ity agenda. 

The article concludes with some les-
sons from this research for policy-mak-
ers and adult educators generally.  
Namely, it supports the need for this 
type of research to inform policy-mak-
ing and shows how one type of provi-
sion meets the needs of educationally 
disadvantaged adults while having sig-
nificant benefits at a national level.

SEttIng	tHE	ScEnE	–	
OPErAtIOnAL	cOntExt	And	
rELEVAnt	LItErAturE

Community education
As previously indicated, community ed-
ucation is seen as a distinct strand of 
State adult education provision in Ire-
land, which catered to about 55,716 
learners in 2009. It is mainly funded 
through the Department of Education 
and Skills (DES). Some community ed-
ucation is also funded through other 
Government departments or philan-
thropic programmes, but this research 
was solely concerned with that re-
sourced by DES. In the main, resources 
for community education are provided 

funding programme learning programme/ course Vec personnel no. of programmes

Adult	Literacy	and	community	
Education	Scheme	(ALcES)	
allocated	by	dES	to	VEcs.

community	education	courses	
funded	by	either	tutor	hours,	small	
grants	or	a	mixture	of	both	to	small	
community	groups.

community	
Education	
facilitators	(cEfs)	
(although	they	
may	not	directly	
manage	the	
budget).

total	number	not	available.

back	to	Education	Initiative	
(btEI),	community	Strand	
allocated	directly	from	dES	to	
community	groups.

btEI	courses	free	for	those	with	less	
than	upper	secondary	education.		

At	national	level	–	
further	Education	
co-ordinator
At	local	VEc	level	
–	cEf	supports	
community	Strand.	

45	in	2009.

figure 1. operational structure of community education
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to the Adult Education Services of the 
Vocational Education Committees 
(VEC), which are statutory, administra-
tive structures across the country that 
co-ordinate, provide and support adult 
education programmes to their catch-
ment areas. Community education is 
supported by VEC personnel called 
Community Education Facilitators 
(CEFs).

The figure below summarises the op-
erational structure for community edu-
cation provision in Ireland. 

The bulk of learning in DES funded 
community education is non-accredited 
and happens at the earlier levels of Ire-
land’s National Framework of Qualifi-
cations (NFQ).4 It is seen as a bridge to 
more formal education and training for 
educationally disadvantaged learners 
and prioritises target groups stipulated 
by national plans for: social inclusion 
(Government of Ireland, 2007a), and 
European Social Funding through the 
Human Capital Investment Operation-
al Programme (Government of Ireland, 
2007b).5

The Government stipulates three pri-
mary aims for community education: 
enhancing learning; fostering empower-
ment, and contributing to civic society. 
The research described here sought to 
measure outcomes related to these aims 
in order to ascertain if they were being 
met. 

What does community education 
look like in practice? It entails groups 
of learners coming together in dedicat-
ed community education centres or 
more informal settings in local areas. A 
key difference between it and other 
types of adult learning provision is that 
the rationale for provision comes from 
the needs of the target group and/or the 
geographical community and is, for the 
most part, run by and for the commu-
nity with the support of the local CEF. 
If the group is one that is not connected 

to a centre, they define their own con-
tent, while larger centres engage in 
community needs analyses to identify 
subject matter. 

Topic areas can include hobby learn-
ing, personal development, community 
development or vocational skills. A tu-
tor with specialist knowledge of the 
topic explored facilitates the group. She 
or he would generally need to know 
how to use informal, creative, and par-
ticipatory methodologies to achieve 
learning outcomes. As indicated, disad-
vantaged learners accessed through 
outreach are prioritised, but some 
learners may not be experiencing mar-
ginalisation. The ultimate outcome of 
provision depends on the theoretical 
approach to community education tak-
en by the provider.

Lovett et al (2003) discerns four 
models of community education, set 
out in the figure below. 

As can be seen, there exists a debate 
about the extent to which community 
education facilitates social action and 
change to address discrimination. 
However, there are common threads 
between the different models. Fletcher 
(1980, 71) describes the shared charac-
teristics of these approaches as: “Com-
munity education is a process of com-
mitment to the education and leisure of 
all ages through local participation in 
setting priorities, sharing resources and 
the study of circumstances. Thus, the 
community and its educational provi-
sions qualify and enhance each other.”  

The White Paper on Adult Educa-
tion described community education in 
terms of both the service and social 
change models indicated above. The 
connection between community devel-
opment and community education in 
the Irish context is relevant to the so-
cial change models above. In Ireland, 
community development has generally 
been typified as a process that seeks not 

just to involve local people in co-ordi-
nation of services, but also in the redis-
tribution of decision-making power in 
communities and in combating poverty 
and disadvantage (Motherway, 2006). 
Community education in the social 
change models set out above prepares 
local people to participate in this ap-
proach to community development.

The process of community education 
generally involves recruiting disadvan-
taged learners and encouraging their 
persistence and retention by providing 
supports that address situational, dis-
positional and attitudinal barriers to 
learning. It also entails attending to the 
social recognition of learners and fos-
tering their self-esteem, ignored or 
eroded by the experience of oppression, 
reflected on theoretically in the next 
section. Lastly, it demands experiential 
learning drawing on the prior learning, 
life experiences and needs of learners to 
define content and make learning rele-
vant, as well as using participatory 
methodology so that these experiences 
can be harnessed and the group can be-
come a learning resource (Connolly, 
2006). 

Potentially, community education 
fosters critical reflection, develops skills 
for social action and leads to CSE out-
comes, because learners engage in ei-
ther direct learning about community 
development, or they discuss communi-
ty or social issues in the learning set-
ting. Again, experiential learning facili-
tates these outcomes since the partici-
patory methods mean that learning can 
change direction to respond to issues 
learners want to discuss and a skilled 

community education as a service community education for social change

community	organisation	model	–	education	to	people	in	
local	areas	by	outside	providers.

community	action	model	–	focused	on	addressing	local	
social	exclusion	with	some	instrumental	learning.

community	development	model	–	working	closely	with	
local	groups	to	co-ordinate	and	provide	local	services	to	
address	local	problems.

Social	action	model	–	focused	on	academic	education	for	
the	working	class	to	create	fundamental	social	change.

figure 2. models of community education

”
Historical 
roots of adult 
education are 

in education for social 
change.
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facilitator can help learners to situate 
these experiences within the societal 
structures that create them. Thus, 
learners learn to critique their society, 
and potentially take action to address 
issues they have discussed. However, 
AONTAS (2004) said that, in Ireland, 
this step is part of the advanced level of 
community education and does not al-
ways involve these elements. 

The research presented here sought 
to assess the extent to which the differ-
ent models of community education 
outlined above were implemented in 
the Irish context and whether or not 
learners were experiencing key ele-
ments of the process described. 

Educational disadvantage
Educational disadvantage is a multi-
faceted phenomenon that is both a 
cause and effect of social exclusion. 
The Combat Poverty Agency defined 
social exclusion as: 

The process whereby certain groups 
are pushed to the margins of society 
and prevented from participating fully 
by virtue of their poverty, low educa-
tion or inadequate life skills. This dis-
tances them from job, income and edu-
cation opportunities as well as social 
and community networks. They have 
little access to power and decision-
making bodies and little chance of in-
fluencing decisions or policies that af-
fect them, and little chance of bettering 
their standard of living.6

In Ireland educational disadvantage 
is evident in such trends as the high 
percentage of adults with low literacy 
levels (Government of Ireland, 1997), 
and a lack of change in the level of in-
dividuals leaving school early since the 
1990s (Byrne and Smyth, 2009). 

Addressing educational disadvantage 
needs to happen at all stages of the 
adult education process. For instance, 
ensuring the access and participation of 
educationally disadvantaged learners 
involves outreach, including: “door to 
door visits; community consultation; 
peer-support groups; one-to-one men-
toring; and a gateway project where 
the project became a referral agency for 
the target group” (Keogh, 2007). 

Retention, or what Carpintieri 
(2008) calls persistence in learning, for 

hard-to-reach learners entails: a focus 
on developing self-confidence; under-
standing and responding to the situa-
tional, dispositional, institutional and 
informational barriers in people’s lives, 
and employing appropriate pedagogy. 
Appropriate pedagogy includes creat-
ing a “safe and relaxed learning envi-
ronment” and “the development of a 
community of learners” (Keogh, 2007). 

In community education all of these 
tasks are deemed essential to the work, 
but of central importance is the devel-
opment of the social recognition of 
learners, as those who are socially ex-
cluded generally lack the respect and 
recognition of the society they live in, 
which results in low self-esteem, a lack 
of self-belief and low aspirations 
(WERRC, 2001 and Hottunen, 2007). 
Therefore, the first task of community 
education is to create a respectful envi-
ronment and work with learners to fos-
ter self-esteem, such that they feel that 
they feel recognised and perceive that 
they have a contribution to make. This 
work in community education is politi-
cal, as the experience of oppression en-
sures that “political injustices were in-
ternalised into the psychological struc-
tures of individuals” (Amsler, 2011, 
54). Therefore, fostering social recogni-
tion also plays a role in combating dis-
crimination. Tasks related to social rec-
ognition result in outcomes related to 
personal development and progression.

Also of note is that community edu-
cation providers understand that differ-
ent disadvantaged target groups have 
different needs. Thus, community edu-
cation for women has evolved to ad-
dress the need for childcare and isola-
tion in the home due to caring respon-
sibilities (AONTAS, 2009). Providers 
know that for older people, adult 
learning should work to help maintain 
well-being (Tracy, 2005 and AONTAS, 
2008). They are also aware that male 
learners may be more attracted to 
learning that targets local employment, 
integrates basic skills and emphasises 
appropriate certification options 
(AONTAS, 2008).

The research presented here aimed 
to find out the extent to which DES 
funded community education targeted 
disadvantaged learners, encouraged ac-

cess and persistence and met their spe-
cific needs.

trAckIng	tHE	wIdEr	bEnEfItS	Of	
LEArnIng

There are two main rationales for the 
importance of tracking all of the bene-
fits to learning for individuals and not 
just progression, participation rates 
and achievement of accreditation. The 
first addresses the increasing trend that 
learning in Western culture should be 
evaluated in terms of its value solely to 
the development of human capital and 
that the economy is increasingly per-
ceived as a “proxy for social well-be-
ing” (Balatti and Falk, 2002, 281).

Finnegan argues an increasing em-
phasis on this neo-liberal agenda for 
adult learning in Ireland (Finnegan, 
2008). While the White Paper on Adult 
Education (2000) made a commitment 
to fostering citizenship education 
through adult learning, amongst a 
range of other goals, little has been 
done to achieve these non-economic 
outcomes (Harris, 2005). Meanwhile, 
the State’s latest policy on adult learn-
ing, The National Skills Strategy, fo-
cuses wholly on how the education sys-
tem can ensure the supply of adequate 
skills to the workforce by 2020 (Expert 
Working Group on Future Skills Needs, 
2007). 

However, adult education finds its 
historical roots in education that was 
for and about social change and con-
tinues by those who embrace a radical 
focus to be seen as crucial to the pro-
motion of equality and democracy (Gi-
roux, 2004). Tracking the non-eco-
nomic benefits of learning related to, 
for instance, civic engagement can help 
to make visible “forms of education 
that provide a new ethic of freedom 
and a reassertion of collective identity 
as central preoccupations of a vibrant 
democratic culture and society”(ibid.). 

The second benefit for tracking the 
widest benefits of learning is, as men-
tioned in the introduction, to show 
how investment in one policy area can 
have benefits in others. The European 
Assocation for the Education of Adults 
(2006) said in a recent report, “High 
social returns generated by educational 
investment diminish the need for ex-
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penditure in other areas such as unem-
ployment benefits, welfare payments, 
pensions, social insurance and health-
care. The social return on adult learn-
ing, with special regard to basic skills 
for adults, may be between 10% to 
20%.” 

Thus, for those anxious to ensure 
adequate levels of resources for adult 
education, tracking the wider benefits 
of learning can contribute to debates 
about investment in the sector. 

rESEArcH	mEtHOdOLOgy

The following methods were employed 
to achieve the research objectives for 
the project described here:

• A representative survey of 683 
community education learners en-
gaged in programmes funded 
through the Adult Literacy and 
Community Education Scheme (AL-
CES) from DES, sampled through 
31 of the 33 VECs. Where appropri-
ate, resulting data was analysed for 
trends relating to age, education lev-
els, gender and rural/urban habita-
tion. 
• A purposively sampled survey of 
61 relevant personnel working in the 
Vocational Education Committees 
(VECs) across the country eliciting 
their understanding of community 
education. Respondents were, for 
the most part, Community Educa-
tion Facilitators and the managers of 
adult education services.
• A survey of 31 Community Educa-
tion Facilitators (CEFs) asking about 
the provision of community educa-
tion in their local areas.
• Eleven purposive in-depth case 
studies of community education pro-
viders incorporating past and 
present learner case studies, each 
one representing one of the target 
groups for community education 
named in the White Paper. Also pur-
posively sampled were providers 
who met one of the following crite-
ria: urban, rural, small centre, large 
centre, anti-poverty and family re-
source centre. Six of the case study 
organisations were funded through 
the Back to Education Initiative 
(BTEI) Community Strand.

• Nine semi-structured interviews 
with key community education in-
formants sampled purposively.
The data collection was carried out 

over a 9-month period from October 
2009 to June 2010. Of note for readers 
is the development of the Survey of 
Learners in Community Education, 
which was an innovative tool devel-
oped specifically for this piece of re-
search. It was a global survey of an in-
dividual learner’s experience of com-
munity education and the outcomes 
they experienced as a result. It also col-
lected demographic information about 
the learner, linked where possible, to 
national social inclusion indicators so 
that the research could investigate the 
level of social exclusion experienced 
within the learner sample. All of the 
outcomes measured were those docu-
mented in educational research more 
widely but also through Irish qualita-
tive research on community education. 
The research aimed to suggest tentative 
indicators for community education 
that could be tracked longitudinally. 

The survey was developed such that 
causality between community educa-
tion and outcomes could be estab-
lished. Effort was made to ensure that 
learners could indicate negative out-
comes, where relevant. An attempt was 
also made to ascertain the specific fea-
tures of community education that as-
sisted the achievement of the different 
types of outcomes measured. Since the 
survey was nationally representative, 
the findings could be generalised to the 
national cohort of community educa-
tion learners.

For the most part, the survey was 
administered to participating learner 
groups by the CEFs in their VEC areas, 
who were trained and supported by the 
researcher to carry out data collection. 
All quantitative data was analysed us-
ing the Statistical Package for the So-
cial Sciences (SPSS). 

Effort was also made to assign a 
monetary value to outcomes such that 

the return on investment for the State 
could be quantified. In Ireland, the nec-
essary valuations were only available 
for increased income and time spent 
volunteering. Cost benefit analyses 
were carried out in relation to these 
two outcomes using data collected 
through the case studies. Through these 
the researchers were able to calculate 
the annual contribution to the economy 
for one individual in community educa-
tion who began to volunteer as a result. 
This amount was then applied to the 
total percentage of learners surveyed 
who indicated they started to volunteer 
because of community education and 
generalised nationally. 

rESEArcH	fIndIngS

This section details some of the find-
ings of the research under relevant 
headings. For the purposes of this arti-
cle the results of the survey about the 
outcomes of learning will be focused 
on. The survey also asked learners to 
indicate the degree to which they had 
experienced the essential features of 
community education, or inputs, that 
allow for outcomes to emerge, but it is 
beyond the scope of this article to 
present those results here.

Reaching disadvantaged learners
As indicated, the target groups priori-
tised for community education match 
those in the Irish National Action Plan 
for Social Inclusion and also in Europe-
an Social Fund requirements (Govern-
ment of Ireland 2007a and 2007b). The 
research found that DES funded com-
munity education reaches many of the 
disadvantaged target groups it has pri-
oritised as 74% of the overall sample 
of community education learners who 
took part in the survey were from one 
of those groups. For instance, in the 
survey sample, 45% of people 16-64 
left school at lower secondary or be-
fore, and 36% were living with a disa-
bility. 

However, the research demonstrated 
that some of the harder-to-reach groups 
prioritised could be more effectively 
targeted, such as men, lone parents and 
members of ethnic minority groups. ” Dialogical way 

of learning was 
crucial to the 

positive outcomes.
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reason for taking part (%)

Yes, and have 
achieved this 
goal

Yes, but have 
not achieved 
this goal yet

totAl Yes
no, not a 
reason

to	make	friends	and	have	social	contact 87 5 92 8

to	have	fun 82 4 86 14

to	get	more	involved	in	the	community 73 8 81 19

to	improve	my	self	confidence 70 8 78 22

to	study	a	particular	topic 61 10 71 29

to	improve	my	health/	fitness	levels 44 7 51 49

to	help	me	move	on	to	further	study 34 18 52 48

to	get	a	qualification 31 15 46 54

to	improve	my	employment	prospects	and	get	a	job 28 17 45 55

to	improve	my	reading	or	writing	skills 27 6 33 67

to	improve	my	understanding	of	another	culture 27 8 35 65

to	understand	my	experience	as	a	member	of	a	
disadvantaged	group 17 6 23 77

told	I	had	to	do	the	course 4 1 5 95

table 1. Percentage learners’ reasons for taking Part

Providers work hard to support 
learners
Survey results demonstrated providers 
putting in a considerable amount of ef-
fort responding to the motivations and 
needs of learners.  The top motivations 
for learners to attend community edu-
cation were for social interaction, to 
have fun, to become involved in their 
community and to gain self-confidence, 
and learners generally indicated that 

figure 3. Percentage factors facilitating Access to community education

Access	to	computers/internet

Support	of	friends	and	family

course	information	was	interesting

timing	of	course	fit	with	responsibilities

Offered	certification

Someone	asked	me	to	join

People	were	really	nice

Had	course	learner	wanted

Heard	good	things	about	provider

Offered	training	allowance

Included	hospitality

Included	childcare

warm,	welcoming	surroundings

0								10						20						30						40						50						60						70						80	

their provider had ensured that they 
had reached those goals. The table be-
low shows the survey results for learn-
ers’ motivations to participate.

Learners were also asked what at-
tracted them to their providers, the re-
sults of which are shown below. 

From the figure we can see that the 
top three factors were that the people 
were really nice (69.6%), the surround-
ings were warm and welcoming 

(62.6%), and the provider had the 
course the learner wanted to do 
(57.6%). The inclusion of childcare 
was the least selected facilitator of ac-
cess, next to offering a training allow-
ance and certification. 

The survey also found that learners 
are supported to persist in learning by 
ensuring that their interactions with 
learners are: positive, frequent and 
helpful; their spaces are welcoming and 
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inviting, and they ensure an experience 
of dignity and respect for the learner. 
These were rated by learners as the top 
three important supports. However, the 
research also showed that providers of-
fer a number of supports to learners in 
addition to these such as regular check-
ins with learners to see how the learn-
ing is going for them, referrals to serv-
ices that could help learners address 
barriers, tailored information and guid-
ance and hospitality (i.e. offering a tea 
break during learning sessions). 

These findings bear out the literature 
on the types of supports needed by 
learners in community education and 
the importance of responding to learner 
needs and motivations in provision.

Yes i did this 
and i feel it is 
as a result of 
community 
education. 

Yes i did this 
but not as 
a result of 
community 
education.

Yes, i did 
this but i 
have always 
done it.

no, i did not 
do this.

decided	to	give	something	back	to	the	community. 32 6 30 32

used	internet. 29 9 42 19

began	to	read	more	books. 25 8 44 23

Volunteered	in	community	group. 25 8 26 40

watched	news	more	often. 25 8 53 14

talked	to	friends	or	family	about	politics	or	social	
issues.

23 7 49 21

went	to	parent-teacher	meeting. 23 9 40 27

donated	to	a	charity. 22 9 56 13

read	newspaper. 21 7 63 9

Voted	in	last	local	election. 20 8 60 12

Voted	in	last	Eu	election. 19 59 8 14

recycled. 19 10 62 8

Helped	neighbour. 18 8 62 13

Questioned	a	politician. 17 7 30 46

Voted	in	last	national	election. 16 7 61 15

Voted	in	last	referendum. 15 7 60 18

went	to	community	policing/	neighbourhood	
watch	meeting.

12 5 15 67

Volunteered	at	child’s	school. 10 5 20 65

took	part	in	a	protest	march. 8 5 13 75

wrote	letter	to	newspaper	or	politician. 7 4 8 81

table 2. Percentage of political and civic engagement 
outcomes for learners

Community education fosters social 
engagement and limited civic 
engagement
The survey asked learners to indicate 
whether or not they had experienced a 
range of different CSE outcomes. The 
table below sets out the results for the 
civic engagement outcomes measured. 

The table shows that the top civic 
engagement outcomes experienced by 
learners were decided to give something 
back to the community (32%), used 
the internet (29%), began to read more 
books (25%) and volunteered in a 
community group (25%). The propor-
tion of the sample that attributed these 
outcomes to community education is 
small. However, for many of the out-

comes we can see that the experience of 
community education resulted in a sig-
nificant proportion of those who were 
not engaging in the outcomes tracked 
to commence doing so.

Moreover, when the contribution of 
those who began to volunteer as a re-
sult of community education was val-
ued monetarily, the researchers calcu-
lated that the return to the State, even 
with conservative estimates, was at 
least 9.1 million euro per annum. This 
amount almost covers the State’s in-
vestment in community education dur-
ing the year of the research, which was 
10.1 million euro. 

Learners were also asked about the 
extent to which they experienced some 



i
m

P
a

C
T

 O
f

 L
i

f
E

L
O

N
g

 L
E

a
r

N
i

N
g

LIfELOng	LEArnIng	In	EurOPE		 	4	 | 	2011										273

or large positive change in relation to a 
range of social engagement outcomes. 
The results are shown below.

We can see from the above table that 
the top social engagement outcomes 
experienced by learners are talking to 
new people (89%), trying out new ac-
tivities (88%) and more contact with 
friends (69%). Of note is that over half 
the sample indicated positive change in 
regard to outcomes related to trust and 
tolerance of other people. Learners 
were least likely to indicate they had 
experienced positive change in out-
comes related to institutional trust like 
understanding how the government 
works (29%) and trust in the political 
system (11%). Few also indicated that 
they had experienced positive change in 
relation to taking part in public speak-
ing (32%).

The results of the survey in relation 
to CSE outcomes support the literature 

detailing the ways in which adult learn-
ing can contribute to the development 
of democracy and strengthening social 
networks and ties, which underpin the 
development of collective identities and 
social cohesion. 

cOmmunIty	EducAtIOn	rESuLtS	
In	ImPrOVEd	HEALtH

Learners were surveyed about a range 
of mental and physical health out-
comes. The results showed marked 
change for learners in regard to mental 
health. In particular, in terms of a range 
of personal development benefits for 
learners shown in the table below. 

The table above tells us that the ma-
jority of learners experienced many of 
the personal development outcomes 
above. None of the learners cited a 
negative change in relation to these 
outcomes. The top three were a posi-
tive change in self-confidence (85%), 

large positive 
change

Some positive 
change

total

talking	to	new	people. 54 35 89

trying	out	new	activities. 51 37 88

more	contact	with	friends. 37 32 69

more	accepting	and	understanding	of	different	beliefs. 29 35 64

Visiting	new	places. 34 27 61

more	accepting	and	understanding	of	other	cultures. 31 29 60

more	sympathy	for	people	I	would	have	normally	judged	badly. 25 34 59

confidence	speaking	to	service	providers. 25 32 57

Positive	role	model	for	children. 25 30 55

understanding	that	things	I	do	here	can	affect	people	globally. 23 30 53

confidence	taking	on	leadership	role. 21 31 52

willing	to	help	neighbours. 22 27 49

greater	trust	in	service	providers. 19 30 49

trust	in	people	in	neighbourhood. 17 28 45

getting	along	with	neighbours. 19 25 44

more	contact	with	family. 23 20 43

critical	of	discrimination	against	disadvantaged	groups. 15 25 40

Quantity	quality	time	with	children. 18 21 39

taking	part	in	public	speaking. 16 16 32

greater	understanding	on	how	government	works. 15 14 29

trust	in	political	system. 4 7 11

table 3. Percentage of positive change in social engagement outcomes of learners

sense of purpose or hope (80%), and 
happiness (77%).  The majority of 
learners also experienced positive 
changes in relation to other important 
aspects of personal development such 
as ability to do things by yourself 
(75%), ability to communicate with 
others (73%), quality of life (73%) and 
ability to tackle problems rather than 
ignore them (70%). 

Also of note is that, when asked in 
another question, 58% of learners sur-
veyed said they felt happier and less de-
pressed as a result of their experience 
of community education, while 53% 
said they felt they had more control 
over things that happen to them. 

Learners were also asked whether or 
not community education had resulted 
in them taking up a range of physical 
health behaviours. Notable results 
from this exercise were that 46% of 
learners began to exercise a bit more 
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and 41% started to eat more fruit and 
vegetables.  

The literature asserts that personal 
development work or that related to 
the development of social recognition is 
crucial for those experiencing educa-
tional disadvantage. In this regard, the 
findings show how effective community 
education is in meeting this require-
ment since many of the learners sur-
veyed were experiencing disadvantage. 
The findings on improved levels of 
mental well-being and changes in 
health behaviours suggest how commu-
nity education contributes to meeting 
other policy priorities. 

cOmmunIty	EducAtIOn	InSPIrES	
furtHEr	LEArnIng

Lastly, learners indicated whether or 
not community education had resulted 
in them wanting to achieve a range of 
progression related goals. The results 
of this question are set out in the figure 
below. 

The top three progression outcomes 
resulting from community education 

for learners was learn a new skill 
(70%), do a non-certified course with 
this group or centre (55%) and get a 
certificate with this group or centre 
(52%). Learners were also asked 
whether or not they had already 
achieved the progression goals listed in 
the figure. Levels of actual achievement 
of progression goals were low. There-
fore, learners were, for the most part, 
thinking about future goals they felt 
they wanted to achieve as a result of 
their community education experience. 

These results show how community 
education contributes to the develop-
ment of skills and motivates learners to 
continue with their learning. A key find-
ing was that progression was not al-
ways seen in terms of linear upward 
movement along one scale, but that it 
was equally to do with maintaining 
well-being or taking a learning journey 
that involved dipping in and out of 
learning, moving sideways along ac-
creditation pathways or changing direc-
tion altogether. 

cOmmunIty	EducAtIOn	
PrOmOtES	EQuALIty

By applying a qualitative equality 
framework the researcher proposed 
that community education makes a sig-
nificant contribution to equality. The 
top outcomes experienced by learners 
showed that community education as-
sists Ireland’s development along five 
dimensions of equality, namely: the de-
velopment of love, care and solidarity 
amongst people; fostering respect and 
recognition amongst citizens; creating 
equal power relations, producing 
equality of opportunity and ensuring 
equal distribution of resources. 

Through the research community 
education was found to be very effec-
tive at contributing to the first two of 
the equality dimensions. For instance, 
64% of learners indicated that they 
had experienced a positive change in 
being “more accepting and understand-
ing of beliefs that are different to my 
own” and 60% indicated a positive 

large positive 
change

Some positive 
change

total

Self	confidence. 39 46 85

Sense	of	purpose	or	hope. 31 49 80

Happiness. 40 37 77

Ability	to	do	things	by	yourself. 37 38 75

Ability	to	communicate	with	others. 34 39 73

Quality	of	life. 34 39 73

Ability	to	tackle	problems	rather	than	ignore	them. 31 39 70

Asking	for	support. 31 38 69

making	decisions. 26 40 66

Ability	to	plan	for	the	future. 24 36 60

trust	in	others. 32 27 59

Sense	of	loneliness. 20 32 52

confidence	in	talking	to	children	about	importance	of	finishing	
their	education.

29 19 48

How	well	you	get	along	with	your	family. 23 20 43

general	parenting. 19 23 42

understanding	rights	under	Irish	equality	law. 16 24 41

Ability	to	help	children	with	homework. 17 19 35

fear	of	being	a	victim	of	crime. 12 17 29

table 4. Percentage of positive change, Personal development outcomes of learners
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change in being “more accepting and 
understanding of other cultures”. Thus, 
respect and recognition are fostered 
through community education.

VArIAtIOn	In	mAnAgEmEnt	And	
APPrOAcH

The research also found that the sup-
port and management of community 
education varied dependent on VEC ar-
ea such that all four of the models 
highlighted in the literature section are 
implemented. The main model institut-
ed is a hybrid of the two service models 
described in the literature, where learn-
ing is community-based, responding to 
a community’s needs, but learning is 
primarily liberal, focused on fun and 
hobby learning. The research suggested 
that DES could usefully discuss a uni-
fied approach to community education 
with related policy guidelines and tar-
gets for representation of priority 
groups. 

A	cOLLAbOrAtIVE	LEArnIng	
EnVIrOnmEnt	IS	ESSEntIAL

In particular, the research found that 
the openness of the learning environ-
ment was crucial to the achievement of 
outcomes measured, meaning that 
learners were engaged in participatory, 
dialogical learning where the tutor/ fa-
cilitator could change direction in or-
der to respond to learner needs. It was 
recommended that this feature of com-
munity education be prioritised and tu-
tors/ facilitators trained to work in this 
way. 

The collaborative environment en-
sures that learners’ voices are heard 
and are valued. This valuation is part 
of the social recognition work in com-
munity education, which leads to the 
personal development outcomes noted, 
as well as the desire to formulate and 
achieve progression aspirations. It also 
helps learners to develop a critical 
voice. Since learning in community ed-
ucation groups is experiential it means 
that groups will often have discussions 
on problems they are experiencing in 
their lives or relevant social issues. An 
experienced tutor/ facilitator can har-
ness these teachable moments for re-
flection about the society we live in and 
can help learners develop critical think-
ing skills and a sense that their opin-
ions matter. They may then choose to 
engage in social action as a result.

dIScuSSIOn

This research has much learning to of-
fer in regard to evidence-based policy 
making and adult learning provision.  
Obviously, research such as that pre-
sented here can show whether or not 
policy-makers and providers are reach-
ing the beneficiary groups they want to 
prioritise and the aims they have set for 
provision. This knowledge ensures that 
resources are being used appropriately. 

It also helps to elaborate on the in-
puts to provision that allow outcomes 
to happen. For instance, this research 
demonstrated that certain supports, re-
sponses to learner motivation and fea-

tures of the learning environment are 
crucial to the achievement of the out-
comes tracked. Tasks related to social 
recognition of learners are essential, as 
is the openness of the learning environ-
ment and a collaborative approach.

This research also showed the con-
tribution that learning can make across 
a number of policy areas and the non-
economic benefits that occur from one 
type of adult learning, particularly as 
they relate to civic engagement and so-
cial inclusion. As already discussed, 
this learning can also support discus-
sions about monetary investment in 
adult education. 

The clear message from this research 
is to keep carrying it out. The challenge 
is to ensure that research of this type is 
used to inform data collection systems 
employed by the State, or that projects 
of this type are carried out on a regular 
basis so as to validate policy decisions 
or highlight gaps. 

Some more specific lessons from this 
research include: 

• Have a central, unified vision for 
the type of provision needed and de-
velop clear guidelines for its imple-
mentation.
• Ensure continuous professional de-
velopment for tutors/ facilitators 
such that they can implement the vi-
sion described.
• In the case of community educa-
tion, or any adult learning aimed at 
those experiencing educational dis-
advantage, ring fence resources for 
outreach, support and personal de-
velopment work as these tasks are 
key to their persistence and reten-
tion.
• Track benefits to learning across 
all the outcome areas, CSE, health 
and progression and carry out com-
parative research for different types 
of adult learning provided.
• Promote the importance of this 
type of research for showing how 
education providers and policy-mak-
ers can make a contribution to 
equality through adult learning.
This article is a summary of a much 

larger piece of research. The full re-
search report can be downloaded from 
www.aontas.com. 
E N d N O T E S

figure 4. Percentage of progression outcomes for learners
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1  See www.aontas.com.
2  Please note, the views in this article are 

entirely the views of the author and do 
not necessarily express the views of 
AONTAS or of the Department of 
Education Skills, which funded the 
research.

3  For the purposes of this article, social 
capital is defined as the bank of skills 
and knowledge that allow us to access 
and participate in relationships that 
can help us to gain valued resources. 
Ability to use social networks and 
participate in groups are skills that 
develop social capital. 

4  These levels are broadly equivalent to 
primary and secondary schooling.

5  These target groups are: Early school 
leavers; the long-term unemployed and 
those at risk; those not in work but 
not eligible to be on the Live Register; 
those in the workplace with basic 
skills needs; disadvantaged women; 
disadvantaged men; lone parents and 
other carers who cannot participate in 
full-time courses; Travellers; homeless 
people; substance misusers; ex-
offenders; people with disabilities; 
English as a second language speakers 
who need literacy/ language supports.

6  www.cpa.ie
7  These were older people, women’s 

groups, members of the Travelling 
community and other ethnic 
minorities, people with disabilities and 
men’s groups.

8  See www.aontas.com for a copy of this 
survey.
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